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Adolescents' use of social media has become a way of life, offering them opportunities to communicate, entertain, educate and express themselves. Social media like Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and Facebook enables young people to connect with their peers, share experiences, and get information real-time. Adolescence is a crucial developmental period that involves various physical, emotional, cognitive and social changes. They are more susceptible to social influences during this time, and their identity and sense of self are in the process of development. Social media can be beneficial in providing social support and connection, but there is an increasing amount of evidence that overuse and problematic use of social media can have a negative impact on adolescents' mental health.
Mental health describes a person's emotional, psychological and social state of being and how they think, feel and act. There are studies that have been published to connect the use of social media among teens with positive and negative effects on mental health. The positive impacts are the chances to connect socially and to connect with supportive communities, while the negative impacts are the potential for increased anxiety and depression, low self-esteem, cyberbullying, and unhealthy social comparison. 
The impact of social media on adolescent mental health
There's no denying how social media has changed how teens communicate and interact with one another. Social networking websites are used by many young people on a daily basis to keep in touch with friends, to share their feelings and for online communities (Nagata et al., 2025). However, social media can also help improve the well-being of some adolescents by offering emotional support, social connections and a sense of belonging. For some youth, there is no one around to help them, so online communities can be a great resource to find others who have had similar experiences and interests.
While these positive impacts have emerged, there is a growing concern about the potential harmful effects of social media on the mental well-being of adolescents. Social comparison is one thing that is an issue. Adolescents often come across carefully selected images and messages that are idealised lifestyles, physical attributes, and accomplishments (Czubaj et al., 2025). This can be a cause of young people feeling bad about themselves, low self-esteem and body dissatisfaction due to constant exposure to the content. It has been found that social media use and making frequent appearance-related comparisons are related to symptoms of anxiety and depression in adolescents.
Another major issue with using social media is cyberbullying. Cyberbullying can happen anytime and to many, unlike traditional bullying. Those who are subjected to online abuse may suffer from psychological or emotional distress, loneliness, lack of self-confidence, and mental health issues (Albikawi, 2023). Also, some platforms provide anonymity that can lead to more aggressive actions which might be less likely to be exhibited in a real-world context.
Social media may also impact sleep, which is strongly connected to mental health. Many teens are using cell phones and social media late at night, which decreases their sleep times and quality. Studies have linked poor sleep to higher emotional problems, decreased focus and higher risk of anxiety and depression (Yazıcı-Kabadayı et al., 2025). Social media can be a useful tool for connecting with others and providing support, but excessive use of social media can lead to a variety of mental health issues during adolescence.
[bookmark: _b0dflvd5c35a][bookmark: _Toc232887822]Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory
The Psychosocial Development Theory of Erik Erikson can be useful in understanding the effect that social media might have on adolescent mental health. The psychosocial stage of adolescence is Identity versus Role Confusion, as stated by Erikson (Orenstein and Lewis, 2022). In this stage, youth search for various values, beliefs and roles to build a sense of self. The resolution of this stage leads to a strong sense of self while problems can result in a lack of clarity in regards to personal identity and future course.
Social media has the potential to be a big part of identity development. Platforms enable adolescents to try out self-presentation, to voice their interests and solicit feedback from peers (Maree, 2021). Positive interactions on-line can boost young people's confidence and strengthen a stable sense of self. For instance, positive feedback and being around people who are similar can boost self-esteem and help to promote positive self-expression.
Erikson's theory can also account for some negative side effects of social media on psychology (Gross, 2020). Adolescents might become too fixated on gaining validation through their likes, comments, or followers. The need for social acceptance can add to the pressure of portraying oneself as an idealized image, which may result in confusion in identity and emotional distress (Rorije et al., 2023). When they make comparisons with unrealistic images of others, they may doubt their own self-worth and difficulty in building a positive identity.
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Another perspective on social media and adolescent mental health is drawn from Bowlby's Attachment Theory (Behrens, Jones-Mason and Forslund, 2025). Bowlby suggested that the initial relationships with caregivers affect a person's emotional development and subsequent relationships. The theory is that children who have secure attachments feel trusted, confident and well-regulated in their emotions, whereas children with insecure attachments are likely to struggle with relationships, self-esteem and emotional wellbeing. These attachment styles tend to persist into the adolescent years and can have a negative effect on the way adolescents interact offline and online.
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Figure 1: Bowlby’s Attachment theory model overview 
(Source: Alareqe et al., 2021)
Adolescents' attachment style may influence their reactions to social media. Adolescents with secure attachment will more likely to use social media to sustain friendships and social networks, and keep a positive self-concept (Albikawi, 2023). They might not have as much need for online approval, since they have already got a solid base of emotional help from family and near friends. Adolescents with insecure attachments on the other hand might look for validation from others via social media – with likes, comments and number of followers becoming important indicators of self-worth (Alareqe et al., 2021). Because they don't get the online attention that they expect, it’s possible for these people to feel rejected, anxious, lonely, or depressed.
Another way to understand the significance of the excessive use of social media by adolescents is to understand the concept of Attachment Theory (Behrens, Jones-Mason and Forslund, 2025). Young people without emotional support in their offline relationships are likely to seek it in their online relationships. Without emotional support in offline relationships, young people are likely to seek emotional support in online relationships. Social media can give temporary feelings of belonging, but relying heavily on online interactions could lead to heightened risk of cyberbullying, social comparison and emotional issues (Yazıcı-Kabadayı, Mercan and Öztemel, 2025). As a result, attachment patterns may have a profound effect on how teens may feel about the benefits and risks of using social media.
An advantage of Bowlby's work is that it highlights the role of early relationships in early childhood in the development of emotional wellbeing in later life (McLeod, 2025). The theory provides an explanation of why some teens respond positively and others negatively to social media and emphasizes the importance of family relationships for mental wellness. A problem in this is that it can overemphasize childhood experiences and underemphasize other social, cultural, and technological influences (Nagata et al., 2025). However, Attachment Theory has still been very useful in the study of mental health in adolescents in the digital era.
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Biological or environmental factors must also be considered when evaluating the effects of social media on adolescent mental health as they are not only psychological (Sala, Porcaro and Gómez, 2024). Adolescencen is a time of fast brain development from a biological standpoint. The parts of the brain that regulate emotion, make decisions and process rewards continue to develop during the teens. This developmental period may mean teens are at greater risk for teen peer approval, social feedback, and internet interaction (Mougharbel et al., 2023). When there is social affirmation, or someone liking, commenting or engaging in social exchanges, the reward system can be activated leading to continued use.
Environmental influences play a large role in adolescent mental health. Family, peer groups, school environment and social interactions all contribute to positive or negative outcomes in adolescent mental health. Family support and social relationships can protect youth from some of these negative impacts while family conflict, social exclusion and bullying might increase the risk for psychological distress (Sala, Porcaro and Gmez, 2024). It seems, therefore, that social media is not an entity in itself causing mental health problems but merely another interacting factor alongside biological and environmental elements.
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There are a number of simple and effective practices that health and social care practitioners can use to help adolescents establish healthy social media use. Digital literacy programmes can help young people to critically assess online content, understand the unrealistic portrayals of appearance and lifestyle (Mougharbel et al., 2023). Open communication and clear boundaries regarding technology use are ways parents and caregivers can encourage balanced technology use. Schools are able to teach about online safety, prevention of cyberbullying and emotional wellbeing.
Adolescents who suffer from anxiety, depression and low self-esteem as a result of social media are also able to access counselling and mental health services. Early intervention services and school counselling programmes can provide support to help young people develop coping skills and resilience (Maree, 2021). The interventions highlight the need for the specific and broader factors affecting mental health to be taken into account when supporting positive mental health outcomes.
[bookmark: _enid0b9db1xd][bookmark: _Toc232887826]Conclusion
In conclusion, social media significantly influences adolescent mental health in both beneficial and harmful ways. While social media can promote social connection, emotional support and identity formation, it can also lead to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, cyberbullying and disturbed sleep patterns when overused or used in a dysfunctional way. Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory explains the effect of social media on identity formation during the psychologically crucial period of identity versus role confusion; and Bowlby's Attachment Theory depicts the influence of attachment styles on adolescents' online existence and their reactions to online experiences.
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