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Discuss the Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence

Adolescence is an important period for Physical, cognitive, emotional and social development. This is the period where young people become more independent, this is where they are trying to figure out their identities and form closer relationships with their peers. 
Adolescents may be particularly sensitive to social comparison, rejection and approval. Social media platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat and You Tube, play an important centre stage in which these developmental experiences occur. Social media can support positive mental health by enabling adolescents to maintain friendships, make new friendships, express their identities, access health information and receive emotional support. However frequent or problematic use may also expose young people to cyberbullying, unrealistic appearance standards, disrupted sleep, fear of missing out and pressure to obtain online approval.

Research has associated problematic social media use with increased symptoms of depression, anxiety and psychological distress, although outcomes differ according to the individual, the content viewed and the way platforms are used (Shannon et al., 2022; Fassi et al., 2024). The World Health Organization reported that problematic social media use among adolescents increased from 7% in 2018 to 11% in 2022, demonstrating the growing importance of this issue (WHO,2024).

This discussion will examine both the beneficial and harmful effects of social media on adolescent mental health using Bowlby’s attachment theory and Freud’s psychosexual theory. It will consider how secure and insecure attachment patterns may influence online relationships and reassurance-seeking, while Freud’s genital stage will be applied to identify, sexuality, peer relationships and emotional development. Nature and nurture will also be considered to demonstrate how biological vulnerability interacts with family relationships, social experiences and the digital environment. 

The research supports a balanced argument: social media is not automatically harmful, but risks increase when its use becomes problematic or interacts with existing vulnerabilities. A systematic review involving evidence from more than one million adolescents found a small but significant relationship between social media use and internalising symptoms, while stressing that the direction of causation remains uncertain. WHO evidence also identifies adolescence as a crucial period for developing emotional regulation, coping and interpersonal skill (World Health Organization, 2024), (World Health Organization, 2025).

The relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health is complex and cannot be viewed as entirely beneficial or entirely harmful. Adolescents increasingly use digital platforms to communicate with friends, develop social identities, access educational resources and participate in supportive online communities. These interactions may promote a sense of belonging, increase social connectedness and provide emotional support, particularly for young people who experience loneliness, chronic illness or social isolation (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Positive online experiences may therefore contribute to improved self-esteem, resilience and psychological wellbeing when social media is used in a balanced and purposeful manner.

Despite these potential benefits, growing evidence suggests that excessive or problematic social media use may negatively influence adolescent mental health. Adolescence is characterised by rapid neurological development, increased emotional sensitivity and heightened importance of peer relationships, making young people particularly susceptible to online social comparison and peer evaluation (Berk,2023). Continuous exposure to idealised images, unrealistic lifestyles and appearance-focused content may contribute to body dissatisfaction, reduced self-esteem and symptoms of anxiety or depression. Furthermore, cyberbullying, online harassment and fear of missing out (FOMO) have been associated with increased psychological distress and poorer emotional wellbeing (Shannon, et al., 2022).
Research also indicates that prolonged social media use, particularly before bedtime, may disrupt sleep quality through increased screen exposure and psychological stimulation. Poor sleep has been consistently associated with reduced concentration, emotional dysregulation, anxiety and depressive symptoms in adolescents (WHO, 2024). However, current evidence suggests that it is not simply the amount of time spent online that determines mental health outcomes but rather how adolescents engage with social media, the content they consume, their existing psychological vulnerabilities and the quality of support available from family and peers (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Consequently, individual experiences differ considerably, highlighting the importance of considering developmental theories when exploring why some adolescents are more resilient than others.

Bowlby’s attachment theory proposes that the emotional bond formed between an infant and their primary caregiver provides the foundation for future relationships, emotional regulation and psychological wellbeing (Bowlby, 1988). According to Bowlby, children develop internal working models based on responsiveness, consistency and availability of their caregivers. These mental representations influence how individuals perceive themselves, trust others and manage emotions throughout the lifespan. Although attachment patterns originate in early childhood, their influence continues into adolescence, a developmental stage characterised by increasing independence, identity information and greater reliance on peer relationships (Berk,2023). Consequently, attachment theory provides a valuable framework for understanding why social media affects adolescents differently.

Adolescents who have developed secure attachments are generally more likely to use social media in a healthy and balanced manner because they possess greater emotional security, self-esteem and confidence in their offline relationships. They are less dependent on online validation through “likes”, comments or follower numbers because they already experience stable emotional support from parents, carers and trusted peers. Social media may therefore enhance existing friendships, encourage positive communication and provide opportunities for learning and emotional support without becoming the primary source of self-worth (Allen and Tan, 2016).

In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment patterns, including anxious, avoidant and disorganised attachment, may experience greater psychological vulnerability when engaging with social media. Young people with anxious attachment often seek reassurance and approval from others and may repeatedly monitor social media for responses, becoming distressed when expectations are not met. This constant need for validation may contribute to anxiety, reduced self-esteem and symptoms of depression. Adolescents with avoidant attachment may appear emotionally independent but often experience difficulty trusting others, leading them to rely on superficial online interactions while avoiding meaningful emotional connections, Those with disorganised attachment, frequently associated with inconsistent or frightening caregiving experiences, may demonstrate difficulties regulating emotions and responding appropriately to online conflict or cyberbullying, increasing the risk of psychological distress (Cassidy and Shaver, 2018). 

Current research supports the importance of secure relationships as protective factors for adolescent mental health. Positive parental attachment has been associated with lower levels of depression, anxiety and problematic social media use because supportive family relationships strengthen emotional resilience and encourage healthy coping strategies (Fassi et al.,2024). From a health and social care perspective, Bowlby’s theory remains highly relevant because it highlights the importance of strengthening family relationships, promoting positive communication and providing early intervention for vulnerable young adults. However, one limitation is that the theory places considerable emphasis on early childhood experiences and may underestimate the influence of later environmental factors, including peer relationships, school experiences and rapidly evolving digital technologies. Despite this limitation, Bowlby’s theory continues to provide valuable explanation of how early attachment experiences may influence adolescents’ emotional responses to social media and their subsequent mental health outcomes.

Freud’s Psychosexual theory proposes that personality develops through a series of stages in which psychological energy, or libido, is focused on different areas of the body (Freud, 1905/2003). Adolescence corresponds to the genital stage, during which earlier conflicts should have been successfully resolved, allowing individuals to develop mature relationships, establish their identity and direct emotional and sexual energy towards socially appropriate interactions. Freud argued that experiences during earlier developmental stages continue to influence behaviour during adolescence because unresolved unconscious conflicts may affect emotional regulation, self-esteem and interpersonal relationships.
Although many aspects of Freud’s theory have been criticised for lacking scientific evidence, it remains influential in highlighting the importance of early experiences and unconscious psychological processes in shaping behaviour (Berk, 2023).


The developmental tasks associated with the genital stage can help explain why adolescents are particularly sensitive or defensive to experiences on social media. During this period, young people seek acceptance from peers, explore their identity and become increasingly aware of their physical appearance. Social media platforms provide constant opportunities for comparison through photographs, videos and online interactions. Adolescents who receive positive feedback through likes, comments or supportive messages may experience increased confidence, social connectedness and stronger sense of belonging. Conversely, exposure to unrealistic beauty standards, negative comments or exclusion from online groups may contribute to feelings of inadequacy, anxiety and low self-worth. Freud’s theory suggests that these emotional responses may be intensified when unconscious insecurities or unresolved developmental conflicts influence how adolescents interpret social experiences.

Freud emphasised that personality is influenced by the interaction between the id, ego and superego. These psychological structures remain relevant when considering adolescent behaviour online. Thid seeks immediate pleasure and gratification, which may encourage impulsive behaviours such as excessive social media use, oversharing personal information or responding emotionally without considering the consequences. The ego attempts to balance these impulses with reality by encouraging rational decision-making, while the superego represents internalised moral values that influence responsible behaviour, empathy and respect for others. When these psychological processes are well balanced, adolescents may demonstrate healthy digital habits and emotional self-control. However, difficulties regulating impulses may contribute to problematic social media use, cyberbullying or risky online behaviours that negatively affect mental health.  

Despite its historical significance, Freud’s psychosexual theory has important limitations. Many of his concepts, including the unconscious mind and psychosexual stages, are difficult to measure scientifically and have limited empirical support compared with contemporary developmental theories (McLeod, 2024). Furthermore, Freud developed his theory in the early twentieth century, long before the emergence of digital technology. Meaning it does not directly explain the influence of social media on adolescent development. Nevertheless, the theory remains useful because it recognises that adolescence is a period of significant emotional, social and identity development and that unconscious psychological processes may influence hoe young people respond to online experiences. 
When considered alongside Bowlby’s attachment theory, Freud’s perspective provides broader understanding of how both early childhood experiences and internal psychological development contribute to adolescent mental health in the digital age.
In conclusion, social media has a significant influence on adolescent menta health, although its effects are neither entirely positive nor entirely negative. Social media can enhance psychological wellbeing by promoting social connectedness, peer support and opportunities for self-expression. However, excessive or problematic use can lead and contribute to anxiety, depression, poor self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, cyberbullying and disrupted sleep, particularly among adolescents who are emotionally vulnerable. There must be a balance, and it can be achieved when adolescents have the support of family, peers and professionals.
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