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Social media is now a regular part of everyday life for many teenagers. It has changed the way young people communicate, make friends, and find information. Popular platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and Facebook give teenagers opportunities to stay connected, express themselves, and explore different interests. Over the past decade, social media use has increased greatly, making it an important topic in discussions about teenage mental health and wellbeing (Anderson and Jiang, 2018; Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).
The teenage years are an important stage of development. During this time, young people develop their identity, build friendships, and become more aware of how others see them (Erikson, 1968). Although social media can improve communication and provide social support, research also shows that too much use may be linked to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body image concerns, and cyberbullying (Twenge and Campbell, 2018; O’Reilly et al., 2018).
The effects of social media on teenagers’ mental health are not always clear. Some studies suggest it helps young people stay connected and feel supported, while others show that it may increase social comparison and emotional distress (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Therefore, both the positive and negative effects of social media should be considered.

Positive Impacts of social media on Teenagers

When used in a healthy way, social media can have several benefits for teenagers. It helps them stay in touch with friends, family, and other communities, even when they are far apart. This can reduce feelings of loneliness and strengthen social support, especially for teenagers who find face-to-face communication difficult (O’Reilly et al., 2018).
Social media also gives teenagers a chance to express themselves and explore who they are. By sharing their interests, opinions, and experiences, they can build confidence and learn more about their identity. According to Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory, teenagers go through the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion, where they explore different roles and values to develop a clear sense of self (Erikson, 1968). Social media can contribute to this developmental process by giving young people opportunities to communicate with others who have similar interests and by providing spaces for self-expression.
Furthermore, social media gives teenagers access to educational content, mental health resources, and supportive online communities. Many digital platforms enable young people to exchange advice, seek guidance, and receive emotional support when facing stress, anxiety, or other personal challenges. According to Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022), positive online experiences can improve self-esteem and enhance psychological wellbeing for some adolescents. Consequently, when social media is used responsibly and in moderation, it can support identity development, emotional wellbeing, and healthy social relationships during the teenage years.


Negative Impacts of Social Media on Teenagers
Although social media has many benefits, it can also have negative effects on teenagers’ mental health. One of the main concerns is its link with anxiety and depression. Research suggests that spending too much time on social media, especially when comparing yourself with others, can increase stress and emotional problems (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Seeing edited photos and ideal lifestyles may also make some teenagers feel unhappy with their own lives.
Social media can also affect body image and self-esteem. Many teenagers regularly see content that promotes unrealistic beauty standards, which may lead to lower confidence and a negative view of their appearance. Twenge and Campbell (2018) found that greater screen time is linked to lower psychological wellbeing, particularly during the teenage years when identity and self-esteem are still developing.
Another serious issue is cyberbullying. Unlike traditional bullying, it can happen at any time and quickly reach a large audience online. Victims often experience loneliness, anxiety, and depression (O’Reilly et al., 2018). The anonymity of some platforms may also encourage harmful behaviour.
However, social media does not affect everyone in the same way. Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022) argue that its impact depends on factors such as personality, mental health, and how social media is used. Therefore, social media should not be seen as harmful for every teenager.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and Social Media
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory helps explain how social media can influence teenagers’ mental health. Erikson (1968) argued that adolescence is the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion, when young people try to understand who they are by exploring different beliefs, interests, and social roles. If this process goes well, they develop a clear sense of identity. If not, they may experience confusion about themselves and their future.
Social media can support identity development by providing opportunities for self-expression and exploration. Teenagers are able to share their interests, communicate with others, and participate in online communities that reflect their values and experiences. This may help them gain confidence and develop a clearer understanding of who they are. Research suggests that online interactions can contribute positively to identity exploration when used in a healthy and balanced manner (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022).

However, social media may also increase the risk of role confusion. Many teenagers are exposed to unrealistic portrayals of success, beauty, and lifestyle, which may encourage constant social comparison. As a result, some individuals may experience uncertainty about their own identity or feel pressured to present an idealised version of themselves online. Twenge and Campbell (2018) argue that excessive engagement with social media can negatively affect self-esteem and psychological wellbeing, particularly among young people who rely heavily on online validation.

Although Erikson’s theory remains highly relevant in explaining adolescent identity development, it has been criticised for focusing primarily on social and psychological factors while giving limited attention to cultural and technological influences. Since Erikson developed his theory before the emergence of digital communication, it does not fully address the unique challenges created by modern social media platforms. Nevertheless, the theory remains valuable for understanding how online experiences can both support and hinder identity formation during the teenage years.


Bowlby’s Attachment Theory and Social Media

Bowlby’s Attachment Theory can also help explain the relationship between social media use and teenage mental health. According to Bowlby (1969), early relationships with caregivers influence an individual’s emotional development and ability to form secure relationships throughout life. Individuals with secure attachments generally develop greater self-confidence and healthier interpersonal relationships, whereas those with insecure attachments may experience difficulties with trust, self-esteem, and emotional regulation.

The theory suggests that attachment styles may influence how teenagers engage with social media. Teenagers with secure attachments are more likely to use social media as a tool for communication and maintaining relationships without becoming overly dependent on online approval. In contrast, those with insecure attachment styles may rely more heavily on social media for validation, reassurance, and a sense of belonging. This can increase their vulnerability to negative experiences such as social comparison, fear of missing out (FOMO), and emotional distress (Dhir et al., 2018).

Furthermore, social media platforms often encourage users to seek feedback through likes, comments, and followers. For some teenagers, particularly those with lower self-esteem or insecure attachment patterns, this constant search for approval may contribute to anxiety and reduced psychological wellbeing. Research indicates that adolescents who are highly dependent on online feedback are more likely to experience emotional difficulties and lower life satisfaction (Barry et al., 2017).

Although Bowlby’s theory was developed before the rise of digital technology, it remains relevant in explaining why social media affects teenagers differently. The theory highlights the importance of emotional security and interpersonal relationships in shaping online behaviour. Therefore, Attachment Theory provides valuable insight into how individual differences influence the psychological impact of social media use.



Conclusion
In conclusion, social media has a major impact on teenagers’ mental health, bringing both benefits and challenges. It can help young people stay connected, express themselves, and find support. However, too much use may increase the risk of anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body image concerns, and cyberbullying. The overall impact depends on how teenagers use social media and their personal circumstances.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory explains how social media can support identity development but may also increase social comparison and role confusion. Likewise, Bowlby’s Attachment Theory suggests that attachment styles can influence how teenagers use social media and how much they depend on online relationships and approval.
Overall, social media is neither completely positive nor completely harmful. Encouraging balanced and responsible use can help teenagers enjoy its benefits while reducing the possible risks to their mental health.
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