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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence
Social media has become an important part of everyday life for many adolescents, providing opportunities for communication, entertainment, self-expression and maintaining friendships. Adolescence is also a significant developmental period in which young people experience physical, emotional and psychological changes while developing a sense of identity and greater independence. Consequently, experiences on social media may have particular importance for adolescent mental health. Research has identified associations between social-media use and depression, anxiety, psychological distress and reduced wellbeing, although the strength and direction of these relationships vary between individuals and types of use (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020; Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). More recent evidence similarly suggests that problematic use is more consistently associated with anxiety and depression than social-media use in general (Saleem, Young and Yousuf, 2024). Therefore, it is important to avoid viewing social media as either entirely harmful or entirely beneficial. This essay discusses how social media can affect adolescent mental health and uses Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory to explain why some adolescents may be particularly vulnerable to negative outcomes.
One important concern is the association between social-media use and symptoms of anxiety and depression. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) reviewed research examining social media, depression, anxiety and psychological distress in adolescents and identified relationships between social-media use and poorer mental-health outcomes. However, the authors also highlighted methodological limitations, including difficulties establishing causality. Similarly, Valkenburg, Meier and Beyen's (2022), in an umbrella review of 25 reviews, found that the majority of reviews described associations between social media and mental health as weak or inconsistent. This suggests that simply spending time on social media does not necessarily lead to poor mental health. Instead, the way social media is used, the content encountered and individual characteristics may be more important.
A more recent systematic narrative review supports this interpretation. Saleem, Young and Yousuf (2024) reviewed 67 studies involving children and adolescents and found that problematic social-media use was associated with depressive and anxiety symptoms. The review also identified social comparison, feedback-seeking and sleep deprivation as potential mechanisms linking social-media use with poorer mental health. This is significant because adolescents may repeatedly compare their appearance, relationships, achievements or lifestyle with carefully selected presentations of other people's lives. Such comparisons can contribute to feelings of inadequacy, particularly when young people believe that others are more attractive, popular or successful. Social media may therefore intensify existing concerns about self-worth during a developmental stage when peer acceptance is particularly important.
Erikson’s psychosocial theory provides one explanation for these effects. Erikson (1968) proposed that adolescence is characterised by the psychosocial conflict of identity versus role confusion. During this stage, young people explore different roles, values and possible identities before developing a stronger sense of who they are. Social relationships and feedback from others can therefore have an important influence on identity development. Social media provides adolescents with a highly visible environment in which identity can be presented, evaluated and modified. Profiles, photographs, videos and posts allow adolescents to experiment with how they present themselves to others, potentially supporting identity development through exploration and self-expression.
However, this environment can also create difficulties. Social media can encourage adolescents to judge themselves according to external feedback, including likes, comments, views and followers. If positive feedback is interpreted as evidence of personal worth, limited or negative feedback may contribute to insecurity. An adolescent who is already uncertain about their identity may therefore become increasingly dependent on online approval. Erikson’s theory helps explain why these experiences may have greater psychological significance during adolescence than at other stages of life. If adolescents struggle to establish a stable sense of identity, constant comparison and evaluation online may contribute to role confusion, low self-esteem and emotional distress (Erikson, 1968).
Nevertheless, Erikson’s theory can also explain positive effects. Social media can provide opportunities for adolescents to explore interests, values and identities and to find communities with which they identify. For young people who feel isolated in their offline environment, online communities can provide social connection and validation. This means that social media does not necessarily interfere with healthy identity development; rather, its effects may depend on whether online experiences support or undermine the adolescent’s developing sense of self.
Another important issue is the relationship between social media and social connection. Social media can help adolescents maintain friendships, communicate with peers and receive emotional support. However, online interaction may also involve cyberbullying, exclusion, conflict and pressure to remain constantly available. The adolescent may see evidence of social events from which they were excluded or experience negative comments that remain publicly visible. Such experiences can contribute to anxiety, loneliness and reduced wellbeing. A recent UK study of 13- and 14-year-olds found different patterns of social-media use and demonstrated that the relationship between social-media activity and later mental-health outcomes is more complicated than a simple distinction between “good” and “bad” social-media use (Baker et al., 2023).
Bowlby’s attachment theory provides a second perspective for understanding these differences. Bowlby (1969) argued that early relationships with caregivers contribute to the development of internal working models concerning the self and other people. Secure attachment is associated with expectations that others are available and supportive, whereas insecure attachment can involve greater uncertainty about relationships and one's own worth. Although Bowlby’s original theory focused strongly on early relationships, attachment principles can also help explain adolescents’ later interpersonal behaviour and responses to social environments.
Research has begun to apply attachment theory directly to adolescents’ social-media experiences. Venta et al. (2019) examined attachment, mentalising and social-media behaviour among adolescents aged 15 to 18. The researchers found that insecure parent-child attachment was associated with hyper mentalising, involving overinterpretation of other people's mental states, which in turn was associated with increased online social comparison and feedback-seeking. This provides a useful explanation for why social media may have different effects on different adolescents. A young person who is uncertain about how others perceive them may be more likely to interpret an unanswered message, lack of a “like” or ambiguous comment negatively.
Attachment may therefore influence both the reasons adolescents use social media and how they respond to online experiences. An adolescent experiencing insecurity in relationships may seek reassurance through messages, likes and comments. Positive feedback may temporarily reduce insecurity, but reliance on online reassurance can create a cycle in which the adolescent repeatedly checks social media for confirmation of acceptance. When reassurance is absent, anxiety may increase. This may contribute to problematic use, sleep disruption and emotional distress. Research involving adolescents has also found relationships between attachment to parents and peers and problematic social-media use, with parental attachment appearing particularly relevant during early adolescence and peer relationships becoming increasingly important later in adolescence (Monacis et al., 2019).
The attachment perspective also demonstrates why supportive relationships may protect adolescent mental health. Adolescents with secure relationships may have greater confidence that they are valued by others and may therefore be less dependent on social-media feedback to regulate their self-esteem. In contrast, social media may become particularly problematic when it replaces rather than complements supportive offline relationships. This suggests that the impact of social media cannot be understood by considering screen time alone. The quality of relationships surrounding the adolescent is also important.
Sleep is another mechanism through which social media may influence mental health. Adolescents who remain online late at night may experience reduced sleep, while notifications and the expectation of responding to messages can make it difficult to disengage. Saleem, Young and Yousuf (2024) identified sleep deprivation as one of the mechanisms associated with social-media use and depression and anxiety. Poor sleep can consequently contribute to emotional difficulties and may make adolescents less able to manage stress. Social media can therefore have indirect effects on mental health as well as direct psychological effects arising from comparison, feedback and interpersonal experiences.
Importantly, the evidence does not support the claim that all social-media use is harmful. Orben and Przybylski (2019), analysing data from more than 355,000 adolescents, found a negative association between digital-technology use and wellbeing, but the effect was very small, accounting for a maximum of 0.4% of variation in wellbeing. More recent evidence has nevertheless strengthened concerns about heavier use among some groups. A longitudinal Australian study found that using social media for more than two hours per day, compared with less than one hour, was associated with small increases in subsequent depressive symptoms and poor wellbeing, with the greatest estimated risks occurring during early adolescence (Medical Journal of Australia, 2026). These findings reinforce the importance of recognising individual differences rather than assuming identical effects for all adolescents.
Overall, social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. It can facilitate communication, friendship, identity exploration and access to supportive communities. However, problematic use, social comparison, online rejection, cyberbullying, dependence on external feedback and disrupted sleep may increase vulnerability to anxiety, depression and reduced wellbeing. Erikson’s theory helps explain why social-media experiences can be particularly influential while adolescents are developing their identities. Bowlby’s attachment theory complements this by explaining how differences in attachment security and expectations of relationships may affect adolescents’ susceptibility to feedback-seeking, social comparison and problematic online behaviour. Neither theory suggests that social media inevitably causes poor mental health. Instead, they demonstrate how developmental stage, relationships and individual psychological characteristics can shape adolescents’ experiences online. Therefore, the impact of social media on adolescent mental health is best understood as complex and dependent on how platforms are used, what adolescents experience online and the psychological and social resources available to them.
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