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Introduction
Adolescence is a period of extreme psychological, social, and biological development when identity, relationships and emotional control become especially important (Cruz et al., 2024). Social media is also built into this phase of life as youths can communicate with their peers, find out their interests, identity and get information. In the meantime, relationships between intensive or problematic use of social media and depression, anxiety, psychological distress, body dissatisfaction, cyberbullying and sleep disturbance have become a concern. The evidence is not one-sided, as the impacts of social media can be determined by what the adolescents are doing on the internet, what they are watching on the internet, how vulnerable they are and how good their relationships are in real life. The current essay expounds on how social media affects the mental health of adolescents in the psychosocial development theory of Erikson and the attachment theory of Bowlby. Erikson is more concerned with identity development at adolescence, and Bowlby describes that there is the possibility that emotional coping can be influenced by security in intimate relations. 
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Figure 1: Factors Influencing the Impact of Social Media on Adolescent Mental Health (Cruz et al., 2024)
Main body
Teen mental health and social media: evidence-based Research
Social media and its influence on the mental health of adolescents can be positive and negative. The UK is growing more worried about the duration of time spent by youths on social media and the possibility of its relation to mental problems. Egan, Vasilyev and Bohannon's (2022) study was linked to problematic use and anxiety, depression, and stress. Burén, Nutley and Thorell (2023) also reported similar results, as the authors discovered stronger associations when these variables were measured using problematic use or screen time.
The possible Social Media advantages
Social media can be associated with wellbeing in specific ways. Adolescents can keep friends, locate a community of like experiences, get emotional support and obtain health information. Internet spaces can make young people who feel that they are out of place in the real world feel that they belong. Creativity and self-expression are also developmentally pertinent at adolescence, and could be facilitated by social media (Todorovic, Bogaerts and Larsen, 2026). The results indicated that active use of social media was implicated with increased identity exploration, and authenticity instead of idealised self-presentation was implicated with increased self-concept clarity. One of the implications of these findings is that social media may be good when used in real communication and discovery as compared to endless comparison or approval seeking. 
Development/Negative Mental Health Risk
The damage which social media can produce can be specifically targeted at cognitive and emotional aspects of adolescents. The children are getting to know how to restrain themselves and become responsive to social approval and peer judgment. Social comparison can be quite obvious and recurrent, in such aspects as likes, follower numbers, comments and content that is chosen by an algorithm. Self-esteem might be lowered, and dissatisfaction with the self may be heightened by exposure to idealised appearance, lifestyle and achievement. Cyberbullying and exclusion can further peer conflict outside of school, and the frequent notifications and staying up late due to its use may disrupt sleep. Pandey (2026) states that social media can have both positive and negative implications on mental health, and the authors have discovered these elements to be cyberbullying, social comparison, addictive behaviours, and social support. 
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Figure 2: The Dual Impact of Social Media on Adolescent Development and Mental Health (Pandey, 2026) 
Psychosocial Development Theory of Erikson
The theory of psychosocial development, which was developed by Erikson, is among the explanations of such patterns. Erikson identifies the psychosocial task of the adolescence stage as identity vs role confusion, where adolescents experiment with values, beliefs, relationships, and potential roles in the future life until they have a more consistent sense of identity (Erikson, 1968). The process may be prolonged through social media that introduces adolescents to other communities, identities and points of view. It can offer a space where the self can be experimented with; it can offer feedback and identify interests which may not be offered in the immediate family or school setting. Mishra (2024) found that social comparison on social media not only correlated with identity exploration but also with identity distress, which agrees with Erikson's thinking that exploration can be healthy yet can coexist alongside uncertainty. It is possible to explain the reasons why social media can be both an increased opportunity and a pressure during adolescence with the help of Erikson's theory.
Limitations and usability of the Erikson Theory
Erikson's theory also has shortcomings. It was written before digital communication and lacks a description of contemporary platform capabilities like recommendation algorithms, persuasive notices or the culture of influencers. The stage model might also seem excessively rigid since identity development is not at the stage of adolescence and varies across cultures, family and individual situations. It is also involved in biological development. The interaction of pubertal changes, sleep requirements, affective sensitivity, emerging executive control and environmental regulation, including peer norms, parenting, school culture and online information. Erikson can describe the developmental significance of identity, but it cannot be utilised to state that all adolescents have identical effects of social media. 
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory
The attachment theory by Bowlby is an alternative view. Bowlby felt that early attachments to caregivers help children to develop expectations about the availability, trust, and responsiveness of others, and expectations influence future emotional control and attachment (Cundy, 2026). The needs of attachment can also be applied in adolescence, but now they are more connected to their peers than to their parents. Adolescents who are securely attached might be in a better position to utilise social media without necessarily relying on online validation, as they have a greater source of emotional support. They also might be more open to talking about the upsetting online experiences with close adults (Kurz, 2024). Conversely, insecurely attached adolescents might be better suited to rejection, better suited to reassurance or more upset by the delayed responses and rejection. The insecure behaviour of problematic checking or reassurance seeking, according to Bowlby, may be an effort to cope with the insecurity and not necessarily a regular response to technology.
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Figure 3: The Role of Attachment Security in Adolescent Mental Health Outcomes (Kurz, 2024)
Attachments Theory applications and disadvantages
Attachment theory applies to health and social care as it helps to focus on the quality of relationships rather than accuse the adolescent of using a screen. It supposes that positive parenting, trusting adult relations, and safe peer relations might prevent mental well-being in case the young people were stressed by online stress factors (Ezquerro and Cañete, 2024). The initial theory introduced by Bowlby, however, was based mostly on the dynamics of relationships with caregivers during early ages, and is not adequate to explain adolescent digital networks. Peer relationships, school experiences, discrimination, platform design and preexisting mental health conditions are also contributory factors to the outcomes. 
Good Interventions and Plans
The practical strategies must aim at healthy development as opposed to restricting access. The British Psychological Society upholds developmentally pertinent application of social media, parental-controlled utilisation, the existence of a balance between safety and expanding autonomy, emphasis on hazardous content, and enabling digital literacy (Mather and Wendling, 2024). The families can agree on the limitations of nighttime use and meals/study time, but are free to have a free communication system where the adolescents may talk about cyberbullying or distress without the fear of facing any immediate consequences. Education on critical consideration of idealised material, encouragement of offline association and action, as well as the assessment of whether social media use is associated with sleep problems, anxiety, poor mood or body image concerns are all possible by schools and health and social care practitioners. 
Conclusions
To sum up, the effects of social media on the mental health of adolescents are complex. Depression, anxiety, stress and other issues are related to problematic or intensive use, but social media may also provide a sense of belonging, support and exploration of identity. It is due to Erikson's theory of online self-presentation, comparison and peer feedback that it is especially effective at a developmental stage that is focused on identity versus role confusion. The attachment theory developed by Bowlby explains the reasons why the safety of intimate relationships can have an effect on the reaction of adolescents to online approval, rejection and stress. The two theories are helpful yet incomplete, as neither of the theories was intended to describe modern-day digital platforms and cannot be considered a deterministic explanation of behaviour. The most convincing one is that adolescent mental health is a result of a combination of biological development, psychological vulnerability, quality of relationships and the environment on the internet.
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