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  ASSESSMENT 2 ESSAY 
Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence. 
Introduction:
Adolescence, which is usually between the ages of 10 and 19, is an important stage of development where young people go through many physical, emotional, social, and cognitive changes. During this time, they begin to develop their own identity, become more independent from their families, and build stronger relationships with friends. As I researched this topic, I found that adolescence is also the stage when young people are most influenced by the world around them, especially social media.

Social media has become a normal part of everyday life for most teenagers. According to Ofcom (2025), around 92% of young people aged 11–16 in the UK use platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, and X every day, with many spending four or more hours online. Through my research, I found that social media can have both positive and negative effects on mental health. On the positive side, it allows young people to stay connected with friends and family, learn new skills, express themselves, and find supportive communities where they feel accepted. However, I also found evidence that spending too much time on social media can increase the risk of anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, poor body image, cyberbullying, and sleep problems.

In this essay, I will examine how social media affects the mental health of adolescents by applying Erik Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development. I will also use John Bowlby’s attachment theory to provide a broader understanding of how relationships and emotional development may influence young people’s experiences online. Throughout the essay, I will discuss both the benefits and risks of social media, explain why adolescents may be more vulnerable than adults to its effects, evaluate how well these theories apply to today’s digital world, and consider how health and social care professionals can support young people in developing healthy and balanced social media habits.

Main body
 Erikson’s (1950) theory of psychosocial development provides one of the strongest explanations for how social media can influence adolescents. He argued that adolescence is the Identity versus Role Confusion stage, where the main developmental task is to develop a stable sense of self by exploring different values, interests, relationships and beliefs. During this period, young people rely heavily on feedback from others while deciding who they are and where they fit into society. Although Erikson developed his theory decades before social media existed, it remains highly relevant because online platforms have become one of the main sources of social feedback for adolescents today.
Modern research supports Erikson’s theory by showing that the adolescent brain is particularly sensitive to social evaluation. Blakemore (2018) explains that the areas of the brain responsible for self-control, decision-making and critical thinking continue developing until the mid-twenties, while the regions linked to emotional responses and social acceptance are especially active during adolescence. This means young people naturally place greater importance on the opinions of others than children or adults. Social media intensifies this process because feedback is immediate and highly visible through likes, comments, shares and follower counts. As a result, adolescents may begin to judge their self-worth based on online approval rather than their own values, supporting Erikson’s argument that identity is shaped through interactions with other people.
However, social media does not simply provide feedback; it also exposes young people to unrealistic standards. Platform algorithms promote content that generates the strongest emotional reactions, meaning users are frequently shown edited images, idealised lifestyles and narrow definitions of beauty and success (Fardouly and Vartanian, 2022). This can limit healthy identity exploration because adolescents may feel pressured to present themselves in ways that attract approval instead of expressing who they genuinely are. Erikson described this uncertainty as role confusion, and more recent research has linked excessive social media use and social comparison with increased levels of anxiety, depression and lower self-esteem among adolescents (Twenge et al., 2023). This suggests that Erikson’s theory remains highly relevant in explaining why social media can have such a powerful influence during adolescence.
Despite these risks, Erikson’s theory also helps explain why social media can have positive effects. He believed adolescents need a psychosocial moratorium, which is a safe period to explore different identities, interests and relationships before making long-term commitments. For some young people, particularly those who identify as LGBTQ+, have rare health conditions or belong to minority cultural groups, social media can provide supportive communities that may not be available in their local environment (Patchin and Hinduja, 2021). These online spaces allow adolescents to connect with others who share similar experiences, helping them build confidence and develop their identity. However, unlike the temporary experimentation Erikson described, online content can remain permanently accessible and may be viewed by strangers, teachers or future employers. This reduces the sense of safety needed for healthy identity exploration and may make young people afraid of making mistakes. The Royal Society for Public Health (RSPH, 2023) found that many adolescents report feeling both supported and judged on social media, highlighting the complex impact these platforms have on identity development.
Although Erikson provides a valuable explanation of adolescent identity development, his theory does not fully explain why social media affects some young people more negatively than others. This limitation can be addressed by Bowlby’s attachment theory, which argues that early relationships with caregivers influence emotional security and self-worth. Young people with secure attachments are generally more confident and better able to recognise that social media presents only selected parts of people’s lives (Ainsworth, 1978). In contrast, those who have experienced inconsistent care, neglect or family instability may rely more heavily on online validation and be more affected by criticism or rejection on social media (Nollett et al., 2021). This comparison shows that biological development, identity formation and early life experiences all influence how adolescents respond to digital environments. Therefore, Erikson’s theory is strongest when considered alongside attachment theory rather than in isolation.
Overall, Erikson’s theory remains one of the most useful frameworks for understanding the impact of social media on adolescents because it explains why young people are particularly sensitive to social feedback while developing their identity. Nevertheless, it has limitations because it was developed before digital communication became central to everyday life and does not fully account for individual differences in resilience or early relationships. Bowlby’s attachment theory helps to address these gaps by explaining why some adolescents seek online validation more than others. For health and social care professionals, this means interventions should focus on strengthening identity, promoting digital literacy, encouraging interests outside social media and providing consistent, supportive relationships. Rather than simply limiting screen time, professionals should help young people critically evaluate online content and build confidence in their own values and abilities. By combining Erikson’s theory with contemporary research and attachment theory, a more comprehensive understanding of social media’s influence on adolescent development can be achieved.
Conclusion
In conclusion, social media has a significant influence on adolescent development because it affects how young people build their identity and perceive themselves. Erikson’s theory of Identity versus Role Confusion provides the strongest framework for understanding why adolescents are particularly vulnerable to online feedback, as this stage of development is centred on forming a stable sense of self. However, although Erikson’s theory remains highly relevant, it does not fully explain why social media affects individuals differently. Bowlby’s attachment theory complements Erikson by demonstrating how early relationships influence resilience, self-esteem and the need for online validation.
Overall, social media is neither entirely positive nor entirely negative. Its impact depends on factors such as the individual’s identity development, attachment experiences and the support available from family, carers and professionals. For health and social care practitioners, this highlights the importance of promoting digital literacy, encouraging positive offline relationships and helping young people develop confidence in their own values rather than seeking approval through social media. By combining Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories with contemporary research, professionals can gain a more comprehensive understanding of adolescent development and provide more effective support in an increasingly digital world.
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