The impact of social media on mental health in adolescence. 
Alex Robinson (2505983).
LCHS4010 Psychology in Health and Social Care.
Lecturer: Rizwan Nadim.
Component 2. 





















Social media has become a part of daily life for most people in the world, used by billions and growing in users with each passing day. Without proper surveillance and regulation, many things that happen online go unnoticed and occur very often. “Social media has profoundly impacted the lives of young people, shaping their social interactions, self-identity, and overall mental health” (Rani, 2025). Today, the use of social media in young people is common and normalised, often resulting in high rates of declining mental health, social isolation and low self-esteem. 
The widespread impact this has had on children is severe; it has exposed so many to negative topics and avoidable stressors. This has led to a clear alteration in mental well-being and links to increased levels of withdrawal from family and school. One of the most hidden dangers of unrestricted online access is the exposure to graphic, violent material. Certain algorithms and platforms promote this content which can cause severe psychological distress. Secondly, media is often heavily edited and altered on social media to fit a certain goal or message. Unfortunately, young people who suffer from a lost identity or low confidence can often compare themselves to these seemingly real images, creating a sense of jealousy and failure. This creates an artificial illusion as one cannot become something that is edited or filtered, this all creates an unrealistic beauty standard that simply can’t be obtained. 
To understand these unrealistic beauty standards that cause mental distress, we can look at Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development which provides a crucial framework. As explained by Sokol (2009), identity development is the core focus of the adolescent life stage, spanning from ages 12 through 18. Children with unrestricted access to an online network which is unmonitored often leads to detrimental content, it is known that teenagers and children look to build their self-identification at these ages. Constant images that have been heavily altered still seem to appear authentic to young audiences which can create that constant comparison which is built upon a lie. Young people are often vulnerable and don’t know any better plus nowadays we must battle with AI (artificial intelligence) which is also becoming extremely advanced to the point of confusion on whether said content is real or fake. 
Breaking down Erikson’s Theory, identity is something young people spend a significant portion of their lives searching for and creating. Young people are highly impressionable and look to others for answers, discovering different interests and personalities. The old saying that “comparison is the thief of joy” is clear here, spending a childhood comparing oneself to another will never reap any happiness especially when those standards are fabricated. It is frequently seen online that young people experience accelerated maturity which compromises childhood as that is a stage of life which should be carefree and a time to learn new exciting things. Erikson believed that children require a safe space to try out new things, if they are constantly comparing themselves to others online then their freedom to figure out their own identity is stolen. Losing said freedom can lead a teenager to become isolated, depressed and have low self-esteem.

In the UK, many children use social media from ages 13-18. A shocking report by the Children’s Commissioner (2024), revealed that among the youth who do not feel safe online, just 28% agreed that they were happy with the way they looked. This data suggests that unsafe digital environments represent a common issue, creating a sense of hypervigilance and anxiousness when accessing online content. Failure to safeguard youth online is a very serious issue that is still happening in modern day, and this only reinforces the systemic mental health issues that are a result of this. Websites such as Instagram, X and Facebook have become increasingly saturated with graphic and distressing material which is worrying as they are some of the most used platforms.
Despite the negative risks of social media there are however positives that can come from its use for example, voicing opinions, finding a community to belong to and advocating for certain beliefs can make vulnerable individuals feel seen and heard as well as giving them courage. In relation to Erikson’s Theory, these help adolescents build on core values which can resolve identity crisis and a community to fit into which is something children in this age range often look for. As mentioned by Baskin-Sommers et al. (2021), online networks allow youth to actively engage with global social movements and find a sense of community empowerment. So, although there are strong risks to using social media especially as a young person, there are some redeeming benefits in its use that don’t go unnoticed. 
Looking beyond identity conflicts, John Bowlby’s foundational concept of attachment styles offers some insight into why some young people are much more reliant on likes and engagement from social media. As argued by Grosch (2024), individual attachment styles actively shape user interactions and coping mechanisms within social media platforms. Anxious or withdrawn teenagers often seek and crave validation from their family, friends and people around them. However, this vulnerability is tested when one encounters graphic or shock content online. As Bowlby’s framework argues, processing distressing trauma stimuli without firm parental support causes vulnerable youth to internalise fear, increase anxiety and develop emotional desensitisation. Crucial data recorded from Ofcom (2025) states that, “A third (33%) of 8-17s say they have seen something online that they found ‘worrying or nasty’ in the 
past 12 months, unchanged since 2023.” In digital spaces where likes, comments and views can be seen as rewarding and addicting, there can also be a darker side. With attention and engagement online also comes negativity leading to hate comments, being judged by anonymous people and a risk of going ‘viral’ which can have a highly detrimental impact on an individual’s life if that virality originated from hate or mockery. 
When an adolescent posts an image online and gains prominent attention, it can feel like a surge of dopamine, creating an addictive feeling but if an anxious teenager was to post and receive no engagement, this abandonment can exacerbate depressive episodes. Applying Bowlby’s framework, avoidant teenagers who do not seek any attention or trust others often resort to them creating a fake persona online. An avoidant person may hide away all day playing video games and isolate themselves away in their bedroom, using their online persona as a shield to protect themselves. This can damage an adolescent’s ability to socialise in real life and may hinder their ability to develop emotionally and create identity cohesion. In contrast, if a teenager lives in a small village where connections are very limited, finding an online community can change everything for them. In some countries where LGBTQ+ identities face stigmatisation, finding an online community full of support and people who also identify similarly can have a profoundly positive effect. Social media can make a young person feel empowered and proud of who they are once they connect with others who support them and relate to them. 
Looking at Erikson’s identity theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory, the frameworks of both apply well to this investigation. Social media negatively impacts a young person’s view on their own body image and confidence. In a digital world where most things are fabricated or artificially produced, it is simply impossible to meet such unrealistic expectations. Seeking validation online is also a damaging behaviour for young people to become involved in as that type of attention is not always positive. This can lead to withdrawal, insecurity and depressive symptoms. Although there are some strong positives to using social media, its usage should be monitored and restricted at times. The ability to speak out, find a community to gain support from and learn about identities is an amazing opportunity for young people. Going forwards with this issue, popular platforms such as TikTok and Instagram should tighten what they allow to be uploaded to their applications. Account creation could be made more secure, algorithms could be reworked and parents need to monitor their children’s devices and online activity more closely. As recommended by the American Psychological Association (2023), teaching in schools and at home on the safe use of the internet alongside if they come across something harmful should become mandatory to ensure the safety of all adolescents. 
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