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This essay uses Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory to explain how social media influences the mental health of adolescents.
Adolescence is a period of rapid physical, emotional and social change, during which young people begin to form a clearer sense of identity and independence. Understanding the factors that shape this developmental stage is essential, especially as contemporary adolescents increasingly rely on digital environments for social interaction. Erikson’s psychosocial theory provides a useful framework for examining how identity develops across different life stages, emphasising the importance of achieving a stable sense of self through social experiences and role exploration (Richer, 2016). 
Bowlby’s attachment theory further contributes to this understanding by highlighting how early caregiver relationships influence emotional regulation, relationship patterns and vulnerability to mental health difficulties later in life (Bowlby, 1969). 
Together, these theories offer valuable insight into how social media may affect adolescent emotional wellbeing, identity formation and overall mental health in a digital age (Langston et al., 2023).
Understanding how social media affects adolescent wellbeing has become increasingly important, as mental health difficulties among young people continue to rise. Evidence from systematic reviews shows that social media use is consistently associated with higher levels of depression, anxiety and psychological distress. These findings highlight the need to examine how digital environments may contribute to emotional vulnerability during adolescence (Keles et al., 2020).
Attachment theory proposes that children develop a specific attachment style early in life, and although these patterns remain relatively stable, they continue to influence how individuals form, interpret and maintain relationships throughout adolescence and adulthood. During adolescence, young people begin seeking greater independence from their families and rely more heavily on peers and romantic partners for emotional support, validation and identity development. Recent research shows that attachment style also shapes how adolescents engage with social media. Young people with insecure attachment may turn to online platforms to meet unmet emotional needs, seeking reassurance, approval or connection. This reliance can heighten vulnerability to anxiety, depression and negative social comparison, particularly in digital environments that emphasise popularity, appearance and constant feedback (Langston et al., 2023; Keles et al., 2020).
Adolescence is a stage where early attachment patterns begin to influence how young people manage their emotions and build relationships. As they move from relying mainly on parents to forming stronger connections with peers, insecure attachment styles can make these social interactions more difficult. Some adolescents may turn to social media to meet emotional needs that are not fulfilled offline, which can increase their risk of anxiety and depression. Much of the existing research focuses on Facebook, a platform that is no longer widely used by young people, so newer platforms such as TikTok need further investigation (Keles et al., 2020).
Adolescence is widely recognised as an important stage of development, involving rapid physical, cognitive, social and emotional changes. Many different factors shape how well young people cope with these transitions, and Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory emphasises the role of the early bond between an infant and their primary caregiver. Research suggests that insecure attachment can increase the likelihood of depressive symptoms, self-harm behaviours and anxiety during adolescence (Langston et al., 2023).
Erikson’s psychosocial theory describes development as a sequence of stages, each defined by a specific psychological challenge. The fifth stage, identity versus role confusion, is central to adolescence, as young people begin exploring their values, goals and sense of self. According to Richer (2016), this period involves questioning personal identity, experimenting with different roles and seeking belonging within social groups. Successful resolution of this stage supports a stable identity, while difficulties may lead to confusion, insecurity and emotional distress.
Social media can play a constructive role in adolescent development by supporting social connection, identity formation and emotional wellbeing. Research shows that online platforms help young people maintain existing friendships and build new relationships, including peers from earlier school years (Nagata et al., 2025). 
From Erikson’s perspective, these interactions strengthen adolescents’ sense of belonging and contribute to the successful resolution of the identity versus role confusion stage, as social feedback helps them explore and define who they are (Richer, 2016). 
In relation to Bowlby’s attachment theory, maintaining supportive peer contact online can provide emotional reassurance, particularly for adolescents with insecure attachment styles who may rely on digital communication to feel connected and understood (Langston et al., 2023).
Social media also offers important benefits for adolescents who belong to marginalised groups. Online spaces allow young people to connect with others who share similar identities and experiences, such as racial or religious minorities or LGBTQ+ youth. These communities can help adolescents develop a positive sense of identity, reducing feelings of isolation and supporting Erikson’s idea that identity formation is strengthened through social belonging (Richer, 2016). 
From an attachment perspective, these supportive online networks can act as alternative sources of emotional security when offline environments do not provide sufficient acceptance or understanding (Langston et al., 2023).
For adolescents living with chronic or rare health conditions, social media provides opportunities to meet peers facing similar challenges, helping them combat isolation and feel less alone (Nagata et al., 2025). This sense of connection can reinforce identity development by allowing young people to integrate their health experiences into a coherent sense of self. In terms of attachment, connecting with others who share similar struggles can reduce anxiety and offer emotional comfort, especially for those with insecure attachment patterns who may seek stability and reassurance online (Langston et al., 2023).
Finally, social media has become a widely used tool for accessing health information. Although concerns exist about harmful content, many adolescents engage with online resources that promote wellbeing and healthy behaviours (Nagata et al., 2025). This supports Erikson’s view that adolescents develop autonomy and personal responsibility as they make informed choices about their lives. For Bowlby, access to supportive and informative content can help adolescents regulate emotions and reduce uncertainty, particularly when they use online information to manage stress or seek guidance (Keles et al., 2020).
Overall, social media can positively influence adolescent development by enhancing social support, strengthening identity formation and providing emotional reassurance key processes described in both Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory.
Depression is one of the most common mental health problems in adolescence and can negatively affect young people and their families. Research shows that social media may influence mood in both helpful and harmful ways, depending on how adolescents use it (Twivy, 2021). Interviews with young people indicate that certain online behaviours can worsen low mood, while others may support wellbeing.
From Erikson’s perspective, adolescents are developing their identity and learning how to manage emotions. When social media encourages negative thinking patterns or unhealthy comparisons, it can intensify role confusion and make identity formation more difficult (Richer, 2016). However, positive online interactions such as supportive friendships or health promoting content can strengthen adolescents’ sense of belonging and help them navigate this developmental stage more successfully (Twivy, 2021).
Bowlby’s theory proposes that individuals rely on a secure attachment figure for comfort during stress or emotional threat, and only after feeling safe can they return to confident exploration and social engagement. This highlights the importance of emotional security in adolescent development and wellbeing (McGarvie, 2024). Bowlby’s attachment theory also helps explain these patterns. Adolescents with insecure attachment may use social media in ways that increase anxiety, such as constantly seeking reassurance or comparing themselves to others. These behaviours can contribute to low mood (Langston et al., 2023). In contrast, supportive online relationships and access to helpful information can provide emotional comfort and reduce feelings of isolation, especially for young people who lack stable offline support (Twivy, 2021).
Overall, the NHS report highlights that how adolescents think about and engage with social media is more important than the amount of time they spend online. This aligns with both Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories, which emphasise the role of identity, emotional security and social relationships in adolescent wellbeing (Twivy, 2021). Erikson suggests that each developmental stage presents a conflict between a positive and a negative psychological tendency. Successfully resolving this tension leads to the formation of an ego strength, which supports healthy identity development and future emotional stability. Failure to resolve the conflict may result in maladaptive patterns that influence later stages of life (Orenstein & Kaur, 2022).
Holmes and Elder (2016) highlight that people need stable and supportive relationships to feel emotionally secure. In today’s digital environment, many adolescents turn to social media to fill this gap, but instead of reducing stress, it often increases anxiety, comparison and pressure. This shows how the absence of a reliable secure base can intensify the negative impact of online interactions on young people’s wellbeing.
Drawing on the included information, the impact of social media affects adolescent mental health because attachment theory shows that young people rely on stable and supportive relationships to feel emotionally secure (Holmes & Elder, 2016). When these real life connections are replaced by online interactions, adolescents may experience increased anxiety, emotional vulnerability and a weakened sense of safety.
In addition, Erikson’s psychosocial theory explains that adolescence is a critical stage for identity formation, where social feedback strongly shapes self-esteem and confidence (Erikson, 1968). The constant comparison, pressure and validation seeking on social media can disrupt this developmental stage, contributing to stress, low self worth and psychological distress.
Together, these theories demonstrate why social media has such a significant influence on adolescent wellbeing and highlight the importance of strong, supportive relationships in helping young people navigate the challenges of the digital environment.
However, despite offering opportunities for connection, social media can also have harmful effects by increasing social pressure, encouraging unhealthy comparison and weakening adolescents’ sense of emotional security.
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