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Adolescence is a time of major change. Young people begin to understand who they are, how they fit into the world, and how they relate to others. During this stage, social media often becomes a central part of their everyday life. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and Facebook give teenagers ways to communicate,
share experiences and explore different interests. While social media can offer connection and entertainment, it can also affect mental health in both positive and negative ways. This essay will discuss how social media impacts adolescent mental health by using Bowlby’s attachment theory and Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development. These theories help explain why some teenagers may struggle emotionally when using social media, while others may cope more easily.

Social media can influence how adolescents feel about themselves (Charmaraman, L., Hodes, R., & Richer, A. M. 2021). Teenagers often compare their appearance, achievements, and lifestyle to what they see online. Many posts show idealised images that are edited or carefully chosen. When young people compare themselves to these unrealistic standards, they may feel insecure or dissatisfied with their own lives. This can lead to low self-esteem, anxiety, or sadness. Research has shown that heavy social media use is linked to increased feelings of loneliness and depression in young people. Teenagers may also feel pressure to stay constantly connected, which can make them stressed or overwhelmed. Notifications, messages, and the fear of missing out can create a sense of urgency that affects their ability to relax.

Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development also helps explain the impact of social media. Erikson said that adolescence is the stage of identity vs. role confusion, where young people try to understand who they are. Social media can make this process more complicated. Teenagers may feel unsure about their identity when they see many different lifestyles, opinions, and expectations online. They might change their behaviour or appearance to fit in with certain groups or trends. This can lead to confusion, stress, or pressure to meet unrealistic standards. On the other hand, social media can also support identity development. It allows adolescents to explore interests, join communities, and express themselves. When used positively, it can help them build confidence and feel part of a supportive group.
Another major issue linked to social media is cyberbullying (Milosevic, T. 2018) Negative comments, rumours, or online harassment can seriously harm a young person’s mental health. Teenagers who experience cyberbullying may feel scared, ashamed, or isolated. Because social media is always accessible, bullying can follow them into their home, making it difficult to escape. Bowlby’s theory suggests that adolescents with insecure attachment may find it harder to cope with bullying because they already struggle with trust and emotional regulation. Erikson’s theory also shows that bullying can interrupt identity development, making adolescents feel unsure about themselves or fearful of social situations. Cyberbullying can damage self‑esteem and increase the risk of depression or anxiety.

Social media can also affect sleep, which is closely linked to mental health. Many teenagers use their phones late at night, either to talk to friends or scroll through content. The light from screens can make it harder to fall asleep, and constant notifications can interrupt rest. Poor sleep can increase stress, reduce concentration, and make emotional problems worse (Behera, N., Khuntia, S., Pandey, K., & Shankar, S. 2025). Adolescents who already struggle with anxiety or low mood may find that lack of sleep intensifies these feelings. Bowlby’s theory helps explain why some teenagers may turn to social media at night for comfort or distraction, especially if they feel lonely or insecure. Erikson’s theory shows that teenagers who are unsure about their identity may spend more time online seeking reassurance, which can also affect sleep.

Despite these challenges, social media can have positive effects (Oden, A., & Porter, L. 2023). It allows teenagers to stay connected with friends, especially when they feel lonely or isolated. Some young people find supportive communities online where they can talk about their feelings or share experiences. Social media can also help adolescents learn new skills, explore hobbies, and access mental health information. For example, some platforms offer educational content, creative inspiration, or peer support groups. When used responsibly, social media can be a helpful tool for communication and self-expression.

Bowlby’s attachment theory helps explain why social media can be beneficial for some adolescents (West, M., Rice, S., & Vella-Brodrick, D. 2024). Teenagers with secure attachment may use social media to strengthen relationships and explore interests without relying on it for emotional validation. They may feel comfortable setting boundaries, such as limiting screen time or avoiding negative content. Erikson’s theory also shows that social media can support identity development when adolescents use it to explore interests, express themselves, and connect with positive communities. For example, teenagers who enjoy art, music, or sports may find groups that encourage their passions. This can help them build confidence and feel more secure in their identity.

Adolescent mental health is shaped by both nature and nurture, and these influences can help explain why social media affects young people differently (Bhupati, M., Alexander, N., Perry, Y., & Farrugia, J. 2026).  Nature refers to the biological factors a young person is born with, such as temperament. Some teenagers naturally have a more sensitive or anxious temperament, which can make them more affected by online pressure, comparison, or negative comments. Nurture refers to the environment they grow up in, including family relationships, school experiences, and social support. Teenagers who experience strong support at home or have secure relationships often cope better with social media because they have people to talk to and feel more confident in themselves. Those who grow up with stress, conflict, or limited support may rely more heavily on social media for approval or connection, which can increase anxiety, loneliness, or low self‑esteem. When nature and nurture interact, they shape how each adolescent responds to social media — meaning the same online experience can feel harmless to one young person but overwhelming to another.

It is important to recognise that social media affects adolescents differently. Factors such as personality, family environment, peer relationships, and attachment style all play a role. Some teenagers may be more vulnerable to negative effects (Hofmann, V., & Müller, C. M. 2021), while others may benefit from the opportunities social media provides. Parents, teachers, and professionals can help by encouraging healthy online habits. This might include setting limits on screen time, discussing online safety, and promoting positive content. Adolescents should be encouraged to balance online activities with offline experiences, such as spending time with friends, exercising, or pursuing hobbies.

In conclusion, social media has a strong impact on adolescent mental health. It can create pressure, increase anxiety, and affect self‑esteem, especially when teenagers compare themselves to others or experience cyberbullying. Bowlby’s attachment theory shows how early relationships influence the way adolescents respond to social media, while Erikson’s theory explains how social media can shape identity development. Although social media can cause difficulties, it can also offer connection and support when used in a balanced way. Understanding these theories helps explain why social media affects young people differently and highlights the importance of guiding adolescents toward healthy online habits. By supporting teenagers in developing secure relationships and a strong sense of identity, we can help them use social media in a way that protects their mental health and encourages growth.
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