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Adolescence is a period of rapid change in how young people see themselves, relate to others, and manage their emotions, and it is precisely at this point in life that most young people become active social media users (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025). This essay examines how social media shapes adolescent mental health, drawing on two well-established lifespan theories: Erikson's (1968) theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby's (1969) attachment theory. Its central argument is that social media's effects are not uniform. Instead, they depend on how particular platforms interact with the developmental tasks adolescents are working through at this stage, namely forming a coherent identity and maintaining secure attachments. Framing the debate this way moves the question past whether social media is simply "good" or "bad" and towards which adolescents are affected, and why. The essay then turns a critical eye on both theories, considers the biological factors they largely leave out, and closes by outlining what this means for practice in health and social care.
The research picture is more mixed than headlines often suggest. Umbrella reviews find that the links between social media use and depression, anxiety and life satisfaction tend to be small and inconsistent overall, even though individual studies sometimes report much larger effects (Valkenburg et al., 2022). A meta-analysis of dose-response studies found that each additional hour of daily use was associated with a small but statistically significant rise in depression risk, and that this effect was stronger for girls than boys (Liu et al., 2022) - a pattern echoed in earlier meta-analyses combining longitudinal and cross-sectional research (Ivie et al., 2020; Cunningham et al., 2021). Yet averages like these can be misleading. Experience-sampling research captured a very different story: across 2,155 real-time measurements, 44% of adolescents reported no change in mood after passive use, 46% felt better, and only 10% felt worse (Beyens et al., 2020). In other words, the "average" negative effect widely reported in headlines masks enormous variation between individuals - most come away unaffected or better off, while a smaller minority are genuinely struggling.
Several mechanisms help explain where harm does occur. Appearance-based social comparison is linked to body dissatisfaction and lower self-esteem, particularly among girls exposed to idealised images (Mahon and Hevey, 2021; Jiotsa et al., 2021). Periods of intensified use, such as during the COVID-19 pandemic, have also been associated with disrupted sleep and heightened anxiety, even as some adolescents drew genuine social support from being online (Marciano et al., 2022). A UK longitudinal study similarly found that wellbeing tended to decline as use increased, though the authors were careful to note that this association does not establish causation (Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn, 2023). Taken as a whole, this evidence points less to a single universal effect and more to overlapping risk and protective mechanisms, which is why developmental theory is useful here: it asks not just how much time adolescents spend online, but what psychological work that time is doing for them.
Erikson’s (1968) theory of psychosocial development places adolescence as the fifth of eight lifespan stages, centred on the crisis of identity versus role confusion. During this stage, young people try out and gradually commit to values, roles and beliefs as they build a coherent sense of self. Social media has become one of the main arenas where this work happens: platforms allow adolescents to present themselves, compare themselves with others, follow role models, and communicate with an audience that is, in effect, always switched on. This maps closely onto the identity-exploration process Erikson describes, as Agyapong-Opoku et al. (2025) note. Used constructively, this exploration can support healthy development, and researchers have observed positive identity outcomes among adolescents who experiment with self-presentation or engage in prosocial behaviour online (Branje et al., 2021). Seen through Erikson's lens, the endless scroll of curated profiles and shared content is not just noise around identity development but part of the raw material it is built from.
That said, Erikson's framework has clear limits when applied to digital life. It was formulated decades before social media existed and assumes a relatively linear path towards a single, unified identity - an assumption that researchers increasingly question, given that identity now seems to be continuously negotiated across multiple, sometimes conflicting, online and offline selves rather than settled once and for all during adolescence (Branje et al., 2021). The theory also struggles to explain why the same online experience can support identity growth in one adolescent while causing distress in another; the individual-level findings noted earlier only partly address this gap (Beyens et al., 2020). More broadly, critics argue that Erikson's model reflects Western, individualistic assumptions about identity that sit awkwardly with collectivist cultural contexts or non-binary gender experiences, which limits how well it can account for the genuinely diverse population of adolescents now using global platforms. A theory built for a pre-digital adolescence can describe the shape of the identity task without fully explaining why the same platform is experienced so differently depending on who is using it and where.
Where Erikson focuses on identity, Bowlby's attachment theory offers a complementary lens centred on adolescents' need for security and emotional regulation. Bowlby (1969) proposed that early caregiving relationships give rise to internal working models - mental templates that shape how people seek closeness and manage distress across the whole lifespan. Although these models form in infancy, they continue to influence the quality of peer relationships in adolescence: securely attached adolescents tend to build higher-quality, more trusting relationships, whereas insecurely or anxiously attached adolescents are more likely to lean on relationships, including online ones, to cope with anxiety (Delgado et al., 2022). Applied to social media, this suggests that anxiously attached adolescents may be especially prone to problematic use, since checking notifications, chasing likes, and monitoring peers can function as a form of proximity- or reassurance-seeking when a young person feels insecure. This idea is supported by systematic evidence linking compulsive, problematic social media use to higher depression, anxiety and stress (Shannon et al., 2022). Conversely, adolescents with a secure base may find that social media simply extends, rather than replaces, their existing supportive relationships, offering an additional source of comfort during difficult moments. On this account, the crucial variable is not the platform but the working model the adolescent brings to it: the same notification can feel like a welcome connection to one young person and an anxious prompt to check again for another.
Attachment theory, too, has explanatory gaps here. It was developed to describe the infant-caregiver bond, and extending it to adolescent online behaviour rests largely on conceptual similarity rather than direct longitudinal evidence connecting specific attachment styles to specific patterns of social media use (Delgado et al., 2022). The theory also tends to assume that attachment style is fairly stable, yet adolescence is exactly the period when attachment representations can shift as peers take on a growing role as attachment figures. This makes it difficult to apply a framework built around childhood caregiving directly to a digital peer environment Bowlby could not have anticipated, and it means claims linking a given adolescent's attachment style to their social media habits remain a plausible hypothesis rather than an established fact.
Both theories are essentially psychosocial and say relatively little about the biological changes that make adolescence a period of heightened sensitivity to social media — a factor the assessment brief flags as important alongside environmental influences. Neurodevelopmental research shows that adolescence involves substantial changes in brain regions governing reward processing and social evaluation, making adolescents more attuned to peer approval and rejection than either children or adults. A large UK cohort study, drawing on data from more than 84,000 participants, supports this picture, showing that sensitivity to social media is not constant across adolescence but instead peaks within age- and sex-specific windows — around ages 11 to 13 for girls and 14 to 15 for boys (Orben et al., 2022). This suggests that timing matters as much as content: the same platform, or even the same feature, may carry different weight depending on where an adolescent sits within this biological window, something neither Erikson's nor Bowlby's theory was designed to capture.
These theoretical debates are increasingly shaping UK policy, including in London. The Online Safety Act 2023 already requires platforms to carry out children's risk assessments and introduce age assurance measures; since these duties came into force in July 2025, Ofcom has opened dozens of investigations and issued its first fines against non-compliant platforms (Osborne Clarke, 2026). More recently, the Children's Wellbeing and Schools Act 2026 gave the Secretary of State powers to restrict children's access to social media, and in June 2026 the Government confirmed plans to ban platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and YouTube for under-16s, alongside new restrictions on livestreaming and contact from strangers, with the ban expected to take effect by spring 2027 (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026; House of Commons Library, 2026).
This national direction is mirrored locally in London. The Mayor, Sadiq Khan, has committed £810,000 to a Mental Health in Schools programme run with the charity Anna Freud, reaching around 15,000 young people across secondary schools in nine boroughs through wellbeing weeks, peer-support groups and staff training, rather than relying on access restrictions alone (Greater London Authority, 2025). Several London boroughs have moved ahead of national legislation on their own initiative: more than 100 schools in Barnet and a group of seventeen secondary schools in Southwark have introduced smartphone-free policies during the school day, and the Mayor's office has indicated it is monitoring how these local approaches are working out (Barnet Post, 2025). Read together, these measures suggest policy is moving in the same direction as the theory and evidence above: towards a mix of regulation, restriction where appropriate, and relational and educational support, rather than any single lever alone.
These findings carry several implications for practice. Digital literacy and identity-focused psychoeducation could be built into the pastoral and therapeutic support offered by schools and Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS), helping adolescents interpret social comparison more critically rather than simply internalising it (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025). Given the role attachment insecurity appears to play in problematic use, social workers and family therapists supporting vulnerable young people may benefit from attending to the quality of family attachment alongside digital habits; interventions that strengthen family relationships could do more to reduce a young person's reliance on social media for reassurance than access restrictions alone (Delgado et al., 2022; Shannon et al., 2022). Practitioners should also stay attentive to the developmental windows identified in neurodevelopmental research, directing support towards the age groups shown to be most vulnerable (Orben et al., 2022). Overall, practice needs to move away from blanket screen-time restrictions and towards support that is developmentally timed, relationally informed, and embedded across education, health and social care. In practice, this might mean a school pastoral team treating a pupil's heavy posting or constant checking as a starting point for conversation about identity or attachment, rather than simply a behaviour to curtail.
Taken together, the evidence suggests that social media's effect on adolescent mental health resists any simple verdict of harm or benefit. Erikson's theory helps explain how social media has become entangled with identity formation, offering adolescents avenues for exploration and social comparison alongside the risk of role confusion, while Bowlby's attachment theory shows how existing attachment security shapes online reassurance-seeking and the risk of problematic use. Both frameworks, however, predate the digital environments they are now being used to explain, and neither fully captures the biological sensitivities that neurodevelopmental research is beginning to uncover. Reducing the harms of social media therefore calls for less reliance on any single theory, or on blanket bans, and more investment in developmentally timed, relationally informed support across schools, CAMHS and family services — support that remains sensitive to identity, attachment and biological vulnerability alike. Understood this way, the question worth asking is rarely whether social media is harmful in general, but which adolescent, at which developmental moment, is using which platform, and for what underlying need.
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