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Social media has become an important part of everyday life for many teenagers. Adolescence is a significant stage of development, as young people experience various emotional, social and psychological changes. During this period, they develop their identity, build relationships and become more independent. Social media provides teenagers with opportunities to communicate with friends, express themselves and interact with others, making it an important part of their social development. However, social media can also have negative effects on mental health, including anxiety, depression, stress, low self-esteem and negative social experiences. Research suggests that the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health is complex, and its effects may depend on how teenagers use social media and the experiences they have online (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020; Odgers and Jensen, 2020). This essay will examine both the positive and negative effects of social media on adolescent mental health. Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory will be used to explore how social media may influence teenagers’ identity development, relationships and emotional well-being.
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Social media can affect teenagers in both positive and negative ways. Many teenagers use social media to communicate with their friends, share things about their lives and stay connected with other people. However, they can also experience pressure, negative comments, cyberbullying and comparison with others. When teenagers compare themselves to people online, they may feel that their own lives or appearance are not good enough, especially when other people only show the best parts of their lives. This can have a negative effect on their self-esteem and emotional well-being. Research has found an association between social media use and mental health problems such as depression, anxiety and psychological distress in teenagers (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). However, social media does not affect everyone in the same way. Its effects can depend on what teenagers see online, how they use social media and what is happening in their personal lives (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
It is also important to consider that the amount of time spent on social media may not be the only factor that affects mental health. The type of interaction and the experiences teenagers have online can also be important. For example, communicating with supportive friends may have a different effect from experiencing cyberbullying or feeling excluded. This suggests that social media should not be viewed as either completely positive or completely negative. Instead, its impact may depend on the individual teenager and the context in which social media is used.
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Erikson’s psychosocial theory can help explain how social media may influence adolescent mental health. According to Erikson (1968), adolescence is a stage in which young people develop their identity and try to understand who they are. Social media can provide teenagers with opportunities to express themselves, share their interests and receive feedback from others. This can be beneficial because it allows them to explore different aspects of their identity and communicate how they want others to see them. However, negative comments, social comparison and pressure to look or behave in a certain way can make this process more challenging. For example, a teenager who frequently compares themselves to others on social media may become less confident in their own identity. From 
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Erikson’s perspective, these experiences may make it more difficult for young people to develop a strong and positive sense of identity, which could also affect their mental well-being.
At the same time, social media can provide opportunities for positive identity development. Teenagers can join communities based on their interests, discover new activities and express opinions or ideas that may not be easy to share in other situations. Positive feedback can help some young people feel more confident and accepted. Therefore, from Erikson’s perspective, social media can be both a challenge and an opportunity during the process of identity development. The effect may depend on whether teenagers experience supportive interactions or mainly experience criticism and comparison.
Bowlby’s attachment theory can also help explain how social media may influence adolescent mental health. According to Bowlby (1969), close relationships are important for emotional security and overall well-being. Although his theory was developed before social media existed, it can still be applied to understand the importance of relationships in teenagers’ online lives. Social media can provide teenagers with opportunities to stay connected with friends and receive support when they are going through difficult situations. This may help them feel accepted and less isolated. However, negative online experiences, such as rejection, being excluded from a group or having conflicts with friends, can have the opposite effect. For teenagers who rely heavily on social relationships for emotional support, these experiences may lead to feelings of loneliness, stress or sadness. Therefore, Bowlby’s theory suggests that the quality of teenagers’ relationships, both online and offline, can influence how social media affects their mental health.
Both theories therefore provide different but connected explanations of how social media can affect adolescents. Erikson’s theory focuses mainly on identity development, while Bowlby’s theory highlights the importance of relationships and emotional security. For example, social media may influence a teenager’s identity through comparison and feedback from others, while it can also affect their relationships through friendship, support or rejection. This suggests that social media can influence different areas of adolescent development at the same time. Positive experiences may support identity development and strengthen social connections, whereas negative experiences may contribute to lower self-esteem and emotional difficulties.
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Although social media can provide social support, it can also create challenges for adolescent mental health. One important concern is social comparison. Teenagers are frequently exposed to images and posts that present idealised versions of other people’s lives. Comparing themselves with these representations may lead some young people to feel that they are not successful, attractive or socially accepted enough. This may negatively affect their self-esteem and contribute to emotional difficulties.
Cyberbullying is another potential risk. Unlike some face-to-face conflicts, negative interactions online can reach a teenager outside school or other social environments. Hurtful comments, exclusion and online conflict may therefore affect a young person’s emotional well-being. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) identified an association between social media use and depression, anxiety and psychological distress among adolescents. This suggests that negative online experiences should be taken seriously when considering the relationship between social media and mental health.
Nevertheless, it is important not to assume that social media directly causes mental health problems in every teenager. Odgers and Jensen (2020) argue that the relationship between digital technology and adolescent well-being is more complex than simple claims that social media is harmful. Teenagers have different experiences, personalities, relationships and circumstances, which can influence how they respond to social media. Therefore, social media may be one factor among many that can influence adolescent mental health rather than being the only cause of emotional difficulties.
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In conclusion, social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. It can support teenagers in maintaining friendships, receiving emotional support, expressing themselves and exploring their identity. However, negative experiences such as social comparison, cyberbullying, rejection and social pressure can contribute to stress, anxiety, low self-esteem and other emotional difficulties. Erikson’s psychosocial theory helps to explain how social media may influence identity development during adolescence, while Bowlby’s attachment theory highlights the importance of supportive relationships and emotional security.
Overall, the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health is complex and can vary between individuals. Social media should not be viewed as entirely harmful or beneficial, as its impact may depend on how it is used and the experiences teenagers have online. Positive online interactions can support young people’s social and emotional development, while negative experiences may have a harmful effect on their well-being. Therefore, understanding both the potential benefits and risks of social media is important when considering its role in the lives and mental health of adolescents.
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