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Adolescence is a period of transitional development in which the body, mind and society are changing quickly and rapidly, and also when most youth obtain their first own smartphone and social media accounts (Signal, 2026). Based on recent surveys, over 90% of adolescents in high income countries use social media every day and the average amount of time spent on social media is over 3 hours a day (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Since the early 2010s, there has been increasing worry regarding the impact of this exposure and rising rates of depression, anxiety, self-harm and loneliness among youth, especially young girls (Twenge et al., 2022; Haidt, 2024). 
Although the direction of this relationship is debatable, and the magnitudes of the links are not certain, increasingly, systematic reviews have found that heavy or problematic use of social media is modestly, but reliably, associated with poorer mental health among adolescents, with the effect depending on the types of platforms, types of content, and individual susceptibility (Orben, Przybylski and Blakemore, 2022; Signal, 2026). Child/adolescent psychosocial development and attachment theory will be used as a framework to provide an explanation of how and why adolescent mental health may be affected by exposure to social media platforms. Erikson's psychosocial framework sheds light on the identities, which were demanded at this time, and Bowlby's attachment theory has shed light on the relational and emotion-regulatory aspects, which are increasingly being performed by online interactions.
[bookmark: _Toc237905527]Discussion:

A number of recurring processes of harm have been found in the empirical literature on the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health. Adolescent girls' exposure to curated and/or algorithmically amplified content depicting peers and influencers has a distinct link to feelings of lowered self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, and depressive symptoms, with such downward social comparisons particularly linked to adolescent girls' use of appearance-focused platforms like Instagram and TikTok (Fardouly et al., 2020; Vandenbosch, Fardouly and Tiggemann, 2020). Internalizing issues and suicidal ideation are strongly associated with cyberbullying and the negative experiences of being the target of cyberbullying or hostile/exclusionary interactions online; a meta-analysis of dozens of samples showed a small to moderate but robust association between cyberbullying and internalizing issues and suicidal ideation (Nesi, Telzer and Prinstein, 2022). Another pathway that is well documented is the displacement of sleep and physical activity during night-time use, and poor sleep in turn, has mediated much of the association with depressive symptoms (Winstone et al., 2021; (Pan et al., 2024). 
The reinforcement system of ‘likes’, ‘followers' and ‘notifications' seems to combine with the child's increased sensitivity to social assessment, triggering ‘habits of checking' that some authors refer to as 'behavioural addictions' (Signal, 2026). Importantly, the effects are not all negative; the same platforms can support feelings of belonging and identity exploration and access to peer and professional support, especially for marginalized youth like LGBTQ+ adolescents (Hancock et al., 2022). However, as Orben, Przybylski and Blakemore (2022) reveal, sensitivity to social media differs across adolescence, with peaks during the pubertal transition and again in late adolescence, thereby indicating that developmental stage is a more informative unit of analysis than screen-time. The mix of these findings then requires some type of explanation, an understanding of which can be provided by developmental theory, and an explanation of why this particular period of life makes adolescents vulnerable to certain aspects of online life.
Adolescence is one of Erikson's psychosocial development theories, established in 1968, which sees adolescence as a period when young people are developing a sense of self through the process of synthesizing their childhood experiences, peer feedback, and cultural expectations. Resolution is successful if fidelity ensues, and values and roles are committed in a stable way, or given prematurely; failure may lead to identity diffusion or premature foreclosure of a borrowed identity. Erikson's researcher today state that the main arena in which identity work is now happening is social media (Granic, Morita and Scholten, 2020). 
Platforms allow teens to write their profiles, curate feeds and get feedback on each self-presentation that is quantified, thus externalizing a task which Erikson envisioned as largely internal. This can be developmentally fruitful: by experimenting with different identities, communities and interests this can aid in Marcia's ‘identity achievement’. The same structure, though, can be detrimental to the process of healthy identity development. Repeatedly viewing desirable peer representations fosters a conditional sense of self, associated with more depressive symptoms and less self-concept clarity (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022; Fardouly et al., 2020). 
Algorithmic recommendation can also limit an individual's opportunities for identity, as he or she is pushed toward foreclosed identities, whether commercial, ideological, or appearance based, before he/she has even had a chance to explore them. In Eriksonian terms, therefore, social media does not cause an identity crisis in adolescence, but exacerbates and broadcasts it, intensifying at the same time the social media benefits that can be achieved if successful and the psychological costs of confusion if that is the case.
Another complementary (but different) lens is Bowlby's attachment theory, which was developed in 1969. Bowlby suggested that internal working models of self and others based on early interactions with caregivers influence expectations, emotion regulation and emotion help-seeking throughout the lifespan. While the idea of attachment dates back to infancy, adolescence is now known as a time of reorganization, with the addition of peers and romantic partners to the hierarchy of attachment (Cassidy and Shaver, 2018). 
It is important to note that social media has emerged as an important space for this re-organisation as it provides always on access to attachment figures and peer networks. However, for securely attached adolescents, who have positive expectations of availability and responsiveness to communication, online communication can help to prolong and deepen relationships, and may provide a further means to support in times of distress (Winstone et al., 2021). For adolescents who have insecure attachments, however, the same affordances can have a magnifying effect on their vulnerabilities. 
Reassurance-seeking behaviours online, watching the partner's activity, and feeling upset when their message or post is not responded to or performed well are associated with problematic social media use and depression, and are more likely to occur in young people who are anxiously attached (Worsley, McIntyre and Corcoran, 2019; (Yang, Wang and Liu, 2022). Avoidantly attached adolescents, on the other hand, might find the intimacy, which can be threatening, in the physical world to be less desirable than the intimacy available online, and thus build their online relationships with lots of superficial and shallow connections that do not provide a buffer to stress. Given this theory, Bowlby would expect, and it is becoming clear that it does, that the effects of social media on mental health are mediated by attachment history - the platform is the same but the internal working model that drives its meaning is not.
Both theories were created with children and young people in mind, but it is important to consider briefly the relevance of the theories to the support of older people in health and social care. Erikson's later phases have continued to have an impact on gerontological practice, for example, with the life review approach (Valliant, 2007) and social prescribing for older people in isolation (Edward et al., 2018). The theory of Bowlby has also been applied to older age, whereby attachment type influences varying reactions to bereavement, illness and moves or change of care staff, and to the therapeutic relationship with carers (Van Assche et al., 2020). 
However, both approaches have drawbacks in this context: The stage model of Erikson has been challenged for its cultural specificity in this context, and in the context of later life, attachment measures developed in childhood do not necessarily transfer cleanly to cognitively impaired older adults. Delivered with an understanding of, and sensitivity to, human development, however, they do provide the health and social care practitioner with a developmental vocabulary that helps to explain why, for instance, an older person whose attachment history is avoidant might refuse care, or why the absence of generative roles upon retirement may trigger depression, an understanding that is similar to that they offer for adolescents online.
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The evidence reviewed here indicates that SM has a modest, but definite effect on adolescent mental health, for a range of mechanisms of social comparison, cyber-victimization, sleep displacement and reward-based reinforcement, where effects are not uniform and not deterministic. The period is especially vulnerable due to the psychosocial nature of identity work, which increasingly takes place in a public, quantified and algorithmically curated space, that can be conducive to exploration but can also be conducive to contingent identity and foreclosure. 
Bowlby's attachment theory also accounts for the wide range of different outcomes that the same platforms can produce: adolescent's internal working models influence their understanding of 'available', feedback and rejection, with secure attachment protective, insecure attachment exacerbating it to an unhealthy use. When taken in tandem, both theories point to the need to go beyond restricting the amount of time spent on screens to focusing on those developmentally and relationally important functions that social media has come to serve, in both the on and off-line contexts. Both of these frameworks are relevant to health and social care practice throughout the lifespan, and are still relevant today for the same developmental sensitivity.
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