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Adolescence is the transition period between childhood and adulthood, starting from around the onset of puberty, characterized by physical, thinking, and social development that is rapid and challenging authority, asserting independence and forming identity (Kiess et al., 2021). This stage has always been characterized by instability, but today, young people face it in a much digital world. The psychological impact of social media has become a significant issue for parents, clinicians, and policy-makers, as it has become integral to peer interaction, self-presentation, and emotional support (Naslund et al., 2020). But it cannot be confined to a straightforward harm. Anxiety, loneliness, comparison and low self-esteem can be exacerbated with excessive, passive or validation seeking use of platforms, while belonging, peer support and identity exploration are possible when platforms are used in supportive offline relationships. This essay critically looks at these mixed effects in the light of Erikson's psychosocial theory and Bowlby's attachment theory, suggesting that the outcome is a product of vulnerability, context, purpose and pattern of use rather than of exposure alone.
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The most consistently reported negative outcomes of heavy social media use are anxiety, depressive symptoms and loneliness. Platforms can build community and belonging, but when they take the place of in-person connections and are consumed in a passive way, they have been linked to less wellbeing (Jiang, 2023). The reason for this is that adolescents are sensitive to peers' evaluations and viewing carefully selected images and idealised lifestyles can intensify their comparison with peers upward and reduce self-esteem. The irony of platforms that are supposed to connect is that they can actually create emotional isolation; even being connected online can result in less depth, reciprocity and emotional security than being connected in real life. For adolescents, this is particularly important because it is a developmental need, rather than a social choice, to develop close peer intimacy.
Self-esteem, body image and identity are also at risk. In a study of adolescents between the ages of 14 and 21, (Sora Pazer, 2024) discovered that there was a strong association between social comparison behaviour and the significance of online identity, with those who use social media more frequently reporting that the reactions of others on their online posts had more of an impact on their self-esteem. Importantly, the same study shows a dual effect with social media: an exploration of identity and an encouragement of validation-seeking behaviour, meaning that one medium can have developmentally positive and developmentally harmful impacts. These risks are exacerbated when teenagers use platforms near bedtime, via notifications, through engagement-maximising feeds or late night messaging, as they are more likely to have delayed sleep onset and poorer sleep quality, which in turn is associated with increased anxiety the next day.
Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can pursue an adolescent past the school gates into the home, and be amplified, screenshotted and shared beyond their intended audience. Cyberbullying is one of the clearer harms that can be attributed to social media use. However, the same type of network that can facilitate cyberbullying can also be used to offer social support that is not accessible in the real world. Naslund et al. (2020) demonstrate that individuals living with mental illness, including many young people, use social media to share personal experiences, seek information and give and receive peer support, describing this as a genuine opportunity to address shortfalls in conventional mental health services. Similarly, Li (2025) reports that social media fosters parent-child interaction, boosts peer support, and yet negatively impacts face-to-face interactions and relational conflict, depending on the extent of dependency on such online interactions. This dual finding: a benefit and a risk that appear to come from the same behaviour that is typical of literature, and which warns against considering social media as a bad thing in itself.
Erikson's Psychosocial theory helps to explain the power that social media has during adolescence. Adom et al. (2024) note that Erikson reframed development around social rather than biological needs, proposing eight life stages, each organised around a crisis that must be negotiated for healthy development. The central crisis for adolescents is identity versus role confusion, the attempt to blend together roles, such as student, friend, family member and romantic partner, into a coherent sense of self. Social media is directly related to this developmental task because it provides a platform for self-presentation, experimentation and peer feedback. It can help develop identity when it is experimental and low-stakes, and it can create confusion and insecurity and a need to be validated by others when it is dependent on outside validation. For Sora Pazer (2024) social comparison is associated with higher use of online reactions for self-worth, which aligns with an Eriksonian interpretation that adolescent identity is being negotiated increasingly in a public arena while constantly being evaluated by others. The theory is therefore useful because it provides a rationale for why the likes, comments and number of followers might be a meaningful developmental experience rather than just a superficial one. It assists health and social care practitioners in the understanding of adolescent online behaviours within a wider context, rather than attributing them to “attention-seeking” or “poor self-control”, resulting in a more empathetic understanding and timely intervention. Erikson's theory also has its drawbacks. The stages represent a form of selfhood that is more individualistic and Western, rather than relationally-created and more collectivist or family-oriented. It also briefly addresses neurobiological processes, such as increased reward sensitivity, and structural factors, such as poverty, family disruption, neurodiversity and platform design, which may also impact adolescent mental health beyond identity formation.
Another related but different perspective is Bowlby's attachment theory, which examines the security of relational bonds with and from caregivers, rather than identity. According to (Robledo et al., 2022), attachment theory was developed from Bowlby's amalgamation of psychoanalysis, developmental psychology and ethology, and its base is the emotional connection that influences a person's relationship expectations throughout their life. Applied to social media, this also helps to shed light on why adolescents with insecure attachment histories might be more susceptible to problematic use of social media: when a youth has not been confident in the reliability of a relationship outside of the platform, the sporadic, intermittent reinforcement of likes and comments can act as another source for feeling connected and secure, albeit one that is available “on demand” that a human relationship cannot match. Li (2025) provides empirical support for this, demonstrating how social media can be both positive and negative to family attachment, as it can increase the frequency of contact and can also be a way of avoiding emotional interactions. Both of these theories are complementary, rather than competitive: Erikson accounts for the public, evaluative, aspect of why adolescents use platforms, while Bowlby explains the relational, private, aspect of looking for reliable reassurance; together they account for both. There are also limits to the underlying evidence base to note: (Sora Pazer, 2024) and Li's (2025) studies are cross-sectional and use self-report scales, and so do not necessarily imply causation, nor do they necessarily discount the potential influence of pre-existing insecurity or anxiety on heavier platform use.
This evidence should not be used to simply rule out social media, as context is crucial in determining outcomes (biological and social-environmental). Social reward and threat is biologically different for adolescents, and so platform characteristics such as ‘likes', notifications or public feedback could impact a 14 year old differently than an 18 year old. Socially, family support, peer relationships, gender and type of use all contribute to the harmful or helpful nature of social media. Active communication with trusted peers is not equivalent to passive scrolling through curated content from strangers. This is supported by findings from (Sora Pazer, 2024) that psychological strain was more likely to be found with already vulnerable adolescents, suggesting that platforms can have an impact that is not the same for all users. This is not an argument for platforms that take advantage of the reward sensitivity of adolescents to hook them into the platform, but it does call into question blanket statements about the harmful nature of social media. Different genders also might be at a different risk of comparison related to appearance, or at a different risk of comparison related to status or competition, with either or both.
These theoretical framings suggest rather than a blanket restriction, practical responses. Digital literacy initiatives in school can help adolescents to critically analyse curated content and understand characteristics of content designed to maximize engagement, thereby directly addressing the risks of identity formation identified by Erikson's theory. Parental guidance practices, which rely on the Bowlby principle of relational security, and which involve open discussion of online experiences and an absence of covert surveillance, may be able to help prevent platforms from providing an alternative form of reassurance. Because the mechanisms outlined above are not the same, changing platform features such as hiding “likes” seen by other users and removing the option for late-night notifications and adding reflective prompts before resharing content addresses these mechanisms separately, instead of assuming that adolescent social media use is a homogenous issue.
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[bookmark: _GoBack]To conclude, it is important to note that the effects of social media on adolescent mental health cannot be assessed on a harm-versus-benefit basis. The evidence indicates clear risks such as anxiety, depression and loneliness, sleep and cyberbullying, as well as benefits such as peer support, communication and identity exploration. Erikson's psychosocial theory is helpful because it accounts for the heightened need for feedback, comparison and online validation that occurs during the identity versus role confusion. Bowlby's attachment theory also provides additional depth as to why adolescents who have insecure relational foundations might turn to greater reliance on the reassurance that comes from likes, comments and constant digital connections. In this sense, one has to not view social media as a threat to all adolescent wellbeing. Instead, it reinforces existing developmental, emotional and relational conditions. 
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