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Adolescence is a critical developmental period characterised by rapid biological, cognitive, and social changes. During these years, young people increasingly turn to social media platforms as spaces for communication, identity exploration, and social comparison. While these platforms offer opportunities for connection, creativity, and self‑expression, research consistently highlights their potential risks for adolescent mental health. High levels of social media use have been associated with anxiety, depression, reduced self‑esteem, and difficulties in emotional regulation. These outcomes are shaped not only by the content adolescents encounter but also by their developmental stage and the psychological processes underpinning it. This essay will examine the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by drawing on Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby’s attachment theory. These theories provide useful frameworks for understanding how social media interacts with adolescents’ developmental needs, identity formation, and attachment patterns, ultimately influencing their emotional wellbeing.
Social media has become deeply embedded in adolescent life, with studies showing that young people spend several hours per day on platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and YouTube. Research by Keles et al. (2020) found significant associations between social media use and symptoms of depression and anxiety in adolescents, particularly when use involved high levels of social comparison or exposure to negative feedback. Adolescents are especially vulnerable to these pressures because they are in a developmental stage where peer approval and social belonging are central to their sense of self. Social media amplifies these concerns by providing constant opportunities for comparison, evaluation, and judgement. The visibility of likes, comments, and followers can intensify feelings of inadequacy, especially when adolescents internalise unrealistic beauty standards or idealised lifestyles portrayed online. This can contribute to body dissatisfaction, low self‑esteem, and emotional distress.
Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development offers a valuable lens for understanding why social media can have such a strong impact during adolescence. Erikson (1968) argued that the primary developmental task of adolescence is resolving the crisis of identity versus role confusion. During this stage, young people explore different roles, values, and identities as they attempt to form a coherent sense of self. Social media platforms provide a space where adolescents can experiment with identity presentation, but they also expose them to intense social scrutiny. The pressure to present a perfect or socially desirable image can lead adolescents to rely heavily on external validation, making their self‑esteem fragile and dependent on online feedback. When adolescents receive negative comments or fewer likes than expected, this can contribute to identity confusion and feelings of inadequacy.
Furthermore, Erikson’s theory suggests that adolescents rely on peer groups to support identity formation. Social media expands these peer groups but also makes them more complex and demanding. Online interactions can create a heightened sense of peer surveillance, where adolescents feel constantly observed and judged. This can increase anxiety and self‑consciousness, particularly for those who already struggle with identity development. Research by Nesi (2020) supports this view, noting that social media intensifies peer comparison and can disrupt healthy identity formation by encouraging adolescents to adopt identities based on external approval rather than internal values. In this way, social media can undermine the developmental task Erikson identifies as central to adolescent wellbeing.
Bowlby’s attachment theory also provides insight into how social media affects adolescent mental health. Bowlby (1969) argued that early attachment relationships shape individuals’ expectations of themselves and others, influencing emotional regulation and interpersonal functioning throughout life. Adolescents with secure attachment histories typically develop strong self‑esteem and effective coping strategies, making them more resilient to social pressures. In contrast, those with insecure attachment patterns—such as anxious or avoidant attachment—may be more vulnerable to the emotional risks associated with social media.
For adolescents with anxious attachment, social media can become a tool for seeking reassurance and validation. These young people may monitor their posts obsessively, worry about others’ opinions, or feel distressed when they do not receive immediate or positive feedback. This can reinforce anxiety and dependence on external approval. Research by Morey et al. (2023) found that adolescents with insecure attachment styles were more likely to experience negative emotional outcomes from social media use, including heightened anxiety and depressive symptoms. Social media interactions can mirror the inconsistent or unpredictable relationships experienced earlier in life, further reinforcing insecure attachment patterns.
Adolescents with avoidant attachment may use social media differently, often preferring online interactions because they feel less emotionally demanding than face‑to‑face relationships. While this may provide temporary comfort, it can limit opportunities for developing healthy, supportive relationships offline. Over time, reliance on online communication may contribute to social withdrawal, loneliness, and reduced emotional resilience. Social media can therefore both reflect and reinforce attachment‑related difficulties, shaping adolescents’ mental health in ways consistent with Bowlby’s theory.
Beyond attachment and identity development, social media also influences adolescents’ emotional wellbeing through exposure to cyberbullying, unrealistic social comparisons, and harmful content. Cyberbullying is a significant concern, with studies showing that victims of online harassment are at increased risk of depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation (Hamm et al., 2015). Social media’s constant connectivity means that bullying can occur at any time, making it difficult for adolescents to escape negative interactions. This can create chronic stress and emotional exhaustion.
Social comparison is another key mechanism linking social media use to poor mental health. Adolescents frequently compare themselves to peers and influencers, often concluding that they fall short. Fardouly et al. (2015) found that exposure to idealised images on social media significantly increased body dissatisfaction among adolescent girls. This dissatisfaction is associated with depression, low self‑esteem, and disordered eating behaviours. Erikson’s theory helps explain why these comparisons are so impactful: adolescents are still forming their identities, and negative comparisons can disrupt this process, leading to confusion and emotional distress.
Social media can also affect sleep patterns, which in turn influence mental health. Many adolescents use their phones late at night, reducing sleep quality and increasing fatigue. Poor sleep is strongly linked to anxiety, irritability, and reduced emotional regulation. When combined with the emotional pressures of social media, sleep disruption can exacerbate mental health difficulties.
Despite these risks, it is important to acknowledge that social media can also have positive effects. For some adolescents, online communities provide support, connection, and opportunities for self‑expression. Young people who feel isolated offline may find acceptance and understanding online, which can improve wellbeing. Social media can also facilitate identity exploration in constructive ways, allowing adolescents to connect with peers who share similar interests or experiences. Erikson’s theory suggests that such exploration can support healthy identity development when it is grounded in positive relationships and self‑reflection. Similarly, adolescents with secure attachment may use social media in balanced ways that enhance rather than undermine wellbeing.
Drawing together the evidence and theoretical perspectives, it is clear that social media has a complex impact on adolescent mental health. Erikson’s theory highlights how social media interacts with identity formation, potentially intensifying pressures related to self‑presentation, peer approval, and social comparison. Bowlby’s attachment theory explains why some adolescents are more vulnerable than others, showing how early attachment patterns shape emotional responses to online interactions. Together, these theories suggest that social media affects adolescents not simply because of the content they encounter but because of their developmental needs and psychological histories.
In conclusion, social media can significantly influence adolescent mental health by shaping identity development, attachment‑related behaviours, and emotional wellbeing. While social media offers opportunities for connection and self‑expression, it also exposes adolescents to pressures that can contribute to anxiety, depression, and low self‑esteem. Erikson’s theory demonstrates how social media can disrupt the developmental task of forming a stable identity, while Bowlby’s attachment theory explains why adolescents with insecure attachment patterns may be particularly vulnerable to negative online experiences. Understanding these theoretical perspectives is essential for developing effective strategies to support adolescents in navigating social media safely. By promoting secure relationships, encouraging healthy identity exploration, and fostering critical awareness of online content, parents, educators, and practitioners can help mitigate the risks and enhance the potential benefits of social media during this crucial developmental stage.
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