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The Impact of Social Media on Adolescent Mental Health: An Analysis Using Bowlby's Attachment Theory and Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory

Adolescence is a time of major change, as young people begin to develop their own identity, become more independent and build stronger relationships with friends. During this stage, social media has become a normal part of everyday life, with platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat playing a big role in how adolescents communicate and interact with others. While social media can help young people stay connected, express themselves and find support, concerns have grown about the effect it may have on their mental health. Studies have linked high levels of social media use to problems such as anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, poor body image and cyberbullying, although it can also provide positive experiences, including emotional support and a sense of belonging (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).
Not every adolescent is affected by social media in the same way, and this is where psychological theories can help provide a better understanding. Bowlby's Attachment Theory explains how early relationships can influence emotional wellbeing and the need for reassurance from others, while Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory focuses on identity formation during adolescence. This essay will use both theories to explore how and why social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health.

Social media has become a normal part of everyday life for most adolescents and plays a major role in how they communicate, socialise and build relationships. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat allow young people to stay in touch with friends, share experiences and express themselves in ways that were not possible for previous generations. For many adolescents, social media can have a positive influence by helping them feel connected to others and providing access to supportive online communities. It can also encourage creativity and allow young people to find others with similar interests or experiences, which may improve their confidence and sense of belonging. However, despite these benefits, there is increasing concern that spending too much time on social media or using it in unhealthy ways can have a negative effect on mental health.
Research suggests that excessive social media use is associated with higher levels of anxiety, depression, low self-esteem and poor body image among adolescents (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). One reason for this is that social media often encourages comparison. Many users only share the highlights of their lives or edited images, creating unrealistic expectations of appearance, success and happiness. As a result, adolescents may compare themselves to these unrealistic standards and begin to feel dissatisfied with their own lives or appearance. This can have a significant impact on self-confidence, particularly during adolescence when self-esteem is still developing. Another concern is cyberbullying, which can be especially damaging because it can happen at any time and reach young people even when they are at home. Unlike traditional bullying, online abuse can spread quickly and remain visible, making it harder for victims to escape its effects. Sleep disruption is another issue, as many adolescents spend long periods using their phones late at night, which can affect both their physical health and emotional wellbeing.
Bowlby's Attachment Theory helps explain why social media does not affect every adolescent in the same way. According to Bowlby (1969), the relationships children develop with their primary caregivers shape how they view themselves and others later in life. Adolescents who have developed a secure attachment are generally more confident, emotionally resilient and better able to cope with challenges. Because they already feel supported and valued in their relationships, they are less likely to rely on social media for reassurance or approval. Instead, they are more likely to use these platforms simply to communicate with friends and share experiences.
On the other hand, adolescents with insecure attachment styles may depend more heavily on social media for validation. For example, a young person with an anxious attachment style may constantly check how many likes or comments they receive and feel upset if their posts do not receive the response they expected. They may see this as rejection, even when this is not the case, which can increase feelings of anxiety and lower their self-esteem. Those with avoidant attachment may also struggle to build close relationships offline and therefore spend more time interacting with others online. Although these interactions can provide some support, they do not always replace the emotional security that comes from strong face-to-face relationships.
Attachment Theory can also help explain why some adolescents find it harder to cope with cyberbullying than others. Young people who have secure relationships with parents or caregivers are often more comfortable asking for help when they experience problems online. In contrast, those with insecure attachments may keep these experiences to themselves, increasing the risk of emotional distress, anxiety and depression. Although Bowlby's theory provides a useful explanation for these differences, it does not fully consider other factors that influence adolescent mental health, such as peer pressure, personality or cultural influences. This suggests that attachment is only one of several factors that shape how adolescents experience social media.
Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory offers another way of understanding the relationship between social media and mental health. Erikson (1968) believed that the main developmental task during adolescence is resolving the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion. During this time, young people begin exploring who they are, what they believe in and how they fit into society. Social media can support this process by giving adolescents opportunities to express themselves, explore different interests and connect with people who share similar values or experiences. For many young people, these positive interactions can help build confidence and strengthen their sense of identity.
At the same time, social media can make identity development more challenging. Adolescents often receive instant feedback through likes, comments and followers, making it easy to judge their self-worth based on the opinions of others. They may also feel pressure to present an ideal version of themselves online, rather than showing who they really are. Constant exposure to carefully edited photos and seemingly perfect lifestyles can lead to unhealthy comparisons, causing some adolescents to question their appearance, achievements or popularity. This can increase feelings of insecurity, anxiety and low self-esteem. Fear of missing out may also develop when adolescents see friends socialising or attending events without them, leaving them feeling excluded even if the reality is different.
Although Erikson's theory explains many of these behaviours, it also has limitations. Identity development does not stop at the end of adolescence and continues throughout adulthood. In addition, mental health is influenced by many factors beyond identity, including family support, school life and individual personality. Despite this, Erikson's theory remains highly relevant because it highlights why adolescents are particularly sensitive to peer approval and social comparison during this stage of development.
When considered together, Bowlby's Attachment Theory and Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory provide a well-rounded explanation of how social media can influence adolescent mental health. Bowlby focuses on how early relationships affect emotional security and coping strategies, while Erikson explains how social media can shape identity during a crucial stage of development. Together, these theories show that social media itself is not the main cause of poor mental health. Instead, its impact depends on the individual adolescent, their relationships, and the way they use online platforms.

In conclusion, social media has become an important part of adolescent life and can have both positive and negative effects on mental health. It provides opportunities for young people to stay connected, express themselves and access support, but it can also contribute to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction and cyberbullying when used excessively or in unhealthy ways. These effects are often influenced by the individual rather than social media alone, highlighting the importance of understanding adolescent development.
Bowlby's Attachment Theory helps explain why some adolescents are more emotionally vulnerable to the pressures of social media. Young people with secure attachments are generally better equipped to manage negative online experiences and are less likely to depend on social media for reassurance. In contrast, those with insecure attachments may rely more heavily on online validation, making them more vulnerable to poor mental health outcomes. Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory also provides valuable insight by showing that adolescence is a crucial period for identity formation. While social media can encourage self-expression and help adolescents develop a sense of belonging, it can also increase social comparison and pressure to seek approval from others, which may interfere with healthy identity development.
Overall, neither theory suggests that social media is inherently harmful. Instead, they demonstrate that its impact depends on how adolescents use these platforms and their individual developmental experiences. By encouraging healthy online habits, positive relationships and digital awareness, parents, educators and mental health professionals can help young people benefit from social media while reducing the risks to their mental wellbeing.
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