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According to the World Health Organization, adolescence relates to a period of development from childhood to adulthood, which generally occurs between the ages of 10 and 19, with the timeframe characterized bisexual physical, intellectual, and emotional growth and change (WHO, 2026). The adolescent is more active in obtaining information, experimenting with identity and social interaction through information technology (social networking) at the development period. But overuse and/or lack of regulation has been associated with possible mental health issues such as: anxiety, depression, lowered self-esteem, and having experienced cyberbullying. Often the online validation and peer comparison processes form a basis for the results (Tariq Masri-zada et al., 2025). The topic of the essay is to bring forward the psychosocial theory of identity versus role confusion (Erikson) and the attachment theory (Bowlby) in the context of the impact of social media on teens' mental well-being. In synthesis, social media has an effect on the mental health of adolescents especially as part of the process of forming their identity and attachment.

Adolescents' use of social media has consistently been associated with a range of negative mental health outcomes, particularly with depression and anxiety. A study by the Royal Society for Public Health (RSPH) showed there was a connection between excessive use of social media and psychological distress – particularly anxiety and depressive mood in younger users (RSPH , 2017). Likewise, UK studies following a group over time have indicated a link between higher levels of Instagram and TikTok use and increasingly negative mental health over time, specifically in women. A natural concern is also low self-esteem because adolescents are exposed to an idealized image online, with a negative comparison against themselves, which leads to low self-esteem. The data shows that certain feedback indicators, like likes and comments, have a strong bearing on psychological health and wellness, and when they are missing out of these, many can feel inadequate and lonely (Voggenreiter et al., 2023).

A high-profile risk factor too is cyberbullying; recent studies show that a large percentage of children suffer from cyberbullying incidents and that it is linked to depressogenic effects and emotional distress (Nixon, 2014). Excessive social media usage also has been associated with sleep disturbance, which further increases mental health problems like irritability and anxiety, by interfering with sleep quality and being beneficial at night. Besides, too much social media use has been related to sleep disturbance, which contributes to mental health challenges (irritability and anxiety), additionally not being able to afford a decent night's rest due to social media use. Furthermore, any psychological process such as social comparison process and Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) is amongst the processes that make up the negative consequences of the connection. Teenagers may end up comparing their actual lives to their complete face online, which can result in period discomfort and anxiety. Soular Social Data captures the problematic use of social media among adolescents, which is increasingly causing a concern about the impact of social media use on emotional regulation and well-being (World Health Organization, 2024). The evidence indicates that in general, social media may have a broad impact on adolescent mental health by crossing-over psychological and behavioural mechanisms.



[bookmark: _Int_BKVmsztc]Erikson's psychosocial development theory suggests adolescents are marked with the period of identity versus role confusion, during which they continue to explore and shape a unified self. For adolescents this is a time in which they ask the questions, “Who am I?” as they test roles, values and social identities to determine identity and direction for their future (Mcleod, 2008). This stage is important psychologically because if the process for becoming an identity is not carried out with clarity, emotional instability, low self-concept, and identity confusion will occur. In context, the theory of Erikson seems quite relevant, because online social media offer teens frequent chances for creating an identity and creating a self-image. Tweens and teens are creating an online identity with posts, photos, and videos and may be swayed by peer comments like likes, shares, and comments. This provides an externally dependant validation according to the process of identification driven by feedback. Moreover, comparing oneself to the idealized image online can add pressure to conform to the social norms leading to greater indecision and increased pressures to conform to the social norms, enhancing the exploration of identity.

This process is very much associated with mental health outcomes. If adolescents do not receive consistent or positive feedback on-line, they may develop into feeling less confident in their identities and a sense of anxiety and low self-esteem in personal identity. The findings highlight that the social media environment may worsen adolescents' sense of self-awareness and feelings of distress during identity development, especially for those who seek higher self-esteem through external feedback on self-worth (Budak, 2025). Therefore, in this developmental period there may be a certain emotional vulnerability due to the instability of the construction of one's online identity. Yet there are things to be said about the advantages and some of the drawbacks in Erikson's theory. One such feature is its relevance in adolescence: identity formation is central to this stage of life and is directly explained by it. It also very well captures the effect of peers and social belonging. However, there are constraints that it does not reflect the contemporary digital context and the influence it has on self-presentation outside of interpersonal interactions, such as platforms and technological reinforces that rely on algorithms. The theory is very handy; however, it needs to be adapted to account for influences in the current context of social media.



[bookmark: _Int_J28F5d2t]Bowlby's attachment theory suggests that the emotions infants experience during their initial relationship with their primary caregiver make a lasting impression, which is referred to as an “internal working model” for future emotional relationships and emotional regulation (Cassidy, Jones and Shaver, 2013). The consistency and responsiveness of care is categorised as secure or insecure (anxious, avoidant, or disorganised) attachments formed during this period. Secure attachments: When caregivers are emotionally available and the child experiences stable emotional development, it is likely that the attachment will be secure. Insecure attachments: Emotional instability is linked with problems with trust, self-confidence, and emotional control.

Applying this to the social media, attachment theory can be utilised in establishing the reason behind how adolescents may resort to alternative forms of emotional attachment to online platforms in their place. Likes, comments, and shares on social network sites can, in some ways, provide an outside-in sense of assurance similar to what is provided by an attachment figure, so it can be reassuring. For teens who struggle with secure attachment patterns, this can result in feelings of emotional neediness when having digital approval that can cause self-esteem to be interwoven with online feedback. Further, anxiety may be further worsened and anxious attachment behaviour reinforced due to messages that are not responded to or engagement is limited.

This series of processes have direct implications for mental health. When adolescents are offline, they could become more anxious from a fear of missing out or loss of social connection. Social validation through online platforms can also cause emotional instability because of changes in online validation patterns, causing mood fluctuations in the social validation construct. Additionally, some emotional instability can be caused by changes in online validation, the extent of mood fluctuations being dependent on online validation patterns. This need for external approval can lead to low self-esteem and depression over time and a dependence on external approval to gain a sense of self-worth; it runs the risk of compromising internal emotional regulation systems (NeuroLaunch, 2024). Evidence suggests that insecure attachment in adolescence has significant links with increased anxiety and emotional difficulties in interpersonal relationships. However, the theory of attachment well explains emotional dependency and the formation of relationships that is very relevant to the adolescent's behaviour online. However, a major constraint is that the theory was put together prior to the advent of digital eras and thus cannot fully explain digital interactions or algorithm-driven platforms affecting emotional interaction. Nonetheless, it is a helpful model for how babies responding to social media environments are related to early relational experiences.

There are nature and nurture influences of adolescent mental health that relate to social media usage. Adolescence is a time of continuous brain development (nature) with ongoing changes at the prefrontal area (the centre for decision making and emotion control). During this time the hormonal shifts make people emotionally sensitive and impulsive, making them more susceptible to anxiety and depression. The aspects of social media exposure (peer pressure, internet validation, cyberbullying, cyberculture) have a significant effect in an environmental way as it relates to adolescents (Khalaf et al., 2023). Research shows that more than 11% of adolescents display a pattern of problematic SUR, with more than 10% of adolescents reporting a pattern that is linked to psychological distress. Therefore, the biological development and the environmental exposures shape the adolescent period's mental health outcomes (World Health Organization, 2024).

The conclusion is that social media can be beneficial or harmful to the mental well-being of adolescents, depending on the kind of utilisation they make of it and the sensitivity they have for its effects. There have been some studies that link to anxiety, feeling depressed, low self-esteem and cyberbullying, even some research that claims positive effects such as having a sense of support and exploring identity as long as it benefits them. Erikson's theory provides a way of understanding these effects through using identity formation, with social media potentially heightening role confusion and pressures that might arise with regard to one's image of self. Similarly, attachment theory as proposed by Bowlby suggests that there is a risk of being emotionally dependent on affirmation from the Web and of insecure emotional states. Therefore, social media does not affect the same way on an individual at each developmental stage but differently.
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