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Introduction
Social media has become a very strong component in the lives of adolescents, in the way they interact, form their relationships, as well as establish their identities. Although social media provides a tool to learn, express, and gain social support, overuse or misuse of social media has been linked to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem and cyberbullying. It is significant to know its effects as this period of adolescence is a vitally important part of psychological growth. Based on the relevant academic research and evidence, this essay presents the impact of social media on mental health in adolescents by considering Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby's Attachment Theory.
[bookmark: _Toc235310431]Social Media and Adolescent Mental Health
Social media is now a significant aspect of the lives of adolescents, and this has affected their communication, learning, and relationship building. Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and Facebook are the platforms that offer youth an opportunity to interact with peers, get educated, and demonstrate their creativity (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025). Such beneficial aspects can enhance peer support, reinforce friendship, and promote membership, especially among teenagers who might feel lonely in the real world. Social media can now be viewed as an effective mental health educator as well, allowing the youth to become educated about emotional health and obtain the required professional help much more conveniently.
Even with these advantages, there are various adverse mental health consequences associated with over- or unnatural social media use. Teens engage in constant image and lifestyle comparisons with refined and edited online images and lifestyles, which may lead to poor self-esteem, dissatisfaction with their bodies, anxiety and depression (Prasad et al., 2023). The stress of getting likes, comments, and online approval can make life more stressful and undermine confidence. Moreover, cyberbullying continues to be an important issue since unpleasant remarks and cyberbullying may have a long-lasting psychological impact.
Studies have indicated that it is the use of social media that influences its effects and not necessarily the amount of time spent online. Teenagers who communicate actively with their friends and/or engage in positive online groups usually have positive results. Conversely, poor mental health is linked to passive browsing, recurrent social comparison, and viewing of negative content (Hancock et al., 2022). As a result, the mental health of adolescents needs to be considered in the context of individual differences, family support, peer relationships and developmental factors.
[bookmark: _Toc235310432]Theory 1: Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory Applied to the Topic
The Psychosocial Development Theory by Erikson is a good way to comprehend how social media affects the mental health of adolescents. Following Erikson, identity versus Role Confusion is the stage of adolescence at which young people strive to build a stable sense of self (Tettey et al., 2023). The most successful solution to this developmental phase will help adolescents find confidence, their own values and self-directed goals, and failure will lead to confusion, a feeling of insecurity and low self-esteem (Orenstein and Kaur, 2026).
The use of social media has made it an important place where teens are given the opportunity to discover and assert themselves. Internet channels enable youths to exchange photos, views, hobbies, and successes as they communicate with friends and the rest of the world. Self-confidence and identity development can be supported by positive feedback from peers (Orenstein and Kaur, 2026). It is also possible that adolescents could find a supportive community where it is possible to be accepted despite differences in culture, talents, or personal experiences and achieve healthy psychosocial development.
Erikson's theory also indicates the reasons why social media can have negative impacts on teens. Young people are especially sensitive to peer judgments and social acceptance in the process of identity formation. Social media tends to promote unceasing comparisons to influencers, celebrities or schoolmates who project an idealized image of themselves (Rorije et al., 2023). Such unachievable expectations can make teens feel insecure about their looks, talents or social position. Identity development might not rely on self-belief, but on online validation as the main instrument of self-worth.
Psychological pressure may also be enhanced by the popularity of likes, shares, and the number of followers. Young people who experience restricted attention on the internet might understand it as a personal rejection, which results from anxiety, sadness, or decreased self-worth (Aditama et al., 2023). Online bullying and illogical remarks can also disrupt healthy identity formation and  feelings of shame or social exclusion.
Even though Erikson's theory is a useful way of explaining the correlation between identity development and social media, there are a few limitations. The theory was elaborated in an era when online communication was not prevalent, and thus it does not specifically target online interactions (Darling et al., 2024). It is also based on the assumption that adolescents are developing in a similar pattern, and an individual's experience can differ significantly in various cultures, personalities and family settings.
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Bowlby's Attachment Theory by Bowlby describes the impact of early relationships with caregivers on emotional security, interpersonal relationships, and psychological well-being during the lifetime. Bowlby attributes confidence, emotional regulation, and healthy coping styles to children who have grown to have secure attachment with responsive caregivers (Wen et al., 2022). Conversely, insecure attachment styles can predispose to anxiety, emotional suffering, and relationship problems (Wen et al., 2022).
It is possible to apply attachment theory to comprehend the behavior of adolescents in social media. Adolescents who are tied-in are more likely to utilize social media as a means of communication and keeping up with current friends than they are to turn to it to seek emotional validation (Villanueva-Moya et al., 2023). They can usually cope better with negative experiences over the Internet, as they have good support systems both in their families and social circles.
Conversely, poor quality of attachment can lead to adolescents relying on social media to fulfil emotional needs more. They can often need to be reassured by likes, comments or online communications to make up for the lack of security (Lam et al., 2022). This dependence may make one highly sensitive to negative feedback, cyberbullying or rejection on the internet. These experiences can add up to anxiety, loneliness, depression and low self-worth symptoms.
Attachment theory also assists in understanding the importance of parental involvement even when children become more digital. Teens who experience communication openness, emotional warmth, and parental guidance tend to better manage online challenges responsibly. Parents can promote balanced use of social media, discuss risks of using social media, and healthy coping skills when negative events happen (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025).
However, there are also limitations of this theory by Bowlby in explaining social media behavior. The theory is mainly concerned with attachment in early childhood, and it might not be sufficient in explaining the impact of peers, schools, culture, and technology in adolescence. The new forms of interaction that are introduced by the modern social media platforms were not taken into consideration when the theory was formulated (Prasad et al., 2023).
Irrespective of these shortcomings, the Attachment Theory by Bowlby is very much applicable since the theory underlines the role of emotional security and supportive relationships. It shows that the quality of offline relationships that adolescents have had plays a major role in determining their use and reaction to social media and their response to positive and negative online experiences (Hancock et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc235310434]Critical Comparison of the Theories and Research Evidence
The Psychosocial Development Theory by Erikson and Attachment Theory by Bowlby are useful explanations of the connection between social media and adolescent mental health, albeit they discuss different developmental mechanisms. Erikson mainly focuses on identity development in adolescence, indicating that social media has impacts on psychological well-being through influencing self-esteem, social comparison and personal identity seeking (Tettey et al., 2023). This line of thought justifies the reason why teens are so susceptible to peer pressure and online commentary.
Bowlby, on the other hand, in his Attachment Theory, concentrates on the emotional basis that is developed during the early relationships with caregivers. It indicates that safe attachment acts as a buffer to adverse online experiences, whereas unsafe attachment results in the heightening of reliance on social media to seek emotional support (Orenstein and Kaur, 2026). This theory thus brings out the persistence of family relationships up to adolescence.
In the present scholarship, the elements of both theories are supported. Research findings agree that excessive social comparison, cyberbullying, and worse mental health are correlated and support Erikson in his focus on identity formation. Studies also indicate that good parental relationships and social support decrease the psychological threat of social media, which substantiates the attachment view of Bowlby (Aditama et al., 2023). The complexity of adolescents' digital experiences can be attributed to neither of the theories alone. The correlation combines mental health outcomes with other factors such as personality, socioeconomic background, digital literacy, peer influence, and cultural differences.
[bookmark: _Toc235310435]Conclusion
The use of social media has both negative and positive effects on the mental well-being of teens based on the usage and personal circumstances of the user. The Psychosocial Development Theory, developed by Erikson, explains the impact of online life on the establishment of identity, and the Attachment Theory, developed by Bowlby, justifies the importance of having safe bonds in the process of developing emotional resilience. All these theories together contribute to improved comprehension of the online behavior and psychological well-being of teens. Social media support and encouragement of a balanced use of social media, positive relations with members of the family, and digital awareness can be used to optimize the benefits and minimize the risks of the impact on mental health.
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