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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence.
Teenagers now spend a considerable amount of their daily lives using social networking platforms, which can influence the way they communicate, build relationships and understand themselves. Applications such as Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat can provide young people with opportunities to interact with others, develop friendships and receive emotional support. However, research increasingly highlights possible disadvantages when social media is used excessively. Frequent or problematic use has been associated with difficulties such as anxiety, depression, poor self-confidence and dissatisfaction with physical appearance. Online activity may also expose adolescents to experiences such as cyberbullying and inadequate sleep. These concerns are particularly relevant during adolescence because this period involves major emotional, psychological and social development (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020; Viner et al., 2019). Psychological theories can help explain why social media may affect some young people more strongly than others. Erikson’s theory focuses on the development of identity, while Bowlby’s Attachment Theory considers how early relationships can influence emotional security and wellbeing (Erikson, 1968; Bowlby, 1969). This essay explores the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health using both theories and considers their importance within health and social care practice.
Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development can be used to explore the ways in which social networking may influence young people’s psychological wellbeing. Erikson (1968) suggests that adolescence represents a crucial period in which individuals face the challenge of establishing their identity while avoiding uncertainty about their role. During this time, young people gradually develop their own beliefs, values, sense of individuality and understanding of where they belong within society. Interactions with friends and other members of their social environment can strongly influence this process, particularly through the opinions and reactions they receive. Digital platforms have therefore become another setting in which adolescents can experiment with different aspects of who they are. Through photographs, personal profiles, opinions and interactions with other users, young people can communicate how they want to be perceived and explore different aspects of their identity.
Positive online experiences, such as receiving support from friends or interacting with people who have similar interests, may help strengthen confidence and contribute to identity development (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
Nevertheless, social media can also present difficulties during this important period of development. Adolescents may become reliant on online validation, including likes, comments and follower counts, which can affect their perception of self-worth. The expectation to display an idealised image of themselves online may increase feelings of insecurity, anxiety and uncertainty about their identity. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) reported an association between social media use and psychological distress, including symptoms of depression and anxiety in adolescents. From an Eriksonian viewpoint, frequent exposure to unrealistic portrayals of other people may negatively affect healthy identity development by promoting social comparison instead of genuine self-exploration. Therefore, Erikson’s theory provides an explanation for why adolescents can be particularly vulnerable to the influence of social media while their identity and self-esteem are still developing.
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory provides another useful framework for understanding why social media may affect adolescents differently depending on their emotional experiences and relationships. Bowlby (1969) proposed that early attachment relationships with caregivers influence the development of emotional regulation, self-confidence and the ability to form relationships throughout life. Secure attachment may support emotional stability and confidence, whereas insecure attachment may increase vulnerability to difficulties managing emotions and seeking reassurance from others. Although Bowlby’s theory focuses primarily on early relationships, it can be applied to adolescent behaviour, including how young people interact with social media and respond to online experiences.
Social media can provide adolescents with opportunities to maintain friendships, seek support and develop a sense of belonging. For young people with secure relationships, online communication may complement existing relationships and provide additional emotional support. However, adolescents who experience insecurity in relationships may become more dependent on online validation, such as receiving likes, comments or messages, to feel accepted. This reliance on external approval may increase vulnerability to anxiety, loneliness and low self-esteem when positive feedback is absent (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).
Bowlby’s theory also offers an explanation of why harmful online experiences, including rejection and cyberbullying, can have a strong emotional effect on adolescents. Young people who face exclusion online may view these experiences as a threat to their relationships, social belonging and feelings of security. Viner et al. (2019) identified cyberbullying as one of the ways in which social media may contribute to poorer mental health among adolescents. However, one limitation of using Bowlby’s theory to understand social media is that it does not fully address the broader social and technological influences that shape young people’s online behaviour. Elements such as peer culture, digital skills and the way social media platforms are designed can also influence experiences. Therefore, although attachment theory offers useful understanding of emotional vulnerability and relationships, it should be used together with current research concerning adolescent development and digital environments.
Another important way social media may affect adolescent mental health is through social comparison. Young people often compare their appearance, lifestyles and achievements with the content presented by others online. A large amount of social media content is edited or carefully selected, creating unrealistic representations of beauty, achievement and happiness that can negatively influence self-esteem and body image. From the perspective of Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory, adolescents may be especially responsive to external opinions because they are forming their identity and looking for acceptance from others (Erikson, 1968). Consequently, regularly viewing idealised images and lifestyles online may increase feelings of inadequacy and uncertainty about one’s own identity. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) found associations between social media use and higher levels of depression, anxiety and psychological distress in adolescents, although this relationship is complex and can be affected by individual circumstances.
Cyberbullying represents another major concern connected with social media use. In contrast to traditional forms of bullying, cyberbullying may happen repeatedly, reach a much wider audience and be difficult for adolescents to avoid. Online harassment, rejection and exclusion can negatively influence emotional wellbeing and increase feelings of loneliness, anxiety and distress (Viner et al., 2019). Bowlby’s Attachment Theory can help explain why these experiences may have a particularly harmful effect, as adolescents have important emotional needs for acceptance, security and supportive relationships. When online experiences threaten these needs, young people may develop greater emotional difficulties and feel less socially secure.
Additionally, excessive engagement with social media has been associated with poorer sleep quality, which may further influence adolescent mental health. Using social media during the night can interrupt normal sleeping routines and contribute to tiredness, difficulties with concentration and emotional problems (Viner et al., 2019). Higher amounts of screen time have also been connected with reduced psychological wellbeing among children and adolescents, indicating that both the amount and way digital media is used may affect emotional outcomes (Twenge and Campbell, 2018). Nevertheless, social media use should not automatically be viewed as a direct cause of poor mental health. Its effects can vary according to the purpose of use, the quality of online relationships, individual resilience and the availability of supportive relationships. Therefore, developmental theories should be considered alongside broader social and environmental approaches when providing support to adolescents.
Although Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby’s Attachment Theory offer useful explanations of adolescent behaviour and mental wellbeing, both have limitations when considering the effects of social media. Erikson’s theory is valuable because it emphasises identity development during adolescence and explains why young people can be highly influenced by peer opinions, feedback and social acceptance. However, the theory was established before digital technology became part of everyday life and therefore does not specifically address online environments, algorithms or digital forms of communication. Likewise, Bowlby’s Attachment Theory provides useful insight into emotional security and patterns of relationships, but it may focus more heavily on experiences formed during early childhood and give less consideration to wider influences such as culture, peer relationships and technological developments.
Despite these limitations, both theories remain relevant within health and social care practice. Understanding adolescent development allows professionals to recognise how social media experiences may influence emotional wellbeing, self-esteem and relationships. Health and social care practitioners can support young people by encouraging healthy online behaviours, strengthening social support networks and identifying signs of anxiety, depression or social isolation. A combined approach using developmental theories and current research allows professionals to consider both individual experiences and wider environmental influences.
These theories can also provide insight when supporting older adults, although they were not specifically developed to explain later-life experiences. Erikson’s later stage of psychosocial development, integrity versus despair, suggests that older adults reflect on their lives and seek a sense of meaning and acceptance. Supportive relationships, social inclusion and opportunities for meaningful activity can promote psychological wellbeing. Bowlby’s theory is also relevant because attachment needs continue throughout adulthood. Older adults experiencing bereavement, illness, loneliness or transitions into care settings may benefit from secure and supportive relationships with family members and health and social care professionals. However, these theories should be used alongside broader biopsychosocial approaches, as they do not fully explain physical health conditions, dementia or social inequalities that may affect older adults.
Overall, the evidence demonstrates that social media has a complex influence on adolescent mental health, with outcomes shaped by individual characteristics, the nature of online experiences and the availability of supportive relationships. The evidence discussed suggests that social media may negatively affect wellbeing when it increases social comparison, exposure to cyberbullying, dependence on external validation and disruption to healthy routines. However, its impact is influenced by individual circumstances, the quality of online interactions and the availability of supportive relationships. Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory demonstrates the importance of identity formation during adolescence and explains why online feedback may strongly influence young people’s self-perception. Bowlby’s Attachment Theory further highlights how emotional security and relationships can affect responses to online experiences. Although both theories have limitations in explaining modern digital behaviour, they remain valuable for health and social care professionals by improving understanding of emotional needs and supporting interventions that promote positive mental wellbeing across the lifespan.
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