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Discuss the Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence
Social media platforms have become deeply embedded in the daily lives of adolescents, with the substantial majority of teenagers in the UK now using platforms such as Instagram, Snapchat and TikTok on a near-continuous basis (Royal Society for Public Health and Young Health Movement, 2017). Adolescence is a developmental period defined by rapid physical, cognitive and social change, during which young people are particularly sensitive to peer feedback, social comparison and validation-seeking behaviour. Because social media platforms are built around precisely these processes, through likes, comments, follower counts and curated self-presentation, researchers have become increasingly concerned that habitual use during this sensitive period may shape adolescent mental health, for better or for worse (Twenge et al., 2020; Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). The evidence base remains contested: some large-scale analyses report only small, arguably inconsequential associations between social media use and wellbeing (Orben, Dienlin and Przybylski, 2019), whereas others report more robust links, particularly among girls and heavier users (Booker, Kelly and Sacker, 2018). This essay will draw on Erikson's theory of psychosocial development, specifically the identity versus role confusion stage, and Bowlby's attachment theory, to explain how and why adolescent mental health may be affected by exposure to social media platforms. It first outlines key issues identified within the research literature before applying each theory in turn to interpret why adolescents may be particularly vulnerable to these effects.
A recurring theme within the literature is that social media use has been studied overwhelmingly through the lens of pathology rather than wellbeing. A scoping review of 79 studies found that around three-quarters focused on negative mental health outcomes such as depression, anxiety and self-harm, while comparatively few examined potential benefits (Schønning et al., 2020). This asymmetry matters, because it has contributed to a public narrative in which social media is framed as inherently harmful, even though the same review found that many of the underlying associations were modest in size and often cross-sectional, meaning that causation could not be firmly established. This caution is echoed by an umbrella review of the evidence, which concluded that while social media use is statistically associated with poorer mental health, the effects are typically small and highly dependent on how platforms are used rather than simply how much time is spent on them (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Passive scrolling and appearance-focused browsing, for example, appear more strongly linked to low mood than active, connective use such as messaging friends.
Several specific mechanisms have nonetheless been identified as plausible contributors to poorer adolescent mental health. The Royal Society for Public Health and Young Health Movement (2017) surveyed nearly 1,500 fourteen- to twenty-four-year-olds and found that platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat were associated with heightened anxiety, depressive feelings, poor sleep, negative body image and a fear of missing out, alongside cyberbullying. Cyberbullying in particular is highlighted as a persistent risk: victimisation via social media has been linked to increased internalising symptoms such as low self-esteem and depressive affect, and its always-on nature means that, unlike traditional bullying, adolescents may struggle to find respite from it even within the home (Schønning et al., 2020). Upward social comparison is another consistent concern, whereby adolescents compare their everyday lives to the curated, idealised content posted by peers and influencers, which can distort self-perception and body image. Gender differences also emerge strongly in this literature; girls appear to be more susceptible to the negative associations between social media use and wellbeing than boys, potentially reflecting greater engagement with appearance-focused content and heightened sensitivity to social feedback (Booker, Kelly and Sacker, 2018).
Erikson's theory of psychosocial development offers a useful framework for understanding why adolescents may be especially vulnerable to these pressures. Erikson (1968) proposed that individuals pass through eight sequential stages, each characterised by a particular psychosocial crisis that must be resolved for healthy development to continue. During adolescence, the central task is identity versus role confusion, in which young people experiment with values, beliefs, appearances and social roles in order to construct a coherent sense of self. Successful resolution produces a stable identity and the virtue of fidelity, whereas an unresolved crisis can leave the individual confused about who they are and where they belong. Social media intersects directly with this developmental task, because it provides a highly visible stage on which identity experimentation now partly takes place. Adolescents can trial different self-presentations, aesthetics and affiliations online, which may support exploration in a way earlier generations could not access. However, this same visibility introduces new pressures: identity work that was once relatively private becomes public, quantifiable and subject to instant peer evaluation through likes and comments. Where feedback is unfavourable, inconsistent, or filtered through comparison with idealised peers, this can prolong role confusion rather than resolve it, potentially manifesting as anxiety, low self-worth or an unstable sense of identity (Schønning et al., 2020). In this sense, social media does not simply add a new risk factor alongside identity development; it actively reshapes the environment in which that developmental task must be completed.
Bowlby's attachment theory provides a complementary, and somewhat different, lens. Bowlby (1969) argued that infants form an attachment bond with a primary caregiver that functions as a secure base from which to explore the world, and that early relational experiences generate internal working models, that is, mental templates of the self and others, which continue to shape how individuals seek closeness, respond to separation and regulate distress across the lifespan. During adolescence, attachment behaviour does not disappear but is redirected: young people gradually transfer significant attachment functions from parents towards peers and romantic partners, seeking proximity, reassurance and a sense of felt security from these relationships. Viewed through this lens, social media can be understood as a new arena in which attachment-related needs are pursued. Notifications, likes and direct messages can function as small, repeated bids for proximity and reassurance, and platforms are often used precisely to maintain a felt sense of connection to peers when physically apart. For adolescents with a secure internal working model, this may simply extend existing supportive relationships and provide a genuine sense of belonging, consistent with evidence that social media can supply emotional support and community (Royal Society for Public Health and Young Health Movement, 2017). For adolescents with a more anxious or insecure attachment style, however, the same features may become a source of distress rather than comfort: a delayed reply, an unanswered message or exclusion from a group chat can be experienced as a threat to the secure base, prompting heightened checking behaviour, reassurance-seeking and anxiety. Cyberbullying can be understood in this framework as a particularly severe disruption, since it directly threatens the sense of safety and belonging that attachment relationships are meant to provide, potentially reinforcing an already negative working model of self and others.
Taken together, these two theories suggest complementary explanations for the same broad pattern of findings. Erikson's framework emphasises the vulnerability created by adolescents constructing an identity in a public, evaluative and comparison-driven space, while Bowlby's framework emphasises the vulnerability created when peer-based attachment needs are pursued through an unpredictable and sometimes unkind medium. Both theories also help explain why effects are not uniform across individuals. An adolescent with a securely resolved sense of self and a secure attachment history may use social media largely for connection and support with limited harm, whereas one who is already struggling with identity confusion or insecure attachment may be more susceptible to the comparison, validation-seeking and disrupted reassurance that heavier or more passive use can involve. This individual variability is consistent with the observation that population-level associations between social media use and wellbeing tend to be small on average, even though the experience for some adolescents may be considerably more negative (Orben, Dienlin and Przybylski, 2019).
In conclusion, the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health is best understood as complex and conditional rather than uniformly harmful or benign. Research indicates modest but consistent associations between heavier, more passive social media use and outcomes such as depressive symptoms, anxiety, poor sleep and body dissatisfaction, alongside clear risks associated with cyberbullying, while also indicating meaningful benefits related to social support and connection. Erikson's theory of identity versus role confusion helps explain why the public, comparison-driven nature of social media may complicate the central developmental task of adolescence, while Bowlby's attachment theory helps explain why peer validation sought through these platforms can become either a genuine source of security or a source of anxiety, depending on an adolescent's underlying attachment style. Rather than treating social media as a single, undifferentiated risk factor, these theoretical perspectives point towards the importance of how platforms are used and the developmental and relational context an adolescent brings to that use, which has implications for how parents, educators and health professionals might best support young people's wellbeing in a digital environment that shows no sign of receding.
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