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Adolescence is a major stage of change in which young people develop their identity, become more independent and place greater importance on friendships and peer approval. The World Health Organization describes adolescence as the period from 10 to 19 years and reports that about one in seven young people in this age group experiences a mental health condition (World Health Organization, 2025). Social media is now part of everyday adolescent life, so it can affect how young people communicate, compare themselves with others and understand who they are. However, social media’s impact can not simply be said to be good or bad. It depends on which content is being viewed, the reason for using it, the amount and timing of use, and at times, the strengths and difficulties that adolescents experience. Therefore, this essay looks at the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by using Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory. The essay shows that social media can increase anxiety, low mood, poor body image, sleep problems and insecurity, but it can also offer friendship, support, information and a safe place for adolescents to express themselves.
It can be said that adolescent behaviour is influenced by both biological and environmental factors (Fassi, et al., 2024). Biologically, the brain is still developing, including areas linked with planning, controlling emotions and resisting impulses. At the same time, adolescents can be highly sensitive to rewards, rejection and peer opinions (Valkenburg, et al., 2022). This can make likes, comments, follower numbers and online criticism feel very important. Environmental factors include family relationships, school experiences, culture, poverty, bullying, friendship groups and the way platforms are designed (Shannon, et al., 2022). Haywood et al. (2025) indicated that social media differ according to how vulnerable adolescents are, the content they see and whether online activity replaces sleep, physical activity or face-to-face contact. Therefore, social media should not be treated as the only cause of mental health problems. A young person who is already lonely, anxious or being bullied may use social media more often, while difficult online experiences may then make those feelings worse (Haywood, et al., 2025).
One can find a link between the use of social media and mental health problems, although the size of the link is often small and results are not always consistent (Pickavance, et al., 2026). Researchers have also reached different conclusions because they measured social media use and mental health in different ways (Paddock, et al., 2025; Valkenburg, et al., 2022). More recent research involving over one million adolescents found that there are small but significant links between time or engagement on social media and symptoms of anxiety and depression (Fassi et al., 2024). This creates problematic use, where a young person feels unable to stop and neglects other parts of life, which appears more concerning than ordinary use. Shannon et al. (2022) found that problematic social media use was linked with depression, anxiety and stress. This shows why the quality and pattern of use matter more than simply asking whether an adolescent has an account on social media.
Erikson’s theory is useful because it views adolescence as the stage of identity versus role confusion. During this stage, young people explore values, beliefs, relationships, appearance and possible future roles before developing a clear sense of self (Erikson, 1968). Social media can support this process by allowing adolescents to try creative interests, join communities and express different parts of themselves. Another study found that the quality of online activity can help young people to explore their identities, but comparison among adolescents and pressure to present an ideal image may create distress or affect their self-identity (Avci, et al., 2025). For example, a teenager may discover a community that accepts his or her interests and feel less alone. In contrast, another teenager may change his or her appearance, opinions or behaviour mainly to gain likes and avoid rejection. Their identity may then depend on other people online rather than on their own personal values.
Erikson’s theory also helps to understand why social comparison can affect self-esteem. Adolescents are already asking, “Who am I?” and “Where do I belong?” Social media platforms always show carefully selected pictures of beauty, success, relationships and lifestyles, which may make normal life appear inadequate. World Health Organization (2025) found links between the use of social media and body dissatisfaction, eating disorders, low self-esteem, anxiety and depression. The impact may be stronger when an adolescent repeatedly follows accounts that focus mainly on appearance or receives negative comments about their body. However, Erikson’s theory should not be used to assume that every adolescent experiences the same identity crisis in the same way. How adolescents develop can be influenced by culture, gender, family support, disability, economic circumstances and individual personality. The theory was also developed before digital life existed, so it cannot fully explain algorithms, influencer marketing or the commercial pressure that keeps people online. Even so, it is still useful because it highlights identity, belonging and peer feedback, which are essential features of social media.
Bowlby’s attachment theory offers another explanation. Bowlby argued that early relationships with caregivers help children form internal expectations about whether other people are dependable and whether they themselves are worthy of care (Bowlby, 1988). Adolescents who have better attachments may be better able to enjoy online contact without relying completely on it for reassurance. They may also feel more confident discussing upsetting content with a trusted adult. However, an adolescent with anxious attachment may continually check messages, worry when a friend does not reply or measure their worth through likes and followers. Someone who has avoidant attachment may use online communication to keep emotional distance while still feeling connected. Consequently, cyberbullying, excluding adolescents from group chats, or public rejection may be especially painful when they appear to confirm an insecure belief such as “people will leave me” or “I am not good enough.”
Attachment theory also explains why supportive relationships are important. Social media can help adolescents maintain friendships, find people with shared experiences and receive encouragement during difficult periods. Haywood et al. (2025) saw that one-to-one communication, online friendships and good online experiences can reduce loneliness and stress, even though addictive use causes poor well-being. This means online contact may strengthen mental health when it is caring and connected to real support. Bowlby’s theory is useful because it reminds health and social care workers to look beyond screen time and ask about the quality of relationships, trust and support. Its limitation is that it may place too much weight on early caregiving. How adolescents build attachment can change, and adolescent mental health is also shaped by peers, school, discrimination, poverty and how social media platforms are designed. The theory therefore explains part of the picture but not the whole picture.
Several mechanisms connect social media with poor mental health. First, cyberbullying can follow a young person into the home, reach a large audience and remain visible through shared posts. Second, content focusing on appearances may encourage constant comparisons and poor eating behaviour among adolescents. Third, notifications and late-night use can interrupt sleep, and lack of sleep can increase poor concentration and low mood. The World Health Organization reported that 11 per cent of adolescents in a large international study showed signs of problematic use of social media, with many being girls, and that problematic use was associated with lower well-being and later bedtimes (World health Organization, 2024). Furthermore, fear of missing out may also lead adolescents to check their phones repeatedly and feel excluded when they see friends meeting without them. 
At the same time, social media can promote mental health when used safely. It can provide health information, creative outlets, peer support and contact for young people who feel isolated in their local environment. The main issue is therefore not banning all social media, but helping young people use it in ways that add value rather than control their lives. Health and social care practitioners should ask open questions about what the adolescent does online, how it makes them feel, whether it affects sleep or school, and whether they have experienced bullying or harmful content. They should avoid blaming the young person, because judgement may stop honest discussion.
Also, practical support should involve adolescents, families, schools, healthcare services and technology companies. This is because parents and carers can agree on phone-free times, especially during meals and before sleep, while also shaping other healthy behaviours. Additionally, schools can teach digital literacy, body-image awareness, privacy, respectful communication and how to report cyberbullying. On the other hand, practitioners can help adolescents identify accounts that worsen their mood, mute harmful content, strengthen offline friendships and build confidence through sport, hobbies or community activity. Where anxiety, depression, self-harm, disordered eating or severe sleep problems are present, the young person should receive proper assessment and mental health support rather than only being told to reduce screen time. These strategies align with Erikson’s theory by supporting a stable identity and fit Bowlby’s theory by strengthening secure and trustworthy relationships.
In conclusion, social media has a mixed impact on adolescent mental health. Harm can be likely by interrupting sleep, exposing young people to bullying or unrealistic comparison, or making self-worth depend on online approval. On the other side, benefits are more likely when social media supports genuine friendships, positive conversations, creativity, useful information and access to help. Erikson’s theory explains why identity and peer feedback are especially important during adolescence, while Bowlby’s theory explains how trust, reassurance and relationships may shape online experiences. Neither theory explains every adolescent social media behaviour or every platform, but together they show that mental health outcomes come from an interaction between an adolescent’s development, relationships and the digital environment. The most helpful response is balanced support that reduces risk while protecting the positive ways adolescents connect and express themselves online.
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