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Adolescence is a developmental period that is marked by biological, emotional and social developments led by identity development, emotional control and peer affiliations (Crocetti, 2026). Online communication possibilities like Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat offer, in addition to causing some mental health issues like anxiety, depression, loss of self-esteem, body image issues, cyberbullying and isolation. This essay will evaluate the psychosocial development theory by Erikson and the attachment theory by Bowlby to analyse and argue that social media affects the mental health of adolescents by interfering with their identities, emotions and relationships.

[bookmark: _Toc234590175]Effects of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence: A Psychological Approach
Social media has largely gained importance in the life of adolescents, and has affected communication, relationship formation and self-concept formation among the youth (Kartika, Puspita, and Susanto, 2025). Nevertheless, studies indicate that social media overuse or unhealthy social media consumption could have adverse effects on the mental health of teenagers. They have been linked with high levels of engagement that increase the levels of psychological distress, anxiety and depressive symptoms, in part because adolescents might experience pressure to achieve idealised online identities and receive social approval in the form of likes, comments and followers. The following comparisons with how unrealistic life is because of the continuous exposure to finely-tuned images can lead to social comparison, where the youth may accuse themselves of being disparaged and experience a low level of self-esteem and dissatisfaction with their bodies.
Another severe issue is cyberbullying since it can cause emotional pressure, a perception of loneliness and aggravation of the mental state under the influence of online insults and ridicule (von Humboldt, Low, and Leal, 2025). Along with that, the overall utilisation of social media, especially during the night, may influence sleep patterns. Lack of sleep can affect the mood, concentration and overall attitude, increasing anxiety and depressive conditions. Notwithstanding these fears, there are positive impacts of social media. Online platforms may offer teens a chance to connect socially, peer connectivity, as well as access to information on mental health. Online groups can make the youths feel that they are understood, especially those who are isolated in their real world. Thus, the influence of social media does not lie in social media itself but in the nature, frequency and intended use of social media. Its impact on the mental health of adolescents is critical to take a balanced perspective.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory 
The Psychosocial Development Theory suggested by Erikson offers a valuable tool to interpret the processes of psychological development in adolescents and the difficulties that their lives undergo at this period of development (Fanchang, 2025). Erikson postulated the eight phases of psychosocial development, which are characterised by some conflict, and an individual must surmount them to psychologically develop. During the adolescence stage, identity versus role confusion occurs where the adolescent attempts to figure out his/her identity, fill in his/her values and beliefs and socialise into social positions. It is important at this age that peers are acceptable, and teens may be using social relations as a source to construct an identity, confidence in themselves and belonging.
It can also be facilitated by social media that shapes identity exploration and social bonding. Using online sources, adolescents can express their personality, communicate with people who have gone through the same experiences and share the same interests (Malvini Redden and Way, 2025). To explain this, a teenager with a particular interest in terms of a hobby or cultural involvement or a personal issue may see the supportive online communities where he or she can enjoy the difference of meeting people who feel the same and accept him/her. Social media can, however, have a negative effect on identity development as well. Teenagers can be seen as contrasting their own images with the unrealistic images of others, such as edited photos and idealised lifestyles, which may be one of the causes of low self-esteem and dissatisfaction with who they are. 
Moreover, the quest to be liked, followed and liked on the Internet can lead to young people comparing themselves with the external feedback in order to determine their self-worth (Chen, 2025). This may further hurt self-image and emotional wellbeing because of negative comments, online rejection or cyberbullying. In line with Erikson, problems with identity stability are likely to lead to role conflict. Additionally, according to Erikson, the opportunities to engage in authentic self-exploration instead of persistent external validation are crucial in achieving successful development of identity. When young people become so obsessed with online popularity, they have difficulty laying any ground to create their own sense of self, exposing them to even greater emotional instability in times when online communication becomes detrimental. Nevertheless, the theory further acknowledges that favourable relationships with peers can reinforce identity formation, with social media potentially playing a positive role, where the belief in support, the presence of meaningful communication and positive self-expression in social-media interaction, enabled by the interactions between the individual and the peer, foster these relationships.
The theory proposed by Erikson is useful as it allows understanding why social acceptance and experiences related to identity are especially important to adolescents (Hall, 2025). It can be applied in the context of health and social care as it assists specialists to comprehend the impact of social contexts on the emotional wellbeing of the youth. Although these drawbacks exist, the theory can still be utilised to comprehend the potential influence of interactions on social media on adolescent mental health.
Bowlby's Attachment Theory
Bowlby is of the opinion that attachment to early carers influences how emotional development, subsequent relationships and coping behaviours are carried out. Adolescents who have a secure attachment would find it easier to use social media in a positive manner, have healthy relationships with friends, as well as seek proper help when upset. Conversely, the lack of secure attachment can cause dependence on the approval of social media, fear of being rejected and emotional dependence on likes or comments (Eichenberg, Schneider and Rumpl, 2024). Whereas the theory is useful in the explanation of emotional motivation behind social media behaviours, the issue of attachment is not a sufficient explanation of the experiences in adolescents, as other factors affecting them include peer influence, personality and broader environmental factors.
Biological and Environmental Factors
Adolescents exposed to social media are not affected by factors on mental health alone but rather are moderated by biological and environmental factors which can affect mental health (Orben et al., 2024). Adolescence is a period that manifests psychological biorelations to immense brain change, in addition to emotional regulation regions, reward processing and impulse control regions. The constant hormone changes may lead to hypersensitivity to emotions, and adolescents are more prone to peer criticism, online approval and social dissatisfaction. Therefore, this developmental stage has a more psychological effect due to social media interactions. Environment is also important. Positive family dynamics have the potential to promote resilience, and conflict or poor parental rearing can predispose youth to risky online activities. Equally, emotional wellbeing is encouraged in positive school learning and positive peer relationships, whereas peer pressure and cyberbullying could be some of the factors contributing to anxiety and low self-esteem (Lucas-Molina et al., 2022). These difficulties can further be compounded by digital culture, which causes being constantly connected and experiencing social comparison. Thus, the mental health of adolescents can be discussed as the result of the interaction of biological susceptibility and environmental exposure, but not the impact of social media.
Health and Social Care Applications / Practical Strategies
The social media use of adolescents with psychological and social impacts should be treated with early interventions, which health and social care professionals need to implement. Mental health screening can be conducted on a regular basis to detect the symptoms of anxiety, low self-esteem and emotional distress; counselling should promote positive coping methods and sensible digital wellbeing. The main advantage for parents and carers is the freedom of communication, normalisation of technology usage, and guidance of adolescents without being too controlling, which would translate to less trust and less self-reliance. These should be reinforced by schools with the use of online safety education, cyberbullying prevention, and emotional resilience programmes that enhance self-confidence and critical thinking of online content (Güçlü-Aydoğan, Morgül and Bulut, 2025). Using Erikson's theory, interventions must use supportive approaches to foster positive identity (promoting adolescents to value personal accomplishments and offline relationships) and uphold a sense of identity rather than online praise. Equally, the theory by Bowlby has shown the necessity of safe emotional relations with caregivers and trusted adults to allow youngsters to form more sound relationships and become less reliant on social media to confirm and strengthen their feelings.
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Conclusion 
The role of social media on adolescent mental health has been immense, as it has led to both negative and positive effects. Studies have shown it might influence anxiety levels, self-esteem and relationships with others in relation to findings on usage. The theory of Erikson and Bowlby elucidates how social media determines identity formation in adolescence and how secure attachment constitutes the formation of online behaviours, respectively. Thus, it is necessary to have supportive relationships and adequate interventions to foster a healthier and more balanced digital experience.
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