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Discuss the impact of social media on mental Health in adolescence.

Social media is a common part of daily life for many young people. It includes platforms like Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, Facebook, and X, where users can communicate, share images and videos, and interact with other people's content. The World Health Organization (WHO, 2025) defines adolescence as the age range from 10 to 19 years. This stage is important because young people go through rapid changes in their physical, emotional, cognitive, and social development. Social media can affect people's development in both positive and negative ways. Studies show that heavy or problematic social media use is linked to anxiety, depression, sleep issues, loneliness, cyberbullying, low self-esteem, and body image concerns (Kelly et al., 2019; Odgers and Jensen, 2020). However, social media can also help people make friends, find support, access information, and explore their identities. Therefore, it is too simple to say that social media is always harmful. This essay discusses how social media affects young people's mental health. It uses Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Bowlby’s Attachment Theory to explain these effects. These theories help us understand how online experiences can shape identity, self-esteem, emotional wellbeing, and relationships during adolescence. Research shows a connection between social media use and certain mental health problems, but how strong this connection is can vary for different teenagers. Kelly et al. (2019) used data from the UK Millennium Cohort Study and found that teenagers who use social media heavily often report more symptoms of depression, especially girls. Possible reasons for this include online bullying, lack of sleep, low self-esteem, and worries about body image. 
Earlier research by Best, Manktelow, and Taylor (2014) found both risks and benefits to social media use. Their review showed that online communication can help young people feel connected and boost self-esteem, but it can also lead to cyberbullying and unhealthy comparisons with others. Odgers and Jensen (2020) point out that many studies are observational and cannot prove that social media directly causes mental health issues. Young people who feel lonely, anxious, or depressed may spend more time online. This matters because it suggests the relationship can go both ways. The effect of social media also depends on what adolescents do online, who they interact with, and whether these experiences are supportive or harmful. Therefore, social media should be seen as one influence among many, rather than a single cause of mental health problems in young people.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory explains why social media is important for teenagers. Erikson (1968) described adolescence as the stage where young people work on their identity versus role confusion. During this time, they explore their values, beliefs, interests, and social roles while trying to understand who they are. Social media can help because it lets teens connect with others who share similar interests, join communities, and express their identities. For a young person who feels different or alone in their local environment, an online community can provide belonging and support. 

However, developing a sense of identity can be harder if teens base their self-worth on likes, comments, or follower counts. Vogel et al. (2014) found that comparing oneself to others on social media can lower self-esteem. Teens might compare their everyday lives to the carefully chosen images of others who seem attractive, successful, or happy. This comparison is often unfair because online profiles usually do not show the full reality of a person's life. From Erikson’s viewpoint, constant comparison may heighten uncertainty and role confusion if teens feel pressured to create an ideal online identity instead of building a realistic and secure sense of self.
Body image is an important issue that Erikson’s theory helps explain in relation to the effects of social media. Platforms that focus on appearance expose young people to edited photos, filters, fitness content, and narrow beauty standards. Fardouly and Vartanian (2016) found that social media can increase the chances of comparing appearances, which may lead to body dissatisfaction. Holland and Tiggemann (2016) also reviewed studies and found that using social networking sites was linked to concerns about body image and eating disorders, although many studies were cross-sectional. This means the research shows a relationship but cannot always confirm cause and effect. During adolescence, young people undergo physical changes that can make them more aware of their appearance. These biological changes also affect their emotions, desire for rewards, and sensitivity to peer approval (WHO, 2025). Feedback online can become especially important during this time. Positive comments may boost confidence, while criticism or lack of attention can hurt self-esteem. According to Erikson’s theory, these experiences are significant because adolescents are shaping their identities. Social media can support healthy self-expression, but it can also lead a young person to judge their worth mainly by appearance and online approval.
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory explains why teenagers react differently to social media. Bowlby (1969) suggested that early relationships with caregivers shape our expectations about safety, trust, and support. Ainsworth et al. (1978) later built on this by describing different attachment styles. Secure attachment usually leads to more confidence in relationships and a greater ability to seek help when needed. Insecure attachment can lead to anxiety about rejection, a stronger need for reassurance, or difficulty trusting others. 

Early experiences do not completely determine a person's future. Other factors, such as relationships, culture, friendships, and life experiences, also play a role in development. This limitation is crucial because attachment theory alone cannot explain all teenage behaviour. However, it can help clarify why some young people are more sensitive to online approval or rejection. A review by D’Arienzo, Boursier, and Griffiths (2019) found a link between insecure attachment and problematic or excessive use of the internet and social media. While this does not prove that insecure attachment causes these issues, it suggests that attachment style may affect how social media is used.
Applying Bowlby’s theory to social media helps us understand how online behaviour can relate to relationships and the need for reassurance. An adolescent who feels secure in their close relationships may enjoy using social media while keeping their offline friendships. They are also likely to handle situations, like when messages are not answered right away, better. On the other hand, a young person who worries about being rejected might check their messages frequently, feel anxious when someone doesn’t reply, or rely heavily on likes and comments for reassurance. Online communication can benefit adolescents who find face-to-face interactions challenging. It gives them time and space to share their feelings and seek support. The important takeaway is that the same social media platform can impact two young people in different ways. D’Arienzo, Boursier, and Griffiths (2019) suggest that having an insecure attachment can lead to unhealthy patterns of social media use. However, their review also indicates that research varies and does not link online behaviour to just one psychological cause. Bowlby’s theory is best used as a tool to understand vulnerability and coping, rather than as proof that a certain attachment style will cause mental health issues.
Cyberbullying is a clear example of how social media can harm the wellbeing of teens. Unlike traditional bullying, online harassment can happen at any time and can quickly reach many people. Kowalski et al. (2014) found that being involved in cyberbullying is linked to worse mental health outcomes. Negative comments, exclusion, rumours, and embarrassing images can lead to increased distress, anxiety, and sadness. Two theories help explain these experiences. Erikson’s theory suggests that public criticism can hurt self-esteem during a time when a person’s identity is still forming. Attachment theory points out that teens who are sensitive to rejection may find online exclusion especially upsetting. On a positive note, social media can also offer help after difficult times. Young people can reach out to trusted friends, join supportive communities, or find mental health information online (Best, Manktelow, and Taylor, 2014). This highlights the importance of the quality of online interactions rather than just the amount of time spent online. While safety tools, reporting systems, and education can lower some risks, they cannot eliminate harmful behaviour. Therefore, parents, schools, and health professionals need to promote digital literacy, respectful communication, and healthy boundaries.

In conclusion, social media can affect mental health in both good and bad ways during adolescence. Research shows that using social media excessively can lead to problems like depression, anxiety, poor sleep, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, and cyberbullying. However, social media does not cause these issues on its own. It can also help young people build friendships, feel a sense of belonging, share information, and explore their identity. Erikson’s theory explains that feedback, comparison, and how teens present themselves online are important as they develop their identity. Bowlby’s theory helps us understand how attachment styles can influence how strongly adolescents seek reassurance or react to online rejection. Overall, social media isn't automatically harmful or helpful. Its effects depend on the individual, the content they consume, the quality of their relationships, and how they use the platforms. A balanced approach encourages teens to develop healthy online habits while also supporting their offline relationships, sleep, education, and opportunities for face-to-face social interaction.
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