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As they search for and solidify a sense of identity, many young people's adolescent experiences are marked by a period of transition that may involve rapid physical, psychological, and/or social growth (Erikson, 1968). However, worries about how the internet affects teenage mental health—including anxiety, hopelessness, body image, self-esteem, cyberbullying, and general psychological well-being—are becoming more widespread. While an increasing amount of research indicates a connection between social media use and worse mental health outcomes, recent findings indicate that these connections are complicated, impacted more by pre-existing psychosocial circumstances, individual vulnerability, and the type of social media engagement than by social media use itself.
This essay will critically explore the effects of social media on the adolescent mental health by investigating both the positive and negative effects of social media use through the two psychological theories of Eriksons psychosocial development theory and bowlbys attachment theory. Rather than assuming that social media is inherently harmful, this topic will investigate how developmental processes, attachment experiences, and online environments interact to influence psychological well-being. The article will provide a fair and critical appraisal of the extent to which social media effects teenage mental health outcomes, while also recognising the broader social and developmental elements that influence these experiences. It will accomplish this by utilising both current peer-reviewed research and fundamental developmental theories.
Social media is a digital platform that allows users to create, share, and interact with information while retaining social relationships via virtual communities. Teenagers currently use YouTube, Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat on a regular basis, which influences how they communicate, create relationships, and define themselves (Valkenburg, Meier, and Beyens, 2022).
Adolescence is defined by the World Health Organization (WHO, 2024) as the time between the ages of 10 and 19. People go through major emotional, cognitive, and neurological changes throughout this crucial period of psychological and social development. Teenagers may therefore be more susceptible to environmental impacts, including those from digital media (WHO, 2024). According to recent data, nearly all teenagers use social media, with many using numerous platforms on a daily basis. Excessive or problematic social media use has been linked to poor mental health outcomes such as anxiety, depressive symptoms, and decreased psychological well-being, but moderate use can increase social connectedness and self-expression (Odgers and Jensen, 2020; Orben et al., 2024). However, because much of the present data is correlational and cannot definitively show that social media use causes mental health illnesses, researchers warn that these relationships should be viewed with caution (Orben et al., 2024). Social media use and mental health outcomes may be influenced by personal traits, family ties, offline social support, and a history of psychiatric problems. Instead of blaming teenage mental health problems solely on digital technology, understanding the effects of social media requires a critical and balanced approach that considers the interplay of developmental, psychological, and environmental factors.
Despite widespread concerns regarding social media's impact on adolescent mental health, when used correctly, it can deliver major psychological and social benefits. One of its most significant advantages is its ability to help kids keep friendships, communicate with peers, and access helpful online organisations. This is especially true for people who are experiencing long-term health problems, social isolation, or loneliness (Valkenburg et al., 2022). Positive online connections have been demonstrated to increase adolescents' sense of belonging and provide emotional support during developmental transitions (Best, Manktelow, & Taylor, 2014). Additionally, social media allows young people to express themselves and discover their identities. They can share personal experiences, experiment with different aspects of their identities, and engage with communities that reflect their values, interests, and cultures. During Erikson's Identity versus Role Confusion stage, where identity construction is viewed as a critical developmental activity, this may have a positive impact on psychological development and self-esteem (Erikson, 1968).
Social media has also become an important source of mental health education and awareness. Many organisations, medical professionals, and charities are now using digital platforms to raise mental health awareness, decrease stigma, and encourage young people to seek treatment (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2023). However, not all adolescents have the same advantages. According to recent studies, the use of social media has a greater influence on positive outcomes than the amount of time spent online. Adolescents who actively engage in meaningful interactions and supportive groups seem to have better psychological outcomes than those who passively scroll or participate in appearance-based social comparison, according to Valkenburg et al. (2022) and Orben et al. (2024). It would be oversimplified to categorise social media as either good or negative because its effects depend on individual habits, resilience, and the quality of online relationships.
Even though social media provides chances for communication and assistance, a growing body of evidence suggests that excessive or problematic use of the site may harm youngsters' mental health. Frequent usage of social media has been linked to increased psychological discomfort, anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem (Keles, McCrae, and Grealish, 2020; Orben et al., 2024). One explanation holds that kids' frequent exposure to deliberately picked photos and idealised lifestyles on social media drives them to engage in upward social comparisons. As a results, while attachment theory provides a good explanation for personal susceptibility, it should be considered alongside broader psychological and cultural issues. Overall, bowlbys attachment theory provides a strong foundation for understanding how social media affects teenager in a variety of ways. 
To summarise, social media has a significant and complex impact on adolescent mental health, with both positive and negative outcomes depending on individual psychological and social factors. Bowlbys attachment theory and eriksons psychological developments are important frameworks for understanding why adolescents see social media differently. Bowlby explains how early attachment experiences shape emotional security and how young people seek approval and regulate their online relationships. Erikson, on the other hands, sees adolescence as a critical stage in identity formation, which explains how social media can increase desires for self imaging, peer approval and belonging.
Although both Bowlby's Attachment Theory and Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory offer useful explanations for the association between social media use and adolescent mental health, they take distinct approaches to the problem. According to Bowlby, the quality of early attachment connections has a significant impact on emotional wellness, implying that securely attached teenagers are more likely to exhibit resilience and healthy emotional regulation when using social media. In contrast, Erikson views adolescence as a developmental stage marked by identity exploration and the psychosocial conflict of identity vs role confusion. This viewpoint explains why social media can have a particularly profound impact during adolescence, when young people frequently seek peer approval and validation while developing their sense of self (Erikson, 1968).
When applied to modern culture, Erikson's theory may provide a more straightforward explanation for adolescents' usage of social media because it particularly addresses the developmental issues they face at this age. Platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat offer endless chances for identity exploration, self-presentation, and social comparison, all of which can lead to both positive and bad psychological consequences. Recent research indicates that adolescents who prioritise online feedback are more likely to experience depressive symptoms, anxiety, and low self-esteem, supporting Erikson's emphasis on identity development (Valkenburg et al., 2022).
However, Bowlby's hypothesis is still very relevant since it explains why teens react differently to the same online encounters. While some young people are subjected to cyberbullying or social comparison without suffering long-term psychological consequences, others incur severe emotional pain. This distinction could be explained by attachment security, which influences coping mechanisms, emotional regulation, and resilience (Bowlby, 1988). As a result, Bowlby's theory compliments Erikson's developmental approach rather than contradicting it.
Both views are supported by recent research, which demonstrates that excessive pr maladaptive social media use is associated with a higher risk of anxiety, depression, low self esteem and body dissatisfaction, especially in susceptible teenagers (Keles, McCrae, and Grealish, 2020; Valkenburg et al., 2022). However, neither theory fully explains teenage mental health on its own because psychological well being is influences by a wider range of characteristics, inclusions peer relationships, parental support, socioeconomic status, digital literacy, and online safety. This highlights how important it is to use a bio psychosocial approach when evaluating social media’s impact.
Overall, social media provides chances for communication, learning, and social connections, but it also exposes teenagers to risks that might harm their mental health. Applying both bowlbys and Eriksons theories alongside contemporary evidence provides a more comprehensive understanding of these challenges, emphasising the need for parents, educators, healthcare professionals and policymakers to promote healthy digital behaviours and support adolescents in developing resilience within an increasingly digital society,
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