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The impact of social media on mental health adolescence.

Introduction
Adolescence is a critical developmental period characterised by rapid cognitive, emotional, and social changes. During this stage, young people increasingly turn to social media platforms as a primary means of communication, identity exploration, and social comparison. While social media can offer opportunities for connection and self-expression, research suggests that it can also contribute to negative mental health outcomes, including anxiety, depression, and reduced self-esteem (Odgers & Jensen, 2020). Understanding why adolescents may be particularly vulnerable to these effects requires engagement with developmental theory. This essay draws on Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby’s attachment theory to explore how and why social media may influence adolescent mental health. By examining the developmental tasks and attachment needs central to adolescence, alongside nature–nurture influences, it becomes possible to understand the mechanisms through which social media can support or undermine wellbeing.
Main Body
Social media has become deeply embedded in adolescent life, with platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat shaping how young people interact, present themselves, and evaluate their social standing. Research indicates that adolescents spend several hours per day on social media, often engaging in activities that involve social comparison, peer feedback, and identity performance (Keles et al., 2020). These activities can be emotionally charged, particularly at a time when adolescents are navigating the developmental challenges described by Erikson. According to Erikson (1968), adolescence is defined by the psychosocial crisis of identity versus role confusion, during which individuals seek to establish a coherent sense of self. Social media provides a space for identity experimentation, but it also exposes adolescents to pressures that may intensify confusion or insecurity. For example, the curated nature of online content encourages comparison with idealised images of peers, which can contribute to feelings of inadequacy and self-doubt (Valkenburg et al., 2022). When adolescents struggle to form a stable identity, they may become more susceptible to negative feedback or exclusion online, heightening risks of anxiety and depressive symptoms.
The nature–nurture debate adds further insight into why adolescents respond differently to social media pressures. From a nature perspective, biological factors such as genetics, temperament, and neurodevelopment influence how adolescents regulate emotions and cope with stress. For example, some adolescents may have a naturally more reactive stress response, making them more sensitive to negative online interactions or social comparison. Hormonal changes during puberty also heighten emotional intensity, increasing vulnerability to social feedback. From a nurture perspective, environmental factors—including parenting style, peer relationships, and early attachment experiences—shape how adolescents interpret and respond to social media content. An adolescent raised in a supportive environment may feel more confident navigating online spaces, whereas one exposed to criticism or inconsistent caregiving may be more likely to internalise negative online experiences. These nature–nurture interactions help explain why social media affects adolescents differently, even when they are exposed to similar content.
Erikson’s theory also emphasises the importance of peer relationships during adolescence. Social media amplifies the significance of peer approval by quantifying it through likes, comments, and follower counts. These metrics can become powerful indicators of social value, shaping how adolescents perceive themselves and their place within peer groups. Research suggests that adolescents who place high importance on online validation may experience increased stress and emotional instability, particularly when their expectations for positive feedback are not met (Nesi, 2020). This dynamic aligns with Erikson’s view that failure to successfully navigate the identity crisis can lead to role confusion and emotional vulnerability. Social media thus becomes a stage on which adolescents perform their emerging identities, but also a space where their sense of self can be destabilised by negative interactions or perceived social failure. In some cases, adolescents may even alter their behaviour or values to gain online approval, which can further complicate the process of forming an authentic and coherent identity.
In addition, Erikson’s framework suggests that successful resolution of the identity versus role confusion stage leads to a sense of fidelity, or commitment to one’s values and beliefs. Social media can both support and hinder this process. On the one hand, adolescents may find communities that share their interests, beliefs, or experiences, which can reinforce a positive sense of identity. On the other hand, exposure to conflicting opinions, cyberbullying, or unrealistic standards can create confusion and doubt. For adolescents who are already uncertain about who they are, the constant visibility of others’ lives may intensify feelings of not measuring up. This can contribute to internal conflict and emotional distress, making it harder for them to achieve the stable identity that Erikson viewed as essential for healthy development.
Bowlby’s attachment theory provides a complementary lens for understanding adolescent responses to social media. Although attachment patterns are formed in early childhood, they continue to influence emotional regulation and interpersonal relationships throughout adolescence and adulthood (Bowlby, 1988). Adolescents with secure attachment histories typically demonstrate stronger emotional resilience and healthier peer relationships, while those with insecure attachment may struggle with self-esteem, trust, and emotional regulation. Social media can interact with these attachment patterns in ways that either support or undermine mental health. For example, securely attached adolescents may use social media to maintain supportive relationships and seek appropriate reassurance from trusted peers. In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment may rely excessively on social media for validation, becoming highly sensitive to rejection or negative feedback (Oldmeadow et al., 2011). This heightened sensitivity can exacerbate anxiety and depressive symptoms, particularly when online interactions reinforce feelings of exclusion or inadequacy.
Nature and nurture also interact with attachment patterns. From a nature standpoint, some adolescents may have a biological predisposition toward anxiety or emotional reactivity, making them more vulnerable to attachment-related insecurities. From a nurture standpoint, early caregiving experiences shape internal working models of relationships. Adolescents who experienced inconsistent or unresponsive caregiving may be more likely to interpret ambiguous online interactions—such as delayed replies or fewer likes—as signs of rejection. Social media can therefore magnify pre-existing attachment insecurities, especially when adolescents rely heavily on digital communication for emotional reassurance.
Attachment theory also highlights the importance of consistent and responsive caregiving in developing emotional security. In adolescence, caregivers continue to play a role in supporting emotional wellbeing, even as peer relationships become more central. However, social media can disrupt these dynamics by shifting adolescents’ attention away from family interactions and towards online peer groups. Research suggests that excessive social media use may reduce opportunities for meaningful offline communication with caregivers, potentially weakening the protective effects of secure attachment (Rosen et al., 2014). For adolescents with pre-existing attachment difficulties, this shift may further undermine emotional stability, increasing vulnerability to mental health challenges. Social media can thus act as both a compensatory tool for connection and a risk factor that amplifies attachment-related insecurities. In some cases, adolescents may turn to online spaces to cope with feelings of loneliness or rejection, but if these spaces expose them to hostile comments or social exclusion, their sense of security can be further eroded.
When Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories are considered together, a clearer picture emerges of why adolescents may be particularly vulnerable to the mental health impacts of social media. Erikson emphasises the developmental task of identity formation, while Bowlby focuses on the emotional foundations of attachment. Nature–nurture factors interact with both processes, shaping how adolescents respond to online pressures. Social media intersects with these developmental and environmental influences by providing a space for identity exploration and social connection, but also by exposing adolescents to pressures that may destabilise these developmental tasks. For example, an adolescent who is struggling with identity formation may turn to social media for validation, but if they also have insecure attachment patterns or a biological predisposition to anxiety, they may interpret online interactions in ways that reinforce negative self-perceptions. This combination of developmental vulnerability, attachment insecurity, and nature–nurture influences can intensify the emotional impact of social media, increasing risks of anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem.
Despite these risks, it is important to acknowledge that social media can also support positive mental health outcomes when used in healthy ways. Adolescents may benefit from online communities that provide social support, opportunities for self-expression, and access to mental health resources (Best et al., 2014). For securely attached adolescents who are progressing well through Erikson’s identity stage, social media may enhance feelings of belonging and contribute to positive identity development. Some platforms host peer support groups, awareness campaigns, and educational content that can help adolescents feel understood and less isolated. The challenge lies in ensuring that adolescents have the emotional skills and support systems necessary to navigate social media safely. This includes fostering secure attachment relationships, promoting healthy communication within families, and supporting adolescents in developing a stable sense of identity that is not overly dependent on online validation. Educators, parents, and practitioners can play a key role by encouraging critical thinking about online content and helping adolescents recognise when social media use is harming rather than helping their mental health.
Conclusion
In conclusion, social media has a significant impact on adolescent mental health, shaped by the developmental and emotional processes described by Erikson and Bowlby, as well as nature–nurture influences. Erikson’s theory highlights the vulnerability associated with identity formation, while Bowlby’s attachment theory explains how emotional security influences adolescents’ responses to online interactions. Nature–nurture factors further shape how adolescents interpret and cope with social media experiences, contributing to individual differences in vulnerability and resilience. Together, these perspectives demonstrate that social media can both support and undermine adolescent wellbeing, depending on biological predispositions, environmental experiences, developmental needs, and attachment patterns. Adolescents who struggle with identity confusion, insecure attachment, or heightened emotional reactivity may be particularly susceptible to negative mental health outcomes, including anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem. At the same time, social media can offer valuable opportunities for connection and support when adolescents have secure relationships and a more grounded sense of self. Understanding these theoretical perspectives is essential for developing effective strategies to support adolescents in navigating social media in ways that promote emotional resilience and healthy development.
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