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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence.
Introduction
Social media has become an important part of adolescent life, with platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and Facebook providing opportunities for communication, self-expression, and social interaction (Tompson, 2017).  Social media refers to various internet based networks that allows users to interact with others verbally or visually ( Keles et al., 2020). However, research suggests that excessive use of social media is associated with increased levels of social anxiety, depression, concerns with body image among young people (Weinstein, 2018). One of the reasons is that social media encourages the youth to compare their appearance, achievements, and lifestyles with those presented online. These comparisons can lead to feelings of low self-esteem. Adolescence is an important developmental phase that is characterised by emotional, cognitive, and social changes. The impact of social media on adolescent mental health can be better understood through psychological theories of development (Keles et al., 2020). This essay will draw on Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby’s attachment theory to explain how and why adolescent mental health may be affected by exposure to social media platforms.










Social media and adolescent mental health
Several issues have been noted from social media use in adolescents. In general research suggest that use of social media is not necessarily harmful but, its effects depend on factors such as the amount of use, the type of engagement, individual characteristics, and existing vulnerabilities (Shannon et al.,2022). A systematic review by Keles et al. (2020) reported that approximately 92 per cent of teenagers are active on social media platforms. The review also found that adolescents aged 13 to 17 are heavy users of social media, with 87 percent having access to a computer and 58 percent that has access to a tablet. Furthermore, Perrin (2015) reported high levels of smartphone use among young people, with 68 per cent of adolescents aged 13 to 14 owning or having access to a smartphone. These findings highlight the widespread use of social media and digital technology among adolescents, increasing their exposure to both the positive and negative effects of online interactions.













Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development
Erik Erikson proposed that individuals pass through eight stages of psychosocial development. Adolescence is a period of personal, social, and group identity formation (Erikson, 1968, as cited in Maree, 2021). During this stage, the primary developmental task is identity versus role confusion, in which young people attempt to develop a stable sense of self, personal values, and identity (Maree, 2021). Erikson's theory can help explain both positive and negative mental health outcomes associated with social media use.
On the positive side, social media can provide opportunities for adolescents to explore their interests, express their views, and connect with peers who share similar experiences, which may support identity development and enhance self-esteem (Keles et al., 2020). Through these interactions, young people can develop a sense of belonging and gain confidence in expressing their identity.
However, social media may also contribute to poor mental health outcomes. Research has found that many teenagers compare themselves with others online, particularly in relation to their appearance, achievements, and social status. According to Keles et al. (2020), the impact of social media on adolescents' mental health may depend on whether they compare themselves with individuals they perceive as less successful or with those they consider to be higher achievers. Comparisons with posts that portray an ideal lifestyle, or a high quality of life may lead to dissatisfaction, low self-esteem, and social anxiety among adolescents who perceive themselves less favourably than those they view online ( Syed  and McLean  2017).
Similarly, Weinstein (2018) suggests that excessive social media use may contribute to poor mental health outcomes when adolescents rely heavily on online feedback and approval to define their self-worth. Adolescents can be influenced by both positive and negative feedback received on social media, with negative comments often associated with feelings of inadequacy and lower self-esteem. According to Keles et al. (2020), exposure to negative images and idealised portrayals on social media may also contribute to identity confusion. This is particularly important because adolescents are still developing a clear sense of who they are. When they are exposed to unrealistic standards and compare themselves unfavourably with others online, they may begin to question their self-worth, values, and personal identity.
As a result, adolescents may experience feelings of inadequacy, low self-esteem, anxiety, and depression, which can negatively affect their mental health. When young people receive limited positive feedback or experience rejection online, they may become confused about their self-image and feel less confident about who they are. From Erikson's perspective, these experiences may interfere with the successful resolution of the identity versus role confusion stage, increasing the risk of emotional distress, anxiety, and depression.
The constant need for validation through likes, comments, and follower counts on platforms such as Facebook and Instagram may also increase social anxiety and create a psychological dependence on online feedback (Keles et al., 2020). In addition, adolescents face the risk of cyberbullying. Cyberbullying refers to the use of social media and other digital technologies to harass, threaten, or embarrass others through negative messages or posts. Victims of cyberbullying may experience depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, and, in some cases, self-harm (Bottino et al., 2015). These negative online experiences can further undermine adolescents' identity development and psychological well-being.












Bowlby's attachment theory
Bowlby's attachment theory suggests that the quality of early relationships with caregivers influences an individual's emotional development, self-esteem, and ability to form relationships with others (Bowlby, 1969). This theory can help explain both positive and negative mental health outcomes associated with social media use. According to the theory, children develop either secure or insecure attachment styles based on the responsiveness and availability of their caregivers. These attachment patterns can continue into adolescence and may influence how young people use social media and respond to online experiences (Grosch, C. (2025). A secure attachment typically promotes confidence, emotional regulation, and healthy interpersonal relationships, while insecure attachments may contribute to anxiety, fear of rejection, and difficulty trusting others (Mikulincer, M. and Shaver, 2020). Adolescents with a secure attachment style are more likely to have higher self-esteem, better emotional regulation, and greater confidence in their relationships with others.  According to American Psychological Association (APA) (2023) as a result of secure attachment these adolescents may use social media to maintain friendships, seek social support, and communicate with peers without becoming overly dependent on online approval (APA, 2023). Securely attached adolescents are also more likely to cope effectively with negative online experiences, such as criticism or rejection. (Weir (2023).
In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment styles may be more vulnerable to the negative effects of social media. Those with anxious attachment may constantly seek reassurance and validation through likes, comments, and followers. When this approval is not received, they may experience anxiety, low self-esteem, and feelings of rejection (Shannon et al., 2022). Research suggests that individuals with anxious attachment are more likely to engage in excessive social media use and become emotionally dependent on online interactions (Grosch, 2025).
Furthermore, adolescents with insecure attachment styles may be more sensitive to cyberbullying and negative feedback on social media (Bottino et al., 2015). Research suggests that because adolescents with insecure attachments often fear rejection and have lower levels of emotional security, negative online interactions may have a greater impact on their mental health, increasing the risk of depression, anxiety, and social withdrawal (APA, 2023).  Bowlby's theory therefore suggests that the effects of social media on adolescent mental health are influenced not only by the content viewed online but also by the quality of the individual's attachment relationships and emotional security.
Conclusion
In conclusion, social media has both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. While it can provide social support, opportunities for self-expression, and a sense of belonging, it can also contribute to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and psychological distress through social comparison, cyberbullying, and excessive reliance on online validation. 
Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development explains these effects by highlighting the importance of identity formation during adolescence. Social media may support identity exploration, but it can also create role confusion and low self-esteem when young people depend heavily on peer approval and social comparison. Bowlby’s attachment theory further explains why adolescents respond differently to social media experiences. Securely attached adolescents are generally more resilient, whereas those with insecure attachment styles may be more vulnerable to anxiety, rejection sensitivity, and emotional distress.
Together, these theories demonstrate that the impact of social media on adolescent mental health is influenced not only by the platforms themselves but also by adolescents’ developmental needs and relationship experiences. Understanding these psychological factors can help parents, educators, and mental health professionals support healthier and more balanced social media use among young people.
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