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Discuss the impact of social media on mental  health in adolescence   

Adolescence is a significant stage of human development characterised by rapid physical, emotional, cognitive and social changes. During this period, young people develop their identity, become more independent and establish important relationships with family members and peers. At the same time, technology has become an essential part of everyday life, with social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and Facebook playing a major role in how adolescents communicate, learn and express themselves. While these platforms provide opportunities for social interaction and access to information, increasing evidence suggests that they may also have a considerable impact on young people’s mental health.

Mental health is defined by the World Health Organization (WHO, 2022) as a state of well-being in which individuals realise their abilities, cope with the normal stresses of life, work productively and contribute to their communities. Adolescence is recognised as a particularly sensitive period because emotional experiences during these years can influence future psychological well-being. As a result, understanding the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health has become increasingly important for health and social care professionals, educators and parents.

Recent studies indicate that social media has both positive and negative effects on adolescents. On the positive side, it enables young people to maintain friendships, express their opinions, access educational resources and seek emotional support from online communities. However, excessive use of social media has been associated with anxiety, depression, sleep disturbances, low self-esteem, cyberbullying and body image dissatisfaction (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). The impact often depends on how social media is used, the amount of time spent online and the quality of online interactions.

This essay discusses the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence by applying Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby’s Attachment Theory. These theories provide a useful framework for understanding how online experiences influence identity formation, emotional development and interpersonal relationships. The essay will critically evaluate both the advantages and disadvantages of social media while considering the implications for health and social care practice.


Erik Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory suggests that adolescence is characterised by the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion. During this period, young people explore their beliefs, values, interests and future goals in order to develop a stable sense of identity (Erikson, 1968). Social media has become an important environment in which adolescents experiment with self-expression by sharing photographs, opinions and personal experiences. These online platforms can encourage creativity and confidence because they allow young people to communicate with others who have similar interests and experiences.

For many adolescents, social media creates opportunities to build supportive friendships regardless of geographical distance. Online communities may reduce feelings of loneliness by helping young people connect with individuals who share similar experiences, including those living with disabilities, chronic illnesses or mental health difficulties. Access to educational information, health campaigns and peer support groups can also increase awareness of mental health and encourage adolescents to seek professional help when necessary. Best, Manktelow and Taylor (2014) argue that online communication may strengthen social connectedness and provide emotional support when used responsibly.

However, Erikson also argued that adolescents are particularly sensitive to social acceptance because identity development depends partly on feedback from other people. Social media often encourages young people to compare themselves with carefully edited photographs and idealised lifestyles presented online. These unrealistic comparisons may lead adolescents to believe that they are less attractive, less successful or less popular than others. As a result, many young people experience reduced self-esteem, anxiety and dissatisfaction with their appearance. Vogel et al. (2014) found that frequent social comparison on social networking sites was associated with lower self-esteem and poorer psychological well-being.

Another significant concern is the pursuit of online approval through likes, comments and followers. Many adolescents begin to measure their self-worth according to the reactions they receive on social media. When expected approval is not received, feelings of rejection, disappointment and sadness may develop. This dependence on external validation may interfere with healthy identity formation because adolescents become more focused on satisfying the expectations of others than developing their own values and beliefs. Consequently, social media may contribute to role confusion rather than the development of a confident and stable identity.

Research has also shown that excessive use of social media is associated with symptoms of anxiety and depression. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) concluded that spending long periods on social networking platforms, particularly when engaging in passive activities such as scrolling through posts without meaningful interaction, is linked with poorer mental health outcomes. In addition, excessive screen time often reduces opportunities for physical activity, face-to-face communication and adequate sleep, all of which are essential for healthy psychological development during adolescence.

John Bowlby’s Attachment Theory provides another valuable perspective for understanding the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health. Bowlby (1969) 
suggested that secure emotional attachments established during childhood provide the foundation for healthy emotional development and positive relationships throughout life. Adolescents who experience supportive relationships with parents and caregivers are generally more confident, emotionally resilient and better able to cope with stress. In contrast, those with insecure attachment may seek reassurance and acceptance through online relationships.

For some adolescents, social media offers opportunities to maintain supportive friendships and communicate with others during difficult periods. Young people who feel isolated in their local communities may find encouragement through online support groups where they can discuss personal experiences and receive emotional support. In some cases, social media campaigns also increase awareness of mental health issues and reduce the stigma associated with seeking professional help. These positive aspects demonstrate that digital communication can strengthen social support when it complements healthy face-to-face relationships rather than replacing them.

Despite these benefits, excessive dependence on online communication may negatively affect emotional well-being. Adolescents who rely primarily on social media for emotional support may experience disappointment if online relationships fail to provide genuine trust and security. Digital communication cannot always replace the emotional connection created through direct personal interaction. Bowlby’s theory suggests that when secure attachments are weak, adolescents may become more vulnerable to anxiety, loneliness and emotional distress.

Cyberbullying represents one of the most serious risks associated with social media use during adolescence. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur at any time of the day and reach a large audience within seconds. Victims may experience humiliation, fear, social isolation and reduced self-confidence. Research has consistently shown that cyberbullying is associated with increased levels of depression, anxiety, self-harm and suicidal thoughts among adolescents (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). The anonymous nature of online communication may encourage aggressive behaviour because individuals often feel less accountable for their actions.

Body image dissatisfaction is another important concern. Social media platforms frequently promote unrealistic beauty standards through edited photographs, filters and influencer culture. Adolescents, particularly girls but increasingly boys as well, may compare themselves with these idealised images and develop negative perceptions of their own appearance. Continuous exposure to unrealistic standards may contribute to eating disorders, low self-confidence and chronic dissatisfaction with body image. Health and social care professionals should therefore encourage media literacy, helping young people understand that many online images have been digitally altered and do not represent reality.

Health and social care professionals have an essential role in promoting positive mental health among adolescents who use social media. Nurses, social workers, counsellors, teachers and mental health practitioners should educate young people about responsible online behaviour, recognise early signs of anxiety, depression or cyberbullying and provide timely support when difficulties arise. Parents also play an important role by encouraging open communication, setting appropriate boundaries for screen time and modelling healthy digital habits. Collaborative working between families, schools and healthcare services can reduce many of the risks associated with excessive social media use while allowing adolescents to benefit from its positive aspects.

Overall, both Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories demonstrate that social media is neither entirely harmful nor entirely beneficial. Its impact depends on individual circumstances, patterns of use, family relationships and the availability of emotional support. When used responsibly and in moderation, social media can strengthen communication, education and social inclusion. However, when use becomes excessive or replaces healthy real-life relationships, it may increase the risk of poor mental health outcomes.


In conclusion, social media has a significant and complex influence on adolescent mental health. Although it offers opportunities for communication, education, self-expression and emotional support, it also presents risks including anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, low self-esteem and body image dissatisfaction. Current research suggests that the effects of social media depend not only on the amount of time adolescents spend online but also on the quality of their online experiences and the support they receive from family, friends and professionals.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory demonstrates that adolescence is a crucial stage for identity formation. Social media can support this process by encouraging creativity, communication and social participation. However, it can also interfere with healthy identity development through unrealistic social comparisons, pressure to gain online approval and dependence on external validation. Similarly, Bowlby’s Attachment Theory highlights the importance of secure emotional relationships in protecting adolescent mental health. Positive online interactions may strengthen existing friendships, but they should never replace secure family relationships and meaningful face-to-face communication.
Health and social care professionals have a responsibility to help adolescents develop healthy digital habits and recognise the potential risks associated with excessive social media use. Early intervention, mental health education and cooperation between families, schools and healthcare services are essential in reducing the negative consequences of online activity. Encouraging critical thinking, digital literacy and balanced lifestyles can help young people use social media safely while protecting their emotional well-being.
Its impact depends on how it is used, the individual’s personal circumstances and the level of emotional support available. By promoting responsible use and strengthening supportive relationships, society can maximise the benefits of social media while minimising its harmful effects on adolescent mental health.
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