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Discuss the Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence
Social media has become part of the adolescent experience and is having a growing influence on how they communicate, form relationships, acquire information and develop their identities. This is important because it is a time when there is a lot of psychological, social and neurobiological development, and adolescents are sensitive to others' opinions and are striving to develop a stable sense of self. The issue of problematic social media use has been associated with depression and anxiety symptoms, sleep disturbance, cyberbullying, body dissatisfaction and lower self-esteem, and has been shown to have benefits including peer support, belonging and self-expression (Popat and Tarrant, 2022). The impact on the adolescent's life is a function of the use of it, the content of what they are exposed to online, and their susceptibility and relationship with others. This essay critically discusses these effects, and the relevance of biological and environmental factors for health and social care is taken into account, relating to the psychosocial theory of Erikson and the attachment theory of Bowlby.
Cognitive, emotional and behavioural changes that occur during adolescence can make them more vulnerable to online experiences. Mastorci et al. (2024), define adolescence as a ‘biological and social transition’ that can make young people especially susceptible to sociocultural information. Developing systems involved in emotional processing and self-regulation interact with puberty, changing relationships and the increasing importance of peers (Fombouchet et al., 2023). These influences can be intensified on social media platforms as approval/rejection and comparison can happen on a continuous basis, publicly. This is a demonstration of the interaction between nature and nurture: the meaning of feedback may be heightened by neurobiological development, and family relationships, peer culture, bullying and online content may shape the meaning of feedback.  There is a significant body of research that supports a relationship between social media and internalising problems, although it is not clear whether social media use leads to internalising problems or whether internalising problems lead to the use of social media. A systematic review and meta-analysis of 143 studies with over one million adolescents found that there were positive relationships between social media and internalising symptoms (Fassi et al., 2024). 
Du et al. (2024), also identified associations and found similar results regarding links between problematic use and depressive and anxiety symptoms, as well as sleep deprivation and social comparison and feedback-seeking as potential mechanisms. This relationship could be two-way: lonely, anxious or depressed adolescents might consume social media differently. A firmer conclusion would be that problematic patterns of use are more likely to interact with existing vulnerabilities than act as a single direct cause. One explanation for these effects is social comparison. Adolescents are exposed to excessive pictures of appearance, friendships, accomplishments and lifestyle through social media. Intensive or problematic social media use has been associated with body dissatisfaction, lower self-esteem and eating-related difficulties (Jaruga-Sękowska et al., 2025). This could imply that content and psychological interpretation are more important than exposure alone.
Cyberbullying and disturbed sleep are other routes to poor health. Li et al. (2022), conducted a meta-analysis of 42 studies with 266,888 participants that showed a link between cyberbullying, traditional bullying, and negative psychological outcomes. The distress of online victimisation can be exacerbated by the fact that harmful content could be accessed by many people and be available outside of school hours. Ahmed et al. (2024) reported associations between problematic social media use, mental health difficulties and sleep problems, while highlighting the need for longitudinal research to determine the direction of these associations. Late-night use can displace sleep, and emotionally charged interactions can make it challenging to disconnect. Poor sleep can then lead to a decrease in concentration and emotional regulation, demonstrating how the biological, behavioural, and social determinants can interact and not be independent.
Erikson (1968) suggested that the crisis in adolescence is between the conflict of identity and role confusion. Young people explore values, relationships, roles and possible future selves in order to develop a coherent identity. Adolescents are able to explore how to present themselves, express interests and discover and join communities that reflect some aspects of identity that might not be recognised offline. In a systematic review of 32 studies, Avci et al. (2025) concluded that active social media use may support identity exploration and that self-presentation in a true self was linked to self-concept clarity. This supports Erikson’s view that exploration can contribute positively to identity development and indicates that social media, when it allows for true expression and belonging, can be beneficial to mental health.
In situations where self-worth relies on likes, follower count or comparison with idealised followers, identity exploration can be psychologically challenging. The results of Avci et al. (2024), indicated that social comparison had a positive relationship with identity distress, while the relationship between time spent on social media and development of identity was inconsistent. Repeatedly changing in order to gain approval may, over time, create uncertainty and role confusion instead of helping an adolescent achieve identity, and online feedback may exacerbate this. Erikson's theory, then, is helpful because it allows us to understand why this may be the case during adolescence in terms of evaluation by peers. It has adopted a stage-based approach, which might miss the distinction between individual and cultural differences, though, and the theory was created long before algorithmic platforms, influencers, and measurable online popularity. 
Bowlby's attachment theory is a complementary theory that emphasises emotional security and relationships. Bowlby (1969) suggested that the experiences that occur with the caregiver help shape internal working models of others that are supportive and of self that is valued. While attachment begins in the early relationships, it still plays a role in social and emotional functioning as adolescents become more independent and peer relationships become more prominent. Social media can be a helpful tool in meeting these relational needs as it will enable adolescents to stay in contact with friends, provide reassurance and access emotional support. In a qualitative review of the literature, Popat and Tarrant (2022) identified positive outcomes for adolescents such as social connection, peer support and opportunities to share experiences. 
Ballarotto et al. (2021), found a correlation between low parent and peer attachment and adolescents' psychopathological risk and problematic Instagram use. Periodic checking and seeking reassurance can temporarily alleviate insecurities and enhance reliance on the outside world. Bowlby's theory can thus help to understand why an online experience may not be particularly significant for one adolescent, but highly distressing for another (Bosmans and Borelli, 2022).  But attachment theory must not be used as a formula. Peer relationships, personality, culture, socioeconomic factors and the features of the platform have effects on mental health, and early attachment does not automatically produce later behaviours. In addition, attachment theory is more successful in accounting for relational vulnerability than appearance ideals, algorithmically recommended content and similar factors.
Erikson offers the more robust account of identity exploration, self-presentation, and its developmental importance and consequences of peer evaluation, while Bowlby offers a better account of reassurance-seeking, emotional security and interpersonal rejection sensitivity (Pollard and Maree, 2025). Both theories are incomplete alone in explaining the link between social media and adolescent mental health. When combined, they provide a way to illustrate the interplay between digital experiences and developmental tasks and current relational patterns. This understanding allows for the inclusion of risks and benefits. 
Practitioners should not assume that simply decreasing screen time will solve adolescents' anxiety, low mood or sleep issues without taking other factors into account. The quality of online experiences, cyberbullying, social comparison, sleep, family and peer relationships, reassurance seeking and the value of online communities should all be investigated (El-Asam et al., 2023). Erikson's theory provides a guideline for practitioners to assist healthy identity exploration and genuine self-expression instead of the need for others' approval. Bowlby's theory emphasises the positive role of nurturing and responsive relationships with caregivers and trusted adults. Digital literacy, healthy sleep practices, strategies for dealing with negative online interactions, reinforcing positive relationships and referrals for additional mental health support may therefore be considered appropriate support. 
Finally, while social media can have a negative as well as positive impact on the mental health of adolescents, it is difficult to downplay the effects of social media use by just looking at how much time they spend online. Depression, anxiety, body dissatisfaction, cyberbullying and sleep disruption are among the significant risks associated with the use of social media, especially when using social media to compare oneself, be rejected or be dependent on external validation. On the other hand, positive online social interactions can foster feeling connected and the discovery of identity and emotional support. Erikson's theory helps to explain why feedback to identity might be more important during adolescence, and Bowlby's theory shows how the security of attachment can influence reactions to rejection and connection in online settings. Overall, the best interpretation is that social media is connected with the biological development of the adolescent, their personal vulnerability and social environment. Instead, health and social care professionals need to explore the ways and why an adolescent utilises social media and not the social media exposure as the problem itself.
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