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This essay will discuss the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by examining social and biological determinants of behaviour. It will apply Bowlbys attachment theory and Eriksons psychological development theory to analyse how social media may influence relationships, find formation and emotional wellbeing. The essay will also consider how these theories can support health and social care practice when working with children and young people.
Adolescence is a significant stage of lifespan development characterised by major biological, psychological, and social changes. During this period, young people develop greater independence, establish important peer relationships, and begin forming their personal identity. The increasing influence of social media has transformed adolescent social experiences by changing how young people communicate, keep relationships, and express themselves. Although social media can provide opportunities for connection, creativity and access to support networks, concerns have been raised about its potential impact on adolescent mental health, including increased anxiety, depression, reduced self esteem and psychological distress (Keles, McCrae and Grealish,2020). 
Social media has become a major part of adolescent life, influencing how young people communicate, develop relationships, and present themselves to others. During adolescence, peer relationships become increasingly important as young people develop independence from family and seek acceptance from their social groups. Online platforms can support this developmental process by allowing adolescents to maintain friendships, access information and participate in supportive communities (Nesi,2020). For some people, social media can provide a sense of belonging, particularly for those who may experience social isolation or difficulties forming relationships in face-to-face environments. 
However, research has identified concerns regarding the potential negative effects of social media use on adolescent mental health. A systematic review by Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) found associations between social media use and increased symptoms of depression, anxiety and psychological distress among adolescents. One possible explanation is that social media encourages social comparison, where young people compare their appearance, achievements and lifestyles with others online. During adolescence, self esteem and identify are still developing, meaning exposure to unrealistic online images and lifestyles may negatively influence how young people view themselves (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens,2022).
Cyber bullying is another significant factor affecting adolescent mental health. Unlike traditional bullying, online bullying can occur at anytime and may reach young people within their personal environments, reducing opportunities for escape. Experiences of online harassment, exclusion or negative comments can contribute to emotional distress, anxiety and reduce confidence. Health and social care professionals must therefore recognise online experiences as part of a young persons wider social environment when assessing mental health needs (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
It is important to recognise that social media does not have the same impact on every adolescent. Individual experiences are shaped by multiple determinants, including family relationships, attachment experiences, personality, existing mental health difficulties and social support networks. The biopsychosocial approach within health and social care recognises that behaviour develops through interactions between biological, psychological and social influences rather than one single cause.                                                      Page 2

Understanding these factors allows professionals to avoid viewing social media use simply as a behavioural problem. Instead, practitioners can explore the reason behind online behaviours and consider whether young people are using social media to seek connection, reassurance or support. This approach links closely with lifespan development theories, particularly Bowlbys attachment theory, which explores the importance of relationships and emotional security. 
Bowlbys attachment theory provides an important explanation of how early relationships influence emotional development, behaviour and future relationships. Bowlby (1969) argued that children have an innate need to form strong emotional bonds with their primary caregivers because these attachments provide safety, security and emotional support. According to attachment theory, the quality of early relationships influences and individuals' ability to regulate emotions, develop confidence and establish relationships throughout life.
Bowlby identified that secure attachment develops when caregivers consistently respond to a child’s physical and emotional needs. Children who experience secure attachment are more likely to develop trust, independence and positive self esteem. In contrast, insecure attachment may develop when caregivers are inconsistent, unavailable or unable to provide emotional support. These early experiences can influence how individuals seek reassurance and manage relationships later in life (Bowlby, 1969).
The theory can be applied to understanding why social media may affect adolescents differently. During adolescence, young people continue to seek acceptance, belonging and emotional support from relationships. Adolescents who have experienced insecure attachment may be more likely to seek reassurance through online interactions, such as receiving likes, comments or messages. Social media may temporarily provide feelings of acceptance and connection; however, depending on online experiences, it may also increase vulnerability to anxiety and low self esteem if approval is removed or negative feedback occurs (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). 
 However, Bowlbys theory has some limitations when applied to social media and adolescent mental health. The theory places strong emphasis on early childhood relationships and may not fully explain the influence of wider social factors, such as peer groups, culture and digital technology. Additionally, attachment patterns are not fixed, and later experiences can influence emotional development. Therefore, while attachment theory provides valuable insight into adolescent relationships and emotional needs, it should be considered alongside other theories such as Eriksons psychological development theory, which focuses more specifically on identity formation during adolescence.
Eriksons psychological development theory provides an important framework for understanding adolescent development and the influence of social experiences on mental health. Erickson (1968) proposed that human development occurs across eight stages, with each stage involving a psychological conflict that individuals must resolve to develop successfully. The stage most relevant to adolescence is identity versus role confusion, which occurs approximately between the age of 12 and 18 years. During this stage, young people explore their values, beliefs, relationships and future goals in order to develop a stable sense of identity.                                                                                                            Page 3
 Eriksons theory suggest that successful identity development involves exploring different roles and receiving social feedback, which can contribute to confidence and a stronger sense of self (Erikson, 1968). The constant exposure to carefully edited images and lifestyles can encourage unrealistic comparisons with others, which may negatively affect self-esteem and contribute to feelings of inadequacy (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens 2022). Research highlights that digital environments have become closely connected with adolescent social experiences, meaning online interactions can influence psychological well-being in similar ways to offline relationships (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). 
Biological development during adolescence may increase sensitivity to these social influences. The adolescent brain undergoes significant changes, particularly in areas associated with emotional regulation, decision-making and response to rewards. Young people may therefore be more influenced by peer acceptance and social approval compared with adults. The desire for online recognition, such as receiving likes or followers, may reflect the increased importance of peer relationships during this stage of development (Nesi, 2020). 
Social media has become a significant influence on adolescent development, affecting young peoples relationships, identity formation and mental health. Although social media can provide opportunities for communication, self expression and social support, research highlights that negative experiences such as cyber bullying, social comparison independence on online approval can contribute anxiety, depression and reduce self-esteem (Keels, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). 
 Both Bowlbys attachment theory and Eriksons psychological development theory provide valuable explanations for how social media may influence adolescent well-being. Bowlbys theory highlights the importance of early relationships and emotional security, suggesting that adolescents with secure attachments may be better able to develop healthy relationships and cope with negative online experiences. This remains relevant within health and social care because it encourages professionals to consider family relationships, emotional support and underlying needs when assessing adolescent behaviour (Bowlby, 1969). However, the theory is limited when applied to modern digital experiences because it focuses mainly on early attachment relationships and does not directly explain the role of social media, peer influence and online identity.
In comparison, Erikson psychosocial development theory is arguably more useful for understanding adolescent mental health in modern health and social care settings. The theory specifically identifies adolescence as a period of identity development, making it highly relevant to the way young people use social media to present themselves, seek acceptance and develop a sense of belonging. Social media can influence identity formation by shaping self image, confidence and perceptions of self acceptance, meaning Eriksons theory provides a stronger explanation of the challenges adolescence may experience in digital environments (Erikson, 1968). Although the theory was developed before social media existed, it’s focus on identity and social relationships allows it to be adapted to contemporary issues. 
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Overall while both theories contribute to understanding adolescent mental health, Eriksons psychosocial development theory is the more useful framework for modern health and social care practice because it directly addresses the developmental challenges young people face when navigate identity and peer relationships online. However, Bowlbys attachment theory
 should not be overlooked, as secure relationships remain an important protective factor for adolescent well-being. Therefore, combining both perspectives allows professionals to take a holistic approach by considering how early relationships, identity development and digital experiences interact to influence young people’s mental health.
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