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Discuss The Impact of social media on Mental Health in Adolescence Applying
            Bowlby’s Attachment Theory & Freud’s Psychosexual Theory

Introduction
Social Media has become an integral part of adolescent’ daily lives, with over 95% of young people aged 12-17 reporting regular use of at least one social media platform (Ofcom, 2024). while social media provides opportunities for communication, learning, and social support, excessive or unhealthy use has been associated with increased levels of anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and poor sleep quality among adolescents (World Health Organization, 2024). Therefore, understanding how social media affects adolescent mental health is essential for parents, educators, and healthcare professionals.
This essay will discuss critically discuss both the positive and the negative impacts of social media on adolescent mental health by applying two psychological theories, Firstly, Bowlby's Attachment Theory will be used to explain how early attachment relationships, influence adolescent’ online behaviors, emotional regulation, and need for social connection (Bowlby, 1969). Secondly, Freud’s psychosexual Theory will be explored to examine how personality development and unconscious conflicts may shape adolescents’ interactions with social media and their emotional wellbeing (Freud, 1905). These theories provide different perspectives for understanding the complex relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health.
1: Bowlby’s Attachment Theory Bowlby's Attachment Theory suggests that the emotional bond formed between an infant and their primary caregiver has a lasting influence on psychological development, emotional wellbeing, and relationships throughout life (Bowlby, 1969). Bowlby argued “that children are biologically driven to seek proximity to a caregiver because this attachment promotes survival and provides a secure base from which they can explore their environment”. When caregivers are consistently responsive and emotionally available, children are more likely to develop a secure attachment, leading to greater confidence, resilience, and emotional regulation. "In contrast, inconsistent, neglectful, or rejecting caregiving may result in insecure attachment styles, including anxious, avoidant, or disorganized attachment, which can negatively affect self-esteem and interpersonal relationships” (Ainsworth et al., 1978). Bowlby also introduced the concept of internal working models, which are mental representations of the self and others developed through early attachment experiences. “These models influence expectations of future relationships and the ability to trust, seek support, and regulate emotions” (Bowlby, 1969). Although the theory has been criticized for placing considerable emphasis on early childhood experiences, it remains one of the most influential explanations of emotional and social development and continues to inform contemporary research into adolescent mental health and behavior.

1 Freud's Psychosexual Theory 
Freud's Psychosexual Theory proposes that personality develops through a series of five psychosexual stages: oral, anal, phallic, latency, and genital, with each stage focusing on pleasure centered on different parts of the body (Freud believed that “successful resolution of conflicts at each stage contributes to healthy psychological development, where-as un-resolved conflicts can result in fixation, influencing behavior, and emotional functioning later in life”. During adolescence, individuals enter the genital stage, “where sexual maturity develops alongside identity formation, intimate relationships, and emotional independence” (Freud, 1905). Freud also argued that “personality is shaped by the interaction of the id, ego, and superego. The id seeks immediate gratification, the ego balances desires with reality, and the superego represents moral values and societal expectations” (Freud, 1923). Psychological conflict occurs when these components are not balanced, potentially leading to anxiety or maladaptive behaviors. Although Freud's theory has been criticized for lacking strong scientific evidence and overemphasizing sexuality, it remains significant in psychology because it introduced the idea that unconscious processes and early childhood experiences influence personality and behavior throughout life. The theory continues to provide a useful framework for understanding emotional development and mental health.

2: Applying Bowlby's Attachment Theory and Freud's Psychosexual Theory 
Bowlby's Attachment Theory and Freud's Psychosexual Theory help explain why social media plays such a significant role in adolescents' lives and how it can affect their mental health. Bowlby (1969) argued that early attachment “experiences influence later relationships and emotional security. Adolescents with secure attachments are more likely to use social media to maintain healthy friendships, seek emotional support, and strengthen existing relationships, which may improve wellbeing. However, those with insecure attachment styles may become overly dependent on online approval through likes, comments, and followers, increasing their risk of Freud (1905). Anxiety, loneliness, and low self-esteem" (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Freud's Psychosexual Theory also explains the popularity of social media because adolescents are in the genital stage, where identity, peer acceptance and intimate relationships become increasingly important (Freud, 1905). Social media provides opportunities for self-expression, identity exploration, and social interaction, which can enhance confidence and a sense of belonging. However, Freud (1923) suggested that conflict between the id, ego and superego may lead some adolescents to seek immediate gratification through excessive social media use, making them more vulnerable to social comparison, body image concerns and addictive behaviors. A systematic review by Keles, McCrae, and Grealish (2020) found that problematic social media use is associated with increased depression, anxiety, and psychological distress in adolescents. Therefore, both theories demonstrate that social media can support emotional development when used appropriately but may also negatively affect mental health if relied upon excessively.


3: Critical and Freud’s Psychosexual Theory to social Media and Mentel Health Evaluation of Bowlby’s Attachment theory and Freud’s Psychosexual Theory
Bowlby's Attachment Theory is valuable because it explains how early relationships with caregiver can influence adolescent’ emotional wellbeing, and their regular use of social media. It helps to explain why securely attachment adolescents may use social media to maintain a healthy relationship, were as insecurely attached adolescents may seek reassurance, through online accepted and validation (Bowlby, 1969). However, the theory has limitations because it places a significant emphasis on early childhood experiences and does not fully consider the influence of peers, culture, or modern digital environments on adolescent behavior (Rutter, 1981). Similarly, Freud's Psychosexual Theory highlights the importance of personality development and unconscious processes in shaping behavior (Freud, 1923). Nevertheless, Freud's theory has been criticized for lacking scientific evidence and being difficult to test empirically (Eysenck, 1985). Furthermore, neither theory fully explains the impact of social media algorithms, cyberbullying, or online peer pressure. Therefore, while both theories provide useful insights into adolescent mental health, they should be combined with contemporary research to achieve a more comprehensive understanding. 

4: Explaining Freud's Psychosexual Theory 
Freud's Psychosexual Theory proposes that personality develops through five stages: oral, anal, phallic, latency and genital, with each stage influencing future behavior and emotional development (Freud, 1905). During adolescence, individuals enter the genital stage, where identity formation, intimate relationships, and emotional maturity become increasingly important. Freud argued that personality is shaped by the interaction of the id, ego, and superego. The id seeks immediate pleasure; the ego makes realistic decisions, and the superego represents moral values and social expectations (Freud, 1923). Successful development depends on balancing these three parts of the personality. This theory complements Bowlby's Attachment Theory, which suggests that early attachment relationships influence emotional security and later social relationships (Bowlby, 1969). Together, these theories provide a broader understanding of adolescent development by recognizing both early childhood experiences and unconscious psychological processes. Freud's theory is particularly useful for understanding why adolescents may be sensitive to peer approval, identity exploration, and emotional conflict. Although the theory has been criticized for relying on limited scientific evidence and placing too much emphasis on sexuality, it remains influential because it highlights how unconscious motivations and developmental experiences continue to shape behavior throughout adolescence and adulthood (Eysenck, 1985).

5: Applying Freud's Psychosexual Theory and Bowlby's Attachment Theory 
Freud's Psychosexual Theory and Bowlby's Attachment Theory can both be used to explain why social media is so popular among adolescents and how it affects their mental health. Freud (1905) argued that adolescents are in the genital stage of development, where identity, relationships and peer acceptance become increasingly important. Social media provides opportunities for self-expression, communication, and developing friendships, which can increase confidence and a sense of belonging. Bowlby (1969) also suggested that adolescents with secure attachments are more likely to use social media to maintain positive relationships and seek emotional support, promoting psychological wellbeing. However, both theories also highlight potential risks. Freud (1923) proposed that the id seek immediate gratification, which may encourage excessive social media use, while the ego and superego struggle to regulate these behaviors. This can contribute to addictive use, poor self-control, and emotional distress. Similarly, adolescents with insecure attachment styles may become dependent on online approval through likes and comments, increasing feelings of anxiety, loneliness, and low self-esteem (Keles, McCrae, and Grealish, 2020). A systematic review by Keles, McCrae, and Grealish (2020) found that problematic social media use is associated with increased depression, anxiety, and psychological distress in adolescents. Therefore, both theories demonstrate that social media can support healthy development when used in moderation, but excessive dependence may negatively affect adolescent mental health.

6. Critical Evaluation of the Theories
Bowlby's Attachment Theory and Freud's Psychosexual Theory both provide valuable explanations of how social media influences adolescent mental health, but they also have limitations. Bowlby's theory is useful because it explains how early attachment experiences influence emotional security and online relationships, helping to explain why some adolescents seek reassurance through social media (Bowlby, 1969). However, it does not fully consider the influence of peer pressure, digital technology, or social media algorithms on behavior. Freud's Psychosexual Theory contributes by explaining how unconscious motivations and identity development influence adolescents' online behavior (Freud, 1923). Nevertheless, the theory has been criticized for lacking strong scientific evidence and placing too much emphasis on sexuality (Eysenck, 1985). Furthermore, neither theory fully explains modern issues such as cyberbullying, online addiction, or influencers. Therefore, combining both theories with contemporary research provides a more balanced understanding of how social media can both support and harm adolescent mental health.

Conclusion
 In conclusion, this essay has discussed the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by applying Bowlby's Attachment Theory and Freud's Psychosexual Theory. Both theories demonstrate that social media can have positive effects, including improving communication, strengthening relationships, and supporting identity development. However, they also show that excessive social media use can contribute to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and emotional dependence, particularly among vulnerable adolescents (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). While Bowlby's theory effectively explains how early attachment influences online relationships, Freud's theory provides insight into identity formation, unconscious motivation, and emotional conflict during adolescence. Neither theory fully explains the complexity of social media in the digital age, but together they provide a broader understanding of adolescent behavior. Overall, social media is neither entirely beneficial nor entirely harmful; its impact depends on how it is used and the individual's psychological development. Combining both theories with current research offers the most comprehensive explanation of its effects on adolescent mental health.
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