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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescences

[bookmark: _Toc818592722]Introduction:
Adolescence is an important stage of development involving major physical, emotional and social changes. During this period, young people develop their identity, become more independent and place increasing importance on relationships with peers. Social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat are now part of this developmental environment. They allow adolescents to communicate, explore interests and seek support, but they can also expose users to social comparison, cyberbullying, unrealistic images and pressure to remain constantly available. The World Health Organization (2024) reported that 11% of adolescents showed signs of problematic social media behaviour, an increase from 7% in 2018. However, social media does not affect every adolescent in the same way, and the quality and purpose of use may be more important than time alone. This essay discusses both positive and negative effects of social media on adolescent mental health. Erikson's psychosocial theory and Bowlby's attachment theory is used to explain how identity development and relationships may influence these outcomes.

[bookmark: _Toc1016858815]Main Discussion:
Research frequently links problematic social media use with depression, anxiety and psychological distress. A systematic review by Keles, McCrae and Grealish 2020) found associations between social media use and each of these outcomes in adolescents. Similarly, Shannon et al. (2022) analysed 18 studies with 9,269 participants and identified significant associations between problematic use and symptoms of depression, anxiety and stress. Several mechanisms may explain these findings. Adolescents often view carefully edited images and achievements posted by others. Comparing ordinary life with idealised online content may reduce self-esteem and create feelings of inadequacy. Fear of missing out can also encourage repeated checking, while notifications and late-night use may interrupt sleep. Poor sleep can then affect emotional regulation, concentration and mood. Cyberbullying is another risk because harmful comments or images can be distributed quickly and remain visible to a wide audience. Nevertheless, much of this evidence is cross-sectional. It demonstrates an association but cannot prove that social media directly causes poor mental health. Adolescents who already feel anxious, lonely or depressed may also use social media more often to seek distraction or reassurance (Shannon et al, 2022).
Social media can also support well-being. It may help adolescents maintain friendships, express creativity, discover communities and access health information. This can be especially valuable for young people who feel isolated offline or who belong to minority groups. Online communities may provide belonging, emotional reassurance and opportunities to ask for help. The United States Surgeon General (2023) reported that many adolescents feel more connected, supported and able to express creativity through social media. Therefore, it is inaccurate to describe all use as harmful. Active communication with trusted friends may strengthen relationships, whereas passive scrolling, compulsive checking or exposure to harmful content may increase risk. Personal factors, the platform used, the content viewed and the young person's existing support network all influence the outcome. This balanced view is important in health and social care because practitioners should assess an adolescent's individual experiences instead of assuming that screen time alone explains their distress.
Body image is a further concern because visual platforms repeatedly present edited faces, bodies and lifestyles as normal. Adolescents may compare their developing bodies with unrealistic standards and feel pressure to change their appearance. This can contribute to shame, low mood, disordered eating or excessive concern about weight. Algorithms may strengthen the problem by repeatedly recommending similar material after a user watches or interacts with it. At the same time, body-positive and recovery-focused communities may challenge narrow beauty standards and help some users feel less alone. The impact therefore depends partly on the content and on how the adolescent interprets it. Gender, culture, disability and socioeconomic circumstances may also affect both online experiences and vulnerability. WHO (2024) found that problematic social media behaviour was reported more frequently by girls than boys, although this does not mean that boys are protected from harm. Such differences show why practitioners should avoid generalisations and explore the young person's own online environment, emotions and behaviour.

[bookmark: _Toc281852364]Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory:
Erikson's psychosocial theory describes adolescence as the stage of identity versus role confusion. The central developmental task is to build a stable understanding of personal values, beliefs, roles and future direction (Erikson, 1968). Social media can assist this process because it offers spaces where adolescents can explore interests, present different aspects of themselves and communicate with peers. Positive feedback may validate a young person's developing identity and increase confidence. Perez-Torres (2024) describes social media as a context for identity construction involving self-presentation, social comparison, role models and online audiences. These features can support exploration when adolescents encounter diverse ideas and supportive communities. For example, a young person may discover educational goals or feel accepted by others with similar experiences.
However, Erikson's theory also explains why social media may create vulnerability. Adolescents who depend heavily on likes, comments or follower numbers may develop an identity shaped by external approval rather than personally chosen values. They may change their appearance or opinions to match popular trends and avoid rejection. Repeated comparison with influencers or peers can cause confusion between the real self and the ideal online self, contributing to low self-esteem, anxiety or body dissatisfaction. Negative feedback can be particularly powerful because peer acceptance is important during this developmental stage. The theory is useful because it links digital experiences to the normal task of identity formation rather than treating adolescents as passive users. Its limitation is that Erikson developed the theory before digital communication and described broad stages that may not reflect cultural differences or individual development. It can explain possible processes, but it cannot establish that social media causes a particular mental health outcome.

[bookmark: _Toc1947679552]Bowlby’s Attachment Theory:
Bowlby's attachment theory provides a second explanation. Bowlby proposed that early relationships with caregivers create internal working models that influence how people understand themselves and others (Bowlby, 1969). Securely attached adolescents are more likely to expect support and manage distress through trusted relationships. They may therefore use social media as additional communication tool without depending completely on online reassurance. Supportive messages from family and friends can maintain closeness, particularly when face-to-face contact is difficult. In this way, online connection may strengthen an existing sense of security.
Insecure attachment may increase the risk of problematic use. An anxiously attached adolescent may repeatedly check messages, worry about delayed replies and seek reassurance through likes. An avoidantly attached adolescent may prefer controlled online interaction while withdrawing from close offline relationships. D'Arienzo, Boursier and Griffiths (2019) reviewed 32 studies and found a significant association between insecure attachment and more intensive or dysfunctional internet and social media use. Their review suggested that some users may turn to social media to compensate for affection or connection missing from family and peer relationships. Ballarotto, Volpi and Tambelli (2021) studied 372 adolescents and found that poorer attachment to parents and peers was associated with psychological difficulties, which were then associated with Instagram addiction. These findings support the relevance of attachment theory, but they should be interpreted carefully. Attachment is only one influence among many, and cross-sectional self-report studies cannot prove a simple causal pathway. Online support may also be protective for an adolescent whose offline relationships are weak, showing that the same platform can create both risk and benefit.
Together, the theories provide complementary explanations. Erikson focuses on identity, while Bowlby focuses on emotional security and relationships. A practitioner supporting an adolescent should therefore ask about online comparison, identity pressure, bullying, sleep, reassurance-seeking and the quality of family and peer support. Interventions may include digital literacy, safer privacy settings, sleep routines, reporting cyberbullying and strengthening trusted offline relationships. A complete ban may remove useful support and may not address the reasons for problematic use. Instead, collaborative boundaries and active parental guidance may be more appropriate. Although the assessment guidance also asks for relevance to supporting older adults, both theories have limits in that context because their main concepts were developed around childhood and adolescence. Attachment patterns and identity remain relevant across life, but practitioners should combine these theories with later-life perspectives and consider bereavement, isolation, physical health, cognition and digital exclusion when supporting older adults.

[bookmark: _Toc1230054263]Conclusion:
In conclusion, social media can affect adolescent mental health in both negative and positive ways. Problematic or passive use, social comparison, cyberbullying, disrupted sleep and dependence on online approval may contribute to depression, anxiety, stress and low self-esteem. In contrast, purposeful communication, creative expression and supportive communities can increase connection and belonging. Erikson's theory explains how online self-presentation and feedback can either support identity exploration or increase role confusion. Bowlby's theory explains why the quality of attachment relationships may protect adolescents or make reassurance-seeking and dysfunctional use more likely. However, the evidence is largely correlational, and social media should not be treated as a single direct cause of mental ill-health. Health and social care professionals should use an individual and balanced assessment, recognise existing vulnerabilities and strengths, and work with adolescents and families to promote safer, healthier digital behaviour.
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