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Introduction 
As defined by the World Health Organisation, adolescence is a unique stage of human development, typically described as the period between 10 and 19 years old. As adolescents experience rapid physical, cognitive and psychosocial growth, this affects how they feel, think and make decisions (WHO, 2026). As digital technologies become incorporated in everyday life, social media has emerged as one of the most influential environmental factors that shape adolescent development. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and other social media channels offer opportunities for communication, identity exploration, as well as social support. However, social media features like algorithmic personalisation and public metrics interact with adolescents' behavioural, cognitive and neurobiological development. Growing evidence has suggested that this has created a heightened vulnerability to mental health issues such as poor self-esteem, depression, anxiety and others. (Orben et al., 2024). Excessive and negative engagement is often related to these mental health issues, along with other issues like body dissatisfaction, cyberbullying and others. Developmental theories, in this context, deliver valuable frameworks for understanding why some adolescents demonstrate resilience while others become vulnerable to these aspects. The essay will critically examine the impact of social media on adolescent mental health through Bowlby's Attachment Theory (1969) and Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development (1963). By comparing the assumptions, strengths, as well as limitations of both theories, this essay will critically discuss and evaluate the influence of social media on adolescents. 


Main Body
The relationship between social media as well as mental health of adolescents is increasingly recognised as complex rather than inherently harmful. Social media allows communication, creativity and access to peer support. Despite all of this, 11% of adolescents have shown signs of problematic behaviour and experienced negative consequences. 13% of girls reported harmful social media use, while 16% of boys are at risk of problematic gaming (WHO, 2024). Research consistently demonstrates that the problematic use of social media and cyberbullying can cause increased levels of anxiety, depression, loneliness, insomnia, and reduced self-esteem (Flynn et al., 2022). However, the impact of social media also depends less on technology itself than on the individual using it. Developmental theories are therefore valuable as they explain this aspect.
John Bowlby’s attachment theory suggests that the deep emotional bond an infant forms with a primary caregiver is biologically driven (Nature), as well as crucial for survival. This responsive, secure relationship acts as a base from which a child can confidently explore the world by means of learning new skills and behaviour (Nurture), which shapes their emotional and relational development throughout the world. There are four attachment styles, and they are secure, anxious, avoidant, and disorganised attachment. This theory is explained by proposing that the early relationships with caregivers establish internal working models that shape expectations of both oneself and others throughout life. Bowlby argues that children whose caregivers are consistently responsive develop secure attachments, which result in greater emotional regulation, confidence and resilience. On the other hand, inconsistent, neglectful and rejecting caregiving features develop in anxious, avoidant, and disorganised attachment (Cherry, 2026a). This increases vulnerability to emotional difficulties later in development. Within this context, although Bowlby’s theory was developed before the emergence of digital media, its emphasis on emotional stability remains relevant to the topic of social media and its effect on adolescents. Social media nowadays is not an independent cause of psychological distress; rather, it can be viewed as an extension of existing interpersonal relations. Adolescents with secure attachment are more likely to approach online interactions with confidence, as their self-worth is not dependent on external validation (Hodge and Gebler-Wolfe, 2022). On that account, receiving fewer likes or comments or experiencing occasional exclusion might not threaten their psychological well-being. Instead of these aspects, social media will work as a communication tool that strengthens their existing relationships without replacing them with meaningless online interactions. On the contrary, adolescents with an anxious temperament may become vulnerable to digital environments. Their tendency to seek reassurance from others can be intensified by social media, as it is an immediate indicator of social approval. These children may repeatedly monitor their social media notifications, interpret delayed responses as rejection and become dependent on external validation (Valkenburg et al., 2022).  Within this context, adolescents with avoidant attachment may use social media to maintain emotional distance. Digital media allows relationships to remain superficial and highly controlled, which allows them to avoid vulnerability and appear socially connected. Disorganised attachment also presents greater concerns as adolescents with this type of attachment struggle to trust others and may perceive online interactions as threatening (Langston et al., 2023). Additionally, experiences such as cyberbullying and public humiliation can reinforce negative internal working models in these adolescents, which increases the risk of depression, social withdrawal and emotional dysregulation. 
Despite its ability to understand the different dimensions of social media and adolescents' mental health, it has some limitations. Its primary focus on infancy underestimates the importance of later developmental experiences. This theory also ignores the ways through which peer pressure affects adolescents and the ways through which autonomy and culture shape mental health (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025). While childhood attachment patterns are feasible and often overcome through supportive relations, Bowlby fails to explore digital identity exploration. Conversely, Erikson’s theory highlights adolescence as a distinct stage centred on identity formation, which might be better suited for this aspect.
Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development outlines the eight sequential stages from infancy to late adulthood. Each stage centres on a core psychological crisis that shapes personality. Trust vs. Mistrust, Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt, Initiative vs. Guilt, Industry vs. Inferiority, and Identity vs. Confusion are the first five stages. Intimacy vs. Isolation, Generativity vs. Stagnation, and Integrity vs. Despair are the last three stages of this theory.  From this theory, Identity vs. Confusion is the stage which can help in understanding the prospects of adolescents (Cherry, 2026b). During this period, young people question who they are, where they belong, as well as how they are perceived by others. Unlike Bowlby, who has viewed attachment as the foundation for later emotional functioning, Erikson argues that identity is actively developed through interaction with family, peers, and wider society. From this theory, it has been understood that social media delivers both opportunities as well as challenges for healthy identity development. Consequently, digital channels allow adolescents to explore interests, express opinions, join communities and develop friendships. For many adolescents who are particularly from marginalised groups, online communities deliver acceptance and validation that might be unavailable in their social environments (Troster, 2024). Therefore, social media should not be viewed as a negative aspect only, they are also a resource that can support the social development of adolescents. However, identity formation depends heavily on social feedback; adolescents may become increasingly sensitive to social approval, peer comparisons, and public evaluation. Social networking sites encourage users to curate idealised versions of themselves through edited images, filtered lifestyles and other aspects (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025). This makes adolescents compare themselves with unrealistic standards and begin to question their own worth. Such comparisons are associated with body dissatisfaction, reduced self-esteem, and symptoms of anxiety and depression. Comparatively, Bowlby would perceive similar behaviours differently; an adolescent who seeks reassurance repeatedly through social media might be viewed as anxious attachment by Bowlby. While Erikson argues that reassurance seeking is a normal developmental response, as they naturally seek confirmation of their new identities from their closest persons (Kol, 2023). Bowlby views behaviour normally to the quality of early attachment relations, while Erikson views behaviour as a product of an ongoing developmental process. Along with that, cyberbullying further demonstrates the differences between these theories. Bowlby argues that securely attached adolescents are more resilient to cyberbullying as positive internal working models foster effective emotional regulation and supportive help-seeking behaviours (Hodge and Gebler-Wolfe, 2022). However, the importance of peers and wider society's involvement regarding this aspect has been found in later research. On the contrary, Erikson explicitly acknowledged that adolescents gradually shift towards peer influence and seek independence from parents. These assumptions highlight the importance of peer acceptance, social belonging and online reputation for these children (Cascio et al., 2023). As social media is fundamentally peer-oriented, Erikson's perspective is more relevant to modern adolescence than Bowlby’s. 
Regardless of these aspects, Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development also has some limitations. This theory only gives a wider description of identity development and offers few aspects of the emotional mechanisms underlying psychosocial resilience (Troster, 2024). This theory identifies the developmental task, yet does not discuss the reasons for different emotional and psychological responses for two different adolescents. Within this context, Bowlby complements rather than contradicts Erikson’s theory by explaining individual differences in psychological resilience. Together, these theories suggest that adolescent mental health cannot be understood through a single developmental perspective. Bowlby exemplifies emotional foundations that shape adolescents’ relations to social relations (Langston et al., 2023). While Erikson discusses why social relations are important during the adolescent period. Integrating both theories, addressing the individual’s developmental needs and wider social environment, is necessary (Kol, 2023). So, these two theories should be used in conjunction with each other. Developing interventions that combine emotional support with education about responsible digital engagement in schools, youth centres and other places can help in this regard.


Conclusion 
Social media has become a very significant aspect of adolescent development by offering opportunities for communication, identity exploration and social support. They also have ensured the increased risks of anxiety, depression, cyberbullying and social comparisons, as well as other issues. Within this context, Bowlby's Attachment Theory has explained how early attachment relations shape adolescents' emotional security and influence their responses to online interactions. They shape the adolescent's behaviour in their needs for digital reassurance and external validation. Additionally, Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development discusses how social media affects the developmental task of identity formation, highlighting the importance of peer acceptance and self-presentation. Both theories are useful; however, Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial Development, within the context of social media and its impact on adolescents, is more relevant to modern health as it addresses the developmental challenges faced during adolescence. This better reflects the role of peer relationships and identity in digital environments and their impact on adolescents.
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