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Introduction
This stage of people's life is characterized by fast development of numerous factors, such as physical, psychological and social ones. This is when teenagers start developing their identity, regulating their emotions, and forming relationships with their peers independent of their family members' influence (Sawyer et al., 2021). On the contrary, social media have become extremely popular among the teenagers. Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and YouTube are some of the websites where teenagers can communicate, entertain themselves, and present their identities to the world. According to recent research, teenagers spend a great number of hours on the internet and on social media websites daily (Ofcom, 2024).
There are several benefits associated with the use of social media which include the increased sense of connection with others, access to the learning material and opportunity to receive psychological support. However, there has been growing concerns regarding the adverse effects of social media on the mental state of adolescents since the use of social media has been linked with such disorders as anxiety, depression, insomnia, cyberbullying, low self-respect and social comparisons and other psychological consequences (WHO, 2024; Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Thus, the influence of social media on the psychological development of adolescents should be analysed using developmental psychology and results of the recent studies.
This paper discusses the impact of social media on the mental state of adolescents using the concepts of Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby's Attachment Theory. The latter allows to understand the ways the usage of social media influences the process of identity formation, emotional state and interpersonal relations of adolescents (Erikson, 1968; Bowlby, 1969; WHO, 2024).
Main Body
According to the theory of Erikson's Psychosocial Development, the adolescent age period is marked by the developmental stage called Identity versus Role Confusion during which young people struggle to form a stable sense of self by exploring personal values, beliefs, relationships and future (Erikson, 1968). Successful completion of this stage leads to identity formation while failure may result in insecurity, confusion and poor psychological wellbeing of individuals. Now of time, one of the contexts which plays an important role in the process of identity formation is the social media. Being active participants of the digital space, adolescents may use it to create and examine their personal identities through interaction with other users.
Within the framework of Erikson's theory, social media allows adolescents to experiment with various identities and social roles, for example, to voice their opinions, explore their interests, develop creative skills and build new connections with peers outside their close environment. Positive social media interactions could prove very helpful to the process of developing confidence and exploring one’s identity. Research has shown that since teenagers depend mostly on social media for their interactions, learning, and forming intimate relationships, they have a higher likelihood of receiving more social support and bonding, especially if they lack chances for face-to-face interaction (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2020; UNICEF, 2021). Social media can, therefore, aid psychosocial development through identity exploration and social relations.
Nevertheless, according to Erikson, young people are prone to negative impacts from external evaluation when developing personal identity. Most of social media platforms are encouraging comparison with peers through well-edited photos, influencers' posts and idealistic lifestyles. Adolescents may start evaluating themselves based on unrealistic standards available on the internet and, thus, feeling inadequate and having poor self-respect (WHO, 2024). Upward social comparison process has been proved to be correlated with depression and anxiety symptoms along with lowered self-respect among adolescents, especially among frequent users of visual platforms like Instagram and TikTok (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).
The existence of cyberbullying is yet another example demonstrating the way in which the process of identity development in the context of Erikson is adversely affected by social media use. Contrary to regular bullying, cyberbullying can occur at any time and affect a much broader audience, leaving no room for young people to avoid communication associated with negative experiences (UNESCO, 2023). The adolescents being cyberbullied experience emotional distress, as they feel isolated and excluded from society and have no self-confidence, thus, failing to form their identities (UNESCO, 2023). The teenagers suffering from cyberbullying experience more depression, self-injuries, and suicidal tendencies than the ones not being cyberbullied (WHO, 2024). Therefore, the world of social media plays a role in increasing the issues of adolescents.
Despite the value of Erikson's theory as a tool for explaining the formation of identity in the context of social media usage, it has some limitations. Being formulated before the era of the existence of digital technologies, the theory ignores the role of algorithms, constant availability, and the impact of commercial social media platforms on psychological development. Moreover, Erikson suggests that the development of an identity takes place in relatively stable social environments while today's adolescents may have various online identities in different social media networks (APA, 2023; Odgers & Jensen, 2020).
The second theoretical concept that is useful in helping us understand the link between social media use and adolescent mental health is Attachment Theory, as proposed by Bowlby. According to Bowlby, early attachment experience affects the way an individual regulates his emotions, his self-concept, and his ability to establish a secure inter-personal bond (Bowlby, 1969). Securely attached adolescents generally feel more comfortable in establishing healthy relationships and coping with stressful situations. On the other hand, adolescents that have insecure attachment are more vulnerable and want validation from others about their self-worth. In modern times, social media may act as such source of external validation since adolescents increasingly often use it to communicate and receive online approval and validation (Allen and Tan, 2024).
Current research prove that insecurely attached adolescents tend to abuse social media by constantly checking notifications, comparing themselves to other users, and getting upset at not being paid enough attention on the Internet. The continuous reliance on the online validation leads to the increase of anxiety and depression symptoms because one's self-esteem is based on virtual communication. Also, excessive social media usage can deprive adolescents of any face-to-face communication, thus reducing emotional support from their families and peers. It corresponds with Bowlby's theory that stresses the importance of healthy relationships for psychological development of adolescents (Twenge and Farley, 2021; WHO, 2024).
In any case, social media can have a positive influence on the social support networks of teenagers if used correctly. Social media will allow teenagers to communicate with their friends, receive necessary advice, and gather information about mental health problems. Teenagers who feel lonely, sick, or live far from other people will benefit greatly from the presence of such online communities that foster inclusion and emotional connections. Positive interactions on the Internet can improve adolescents' resilience, sense of belongingness, and reduce loneliness if social media will complement rather than substitute the offline relationships (UNICEF, 2021; Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2020).
However, Bowlby's theory has certain limitations since it focuses on early childhood relationships and does not consider the effect of technological influence, peer culture and digital content algorithms on teenagers' behaviour. Modern teenagers are under constant pressure from online communications, which are not limited to relationships in families but involve influencers, online communities and peers globally. Thus, even though Attachment Theory can be useful when it comes to explaining the reasons for vulnerability of some teens to emotions online, it should be supplemented by more up-to-date studies in psychology (Odgers and Jensen, 2020; APA, 2023).
In summary, the existing evidence is supportive of the idea that social media have both positive and negative effects on the psychological wellbeing of teenagers. First, social media provide them with an opportunity to communicate, learn something new, discover their own identity and receive necessary emotional support. Secondly, however, the abuse of social media leads to several negative outcomes such as anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, insomnia, and incorrect social comparison. Therefore, depending on how different factors interact, social media can have either positive or negative impact on teens. Furthermore, rather than viewing them as something that is inherently harmful to the mental wellbeing of users, it is important to adopt a balanced attitude towards social media which will include digital literacy and appropriate parenting (WHO, 2024; Ofcom, 2024).
Conclusion
To conclude, social media is a vital tool for adolescents as far as identity development, relationship building, and psychological health are concerned. The Psychosocial Development Theory proposed by Erikson explains the influence of online networks on identity development; at the same time, the Attachment Theory proposed by Bowlby emphasizes the importance of healthy relationships in reducing the adverse reaction of adolescents to the digital environment. The current research has revealed that social media offers tremendous opportunities in communication, education, and emotional wellbeing, but at the same time, the inappropriate use of social media can lead to anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, and lack of self-respect.
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