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Discuss the Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence
Social media has become an important part of daily life, especially for adolescents. Many young people spend several hours every day using platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and Facebook to communicate with friends, share their experiences and find information. Social media offers many benefits, including better communication, learning opportunities and emotional support. However, research also shows that using social media too much or in unhealthy ways can negatively affect mental health. Some common problems include anxiety, depression, loneliness, low self-esteem, poor sleep and concerns about body image (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).
Adolescence is an important stage of development because young people experience many physical, emotional and psychological changes. During this time, they begin to develop their identity, become more independent and build stronger relationships with other people. Because of these changes, adolescents may be more affected by social media than adults (Steinberg, 2022).
This essay discusses the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by using Freud's Psychosexual Theory and Bowlby's Attachment Theory. These theories help explain how early childhood experiences and relationships influence adolescents' emotions, behaviour and social interactions. The essay also explains why social media affects some adolescents more than others and evaluates both theories by using research evidence.
Social media has many positive effects on adolescents. It helps young people stay connected with friends and family, especially when they cannot meet face to face. It also allows them to learn new things, express themselves and receive support from online communities. During the COVID-19 pandemic, social media helped many adolescents stay connected and reduced feelings of loneliness (Orben et al., 2020).
At the same time, social media can also have negative effects. Many adolescents compare themselves with influencers, celebrities or even their friends. They may worry about the number of likes, comments or followers they receive and feel pressure to look perfect online. This can reduce self-confidence and increase stress and anxiety (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Problems such as cyberbullying, online harassment and unrealistic beauty standards may also increase the risk of depression and low self-esteem.
Freud's Psychosexual Theory explains that personality develops through different stages during childhood and that early experiences continue to influence behaviour later in life (Freud, 1905). Although Freud mainly focused on childhood, his theory suggests that unresolved emotional conflicts may continue to affect people during adolescence. According to Freud, unconscious thoughts and early family experiences play an important role in personality development. This may help explain why some adolescents react differently to social media. For example, young people who experienced emotional difficulties during childhood may depend more on likes, comments and followers to feel accepted or valued by others.
Freud also believed that the ego helps people balance their personal desires with reality. Social media often encourages adolescents to compare themselves with celebrities, influencers and friends. Many of the pictures and videos shared online are edited or carefully selected to show only the best moments. Looking at this type of content every day may make adolescents feel unhappy with themselves and lower their self-esteem (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Some may feel they are not attractive or popular enough. 
Body image is another area where social media can affect mental health. Many social media platforms regularly show ideal body shapes and lifestyles. Adolescents are still developing emotionally, so they may find it difficult to recognise that much of this content does not show real life. As a result, they may become unhappy with their own appearance. Research has found that spending more time viewing appearance-focused content is linked with body dissatisfaction, eating problems and symptoms of depression among adolescents (Holland and Tiggemann, 2016).
Freud's theory is useful because it helps explain how early childhood experiences may continue to affect emotions and behaviour during adolescence. Young people who experienced emotional difficulties in childhood may find it harder to deal with the pressure of social media. However, the theory also has some limitations. It mainly focuses on childhood experiences and does not fully explain the influence of modern technology, friendships and social media. Many researchers also argue that some parts of Freud's theory are difficult to test using scientific research (Gross, 2020). Therefore, Freud's theory is useful for understanding emotional development, but it should be used together with other psychological theories to explain the impact of social media on adolescent mental health.
Bowlby's Attachment Theory is another useful theory for understanding how social media can affect adolescent mental health. Bowlby (1969) explained that the relationship between a child and their main caregiver has a strong influence on emotional and social development. Children who develop a secure attachment usually feel safe, loved and confident when building relationships with other people. In contrast, children with insecure attachment may be more likely to experience anxiety, low self-esteem and relationship problems as they grow older.
During adolescence, friendships become more important, and many young people use social media every day to stay connected with others. Adolescents with secure attachment are more likely to use social media in a healthy way. They often use it to communicate with friends, share experiences and receive support without depending too much on other people's opinions. They are also more likely to deal with negative comments or criticism because they already have a strong sense of emotional security (Bowlby, 1969).
However, adolescents with insecure attachment may use social media differently. They may look for constant approval from other people by checking likes, comments and followers many times a day. They may also become upset if someone ignores their messages or does not respond quickly. Depending too much on online approval can increase feelings of stress, anxiety and loneliness (Allen et al., 2014). In these situations, social media may make emotional problems worse instead of helping young people feel better.
Cyberbullying is another serious problem linked with social media. Although social media helps people communicate easily, it also allows bullying and hurtful comments to spread quickly. Adolescents who experience cyberbullying are more likely to suffer from anxiety, depression and low self-esteem (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Bowlby's theory suggests that young people with insecure attachment may find these experiences more difficult because they may not feel comfortable asking for help from parents or trusted adults.
At the same time, social media can also have positive effects. Young people who have supportive families and good friendships often use social media to strengthen their relationships. They can encourage each other, share positive experiences and join online communities where they feel accepted. For adolescents who feel lonely or have health problems, online support groups can provide emotional support and helpful advice (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014). This shows that social media is not always harmful. Its effects depend on how it is used and the support adolescents receive from the people around them.
Although Bowlby's theory helps explain many of these behaviours, it also has some limitations. The theory mainly focuses on the relationship between children and their caregivers. It gives less attention to other important influences such as friends, school, culture and technology. Today, adolescents are affected by many different factors, and social media is only one part of their lives. For this reason, Bowlby's theory cannot explain every aspect of adolescent mental health on its own.
Both Freud's Psychosexual Theory and Bowlby's Attachment Theory suggest that early childhood experiences continue to influence development during adolescence. However, they explain behaviour in different ways. Freud focused on unconscious emotions and personality development, while Bowlby placed greater importance on attachment and relationships. In my opinion, Bowlby's theory is more useful for this topic because social media mainly affects communication, relationships and emotional support. However, Freud's theory still helps explain why some adolescents react emotionally to social media more than others. Using both theories together gives a better understanding of adolescent mental health than using only one theory.
It is also important to remember that social media does not affect every adolescent in the same way. The impact depends on many factors, including how much time they spend online, the type of content they view, the support they receive from family and friends and their own mental health. Some adolescents use social media for learning, creativity and keeping in touch with others. Others may experience social comparison, addiction or emotional stress. Research suggests that using social media in a balanced and responsible way is more important than simply reducing screen time (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
Parents, teachers and healthcare professionals also have an important role in supporting adolescents. They should encourage young people to talk openly about their online experiences, teach them how to stay safe on the internet and promote healthy social media habits. Adolescents should also be encouraged to spend time with family and friends, take regular breaks from social media and participate in sports or other activities. These steps can reduce the negative effects of social media.
In conclusion, social media has both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. It helps young people communicate, learn new things and receive support from others. At the same time, it can increase anxiety, depression, low self-esteem and loneliness when it is used in unhealthy ways. Freud's Psychosexual Theory helps explain how early emotional experiences may influence adolescent behaviour, while Bowlby's Attachment Theory explains how attachment relationships affect the way young people use social media and respond to online experiences. Although both theories have some limitations, they provide a useful understanding of why social media affects adolescents differently. Overall, adolescents benefit most when they use social media responsibly and receive good support, with current research suggests that social media itself is not the main cause of poor mental health. Instead, the way adolescents use social media, together with their family relationships, personality and emotional support, plays a more important role in determining its effects.
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