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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence
Adolescence is an important stage of human development involving significant physical, emotional and social changes. During this period, young people begin to develop greater independence, form stronger peer relationships and develop their identity. Social media has become a major part of adolescent life and is commonly used for communication, entertainment, self-expression and maintaining friendships. However, there are growing concerns about the impact social media can have on adolescent mental health. Research has linked social media use with mental health concerns including anxiety, depression, psychological distress and poor sleep, although the relationship is complex and does not affect every adolescent in the same way (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020; Fassi et al., 2024). This essay will discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence by applying Bowlby’s Attachment Theory and Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory. It will argue that social media can negatively affect adolescent mental health through social comparison, fear of rejection, cyberbullying and pressure for social approval. However, social media can also provide connection, support and opportunities for self-expression.
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory is useful for understanding how social media may influence adolescent mental health. Bowlby (1988) argued that early relationships between children and their primary caregivers are important for emotional development. Through these relationships, children develop an internal working model of themselves and other people. A secure attachment can help an individual develop confidence and trust in relationships, whereas insecure attachment may lead to difficulties with trust, rejection and emotional security. Although Bowlby’s theory focuses on early development, it can also help explain adolescent relationships and the ways in which young people seek reassurance and support from others.
Social media may have positive effects on adolescent mental health because it can support social connection. Adolescents can communicate with friends, maintain relationships and access emotional support through online platforms. This may be particularly important for young people who feel lonely or isolated in their everyday lives. A qualitative review of adolescents’ experiences found that social engagement and peer support were identified as positive aspects of social media, alongside self-expression and validation (Burns et al., 2022). From a Bowlby perspective, supportive online relationships may provide adolescents with a sense of belonging and emotional security. For example, an adolescent experiencing difficulties may be able to communicate with a trusted friend online and receive reassurance. This demonstrates that social media is not always harmful and can provide important social support.
However, social media can also negatively affect adolescents who have a strong fear of rejection or a high need for reassurance. Bowlby’s theory suggests that individuals’ early attachment experiences can influence how they approach relationships. An adolescent who is insecure about their relationships may constantly check messages, likes and social media activity to gain reassurance from others. Social media can increase opportunities for this behaviour because information about friendships is constantly available. For example, an adolescent may become anxious if a friend has viewed a message but not replied. They may also worry when seeing photographs of friends socialising without them. These experiences may create feelings of rejection and insecurity, which can negatively affect mental health.
The pressure to remain constantly connected can also be explained using Bowlby’s theory. Adolescents may fear that not using social media will cause them to miss important social events or damage their friendships. Scott et al. (2019) found that adolescents described concerns about missing out and social expectations as reasons for using social media at bedtime. This could lead to delayed sleep and daytime tiredness. Poor sleep is significant because it can negatively affect mood and emotional wellbeing. A recent systematic review found relationships between social media use, mental health and sleep among young people (Ahmed et al., 2024). From an attachment perspective, the adolescent may continue using social media because they fear losing social connection. Therefore, the need to maintain relationships may unintentionally contribute to behaviours that negatively affect mental health.
Cyberbullying is another important issue that can be considered through Bowlby’s theory. Adolescents may be particularly emotionally affected by online rejection or bullying because peer relationships become increasingly important during adolescence. Cyberbullying can occur at any time and may be seen by a large audience. This can increase feelings of humiliation, loneliness and rejection. Viner et al. (2019) identified cyberbullying and sleep as possible pathways through which social media use may affect young people’s mental health and wellbeing. Bowlby’s theory helps explain why social rejection may be particularly distressing for some adolescents. If an adolescent already experiences difficulties with trust or emotional security, cyberbullying may reinforce negative beliefs about themselves and other people. This may contribute to anxiety, low self-esteem and depressive symptoms.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory provides a second explanation of the impact of social media on adolescent mental health. Erikson (1968) identified adolescence as the psychosocial stage of identity versus role confusion. At this stage, adolescents attempt to understand who they are and what they want to become. They may explore different behaviours, beliefs, appearances and social roles. Successful development involves achieving a stronger sense of identity, while difficulties may result in role confusion. Social media is particularly relevant to this stage because it provides adolescents with a public and social environment in which they can present and explore their identity.
Social media can support positive identity development by allowing adolescents to express themselves. Young people can share their interests, opinions and experiences and connect with others who have similar identities. This may help adolescents feel accepted and develop a sense of belonging. Burns et al. (2022) identified self-expression and validation as important themes in adolescents’ experiences of social media. For some young people, online communities may provide support that is not available in their immediate environment. Therefore, Erikson’s theory suggests that social media can support identity development by giving adolescents opportunities to explore who they are.
Nevertheless, social media may also create significant pressure during the identity development stage. Social media platforms often involve the presentation of carefully selected images and lifestyles. Adolescents may compare their appearance, friendships and achievements with the idealised images of other people. This may cause feelings of inadequacy and low self-esteem. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) found associations between social media use and depression, anxiety and psychological distress in adolescents. Social comparison was identified as one possible explanation for these negative outcomes. From an Eriksonian perspective, constant comparison may make identity development more difficult because adolescents may begin to judge their own value according to online standards.
The pressure to receive likes, comments and followers may also influence adolescent mental health. During Erikson’s identity versus role confusion stage, adolescents are developing their understanding of themselves. If their online identity is repeatedly judged by others, they may begin to rely on external validation. For example, an adolescent may feel confident when receiving positive feedback but experience low self-esteem when a post receives little attention. This may result in an unstable sense of self and emotional dependence on social media. In addition, negative comments can have a significant effect on an adolescent’s developing identity. This demonstrates how social media may intensify the developmental challenges already associated with adolescence.
However, it is important to recognise that research does not prove that social media directly causes poor mental health in all adolescents. Orben and Przybylski (2019) analysed data from more than 355,000 participants and found that digital technology use had a small negative association with adolescent wellbeing. Similarly, Fassi et al. (2024) found a positive association between social media use and internalising symptoms, including depression and anxiety, but the authors also highlighted the complexity of the evidence. The World Health Organization (2024) reported that problematic social media use among adolescents increased from 7% in 2018 to 11% in 2022. This suggests that problematic patterns of use are an important concern, but social media use itself should not automatically be viewed as harmful.
The two theories demonstrate that the impact of social media depends on the individual adolescent and their developmental circumstances. Bowlby’s Attachment Theory focuses on the importance of relationships, emotional security and the need for reassurance. This helps explain why social media may increase anxiety about rejection and encourage constant checking of online relationships. Erikson’s theory focuses on identity development and explains why adolescents may be particularly vulnerable to social comparison and pressure for social approval. Both theories therefore suggest that adolescence is a sensitive developmental period in which social media may influence mental health. At the same time, both theories can explain potential benefits because supportive relationships and self-expression may promote emotional wellbeing.
In conclusion, social media has a complex impact on adolescent mental health. Bowlby’s Attachment Theory demonstrates how social media can influence adolescents’ need for emotional security, reassurance and acceptance. Although social media may provide valuable social support, it can also increase fear of rejection, cyberbullying and pressure to remain constantly connected. Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory explains how social media may affect identity development during the stage of identity versus role confusion. Social comparison and dependence on online approval may negatively affect self-esteem and mental wellbeing. Overall, research suggests that social media is associated with mental health difficulties for some adolescents, but it is not the only cause of poor mental health. The impact depends on how social media is used and the individual adolescent’s relationships and developmental experiences. Therefore, understanding adolescent development through Bowlby’s and Erikson’s theories is important when considering the potential risks and benefits of social media.
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