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1. Introduction
Adolescence is a time when young people go through many physical, emotional, and social changes, and it is also when they begin forming their identities and learning how to manage relationships and feelings. Today, social media is a major part of this stage of life, with teenagers using platforms like Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and YouTube every day, often for several hours. Because social media is so deeply connected to their daily routines, it can strongly influence their mental health. Research shows that social media can increase stress, anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem in young people, especially when they compare themselves to others or feel pressure to present a perfect version of themselves online. This essay will explore how social media affects adolescent mental health, using Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby’s attachment theory to explain why teenagers may be especially sensitive to what they see and experience online, and why these effects can be so powerful during this stage of development.

2. Main Body
Social media is now one of the main ways teenagers communicate with friends, learn new things, and express themselves, but studies show that heavy social media use is linked to rising mental health problems among young people (NHS Digital, 2022). One major issue is social comparison. Many social media platforms focus on photos and videos that show people looking perfect or living exciting lives, and teenagers often compare themselves to these images, even though most of them are edited or staged. This can make them feel unhappy with their own appearance or lifestyle. Fardouly et al. (2015) found that teenage girls who looked at appearance‑focused social media content felt worse about their bodies afterwards, and since body image is closely linked to self-esteem, this can lead to anxiety and depression. Erikson’s theory helps explain why this happens. Erikson (1968) said that adolescence is the stage of “identity versus role confusion,” meaning teenagers are trying to build a clear sense of who they are. Social media can make this process harder because teenagers see so many different lifestyles, looks, and personalities online that they may feel unsure about their own identity. They might also feel pressure to create a perfect online version of themselves, even if it does not match who they really are, which can cause confusion and stress. Teenagers may worry about how many likes they get, what people think of their posts, or whether they seem “good enough” compared to others, and all of this can affect their mental wellbeing. Social media can also affect teenagers’ emotions, as many young people feel anxious waiting for replies, likes, or comments, and they may check their phones constantly, hoping for positive feedback. Woods and Scott (2016) found that teenagers who used social media a lot had worse sleep and higher levels of anxiety and depression. Sleep is very important for mental health, especially during adolescence, and when teenagers stay up late scrolling or messaging, their sleep suffers, which can make emotional problems worse. Erikson’s theory suggests that teenagers already face many emotional challenges, and social media adds extra pressure that can make these challenges harder to manage.



3. Main Body
Bowlby’s attachment theory also helps explain why social media affects mental health so strongly. Bowlby (1969) believed that early relationships with caregivers shape how people connect with others later in life. Teenagers with secure attachment usually feel confident in relationships and can handle emotions well, but teenagers with insecure attachment may rely more heavily on social media for comfort or reassurance. For example, someone with anxious attachment might worry if a friend does not reply quickly or if their post gets fewer likes than expected, and they may think they are being ignored or rejected even when this is not true. This can increase anxiety and make them feel emotionally unstable. Social media also affects friendships, which are extremely important during adolescence. Bowlby said that stable, supportive relationships help people feel safe and mentally healthy, but online communication can sometimes create conflict or confusion. Cyberbullying is one of the most serious problems. Kowalski et al. (2014) found that teenagers who experience cyberbullying are more likely to develop depression, anxiety, and even suicidal thoughts. Cyberbullying can feel worse than face‑to‑face bullying because it can happen at any time, spread quickly, and reach a large audience, and teenagers with insecure attachment may be especially hurt by cyberbullying because it reinforces their fears of rejection. Another issue is the feeling of being left out. Social media shows teenagers what others are doing, and when they see friends together without them, they may feel lonely or excluded. This is known as “fear of missing out” (FOMO). Przybylski et al. (2013) found that FOMO is linked to stress and lower life satisfaction. Erikson’s theory suggests that teenagers need to feel accepted by their peers to build a strong identity, and when social media makes them feel left out, it can damage their confidence and emotional wellbeing.
4. Main Body
Although social media can cause problems, it can also have positive effects, and this makes its impact more complex. Some teenagers use social media to stay connected with friends, find support, or express themselves creatively. For young people who feel shy or isolated, online communities can help them feel understood and less alone. Best et al. (2014) found that social media can improve wellbeing when used to maintain friendships or access emotional support. From an attachment perspective, teenagers with secure attachment may use social media in healthier ways, without becoming overly dependent on it. Likewise, teenagers who already have a strong sense of identity may be less affected by negative comparisons or online pressure. However, even though social media can be helpful, the risks are still significant. The impact of social media depends on how teenagers use it. Passive use—such as scrolling without interacting—can increase negative feelings, while active use—such as messaging friends—can be more positive. Family support, school guidance, and digital education also play important roles. Teenagers need help learning how to use social media safely, recognise unrealistic content, and manage their emotions online. Understanding these factors is important for developing ways to support young people and help them build healthier relationships with social media.



5. Conclusion 
In conclusion, social media has a strong impact on adolescent mental health, affecting identity, emotions, and relationships in ways that are especially powerful during this stage of life. Erikson’s theory shows that teenagers are already trying to build their identities, and social media can make this process more confusing by encouraging comparison and pressure to appear perfect. Bowlby’s attachment theory explains why some teenagers rely heavily on social media for reassurance, making them more vulnerable to anxiety, rejection, and cyberbullying. These theories together show that social media does not just affect teenagers on the surface; it interacts with deep emotional needs and developmental tasks that are already challenging during adolescence. While social media can offer support, connection, and creativity, its risks highlight the importance of teaching young people how to use it in healthier ways, helping them recognise unrealistic content, and supporting them when online experiences become overwhelming. By understanding the psychological reasons behind these effects, parents, teachers, and professionals can better guide teenagers as they navigate online spaces. This is especially important because adolescence is a time when mental health patterns begin forming, and the influence of social media can shape how young people see themselves, relate to others, and manage their emotions as they grow into adulthood.
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