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[bookmark: _GoBack]Adolescence is a period of rapid change in how young people see themselves, relate to others, and manage their emotions, and it is precisely at this point in life that most young people become active social media users (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025). This essay considers what that timing means for adolescent mental health, drawing on two long-standing lifespan theories: Erikson's (1968) theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby's (1969) attachment theory. Its central claim is that social media does not affect every adolescent in the same way. What matters is how a given platform intersects with the developmental work a young person happens to be doing at that moment, whether that is building an identity or learning to feel secure in relationships. Framed this way, the more useful question stops being whether social media is "good" or "bad" and becomes who is affected, and under what conditions. It helps to start with what the research itself shows, before turning to theory, biology and practice.
The evidence is considerably less alarming than much of the public conversation suggests. Umbrella reviews describe the associations between social media use and depression, anxiety and life satisfaction as generally small and inconsistent, notwithstanding individual studies that report far larger effects (Valkenburg et al., 2022). One dose-response meta-analysis found that each extra hour of daily use nudged depression risk up slightly but significantly, with a stronger effect among girls than boys (Liu et al., 2022), a pattern earlier meta-analyses pooling longitudinal and cross-sectional studies had already reached (Ivie et al., 2020; Cunningham et al., 2021). Averages of this kind, however, can flatten out a much more interesting reality underneath them. When researchers used experience-sampling methods to capture adolescents' moods in real time, a rather different picture emerged: across 2,155 measurements, 44% of adolescents reported feeling no different after passive social media use, 46% felt better, and just 10% felt worse (Beyens et al., 2020). So while headlines tend to settle on a single negative average, that figure conceals wide variation between individuals, since most adolescents come away unaffected or better off and only a minority are genuinely struggling.
Several more specific mechanisms help explain where the harm does show up. Comparing one's appearance to others online is linked with body dissatisfaction and lower self-esteem, especially among girls exposed to idealised images (Mahon and Hevey, 2021; Jiotsa et al., 2021). Periods of heavier use, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, have also coincided with poorer sleep and higher anxiety, even though some adolescents genuinely found social support online during that same period (Marciano et al., 2022). A UK longitudinal study found a similar pattern, with wellbeing tending to fall as use rose, while cautioning that correlation of this kind cannot be read as proof of causation (Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn, 2023). Put together, this body of research points less towards one universal effect and more towards a tangle of risk and protective factors operating side by side, which is exactly where developmental theory earns its keep: it pushes the question beyond how many hours adolescents spend online and towards what that time is actually doing for them psychologically. It is this question that Erikson's and Bowlby's theories, in their different ways, try to answer.
Erikson (1968) placed adolescence as the fifth of eight lifespan stages, built around the tension between identity and role confusion. During this stage, adolescents try on different values, roles and beliefs before eventually settling into something resembling a coherent sense of self. Social media has turned into one of the main places where that experimentation happens: platforms let adolescents present themselves however they choose, compare themselves against others, follow people they admire, and stay in more or less constant contact with an audience. Agyapong-Opoku et al. (2025) note that this fits neatly with the identity-exploration process Erikson describes. Where it goes well, this can genuinely support healthy development, since adolescents who experiment with self-presentation or take part in prosocial behaviour online have shown positive identity outcomes (Branje et al., 2021). Seen through Erikson's framework, the constant stream of curated posts and shared content is not simply background noise to identity formation; for many adolescents, it is part of the material identity is made from.
Even so, Erikson's model runs into difficulty once it meets digital life, and it is worth pausing on why. It was written long before social media existed, and it assumes something close to a straight line towards one settled, unified identity, an assumption a growing number of researchers now doubt, since identity increasingly looks like something continually renegotiated across several online and offline selves rather than something fixed once during adolescence (Branje et al., 2021). Nor does the theory explain particularly well why an identical online experience might help one adolescent grow while leaving another distressed; the individual-level findings mentioned above only partly close that gap (Beyens et al., 2020). More broadly, the theory has been criticised as reflecting a Western, individualistic view of identity that does not map neatly onto collectivist cultures or non-binary experiences of gender, a real limitation given how culturally mixed the population of global platform users actually is. A theory written for a pre-digital adolescence can sketch the general shape of the identity task, in other words, without fully explaining why the same app feels so different depending on who is using it, and where.
If Erikson's theory speaks to identity, Bowlby's attachment theory speaks to something closer to security, offering a complementary account of how adolescents regulate emotion and seek closeness. Bowlby (1969) argued that early experiences with caregivers produce internal working models, mental blueprints that go on shaping how people pursue closeness and cope with distress across the whole of life. Although these models take shape in infancy, they keep influencing peer relationships well into adolescence: securely attached adolescents tend to form more trusting, higher-quality relationships, while those with insecure or anxious attachment are more likely to lean on relationships, including online ones, to manage anxiety (Delgado et al., 2022). Applied to social media, this raises the possibility that anxiously attached adolescents are more vulnerable to problematic use, since checking notifications, chasing likes and keeping tabs on peers can all serve as a kind of proximity-seeking or reassurance-seeking when someone feels unsafe. Systematic evidence backs this up, linking compulsive or problematic social media use to elevated depression, anxiety and stress (Shannon et al., 2022). By contrast, adolescents who already have a secure base may find that social media simply extends the support they already have rather than replacing it, giving them one more place to turn during hard moments. What seems to matter most here is not the platform itself but the internal model an adolescent brings to it: the same notification can register as a welcome message to one teenager and as an anxious prompt to check again for another.
Attachment theory has its own blind spots too. It was built to describe the bond between infant and caregiver, and stretching it to cover adolescent behaviour online rests mostly on conceptual resemblance rather than direct longitudinal evidence tying specific attachment styles to specific online habits (Delgado et al., 2022). It also tends to treat attachment style as reasonably stable, yet adolescence is precisely when attachment representations can shift, as peers increasingly take on the role of attachment figures. That makes it awkward to transplant a framework built around childhood caregiving straight onto a digital peer world Bowlby never could have imagined, and it means that linking any particular adolescent's attachment style to their social media habits remains a reasonable hypothesis rather than a settled fact.
What both theories share, despite their different emphases, is a near-total focus on the psychosocial, leaving the biological side of adolescence largely unaddressed, a gap the assessment brief specifically flags alongside environmental factors. Neurodevelopmental research shows that adolescence brings substantial changes to brain regions involved in reward processing and social evaluation, which leaves adolescents more attuned to peer approval and rejection than either children or adults. A large UK cohort study, drawing on more than 84,000 participants, supports this picture: sensitivity to social media is not constant across adolescence but instead peaks within age- and sex-specific windows, roughly ages 11 to 13 for girls and 14 to 15 for boys (Orben et al., 2022). This points to timing mattering as much as content, since the same platform, or even the same feature within it, can carry different weight depending on where an adolescent happens to sit within this biological window, a nuance neither Erikson's nor Bowlby's theory was built to capture.
These theoretical debates are increasingly showing up in policy, in the UK and in London specifically. The Online Safety Act 2023 already obliges platforms to carry out children's risk assessments and put age assurance in place, and since those duties took effect in July 2025, Ofcom has opened dozens of investigations and handed down its first fines to non-compliant platforms (Osborne Clarke, 2026). More recently, the Children's Wellbeing and Schools Act 2026 gave the Secretary of State the power to restrict children's access to social media, and in June 2026 the Government confirmed plans to bar platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and YouTube to under-16s, alongside new restrictions on livestreaming and contact from strangers, with the ban due to take effect by spring 2027 (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026; House of Commons Library, 2026). That national direction is echoed locally. The Mayor, Sadiq Khan, has put £810,000 into a Mental Health in Schools programme delivered with the charity Anna Freud, reaching roughly 15,000 young people across secondary schools in nine boroughs through wellbeing weeks, peer-support groups and staff training, rather than leaning on restricting access alone (Greater London Authority, 2025). Some London boroughs have gone further still, moving ahead of national legislation on their own terms: over 100 schools in Barnet, along with seventeen secondary schools in Southwark, have introduced smartphone-free school days, and the Mayor's office says it is watching how these local efforts play out (Barnet Post, 2025). Taken together, these national and local measures point in much the same direction as the theory and evidence discussed above, towards a combination of regulation, targeted restriction and relational or educational support, rather than reliance on any one approach alone.
All of this carries fairly direct implications for practice. Schools and Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) could build digital literacy and identity-focused psychoeducation into their pastoral and therapeutic work, helping adolescents think more critically about social comparison instead of simply absorbing it (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025). Given how much attachment insecurity seems to contribute to problematic use, social workers and family therapists working with vulnerable young people might do well to pay attention to the quality of family attachment alongside digital habits, since interventions that strengthen family relationships may reduce a young person's reliance on social media for reassurance more effectively than restricting access ever could (Delgado et al., 2022; Shannon et al., 2022). Practitioners should also keep the developmental windows identified through neurodevelopmental research in mind, directing extra support towards the age groups shown to be most vulnerable (Orben et al., 2022). Put simply, practice needs to move away from blanket screen-time limits and towards support that is timed to development, grounded in relationships, and woven across education, health and social care. In practical terms, that might look like a pastoral team treating a pupil's constant posting or checking as an opening for a conversation about identity or attachment, rather than simply something to shut down.
Bringing these strands together, social media's effect on adolescent mental health resists any tidy verdict of good or bad. Erikson's theory helps explain how social media has become entwined with identity formation, offering both room for healthy exploration and social comparison and the risk of role confusion, while Bowlby's attachment theory shows how existing attachment security shapes online reassurance-seeking and the risk of problematic use. Both frameworks, though, predate the digital world they are now being asked to explain, and neither fully accounts for the biological sensitivities that neurodevelopmental research is only beginning to map out. Reducing the harms associated with social media probably calls for less reliance on any single theory, and less faith in blanket bans, and more investment in support that is timed to development, rooted in relationships, and delivered across schools, CAMHS and family services, support that stays alert to identity, attachment and biological vulnerability all at once. Seen this way, the more useful question is rarely whether social media is harmful in general, but which adolescent, at which point in their development, is using which platform, and for what underlying need.
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