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Discuss the Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence
Social media platforms such as Instagram, Snapchat and TikTok have become an almost universal feature of adolescent life, with research suggesting that more than nine in ten adolescents hold at least one social media account (Agyapong-Opoku, Agyapong-Opoku and Greenshaw, 2025). Adolescence is a developmental period marked by rapid physical, cognitive and social change, during which young people become increasingly sensitive to peer evaluation, social comparison and the pursuit of social reward (Agyapong-Opoku, Agyapong-Opoku and Greenshaw, 2025; Senekal et al., 2023). Because this developmental window overlaps almost exactly with the rise of networked social platforms, researchers, parents and policymakers have become increasingly concerned about the effect that constant online connection may have on adolescent mental health. Systematic reviews report consistent, if modest, associations between social media use and depression, anxiety, poor sleep, body dissatisfaction and self-harm (Khalaf et al., 2023; Royal Society for Public Health and Young Health Movement, 2017), yet other large-scale analyses conclude that the overall relationship between digital technology use and wellbeing is small and highly dependent on how, rather than simply how much, adolescents use these platforms (Orben and Przybylski, 2019; Orben, Dienlin and Przybylski, 2019). This essay will draw on Erikson's theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby's attachment theory to explain how and why adolescent mental health may be affected by exposure to social media, before concluding that its impact is best understood as contingent on the developmental tasks and relational needs that define adolescence, rather than as a uniformly harmful or beneficial influence.
A substantial body of research links frequent or problematic social media use with poorer adolescent mental health. A systematic review of eleven studies found a modest but statistically significant association between social media use and depressive symptoms in children and adolescents, although the authors cautioned that causality remained unclear (Khalaf et al., 2023). A more recent scoping review of forty-three reviews similarly concluded that the majority of the literature links social media use to adverse outcomes, particularly depression and anxiety, but stressed that the nature of use, rather than exposure alone, was the strongest predictor of harm: passive scrolling, appearance-focused browsing and night-time use were consistently associated with worse outcomes, whereas active communication with friends and participation in supportive online communities were linked to enhanced wellbeing (Agyapong-Opoku, Agyapong-Opoku and Greenshaw, 2025). This distinction between active and passive use helps explain some of the inconsistency in the wider literature. The Royal Society for Public Health and Young Health Movement (2017) reported that heavy users of social media, defined as those spending more than two hours a day on networking sites, were more likely to report psychological distress, poor sleep and negative body image, while also acknowledging that platforms can provide emotional support, a sense of community and access to health information. Cyberbullying, unattainable appearance ideals and the fear of missing out have each been identified as specific mechanisms through which social media may erode adolescent wellbeing (Royal Society for Public Health and Young Health Movement, 2017).
Not all evidence points to a strong or consistent negative effect, however. Using specification curve analysis across three large representative datasets, Orben and Przybylski (2019) found that digital technology use explained, at most, a very small proportion of variance in adolescent wellbeing, with an effect size comparable to seemingly trivial behaviours such as eating potatoes. A related analysis of longitudinal panel data found that social media use predicted small declines in life satisfaction that were reciprocal, gender-specific and highly dependent on the particular analytic choices made by researchers (Orben, Dienlin and Przybylski, 2019). Taken together, this body of work suggests that social media does not affect all adolescents uniformly; rather, its influence appears to depend on individual differences, patterns of use and the wider social and relational context in which it occurs. Psychological theory offers a useful lens for understanding why some adolescents may be more vulnerable to these effects than others.
Erikson's (1968) theory of psychosocial development offers one explanation for why social media may have such a pronounced effect on adolescent mental health. Erikson proposed that development proceeds through eight stages, each defined by a particular psychosocial crisis that must be resolved before healthy progression to the next stage. Adolescence corresponds to the stage of identity versus role confusion, during which the central developmental task is to construct a coherent and stable sense of self, often through experimentation with different roles, values, appearances and social groups. Social media can be understood as a modern arena for this identity work: profiles, posts and curated images allow adolescents to try out different self-presentations and to receive immediate feedback from peers in the form of likes, comments and follower counts (Senekal et al., 2023; Primack et al., 2022). Where this feedback is affirming, social media may support healthy identity formation by allowing adolescents to explore and consolidate aspects of who they are. However, because platforms tend to reward idealised and curated self-presentation, adolescents may also experience pressure to maintain an inauthentic online identity, or may repeatedly compare their own unfiltered lives with the highlight reels of others. From an Eriksonian perspective, this could produce identity confusion, low self-esteem or a foreclosed identity based on external validation rather than genuine self-exploration, offering a plausible mechanism for the associations between heavy or passive social media use and anxiety, depression and body dissatisfaction reported in the literature (Khalaf et al., 2023; Royal Society for Public Health and Young Health Movement, 2017).
Bowlby's (1969) attachment theory provides a complementary explanation, focused less on identity and more on the quality of adolescents' relational bonds. Bowlby argued that infants form an internal working model of relationships based on the responsiveness of their primary caregiver, and that this model shapes expectations of closeness, trust and support throughout life, including during the shift of adolescence towards greater reliance on peer attachments. Because adolescence is a period in which young people begin to seek proximity, reassurance and a "safe base" from peers as well as parents, social media, with its promise of constant connection, may become an important attachment-related resource. For adolescents with secure internal working models, social media use in moderation can support existing friendships and provide genuine emotional support; indeed, the Royal Society for Public Health and Young Health Movement (2017) reported that many adolescents receive meaningful support from peers during difficult times online. For adolescents with more anxious or insecure attachment styles, however, social media may instead intensify attachment-related distress. The constant availability of peers can heighten hypervigilance to signs of rejection or exclusion, manifesting as fear of missing out, compulsive checking behaviour, or distress when posts are not acknowledged (Royal Society for Public Health and
Young Health Movement, 2017). Cyberbullying and public exclusion, meanwhile, can be understood as direct threats to the "safe base" that attachment figures are meant to provide, which may help explain the particularly strong associations found between online victimisation and depression, self-harm and suicidal ideation in adolescent populations (Khalaf et al., 2023). Attachment theory therefore suggests that the mental health impact of social media is not uniform but is moderated by the relational security an adolescent brings to their online interactions.
In conclusion, the impact of social media on adolescent mental health cannot be reduced to a simple verdict of harm or benefit. Research evidence indicates a modest but meaningful association between social media use, particularly problematic or passive use, and outcomes such as depression, anxiety, poor sleep and body dissatisfaction, while also showing that overall effect sizes are small and highly dependent on the type and context of use (Khalaf et al., 2023; Orben and Przybylski, 2019; Orben, Dienlin and Przybylski, 2019; Agyapong-Opoku, Agyapong-Opoku and Greenshaw, 2025). Erikson's theory of psychosocial development helps to explain this pattern by framing social media as an arena for identity experimentation that can either support or undermine the adolescent task of constructing a stable sense of self, depending on whether online feedback is affirming or comparison-driven. Bowlby's attachment theory adds a further, complementary explanation, suggesting that the emotional consequences of social media use are shaped by the security of an adolescent's existing relational bonds, with securely attached adolescents more able to use these platforms as a genuine source of peer support and insecurely attached adolescents more vulnerable to distress arising from exclusion, comparison and disrupted reassurance-seeking. Together, these theories suggest that effective responses to the risks associated with adolescent social media use, such as digital literacy education and safeguarding measures recommended by the Royal Society for Public Health and Young Health Movement (2017), should attend not only to the amount of time adolescents spend online but to the developmental and relational needs that shape how that time is experienced.
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