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The Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence
Adolescence is a significant stage of human development characterised by rapid physical, cognitive, emotional, and social changes. During this period, young people develop their identities, establish relationships outside the family, and become increasingly influenced by peers. At the same time, social media has become an integral part of adolescents’ daily lives, with platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and X providing opportunities for communication, entertainment, education, and self-expression. While these platforms offer many benefits, increasing evidence suggests that excessive or problematic social media use may negatively affect adolescent mental health. Concerns have been raised regarding anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, cyberbullying, sleep disturbance, and social comparison. However, social media can also promote positive wellbeing by providing social support, opportunities for identity exploration, and access to mental health information. Therefore, the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health is complex rather than entirely positive or negative. This essay examines the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by drawing on Erikson’s psychosocial development theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory. These theories provide valuable explanations for why social media may produce different psychological outcomes among adolescents.
Mental health refers to an individual’s emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing and influences how people think, feel, and behave (World Health Organization, 2022). During adolescence, mental health becomes increasingly important because this developmental period is associated with heightened emotional sensitivity and identity formation. According to the World Health Organization (2022), approximately one in seven adolescents experiences a mental health disorder, with anxiety and depression among the most common conditions. At the same time, adolescents are among the highest users of social media worldwide, spending several hours each day engaging with digital platforms.  Although moderate social media use may strengthen friendships and social connectedness, excessive use has been associated with poorer psychological wellbeing.
One of the primary ways social media influences adolescent mental health is through social comparison. Social networking sites encourage users to share carefully selected images and achievements that often portray unrealistic standards of beauty, success, and happiness. Adolescents frequently compare themselves with these idealised portrayals, leading to dissatisfaction with their own appearance, achievements, and social lives. Festinger’s theory of social comparison suggests that individuals naturally evaluate themselves against others; however, social media increases both the frequency and intensity of these comparisons. Kelly  found that adolescents who spent more than three hours per day on social media demonstrated a higher risk of mental health problems, particularly among girls. 

Body image concerns are another significant consequence of social media use. Adolescents are exposed to edited photographs, beauty filters, and influencer content that promote unrealistic appearance ideals. Continuous exposure to these images may contribute to body dissatisfaction and lower self-esteem, particularly among female adolescents. Poor body image has been linked with depression, anxiety, eating disorders, and reduced confidence. Although some social media communities promote body positivity and diversity, research suggests that appearance-focused content often outweighs these benefits, particularly for vulnerable adolescents.
Cyberbullying also represents a major risk associated with social media. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur continuously and anonymously, making it difficult for victims to escape. Harmful comments, rumours, exclusion from online groups, and image sharing without consent may have serious psychological consequences. Victims frequently report increased anxiety, depression, loneliness, self-harm, and suicidal thoughts. The anonymity provided by online environments may encourage behaviours that individuals would not display during face-to-face interactions. Consequently, social media may extend peer conflict beyond school hours, increasing emotional stress.
Sleep disruption provides another pathway through which social media may negatively affect mental health. Many adolescents use smartphones late into the evening, reducing both sleep duration and sleep quality. Blue light exposure delays melatonin production, while emotional engagement with online content makes relaxation more difficult. Poor sleep has consistently been associated with depression, anxiety, reduced emotional regulation, impaired concentration, and lower academic achievement. Therefore, heavy social media use may indirectly influence mental health by interfering with healthy sleep patterns.
Despite these concerns, social media also provides important psychological benefits. Many adolescents use online platforms to maintain friendships, seek emotional support, and express aspects of their identity that they may feel unable to share offline. Young people experiencing isolation due to disability, chronic illness, minority identities, or geographical distance may particularly benefit from online communities. Social media also provides access to mental health campaigns, educational resources, and peer support groups that may reduce stigma surrounding mental illness and encourage help-seeking behaviour. Consequently, the overall impact of social media depends on how platforms are used, individual vulnerability, and the quality of online interactions.
Erikson’s psychosocial development theory provides a useful explanation for understanding why adolescence represents a particularly sensitive period for social media influences. Erikson (1968) proposed eight stages of psychosocial development, with adolescence characterised by the conflict of Identity versus Role Confusion. During this stage, young people attempt to establish a stable sense of self through exploration of beliefs, values, relationships, and future aspirations. Successful resolution leads to a strong personal identity, whereas unsuccessful resolution may result in confusion, insecurity, and low self-esteem.
Social media provides adolescents with opportunities to experiment with identity through photographs, profiles, interests, and interactions. Positive feedback from peers, including comments and ‘likes’, may reinforce self-confidence and contribute to healthy identity development. Online communities may also allow adolescents to explore interests and identities that receive limited support within their immediate social environment. For example, young people questioning their gender identity or sexual orientation may find acceptance and information through supportive online communities, strengthening psychological wellbeing.
However, Erikson’s theory also explains why social media may contribute to psychological difficulties. Adolescents may become overly dependent on external validation through likes, followers, and comments to determine their self-worth. When online feedback is negative or absent, identity development may become disrupted, contributing to insecurity and reduced self-esteem. The pressure to present an idealised online identity may also create discrepancies between adolescents’ authentic selves and their digital personas, increasing anxiety and emotional distress. Continuous comparison with peers’ achievements and lifestyles may further interfere with healthy identity formation. Erikson’s theory therefore suggests that social media has the potential to both support and undermine adolescent mental health depending on how identity development is influenced.
Bowlby’s attachment theory offers another valuable framework for understanding differences in adolescents’ responses to social media. Bowlby  proposed that early relationships with caregivers shape internal working models that influence later emotional regulation, trust, and interpersonal relationships. Secure attachment develops when caregivers consistently respond to children’s emotional needs, promoting confidence and resilience. In contrast, insecure attachment may result from inconsistent, rejecting, or unavailable caregiving, increasing vulnerability to emotional difficulties.
Attachment theory suggests that securely attached adolescents are more likely to use social media as an extension of healthy offline relationships. They generally possess greater emotional regulation, stronger self-esteem, and reduced dependence on online approval. Consequently, social media may enhance existing friendships without becoming the primary source of emotional security.
Conversely, adolescents with insecure attachment styles may rely heavily on social media for reassurance, acceptance, and validation. They may experience heightened anxiety regarding peer responses, frequently check notifications, and become distressed by perceived rejection or exclusion. Such behaviours may increase compulsive social media use and emotional dependence on online interactions. Insecurely attached adolescents may also be more vulnerable to cyberbullying, social comparison, and fear of missing out (FOMO), all of which have been associated with poorer mental health outcomes. Bowlby’s theory therefore helps explain why the psychological effects of social media differ between individuals despite similar levels of use.
Research supports the importance of considering individual differences when examining social media use. Odgers and Jensen argue that evidence linking social media and adolescent mental health is often inconsistent because effects vary according to personal characteristics, family relationships, and patterns of online engagement. Rather than social media causing poor mental health directly, vulnerable adolescents may simply experience stronger negative effects from harmful online experiences. This perspective aligns closely with Bowlby’s attachment theory, which emphasises the role of early relationships in shaping emotional resilience.
While Erikson and Bowlby provide valuable explanations, neither theory fully captures the complexity of social media’s influence. Erikson’s theory was developed before the emergence of digital technology and therefore does not specifically address online identity formation. Likewise, Bowlby’s emphasis on early caregiver relationships may underestimate the influence of peers, algorithms, influencers, and digital cultures that increasingly shape adolescent experiences. Furthermore, current research demonstrates that social media itself is not inherently harmful. Instead, factors such as screen time, content type, active versus passive use, parental monitoring, and existing mental health conditions all influence outcomes.
Overall, the evidence indicates that balanced social media use combined with strong family relationships, healthy peer support, digital literacy, and emotional resilience is more likely to produce positive outcomes. Encouraging adolescents to critically evaluate online content, limit excessive screen time, and seek support when experiencing online difficulties may reduce potential harms while allowing them to benefit from the positive aspects of digital communication.
In conclusion, social media has both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. While it provides opportunities for communication, identity exploration, emotional support, and access to valuable information, excessive or unhealthy use may contribute to anxiety, depression, body dissatisfaction, cyberbullying, sleep disruption, and low self-esteem. Erikson’s psychosocial development theory explains how adolescence is a critical period of identity formation during which online experiences can either strengthen or undermine psychological wellbeing. Bowlby’s attachment theory further demonstrates that secure and insecure attachment styles influence how adolescents respond emotionally to social media and their dependence on online relationships. Together, these theories highlight that social media does not affect all adolescents equally. Instead, mental health outcomes depend upon developmental processes, interpersonal relationships, and patterns of online engagement. Future interventions should therefore focus not only on reducing excessive social media use but also on strengthening resilience, promoting healthy relationships, and developing digital literacy to enable adolescents to navigate online environments safely and confidently.
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