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Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence
Social media is deeply integrated into the daily lives of adolescents. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and Facebook allow young people to communicate, access educational content, find entertainment and express their identities. Smartphones have increased access to these platforms, making it possible for adolescents to maintain contact with friends and relatives across different locations and at almost any time. The World Health Organization (2021) describes adolescence as an important stage of development involving substantial physical, emotional, cognitive and social changes. Many mental health difficulties also begin to appear during this period. Although social media can provide valuable opportunities for connection, learning and self-expression, research indicates that excessive or harmful use may be associated with anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, cyberbullying, disrupted sleep and concerns about body image.
 However social media should not be viewed as entirely harmful, as it can also promote learning, support and emotional connection when used responsibly.  This essay discusses how social media affects adolescents' mental health. It uses Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby's Attachment Theory to explain why social media may influence young people's psychological well-being.
The rapid development of technology has transformed the way adolescents communicate and interact with others. Research indicates that majority of teenagers access social media every day, and many spend several hours online. Social media enables adolescents to maintain friendships, share experiences and access educational resources that may otherwise be unavailable. During periods of social isolation, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, online communication became particularly valuable in maintaining relationships and reducing loneliness. Young people can also use social media to participate in support groups, increase awareness of mental health issues and develop creative skills through photography, music, writing and video production.  These opportunities may strengthen confidence, encourage self-expression and create a sense of belonging among adolescents who might otherwise feel isolated.
Although social media has many benefits, growing evidence suggests that problematic use may negatively affect teenagers' mental health.  One of the most common concerns is social comparison.  Adolescents are regularly exposed to edited photographs and carefully selected moments from other people's lives.  these images frequently portray unrealistic standards of appearance, success and happiness.  
Young people may compare themselves to these unrealistic representations and conclude that they are less successful or less popular than their peers. Comparing themselves with others online may lower teenagers' self-esteem, make them unhappy with their bodies, and increase feelings of anxiety or depression.  Adolescents particularly because they are still developing emotionally and often seek acceptance from others.  The constant pressure to achieve online approval through likes, comments and followers may create unrealistic expectations and reduce confidence in their own identity.
Cyberbullying has also become a major public health concern associated with social bullying media use.  
Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur continuously throughout the day and often reaches victims in environments where they would normally feel safe, such as their own homes.   Offensive messages, rumours, exclusion from online groups or the sharing of embarrassing photographs may cause considerable emotional distress.    Victims of cyberbullying have been shown to experience increased anxiety, depression, loneliness and reduced academic performance.   Some adolescents may withdraw from social relationships altogether, while others develop long-term emotional difficulties that continue into their adulthood.    The anonymous nature of social media can make perpetrators feel less accountable for their behaviour making online bullying difficult to prevent.  
Another important concern is the effect of social media on sleep.   Many adolescents continue using smartphones late into the evening, often checking notifications or engaging with online content immediately before sleeping.   The blue light emitted by digital screens supress melatonin production, delaying sleep onset and reducing overall sleep quality.  inadequate sleep has been associated with poor concentration, impaired memory, emotion instability and increased risk of anxiety and depression.  Adolescents who experience sleep deprivation may struggle academically due to reduced attention and motivation.  Consequently, researchers recommend limiting screen time before bedtime to support healthy psychological development.
Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory helps explain why social media may strongly affect teenagers. Erikson believed that adolescence involves the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion. During this stage, young people try to understand who they are by exploring their beliefs, values and goals for the future.  Social media provides opportunities for identity exploration through sharing interests, opinions and achievements with others.   Positive interactions may encourage confidence and support healthy identity development.   However, adolescents who rely heavily upon social media for approval may become dependent on external validation rather than developing genuine self-confidence.  Receiving few likes or negative comments may cause uncertainty regarding self-worth, increasing the likelihood of the role confusion.  Consequently, Erikson's theory suggests that excessive dependence online validation may interfere with healthy identity formation and increase vulnerability to poor mental health outcomes.
Bowlby's Attachment Theory also helps explain how social media may affect teenagers' mental health. Bowlby (1988) believed that the bond formed between a child and their main caregiver can influence their emotions and relationships throughout life. Teenagers with secure attachments are often more confident, emotionally strong and better able to manage their feelings. Therefore, they may be less likely to depend on social media for attention, approval or reassurance because they already feel emotionally secure.  In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment styles through online interactions, placing greater importance on the number of likes, comments and followers they receive.   When these expectations are not met, they may experience feelings of rejections, loniless or anxiety.  
Bowlby's theory there helps explain why some adolescents appear more vulnerable than others to the negative psychological effects of social media. 
The relationship between attachment and social media use can also be observed in online friendships.   While digital platforms provide opportunities to build supportive relationships, they may also encourage adolescents to replace face-to-face interactions their exposure with online communication.  Young people who lack supportive within their family or peer groups may become emotionally dependent on social media, increasing their exposure o cyberbullying, social exclusion and unrealistic comparisons.   This dependence may reinforce feelings of insecurity rather than promoting healthy emotional development.  Conversely, adolescents with supportive family relationships are more likely to use social media in moderation and seek help when they experience negative online interactions.  Bowlby's theory therefore demonstrates that healthy attachments can act as a protective factor against poor mental health outcomes associated with social media use. 
 Research suggests that spending too much time on social media may be linked to poorer mental health, although the connection is not simple. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) reviewed several studies and found links between high social media use and anxiety, depression and emotional distress among teenagers. However, many studies could not prove that social media directly caused these problems. Other factors, such as family relationships, personality and existing mental health conditions, may also affect teenagers' well-being.
Odgers and Jensen (2020) also explain that the effects of social media depend on how young people use it. Positive activities, such as keeping in contact with friends or joining supportive online communities, may improve well-being. Negative experiences, such as cyberbullying and comparing oneself with others, are more likely to harm mental health. Therefore, it is important to consider both the benefits and risks of social media rather than viewing all online activity as harmful.
Erikson's and Bowlby's theories provide different explanations for the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health. Erikson focuses on identity development and explains that teenagers are trying to develop a clear understanding of who they are. Social media may support this process by allowing teenagers to express themselves. However, it may also make them depend on other people's approval.
In contrast, Bowlby's theory focuses on how early relationships with caregivers affect emotional security. Teenagers with secure attachments may be better able to cope with negative experiences on social media. Erikson explains how social experiences can affect identity development, while Bowlby explains why some teenagers may cope better than others. Together, these theories help explain why teenagers can respond differently to similar online experiences.
[bookmark: _Int_FWBtH65j]Overall, social media should not be seen as completely helpful or harmful. Its impact depends on how it is used, how much time is spent online and the teenager's personal circumstances.
Parents, schools, healthcare professionals and social media companies all have a role in encouraging safe and responsible social media use. Parents can discuss online experiences openly with their children and set reasonable limits on screen time.
Schools can provide digital literacy education that helps students recognise misinformation, manage online risks and respond appropriately to cyberbullying.  Healthcare professional should also consider discussing social media use during routine assessments with young people who present symptoms of anxiety or depression.  Social media companies have a responsibility to strengthen online safety measurements by improving reporting harmful content and promoting positive online communities.   These combined approaches help adolescents gain the benefits of social media while reducing the risk of poor mental health outcomes.
In conclusion, social media plays an important role in teenagers' lives and can have both positive and negative effects. It can support communication, learning, creativity and emotional support. However, excessive or unhealthy use may be linked to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, cyberbullying and poor sleep.
Erikson's theory explains how social media may affect teenagers as they develop their identity and seek acceptance from others. Bowlby's theory explains how early relationships with caregivers may influence teenagers' emotional strength and how they respond to online experiences. Together, these theories show that social media affects each teenager differently.
Therefore, balanced social media use, supportive family relationships and education about responsible online behaviour are important for protecting teenagers' mental health while allowing them to enjoy the benefits of social media.
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