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The Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence

Growing from childhood into adulthood involves major changes in the way young people think, feel, behave and relate to others. Adolescents gradually gain independence and begin making decisions about their values, relationships and future. Friendships and acceptance can also become especially important during these years. These changes now take place in a society where online communication is part of everyday life. In the UK, social media and other forms of online communication are widely used by children and young people (Ofcom, 2025). Social media allows adolescents to maintain friendships, discover communities and express themselves. However, concerns have developed around its possible relationship with anxiety, depressive symptoms, low self-esteem, disrupted sleep, body-image concerns and online bullying. These outcomes are not experienced equally because personal circumstances, relationships and patterns of use can influence the effects. This essay uses Erik Erikson's psychosocial theory and John Bowlby's attachment theory to examine how social media may influence adolescent mental health. It considers benefits and risks, evaluates both theories and considers their relevance to UK health and social care practice.

One reason social media remains important to young people is that it makes communication easy. Friends can remain in contact outside school, while adolescents can meet others who share similar interests or experiences. This may be particularly valuable for a young person who feels lonely or struggles to develop a sense of belonging. Positive online friendships can provide encouragement and help adolescents feel included. Social media should therefore not automatically be viewed as harmful. For some adolescents, online communication may strengthen friendships and provide social support. However, the effects depend on the individual and what they experience online.

Problems may develop when online activity becomes a source of pressure or comparison. Social media often presents selected parts of people's lives rather than a complete picture. Someone may share an attractive photograph or achievement while leaving out ordinary or difficult moments. Adolescents may then compare their everyday lives with carefully presented versions of other people's lives. Repeated comparison can contribute to dissatisfaction with appearance, popularity or achievement. Kelly et al. (2018) examined data from 10,904 14-year-olds in the UK Millennium Cohort Study and found an association between heavier social media use and depressive symptoms, particularly among girls. Their research also identified possible pathways involving online harassment, poor sleep, low self-esteem and body-image difficulties. The quality of online experiences may therefore be as important as the amount of time spent using social media.

Online bullying is another concern in the UK. NHS England (2023) reported that children and young people with a probable mental disorder were more likely to report experiencing online bullying than those unlikely to have a mental disorder. This does not prove that social media or online bullying directly causes mental illness, as young people already experiencing mental health difficulties may also be more vulnerable to negative online experiences. Nevertheless, it shows why online relationships need to be considered when examining adolescent wellbeing. Negative comments, exclusion and embarrassing content can reach a large audience quickly and may continue outside school through smartphones.

Erikson's psychosocial theory offers one way of understanding why these experiences may be important during adolescence. Erikson (1968) associated adolescence with identity versus role confusion. Young people at this stage develop ideas about who they are while considering their values, relationships, beliefs and future roles. Developing a clearer identity may contribute to confidence and direction, whereas uncertainty may make it harder for an adolescent to understand where they belong.

Social media can contribute positively to this process. Adolescents can explore interests, communicate with different communities and encounter ideas that may not be available within their immediate family, school or local environment. Communities based around education, sport, music or other interests may help young people discover activities and values that become part of their identity. Positive interactions may also encourage self-expression. From an Eriksonian perspective, social media can therefore become one of several environments in which adolescents explore their developing identity.

The same environment can also make identity development more difficult. Many platforms make reactions highly visible through likes, comments, views and follower numbers, making popularity appear measurable. An adolescent who is still developing confidence may attach considerable importance to these responses. Receiving less attention than expected might be interpreted as rejection, while positive reactions could encourage a young person to change what they post to gain further approval. Their online identity may gradually become influenced by what attracts attention rather than what genuinely reflects their interests or values, potentially increasing insecurity and social comparison.

Erikson's theory is useful in health and social care because it directs attention towards development rather than treating technology as the only problem. Practitioners can explore how online experiences affect an adolescent's self-image, relationships and sense of belonging. However, the theory has limitations. Erikson developed it long before smartphones and modern social media, so algorithms, cyberbullying and constant digital feedback are not directly considered. Its stage-based approach may also make development appear more fixed than it is, as identity can continue changing beyond adolescence. Culture, family circumstances and individual experiences may also shape identity differently.

Bowlby's attachment theory provides another perspective by focusing on relationships and emotional security. Bowlby (1969) proposed that children's experiences with caregivers contribute to their feelings of security and expectations of relationships. Consistent and responsive care can support secure attachment by helping children learn that support is available when needed. Although adolescents gradually become more independent, supportive relationships with caregivers and other trusted people can remain important.

Attachment theory may explain why adolescents respond differently to similar online experiences. A young person with dependable relationships may have someone to approach after receiving a hurtful message or experiencing exclusion. Support outside social media can help them understand that one negative interaction does not determine their value. In contrast, an adolescent who feels less secure in relationships may depend more on signs of acceptance from peers. Messages, likes and comments may provide temporary reassurance, while receiving little response could increase worries about rejection.

This is particularly relevant to cyberbullying. Difficult online experiences can be upsetting because content can spread rapidly and remain visible beyond the original interaction. NHS England (2023) data show that online bullying is relevant when considering young people's mental health in England. Attachment theory suggests that trusted adults and secure relationships can provide valuable support when these experiences occur. This does not mean insecure attachment causes poor mental health following social media use. Instead, attachment offers one explanation for why some adolescents may have stronger emotional support than others.

Bowlby's theory is useful for health and social care because it encourages practitioners to look beyond the amount of time an adolescent spends online. Family communication, friendships and access to trusted adults can all be considered when assessing wellbeing. However, attachment theory cannot explain every mental health outcome. Focusing too heavily on early caregiver relationships could overlook later influences such as bullying, academic pressure, financial hardship, discrimination and changing peer groups. Modern social media also includes features designed to maintain engagement, which attachment theory was not created to explain. It is therefore most useful alongside other developmental and environmental perspectives.

Biological and environmental influences also need to be considered together. Adolescence involves continuing development in areas linked with emotional regulation, decision-making and responses to social information. Environmental influences include family relationships, friendships, education, socioeconomic circumstances and digital experiences. Nature and nurture should therefore not be treated as separate explanations. Biological development may affect how strongly an adolescent responds to social rewards or rejection, while the surrounding environment can provide support or create additional pressure.

Recent UK evidence also shows why simple conclusions about social media should be avoided. The Department for Science, Innovation and Technology (2026) highlighted limitations in the evidence available for establishing a direct causal relationship between digital technology use and children's mental health and wellbeing. An association between social media and mental health does not necessarily mean that one causes the other. For example, an adolescent experiencing depression or loneliness might use social media differently or more frequently. The relationship is therefore complex and supports an individual approach within health and social care rather than assuming social media is always the main cause of difficulty.

Practical support should focus on helping adolescents develop healthier online habits while strengthening their wider support networks. Parents, schools and health and social care professionals can encourage conversations about cyberbullying, unrealistic content, social comparison, privacy and the emotional effects of online interactions. Young people can also be encouraged to notice whether social media affects their sleep, confidence or mood. Erikson's theory supports helping adolescents develop interests, values and confidence that are not dependent on online popularity. Bowlby's theory highlights dependable relationships where young people feel comfortable seeking support. In UK health and social care, this could involve communication between adolescents, families, schools and appropriate health or wellbeing services when concerns become significant.

In conclusion, social media has a complex relationship with adolescent mental health in the UK. It can support friendships, provide access to communities and create opportunities for young people to explore their interests and identities. At the same time, adolescents may experience harmful comparison, online bullying, sleep disruption and pressure to gain approval. Erikson's psychosocial theory is useful because identity and belonging are important developmental concerns during adolescence. Bowlby's attachment theory adds another perspective by highlighting emotional security and supportive relationships. Both theories have limitations, particularly because they were developed before modern social media, and neither provides a complete explanation. UK research also indicates that associations between social media and poorer mental health should not automatically be interpreted as direct causation. Adolescent wellbeing is better understood by considering biological development alongside family relationships, peer experiences and the wider social and digital environment. Effective support should therefore promote digital awareness, positive identity development and dependable relationships while responding to each young person's circumstances.
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