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Social media has become  a normal part of everyday life for many young people. Adolescence is already a period where young people experience many physical, emotional and social changes, while also trying to understand who they are and where they fit in. During this stage, friendships and the opinions of other people can become very important. Social media platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat and YouTube give adolescents a space to communicate, share their interests and stay connected with others. However, there are growing concerns about the effect that social media may have on their mental health. The World Health Organization (WHO, 2024) reported that problematic social media use among adolescents increased from 7% in 2018 to 11% in 2022. Although there are clear concerns, social media is not always harmful and can also young people with friendship, support and a sense of belonging. This essay will discuss both positive and negative effects of social media on adolescent mental health, including anxiety and depression, body image, self-esteem, cyberbullying, sleep and relationships. Erikson’s psychosocial development theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory will also be used to explain why social media may have such an important influence during adolescence.
One concern is the connection between social media and problems such as anxiety and depression. Young people can spend a lot of time looking at pictures and videos of other people’s lives. This can easily lead to comparison, especially when someone appears to be more attractive, popular, successful or happier. The problem is that what people post online does not always show the full reality of their lives. Pictures can be edited and people usually choose to share their best moments. An adolescent may therefore compare their normal everyday life with an unrealistic version of somebody else’s life. Ahmed et al. (2024) found links between social media use, depression and anxiety in their systematic review and meta-analysis. However, this does not mean that social media directly causes mental health problems. Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022) found that evidence across previous reviews was often weak or inconsistent. This is important because  and adolescent's mental health can also be affected by their home life, friendships, bullying, previous mental health difficulties and many other personal circumstances.
Erikson's theory of psychosocial development can help explain why social media may have a strong influence at this age. Erikson (1968) described adolescence as the stage of identity versus role confusion. During this period, young people are trying to understand who they are, what they believe in and the kind of person they want to become. Social media can help with this because adolescents can explore different interests, express themselves and connect with people who have similar experiences. However, problems may happen when their confidence begins to depend too much on what other people think about them online. For example, likes, comments, views and followers can make young people feel as though their popularity and worth can be measured by numbers. If a post receives little attention, or somebody receives a negative comment, they may begin to question themselves. Therefore, from Erikson's point of view, social media can help adolescents explore their identity, but it can also create pressure and insecurity during a stage when their identity is still developing.
Body image is another area where social media can have an impact. Adolescents are constantly exposed to pictures of celebrities, influencers and even their own friends. Many of these pictures may use filters, editing and, makeup or carefully chosen angles. As a result, young people can end up comparing themselves with standards that may not even be realistic. This may be particularly difficult during adolescence because puberty already causes changes to the body and appearance. Revranche, Biscond and Husky (2022) reviewed 30 studies involving more than 31,000 adolescents and found evidence of a relationship between social media use and body-image concerns. Appearance-based comparisons were particularly important. If a young person repeatedly feels that they do not look as good as the people they see online, this may affect their confidence and self-esteem. On the other hand, social media can also expose young people to body-positive content and people with different body types. This shows that the effect can depend on the type of content a young person is viewing rather than simply whether they use social media.
Another serious concern is cyberbullying. Before social media became so widely used, bullying was more likely to take place in settings such as school. Online bullying can follow a young person into their home because they may continue receiving messages, comments or notifications through their phone. Cyberbullying can include insulting messages, rumours, threats, embarrassing pictures or deliberately excluding someone from an online group. It can also be shared with many people very quickly. This can make the experience extremely upsetting because the adolescent may feel that there is nowhere to escape from it. The Office of the Surgeon General (2023) identifies cyberbullying and online harassment as important risks associated with social media use among young people. This highlights why parents, teachers and health and social care professionals need to take online bullying seriously and make sure young people know where they can go for support.
Bowlby’s attachment theory can also be applied when looking at social media and relationships. Bowlby (1969) believed that the early relationship between a child and their caregiver plays an important role in emotional security and later relationships. Although the original theory focused mainly on children and caregivers, the importance of secure and supportive relationships continues as young people grow older. During adolescence, friendships become increasingly important and social media has become another way of maintaining these relationships. Positive messages and supportive friendships online may help a young person feel cared for  and included. However, rejection or being excluded from a group chat may have the opposite effect. For an adolescent who already feels insecure in relationships, these experiences may be particularly upsetting. Bowlby’s theory therefore helps explain why relationships and feelings of security can influence how a young person reacts to experiences on social media. However, attachment cannot explain everything because each adolescent has different experiences and circumstances.
Social media may also affect mental health through its impact on sleep. It is common for young people to use their phones in bed, whether they are watching videos, messaging friends or checking notifications. Some may feel that they need to reply immediately or worry that they are missing something if they put their phone away. Dibben et al. (2023) reviewed research into adolescent’s electronic device use, sleep and mental health. They found that problematic use, pressure to remain connected and cyber-victimisation were associated with poorer sleep quality and duration, although the relationship was not clear for every type of device use. Their review also found some evidence that sleep may act as a link between device use and mental health. This is important because not getting enough good quality sleep can be affect mood, concentration and the ability to manage emotions. Therefore, social media may sometimes affect mental health indirectly by interfering with healthy sleeping habits.
However, it is equally important to recognise the benefits of social media. It allows young people to communicate with friends and relatives and can help them find people who have similar interests or experiences. This may be especially helpful for an adolescent who feels lonely or finds it difficult to communicate face-to-face. The WHO (2024) has recognised that responsible social media use can provide benefits such as peer connection and social support. Young people can also use social media to learn new things, be creative and find information about support services. Looking back at Erikson's theory, this could help an adolescent explore their interests and identity. From an attachment perspective, positive and supportive online relationships may also strengthen feelings of belonging. Therefore, it would be too simple to say that social media is either completely good or completely bad.
Research also suggests that it is important to consider how social media is being used rather than looking only at the amount of time spent online. Ahmed et al. (2024) included 182 studies with over one million participants in their systematic review, yet the overall evidence still showed that the relationship between social media and mental health is complicated. Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022) also found that the effects can differ between adolescents. For example, spending time talking positively with friends is very different from spending the same amount of time comparing your appearance with influencers or experiencing cyberbullying. Parents and professionals should therefore look at what a young person is experiencing online rather than assuming that screen time alone explains their mental health.
Parents, schools, health professionals and social media companies can all help reduce the possible risks. Young people should be taught about online safety, cyberbullying, privacy, unrealistic images and healthy use of social media. Parents and carers can also have open conversations with adolescents so they feel comfortable talking about something upsetting that has happened online. Healthy boundaries around phone use at bedtime may also help protect sleep. The WHO (2024) recommends improving digital literacy, mental health support and communication, as well as encouraging greater responsibility from social media platforms. Supporting young people to use social media safely may therefore be more realistic than simply trying to prevent them from using it.
In conclusion, social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. Problematic use may be connected with anxiety, depression, poor body image, low self-esteem, cyberbullying and sleep problems. At the same time, social media can provide friendship, support, information and opportunities for young people to express themselves. Erikson's theory helps explain why social media can be particularly influential while adolescents are developing their identity, while Bowlby's attachment theory shows the importance of secure and supportive relationships. Most importantly, social media does not affect every young person in the same way. Its impact depends on the individual, the content they see, their relationships and how they use social media. For this reason, teaching adolescents how to use social media in a healthy, balanced and safe way may be more helpful than treating all social media use as harmful.
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