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INTRODUCTION

The developmental stage of adolescence is characterized by increased sensitivity to peer relationships, identity formation comparison, which makes young people particularly susceptible to the psychological effects of the digital environments they inhabit (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Social media platforms are now deeply embedded in adolescents’ daily lives, offering opportunities for connection and self-expression, but also exposing users to cyberbullying, unrealistic social comparison, and disrupted sleep, all of which have been linked to poorer mental health outcomes (Twenge et al., 2018; Kelly et al., 2018). Understanding why adolescents are so vulnerable to these effects requires psychological theory that accounts for the developmental tasks unique to this life stage. This essay draws on Bowlby's attachment theory and Erikson's theory of psychosocial development to explain how and why exposure to social media may affect adolescent mental health, arguing that both the quality of early relational bonds and the search for a stable identity shape adolescents' vulnerability to online harm.
Research consistently associates heavy social media use with poorer adolescent well-being, though the relationship is complex. Twenge et al. (2018) discover that level of desolation increases and suicide-related outcomes among American adolescents after 2010 coincided with rising smartphone and social media use, while Kelly et al. (2018), drawing on the UK Millennium Cohort Study, reported that frequent social media use was associated with greater depressive symptoms in girls, partly explained by online harassment, poor sleep, and low self-esteem. Best, Manktelow and Taylor (2014) similarly identified cyberbullying, social comparison, and the pressure to maintain an online persona as recurring themes across adolescent well-being research. However, social media offers genuine benefits, including peer support, identity exploration, and reduced isolation, particularly for marginalized or geographically isolated young people, so its effects cannot be understood as uniformly negative (Best, Manktelow, and Taylor, 2014). Two psychological theories, one rooted in early relational development and one specific to the tasks of adolescence itself, help explain why young people respond so differently, and often so intensely, to these online experiences.
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 Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory, early relationships with primary caregivers develop an internal working model- a set of expectations about oneself, other people, and relationships- that continues to influence how people seek comfort and intimacy throughout their lives. Adolescents who are securely attached and have received responsive and consistent care are more likely to have a positive self-image and believe that other will be there for them when they need them. Because their sense of self-worth is not entirely dependent on online approval, these teenagers are typically more resilient to negative content and use social media as an additional tool for maintaining existing offline relationships rather than as a primary source of validation. Adolescents with insecure attachments styles, on the other hand, frequently bring expectations of inconsistent care or rejection into their peer relationships, regardless of whether they are avoidant or anxious. Attachment theory provides one explanation for Vannucci, Flannery, and Ohannessian’s (2017) finding that increased social media use was linked to higher levels of anxiety in emerging adults: anxiously attached teenagers may use platforms obsessively, constantly checking notifications and looking for likes or comments as a replacement for the reassurance they did not consistently receive from caregivers. Due to the sporadic nature of social media feedback which can occasionally be absent or critical these teenagers may be especially susceptible to compulsive use and distress when validation is denied, reflecting the unpredictable caregiving that initially causes anxious attachment. Conversely, avoidantly attached adolescents may use social media to monitor their peers’ behavior while maintaining a distance from others. This promotes social comparison without the interpersonal intimacy that could lessen its effects. According to this viewpoint, social media creates a new stage where pre-existing attachment patterns that have their roots in early caregiving are replayed and occasionally intensified rather than creating psychological vulnerability.
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Erikson's (1968) theory of psychosocial development offers a complementary explanation, focused less on early caregiving and more on the developmental task specific to adolescence itself. Erikson proposed that each life stage presents a central psychosocial crisis, and that adolescence is defined by the conflict between identity and role confusion, in which young people must integrate their values, beliefs, and social roles into a coherent sense of self. Successful resolution produces a stable identity and confidence in one's place in the world, while failure leaves adolescents uncertain about who they are and where they belong. Social media intersects with this developmental task in significant ways. On one hand, platforms provide adolescents with a low-stakes space to experiment with different identities, interests, and social roles, trying out ways of presenting themselves before committing to a stable sense of self, which aligns with the exploratory function Erikson considered essential to healthy identity formation. On the other hand, the curated and idealized nature of most social media content complicates this process considerably. Adolescents are constantly exposed to carefully edited versions of their peers' lives, achievements, and appearances, encouraging upward social comparison at precisely the stage when they are most uncertain about their own identity and most reliant on peer feedback to define themselves. Rather than supporting identity consolidation, this constant comparison can prolong role confusion, leaving adolescents feeling that their authentic self does not measure up to the polished identities they see online. This may help explain the associations Kelly et al. (2018) found between social media use and lowered self-esteem, since self-esteem is closely tied to how successfully an adolescent believes they are resolving Erikson's identity crisis. Adolescents who base their self-worth heavily on external validation, such as likes and follower counts, may be particularly likely to experience identity confusion when that validation fluctuates or fails to materialize. A further complication arises when adolescents maintain multiple, inconsistent online personas across different platforms, presenting one version of themselves to close friends and another to a wider public audience; Erikson's theory suggests that this fragmentation can itself delay the integration of a single, coherent identity, prolonging the sense of confusion the theory places at the center of adolescent development.
The design features of social media platforms may also help explain why these attachment and identity processes become so intensified during adolescence. Many platforms rely on variable and unpredictable rewards, such as an uncertain number of likes, comments, or new followers appearing after a post, a pattern of intermittent reinforcement known to be particularly powerful in sustaining compulsive checking behavior. For an anxiously attached adolescent already primed to seek reassurance through unpredictable channels, this design may be especially compelling, reinforcing the cycle of checking and validation-seeking described above. Meanwhile, late-night use associated with this compulsive checking has been linked to poorer sleep quality, which independently predicts lower mood and poorer emotional regulation in adolescents (Kelly et al., 2018), suggesting that attachment-driven use patterns may contribute to mental health difficulties through indirect physiological pathways as well as psychological ones.
Overall, these two theories imply that social media does not affect all adolescents equally but interacts with existing psychological vulnerabilities to shape mental health outcomes. An adolescent with a secure attachment history and a developing sense of identity may use social media in largely adaptive ways, drawing on it to maintain friendships and explore interests without becoming dependent on it for self-worth. An adolescent with an insecure attachment history who is also struggling to resolve the identity crisis described by Erikson may be considerably more vulnerable, using social media compulsively to seek the reassurance and validation they lack elsewhere, while simultaneously being exposed to the social comparison that undermines identity formation. It is important to note that most of the evidence in this area, including the studies cited above, is correlational rather than experimental, meaning that causal direction cannot be firmly settled; it remains possible that adolescents who are already declining with mental health or identity problem are simply more drawn to heavy social media use, rather than social media causing these difficulties outright (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Nonetheless, the convergence of attachment and psychosocial perspectives provides a coherent theoretical account of why social media appears to affect adolescent mental health so unevenly, and why intervention and support may need to be tailored to an individual's relational history and stage of identity development rather than applied uniformly.
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The developmental processes occurring during this stage of life must be taken into consideration before beginning this essay on the impact of social media on teenage mental health. Adolescents’ early relational experiences have been shown to influence how they seek validation online, with insecurely attached adolescents being especially vulnerable to compulsive use and distress, according to Bowlby’s attachment theory. Based on Erickson’s theory of psychosocial development, it has been demonstrated that social media both facilitates and hinders the crucial task of identity formation for adolescents, providing chances for introspection while encouraging harmful social comparison. When taken as a whole, these theories show that the effects of social media vary depending on their online experiences. More longitudinal research is required to elucidate causal pathways because a large portion of current research is correlational in nature. In the interim, these frameworks provide parents, teaches, and clinicians with a helpful foundation for encouraging healthier teenage social media use.
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