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Topic: Discuss The Impact Of Social Media On Mental Health In Adolescence.

Social media and young people’s mental health has been a popular topic for discussion, due to its widespread popularity since the early 2000s. Parents, carers, schools, healthcare professionals and even policymakers have been concerned as social media has become a central role in many young people’s lives. It is a powerful tool that when used correctly can allow young people to connect, learn, express themselves and find support. However, while it does offer positive opportunities, some aspects of social media can negatively impact their well-being and contribute to excessive use, comparison or negative experience for some young people (Mental health UK, 2026). This is because adolescence is a period of intensified identity work and shifting attachment relationships and social media now mediates much of this terrain, shaping how young people seek validation and regulate emotions. Using both Erikson’s psychological theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory, this essay will argue how and why adolescent mental health may influenced by exposure to social medial platforms. 
Erikson (1968) theory suggests that adolescents are in the stage of identity vs role confusion, which suggests that youths aim to a coherent sense of self, values and belonging. Social media influences and amplifies identity work. It allows experimentation which is public and persistent and peer feedback which is quantified through likes and followers. This then influences their self-esteem and intensifies social comparison i.e. more positive feedback suggests more popularity. However, problematic or excessive late-night use has been associated with more depressive and anxiety symptoms among adolescents, with sleep disruption and comparison being key factors (Kelly et al., 2018; Orben and Przybylski, 2019; Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Other studies have suggested that small reductions in social media use can produce a slight improvement in mood and wellbeing (Allcott et al., 2020; Hall et al., 2022). However, studies have also demonstrated that social media can be beneficial especially when it is used where values are aligned and can be identity affirming such as in LGBTQ communities because it increases sense of belonging and encourages help seeking (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014; Odgers and Jensen, 2020). It could be argued that online selves are more context specific rather than singularly coherent, but I would suggest that Erikson (1968) idea of integration could mean a person has a flexible use of roles across different audiences.  
In terms of Bowlby (1969) attachment theory, early attachment shapes internal working models of self and others (secure vs. insecure) and peers seem to surpass caregivers as key attachment figures for youth. These attachments guide how youth seek proximity, interpret cues and regulate affect. Social media platforms include numerous attachment relevant cues such as reply latency, streaks, read receipts which can be interpreted as availability and care. For adolescents with anxious attachment styles these cues can negatively impact their wellbeing by ruminating and seeking constant reassurance which can therefore manifest as defensive detachment or hostile humour. Therefore, Bowlby’s theory suggests that if adolescences have a secure caregiver and peer relationship, there is a less chance of social media use causing harm. Research studies can offer support to this as many of them display how insecure attachment is linked to online rejection and challenging social media use (Oldmeadow, Quinn and Kowert, 2013; Seabrook, Kern and Rickard, 2016; Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Kowalski et al. (2014) also suggested that cyberbullying and public exclusion threatens security and is constantly associated with the decline in mental health. Yet, Best, Manktelow and Taylor (2014) have found that for some young people, who have limited access to offline support, having that online interaction can provide genuine relatedness and reduced loneliness.
Both Erikson and Bowlby offer complementary but distinct views on social medias influence on adolescent mental health. Erikson theory centres on the idea that young people use social media to experiment with possible sense of selves and seek peer validation though quantified feedback which can either build identity consolidation through supportive communities or encourage confusion through social comparison. Erikson explains the “why” of youth engagement with social media, whereas Bowlby’s theory focuses on the sense of security felt in relationships and how they interpret digital signals as cues of availability and care. Bowlby explains the “how” individual differences shape reactions to the same interactions. 
Another theory that is worth mentioning is Freuds Stage Model (1905), as the theory would suggest social media would feed the “ideal ego” which is the perfect version of ourselves that we would want to be. The gap between our Ideal Self and Real Self allows for more shame and low mood. Relating this to Erikson’s theory, Freud can be used to explain why appearance focused social media content can cause distress for young people. Freud’s concept “super ego” or inner critic can also be influenced by public judgement such as likes, comments and social media engagement. These metrics act as signals or evidence to say whether or not you have failed or met the ideal.  Young people tend to analyse themselves against ideal standards and feel guilty if they believe they don’t live up to those standards which relates to Eriksons point about external validation and identity. Many studies have shown that exposure to idealised peers is associated with body dissatisfaction and depressive affect, with stronger effects being displayed among females (Fardouly and Vartanian, 2016; Holland and Tiggemann, 2016). In relation to Bowlby’s argument, Freud can be used to explain the immediate defences young people use when their sense of security is threatened online (such as ghosting or exclusion). For example, an anxiously attached teen may project blame or post performatively to regain control after being ‘ignored’ or ‘left on read’. These are classic defences that temporarily sooth but keep the reassurance cycle going. However, Freud also highlights a positive concept known as sublimination which is when adolescents use the intense feeling and put it into something creative or prosocial such as music, art, humour or even advocacy which can demonstrate how social media can transform raw drive into competence, pride and connection. It is also important to note that, although Freud’s theory can be used to amplify both Erikson and Bowlby’s notions, the model itself has been considered very controversial with many claiming it lacks empirical support and understates social/cognitive factors. So similarly to many modern researchers, Freuds ideas have been used more descriptively rather than as a main focus. 
It is also important to describe and discuss the practical implications from both the theories and the evidence. From an identity perspective i.e. Erikson, adolescents benefit when social media use is ‘identity safe’ meaning the focus isn’t on public metrics but more around personal values and strengths. This can be done by hiding the like count on a post or protect sleep with device free wind downs which are steps linked to better mood and reduced reactivity (Kelly et al., 2018; Allcott et al., 2020). From an attachment perspective i.e. Bowlby, mental health is supported by secure caregiver relationships and clear norms about availability such as there is no pressure to use social media at night. Also teaching teens to interpret ambiguous online cues more positively and act decisively on bullying (Bowlby, 1969/1982; Kowalski et al., 2014). Furthermore, by teaching young people to recognise filters and idealisation and normalise mixed feelings about changing bodies as well as encouraging them to channel emotions to more creative and prosocial forms of expression can also be very helpful 
To conclude this essay, both Erikson and Bowlby suggest that social medias impact on adolescent mental health can be best understood as an interaction between identity tasks and attachment security that can be moderated by content and sleep. Freud’s concepts act as a buffer around appearance centric validation and shame. There is much evidence that both support the risks and benefits with some arguing that for some young people, social media scaffolds belonging and self-efficacy whilst for others it can amplify comparison and encourage lack of sleep, worsening anxiety and depression. It has also been demonstrated that when social media is used with identity safe used attached-informed boundaries and design choice healthier behaviour is displayed. It is also important to mention that although overall, the message seems clear on the effect of social media on young people, we must always consider the limitations with each model and evidence used. For example, with these studies the risks and benefits are unequally distributed across groups. Girls and young women face stronger appearance-centric pressures and show higher average links between image focused feeds and body dissatisfaction, anxiety and depression. Neurodivergent youth (e.g., ADHD, Autism) may be more vulnerable le to compulsive use and misreading ambiguous digital cues which could already influence attachment threat and sleep loss. Therefore, although we can see a clear relationship between social media and youth mental health, there may be other underlying factors that need to be considered when looking at the evidence. 
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