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      The impact of social media on Mental Health in Adolescence.
Human social interaction evolves through changing environments and available resources. From playgroups, schools and neighborhoods to digital platforms, social interaction remains fundamental to human development. Today, social media has become a major form of interaction among adolescents, shaping how they communicate, build relationships and perceive themselves and the world.
Social media is now one of the most important components of adolescents’ everyday life, influencing how they connect, develop relationships, receive information, and express themselves. Platforms like Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and Facebook offer opportunities for learning, entertainment, and social engagement. Adolescence, according to the World Health Organization (2024), is a vital developmental stage between ages 10 and 19 during which individuals experience major physical, cognitive, emotional, and social changes. As adolescents develop greater self-awareness and independence, they become increasingly influenced by peers and their social environments. Social media can affect adolescent mental health both positively and negatively. Excessive or problematic use has been linked to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, poor body image, cyberbullying, and sleep difficulties, but it can also provide social connection, emotional support, and self-expression (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Not all researchers agree on the scale of this harm, however; Orben and Przybylski (2019) found that the statistical association between digital technology use and adolescent wellbeing is negative but very small and argued this does not justify claims of a large-scale mental health crisis caused by social media. Evidence therefore suggests social media is not inherently harmful; its effects depend on how it is used and the characteristics of the individual adolescent.
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Figure 1:control of your social media use. (American Psychiatric Associations, 2022)
Biological and environmental factors, including puberty, brain development, family relationships, social interactions, and digital environments, all influence adolescent mental health (Blakemore, 2019). This reflects the concept of nature and nurture, whereby human development results from the interaction of inherited biological traits and environmental experiences. Developmental theories are therefore essential for understanding social media’s effects on adolescents.
Adolescents frequently use social media to stay connected, but these platforms can also create pressure to present an idealised image and compare themselves with others. Exposure to edited photographs, idealized lifestyles, and indicators of social success may encourage negative social comparison, reduce self-esteem and contribute to feelings of inadequacy (Faddoul and Vartanian, 2016). Constant use can also disrupt sleep, concentration, and academic performance, leading to poorer mental health outcomes (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020), though these effects vary between individuals.
Attachment Theory helps explain why some adolescents experience greater psychological difficulties from social media use than others. Bowlby (1969) proposed that early bonds formed with caregivers create internal working models that shape how individuals approach relationships throughout life, and Ainsworth, Belhar, Waters and Wall (1978) demonstrated that these attachment patterns can be classified as secure or insecure based on how children respond to separation from and reunion with a caregiver. Adolescents with secure attachments are more likely to use social media to maintain friendships while recognizing that online interactions do not define their self-worth. Having developed emotional regulation and confidence through supportive family relationships, they are less dependent on online approval and more likely to seek support from trusted adults if they experience cyberbullying or online conflict. Secure attachment therefore offers some protection against the negative psychological effects of excessive social media use.
By contrast, adolescents with insecure attachments may rely heavily on social media to meet unmet emotional needs, depending on likes and comments to strengthen self-esteem. When online interactions fail to meet these expectations, feelings of rejection, loneliness, and anxiety may increase. Adolescents with anxious attachment may constantly seek reassurance online, whereas those with avoidant attachment may withdraw from offline relationships and rely on superficial online interactions. Attachment Theory therefore explains why similar social media experiences can produce different mental health outcomes depending on early emotional development.
This theory is valuable in health and social care because it highlights the importance of strong family relationships in building resilience. Practitioners supporting adolescents with anxiety, depression, or problematic social media use can assess family relationships and promote interventions that strengthen communication between parents and children. Parenting programmes, family therapy, and emotional support services may reduce adolescents’ reliance on online validation by strengthening attachment security. However, Attachment Theory alone cannot fully explain the complex relationship between social media and adolescent mental health.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory also provides a useful framework. Erikson (1968) proposed that individuals pass through eight stages of psychosocial development, each characterized by a developmental crisis. The stage most relevant to adolescence is identity versus role confusion, during which young people explore their values, interests, beliefs, and relationships to develop a stable sense of self. This theory helps explain how online experiences influence adolescent mental health, since social media has become a major platform for communication and self-presentation.
Balanced social media use can positively support identity formation. Adolescents can connect with peers who share similar interests while expressing their opinions, creativity, and talents. Online communities can increase self-esteem, provide emotional support, and create a sense of belonging, particularly where face-to-face interaction is limited (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). As peer relationships become increasingly important during adolescence, social media can strengthen friendships and social support when used appropriately.
However, Erikson’s theory also explains why social media may contribute to poor mental health. Adolescents are especially sensitive to peer approval because they are actively developing their identities. Social media encourages carefully selected self-presentation, creating pressure to appear attractive, successful, or popular. Many adolescents may judge their self-worth by the number of likes, comments, or followers they receive. When identity development depends on external approval rather than genuine self-acceptance, symptoms of anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem may increase (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Exposure to unrealistic lifestyles and beauty standards may also encourage negative social comparison and body dissatisfaction (Faddoul and Vartanian, 2016).
Cyberbullying further illustrates Erikson’s theory. Negative comments, online harassment, and public humiliation can damage adolescents’ developing identities because peer acceptance is especially important during this stage. Victims often experience loneliness, anxiety, depression, and shame, while repeated exposure may increase the risk of self-harm and suicidal thoughts (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur at any time and reach a much wider audience, making its psychological effects particularly severe.
One strength of Erikson’s theory is its recognition of the importance of social relationships in adolescent psychological development, demonstrating the close relationship between identity formation, peer acceptance, self-esteem, and mental health. However, identity development is often more flexible than Erikson suggested and may continue into adulthood, and the theory places greater emphasis on psychosocial influences than on biological factors such as genetics, hormones, and brain development (Blakemore, 2019).
Together, Attachment Theory and Erikson’s theory provide a broader understanding of adolescent mental health than either theory alone. Attachment Theory explains how early relationships influence emotional resilience, while Erikson’s theory explains how identity development and peer acceptance shape adolescents’ responses to social media.
The relationship between social media and adolescent mental health is best understood through the interaction of nature and nurture. Biological development, including hormonal changes, genetic influences, and brain development, affects emotional regulation and behavior (Blakemore, 2019). Environmental influences, including parenting styles, family relationships, peer support, school environments, socioeconomic conditions, and digital literacy, also shape adolescents’ experiences of social media. Adolescents with supportive home environments and healthy coping strategies may respond very differently to social media than those experiencing emotional difficulties or poor support. This demonstrates that mental health outcomes result from the interaction of biological and environmental influences, and helps explain why, at a population level, the average statistical association between social media use and wellbeing remains small even though some individual adolescents are affected considerably (Orben and Przybylski, 2019).
Rather than focusing on prohibition, practical responses should emphasize education, support, and moderation. Digital literacy can help adolescents recognize unrealistic online content, think critically about social media, and manage screen time effectively. Parents and carers can support this by modelling healthy online behavior, setting appropriate boundaries, and encouraging open discussions about online experiences. Health and social care professionals should assess social media use alongside sleep, mood, and peer relationships when supporting adolescents experiencing emotional difficulties (NICE, 2022). Schools can further promote emotional wellbeing, resilience, and online safety through appropriate education and support.
In finality, social media can promote relationships, identity development, and peer support, but it can also contribute to anxiety, depression, sleep disturbances, and cyberbullying, particularly when use becomes excessive or emotionally dependent (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Erikson’s theory explains why identity development makes adolescence especially vulnerable to peer evaluation and social comparison, while Attachment Theory explains how emotional security influences adolescents’ responses to online experiences. Together with the interaction of nature and nurture, these theories demonstrate that the effects of social media depend largely on the individual and their environment. Promoting positive adolescent mental health therefore requires appropriate professional support, working models of attachment, the level of parental involvement, guidance, support, digital literacy, and healthy relationships.​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​
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