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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence
Social media has become a central part of adolescences daily lives, with platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, snapchat, YouTube and many more influencing how young people communicate, learn and develop their identities. Recent research suggests that while social media can provide opportunities for social connection and support, excessive or harmful use may negatively affect mental health, contributing to anxiety, depression, low self esteem, sleep problems and bullying. (Keles et al.,2020). Adolescence is a particularly sensitive stage of development because individuals are forming their self and seeking acceptance from peers. This essay will examine the impact of social media on adolescence mental health using Erikson’s theory of psychological development and Bowlby’s attachment theory. It will argue that social media can both support and undermine mental wellbeing depending on the quality of relationships, the level of online engagement and the developmental needs of the adolescent. 
Adolescence is associated with significant biological, psychological and social changes. According to Erikson(1968), the main developmental task during this stage is identity verses role confusion. Young people explore different roles, values and relationships in order to establish a stable sense of identity. Social media provides a space for this exploration through posting photographs, sharing their opinions and interacting with others. Positive feedback comes in the form of likes, comments and messages can enhance self esteem and feelings of belonging (Best et al., 2014). For example, adolescents who feel isolated in real life may find supportive communities online where they can discuss shred interests and experiences. In this way, social media can contribute positively to psychological development. 
However, Erikson’s theory also helps explain why social media may increase vulnerability to poor mental health. Because adolescence are actively seeking validation from others, they may have become overly dependent on online approval. Constant comparison with carefully edited images of peers and influencers can lead to dissatisfaction with their own appearance and achievements. Research has found that social comparison on social media is associated with increased depressive symptoms and the lower self worth amongst adolescents (Vannucci at al., 2017). When young people feel unable to meet the perceived standards presented online, they may have experience role confusion, insecurity and emotional distress. Eriksons theory therefore suggests that social media can interfere with healthy identity formation when external validation becomes more important than internal self acceptance.
 An important limitation of the current evidence is that much of the research examining social media and adolescent mental health is correlational. This means that researchers are able to identify relationships between social media use and psychological well-being but cannot determine whether social media directly causes mental health problems. For example, adolescents who already experience anxiety or depression may be more likely to spend longer periods online seeking reassurance or distraction. Equally, those with good mental health may use social media in more positive and balanced ways. Odgers and Jensen (2020) argue that the effects of digital technology are often relatively small and differ according to individual circumstances, suggesting that the quality of online interactions may be more important than the amount of time spent on social media. Therefore, interventions should focus on promoting healthy online behaviours rather than simply reducing screen time.
Bowlby’s attachment Theory provides a second perspective on the relationship between social media and mental health. Bowlby (1988) proposed that early relationships with caregivers shape and individuals expectations of later relationships. Adolescents with secure attachments are generally better able to regulate emotion than maintain healthy social interactions, whereas those with insecure attachments may seek reassurance and connection in less adaptive ways. Social media can become a tool through which adolescents attempt to satisfy unmet emotional needs. Excessive checking of messages, fear of being ignored and anxiety when receiving little online attention may reflect to attachment related insecurities.
Cyber bullying is one of the most serious ways in which social media can harm mental health. Victims of online harassment often report increased anxiety, depression and feelings of loneliness (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Bowlby’s theory suggested that repeated experiences of rejection or humiliation online may reinforce negative beliefs about oneself and others, particularly for adolescents who already have insecure attachment patterns. Furthermore because cyber bullying can occur continuously through smartphones and social networking platforms, young people may find it difficult to escape the source of distress. This can intensify emotional difficulties and increase the risk of self harm or suicidal thoughts. 
Another factor influencing adolescent mental health is the phenomenon known as the fear of missing out (FOMO). FOMO Refers to the anxiety that others may be having rewarding experiences without one's involvement it has become increasingly common with the widespread use of social media. Adolescents may feel pressured to remain constantly connected in order to keep up with friends activities, conversations and trends. This pressure can lead to compulsive checking on social media platforms, making it difficult for young people to disengage from their online environments. From
Despite the risks, social media is not inherently harmful. During adolescence, peer relationships become increasingly important, and online communication can help maintain friendships and provide emotional support. During periods of stress, such as illness, family difficulties or social isolation, adolescence use social media to assess supportive networks and mental health information (Best et al., 2014). Online communities can reduce stigma by allowing young people to discuss mental health experiences anonymously and receive encouragement from others facing similar challenges. From a Bowlby’s perspective, supportive online interactions may strengthen feelings of security and connectedness, particularly when they complement healthy offline relationships. From Erikson’s perspective, this behaviour reflect the importance of peer acceptance during the identity formation stage. Adolescents who fear exclusion from their social groups may place greater importance on their online presence, increasing feelings of anxiety when they are unable to participate or receive positive feedback. Overtime, this constant need for connection may contribute too emotional exhaustion and reduce opportunities for face to face interactions that support healthy psychological developments.
Another important issue is the effect of social media on sleep. Many adolescents use their phones late at night, and exposure to screens before bed time has been linked to poorer sleep quality and shorter steep duration (Keles et al.,2020). Inadequate sleep is associated with increased irritability, anxiety and depressive symptoms. Erikson's theory suggests that adolescents may continue engaging with social media late into the night because they fear missing out on peer interactions, which can further increase emotional stress. Poor sleep may therefore act as a pathway through which excessive social media use contributes to mental health difficulties.
In addition to identity development and attachment, parental support and digital education may influence how social media affects adolescent mental health. Parents, carers and schools play an important role in helping young people develop digital literacy skills, enabling them to recognise unrealistic online content, manage privacy settings and respond appropriately to negative online experiences. Adolescents who are encouraged to communicate openly with trusted adults may be more likely to seek help if they experience cyberbullying or emotional distress online. Furthermore, schools increasingly provide education on responsible social media use, which may reduce the risks associated with excessive screen time and online harassment. These protective factors suggest that the impact of social media is influenced not only by the platforms themselves but also by the wider social environment in which adolescents develop.
It is also important to recognise that the impact of social media varies between individuals. Factors such as personality, resilience, family relationships and existing mental health conditions can influence whether social media has positive or negative effects. For example, adolescents with strong self esteem and secure relationships maybe better equipped to cope with negative online experiences and are less likely to rely on social media for validation. In contrast, those experiencing loneliness or emotional difficulties may be more vulnerable to harmful online interactions and social comparison. This highlights that social media should not be viewed as the sole cause of poor mental health but rather as one of the many factors that interact with biological, psychological and social influences. A good approach therefore provides a broader understanding of adolescent well-being by recognising the mental health outcomes are shaped by the interaction between individuals characteristics and environmental experiences. This perspective complements both Erikson’s emphasis on development challenges and Bowlby's focus on the importance of secure relationships, demonstrating that social medias influence depends largely on the context in which it is used.
In conclusion, social media has a complex impact on adolescent mental health. Using Erikson’s psychosocial theory, It can be seen that social media may either support or hinder identity development depending on whether it promotes genuine self-expression or encourages harmful social comparison. Bowlby's attachment theory highlights the importance of secure relationships in determining how adolescents use online platforms and respond two online interactions. While social media can provide valuable opportunities for connection, support and access to information, excessive use, cyber bullying independence on online validation may contribute to anxiety, depression and low self esteem. Overall, the evidence suggests that the impact of social media is not universally positive or negative, it depends on the individual adolescents developmental stage, attachment experiences and patterns of social media use.
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