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Discuss the Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence

Introduction
Adolescence is an age of human development that is marked by major physical, emotional, psychological and social changes. In this phase, young people become more independent, form deeper friendships and start to form a sense of identity. Simultaneously, social media is now playing a significant role in the life of adolescents, offering a means of communication, entertainment, self-expression, and socialising. Social media can thus impact adolescents' experiences of relationships, self-esteem, identity and emotional wellbeing. Social media can offer social support and connection, but overuse and problematic use have been linked to negative mental health effects such as anxiety, depressive symptoms, stress, poor sleep and low self-esteem. 
There is a complex relationship between social media and adolescent mental health because even if there is a high amount of social media use, the impact is not always there. Content viewed, intent of social media use, peer interactions, social comparisons, and individual characteristics can all impact outcomes. Recent studies have indicated anxiety and depression as a consequence of problematic social media use, and there are some mechanisms to account for these relationships, such as social comparison, feedback-seeking and sleep deprivation (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2019). This essay will examine the role of social media in the mental health of adolescents, particularly in relation to relationships, social support, identity development, self-esteem, social comparison and psychological wellbeing, in relation to the concepts of Attachment Theory and Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory.
Main Body
Social Media Use and Adolescent Mental Health
Today's adolescents are an active part of social media. The U.S. Surgeon General estimates that as many as 95% of teens (ages 13–17) are on a social media platform, with many using social media almost daily or daily (U.S. Surgeon General, 2023). The same piece of counselling recommended that using social media for more than three hours each day might raise risk for mental health problems in teens, such as depression and anxiety, by as much as 200% (Bergagna and Tartaglia, 2018). These results, however, must not be taken as proof of the direct influence of social media on mental health and mental illness. Factors that can impact mental health include family relationships, personality, socio-economic status, prior psychological problems and online friendship.
The link between excessive social media use and anxiety and depression symptoms is one of the key issues. The researchers carried out a systematic review of 32 studies, which found that more than half of them found that social media was positively correlated with anxiety among adolescents, but some variations in study design and measures were found (Bottino et al., 2015). Likewise, a systematic review of children and adolescents revealed that excessive and problematic social media use was related to depressive and anxious symptoms. It also pinpointed social comparison, feedback-seeking and sleep deprivation as potential mechanisms for these findings (Alonzo et al., 2021). This means that it may be the use of social media and not its mere existence that is important.
Young people are seeing other people's lives, looks, and achievements as carefully put-together and edited social media images. For adolescents, the lives of others, their looks and their achievements are being presented as carefully put-together and edited social media images. Adolescents can therefore make comparisons about their own lives as opposed to the idealised life of another. 
Attachment Theory and Social Media
The concept of Attachment Theory was developed by Bowlby (1969), which states that an individual's expectations and behaviours in later relationships are influenced by earlier relationships with caregivers. Attachment is built when caregivers are available, caring and protective consistently (Bowlby, 1969). A lack of consistent, available and reliable relationships, on the other hand, can lead to insecure attachment development. Relationships and emotional regulation patterns can later affect one's approach to seeking support and how one relates to others.
Adolescent mental health outcomes may be influenced by social media use and may be explained by Attachment Theory. Adolescents who have secure attachment might be more likely to use social media as another avenue to maintain healthy relationships, as opposed to replacing real-world relationships. They might be able to get emotional support from friends, but set limits on social media. Evidence from attachment studies and adolescent peer research studies suggests that secure attachments are linked to peer relationships which are marked by communication, support, intimacy, trust and quality (Puukko et al., 2020).
Social media could then be a substitute for supportive relationships. For instance, a teen with school pressure or personal issues could text or chat with close friends on social networking sites. Emotional support can help the adolescent feel less isolated and can help him or her deal with problems. In this way, social media could reinforce current social ties and have a positive effect on psychological well-being.
Attachment Theory can also be used to understand the causes of some teens engaging in behaviours on social media that are linked to poor mental health outcomes. Adolescents with an insecure attachment type might be more concerned about rejection, abandonment or acceptance in the social world. They might then try to find reassurance in likes, comments, messages and other online feedback. Failure to get the desired response can lead the adolescent to think negatively and develop anxiety or low self-esteem. Reliant checking of messages and social media may then end up being a method for seeking reassurance.
Particularly so as social media can offer instant and measurable feedback. It can seem like likes, comments, views and followers give information on social acceptance. If this is an excessive amount of feedback for reassurance, then negative or inadequate feedback can impact adolescent emotional well-being (Sohn et al., 2022). A recent study of adolescents' reactions to the feedback they receive online has also shown that positive and negative digital evaluation can be especially impactful on adolescents.
Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory
Another important explanation of the connection between social media and adolescent mental health is given by Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory. Erikson's (1968) psychosocial stage of adolescence is identity versus role confusion. In this phase, youth try to be aware of themselves, their values, and their role within society. Positive identity development helps to promote a clear and integrated sense of identity, while difficulties with developing identity can lead to uncertainty and role confusion.
Social media can be a meaningful place for teen identity formation as teens can try out different versions of themselves to others. They can select pictures, usernames, interests, opinions and other elements of their digital presence (Burnell et al., 2024). So, social media can be a source of refining and exploring one's identity. Adolescents can find other people with similar interests and gain feedback from peers that might help build up identity.
Review of identity research: explains how building an identity is one of the developmental tasks of adolescents. In addition, the study found a significant relationship between social media use and identity development in almost 20,000 teens based on a recent systematic review of 32 studies (Avci, Baams and Kretschmer, 2025). The results indicate that being more active in social media was positively related to identity exploration, and being more authentic in social media was positively related to self-concept clarity. Social comparison was related to identity exploration; however, social comparison was related to identity distress.
This highlights how social media can be positive and negative in the development of one's identity. An adolescent may feel confident and connect with a sense of self when using social media to look at hobbies, interests or communities, for instance. Online communities can expose youth to experiences that otherwise may not be present in their local offline life. This can be an aid to exploration and a reinforcement of their sense of belonging (Dibben et al., 2023).
Conversely, those who feel obliged to portray an idealised image of themselves could be causing role confusion. Teenagers may think that they have to look good, successful, popular or happy on the Internet. This may lead to psychological stress if the online profile is very different from the adolescent's actual life. Adolescents may start to appraise themselves based on others' reactions to their online presentation (Zhu et al., 2021).
Social comparison is important to Erikson's theory. As a normal part of identity development, adolescents try to get information about themselves through observing others. Social media provides greater access to this information as adolescents can view photos, accomplishments, relationships and lifestyles of others at all times (Erikson, 1968). A study has shown that when teens used social media and made comparisons to people they saw as “upwards”, they felt worse about themselves. 
Conclusion
Finally, overall, social media can be beneficial or harmful to the mental health of adolescents. Problematic social media use is correlated with depression, anxiety, stress, sleep problems, cyberbullying and lack of self-esteem. Social media can also present opportunities for communication, friendship, social support, self-expression and identity exploration, however.
The quality of adolescent relationships and how attached they feel in their emotional security can be one of the reasons that may determine the way they use social media, according to Attachment Theory. Secure relationship patterns can facilitate adolescents' ability to utilise social media as another source of support, while insecure relationship patterns can elevate feelings of rejection and reliance on social media for validation. Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory can support the understanding of how social media might affect adolescent identity development. Social media can be used to help explore identity and express oneself, but excessive exposure to social comparison and validation anxiety can lead to identity distress and lowered self-esteem.
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