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Social media is central to many adolescents’ daily lives, shaping how they communicate, compare themselves with others and develop a sense of self. Adolescence is also a period in which identity formation and the development of secure relationships are major psychological tasks (Erikson, 1968; Bowlby, 1969/1982). Research on social media and mental health has produced mixed findings. Some large-scale studies report small average associations between social media use and poor mental health (Odgers and Jensen, 2020; Twenge et al., 2022), whereas reviews identify clearer risks for vulnerable young people and for particular patterns of use (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). This essay critically discusses these findings through Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory. It argues that social media can both support and undermine adolescent wellbeing, depending on how online experiences interact with young people’s needs for a coherent identity, secure relationships and social acceptance. The discussion also considers the relevance and limitations of both theories for health and social care practice, including support for older adults.
A substantial body of research links adolescent social media use with depression, anxiety and psychological distress. Keles, McCrae and Grealish’s (2020) systematic review identified sleep disruption, social comparison and problematic use as important mechanisms. These outcomes reflect an interaction between biological and environmental influences. Pubertal development, sleep needs and heightened sensitivity to peer evaluation may increase vulnerability, while family relationships, peer norms, algorithms and exposure to bullying shape the environment in which that vulnerability is expressed (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020; Pérez-Torres, 2024). Neither nature nor nurture operates alone; social media may intensify existing developmental sensitivities rather than affect every adolescent in the same way. However, many studies were cross-sectional, so they established association rather than causation. Poor mental health may increase social media use, social media may contribute to distress, or both may be influenced by other factors. Ivie et al. (2020) found only a small but significant association between social media use and depressive symptoms. Similarly, Boer et al. (2020), using data from 29 countries, found that problematic use was more consistently associated with poorer wellbeing than intensive use alone. Cabezas-Klinger, Fernandez-Daza and Mina-Paz (2025) also reported associations between online risk exposure and mental disorders, including concern about suicidal ideation. Cyberbullying, fear of missing out, unrealistic body ideals and repeated upward comparison may reduce self-esteem and increase emotional distress (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020; Vandenbosch, Fardouly and Tiggemann, 2022). Nevertheless, average effects remain modest and vary between individuals (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Therefore, the evidence does not support a simple claim that screen time itself causes mental illness; the type of engagement, personal vulnerability and social context matter.
Erikson’s psychosocial theory proposes that adolescence is characterised by the conflict of identity versus role confusion. Young people attempt to integrate their values, roles and self-image into a coherent identity (Erikson, 1968). Social media can function as a ‘digital social mirror’ in this process because adolescents can experiment with self-presentation, receive feedback and encounter possible role models (Pérez-Torres, 2024). Supportive communities may help marginalised adolescents explore interests and identities that are not accepted in their immediate environment. This extends the opportunities for identity exploration described by Erikson. However, public metrics such as likes and follower counts can make identity dependent on external approval. Constant exposure to idealised peers and influencers may create feelings of inadequacy, particularly when adolescents compare an ordinary offline self with carefully curated online images. Midgley et al. (2021) found that frequent social-media comparison was associated with lower self-esteem, while Vandenbosch, Fardouly and Tiggemann (2022) identify body-image concerns as an important risk. Negative feedback or pressure to maintain a popular online persona may therefore contribute to role confusion, anxiety and depressive symptoms. Erikson’s theory is useful because it explains why feedback has particular significance during adolescence, but it was developed before algorithmic recommendation, influencer culture and continuous online visibility. It also presents development in broad stages and may understate cultural, gender and socioeconomic differences. Consequently, it explains developmental sensitivity more effectively than the technological processes that shape what adolescents see.
Bowlby’s attachment theory offers a complementary explanation focused on relationships rather than identity. Bowlby (1969/1982) argued that early interactions with caregivers contribute to internal working models: expectations about whether others are available, trustworthy and supportive. During adolescence, peers become increasingly important, but secure family relationships can remain a base from which young people explore greater independence. Social media may strengthen attachment-related support by allowing adolescents to maintain friendships, seek reassurance and connect with communities. It may be especially valuable when illness, disability, geography or stigma limits face-to-face contact. Conversely, constant availability can encourage reassurance-seeking, fear of rejection and anxiety when messages are unanswered. Sjølie, Olsen and Hempel (2024) found that Norwegian students sometimes viewed online relationships as affiliations rather than genuine attachments and associated emotional closeness with physical, face-to-face contact. Their qualitative study provides detailed accounts of lived experience, although its small and culturally specific sample limits generalisability. From a Bowlby-informed perspective, a large online network may not meet the need for reliable and emotionally responsive relationships. Adolescents with insecure attachment or limited offline support may be more vulnerable to rejection, cyberbullying or compulsive checking. This helps explain why population studies find modest average effects while some individuals experience substantial harm (Twenge et al., 2022; Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). However, attachment theory should not be used deterministically: early relationships do not permanently fix later outcomes, and supportive experiences can change expectations over time.
Taken together, the theories explain different but interacting pathways. Erikson clarifies how self-presentation, feedback and comparison can support identity exploration or intensify role confusion. Bowlby emphasises whether online and offline relationships provide security, trust and effective support. A young person with secure relationships and a reasonably stable sense of self may use social media to maintain friendships and explore identity without becoming dependent on approval. In contrast, insecure attachment, low self-esteem or existing distress may make rejection and idealised comparison more harmful. This combined interpretation is consistent with the umbrella review by Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022), which concluded that effects differ considerably between adolescents, and with Odgers and Jensen’s (2020) warning against treating digital technology as a uniform cause of mental ill health. The sources therefore support a conditional conclusion: social media is neither inherently harmful nor universally beneficial. Outcomes depend on content, patterns of engagement, personal development and the quality of relationships surrounding the adolescent.
Although the essay concerns adolescence, both theories have qualified relevance to supporting older adults in health and social care. Erikson’s later conflict of ego integrity versus despair can help practitioners understand how life review, loss of roles and questions about meaning may affect wellbeing in later life. Digital contact may help older adults sustain identity and participation, but comparison, exclusion or unfamiliar technology may also increase distress. Bowlby’s emphasis on a secure base is relevant when bereavement, illness, admission to hospital or movement into residential care disrupts important relationships. Consistent staff, reliable communication and support to maintain family contact can promote emotional security. Nevertheless, neither theory should become a checklist or be used to assume that age determines need. Both were developed within particular historical and cultural contexts and may understate poverty, discrimination, physical health, cognitive impairment and individual choice. In practice, they are best used as frameworks for person-centred assessment alongside direct discussion with the older adult, not as complete explanations of behaviour.
For health and social care practice, assessment should therefore move beyond counting hours online. Practitioners should ask what adolescents do online, how experiences affect sleep and mood, whether cyberbullying or harmful content is present, and what protective relationships are available. Erikson’s theory supports work on self-esteem, digital literacy and critical discussion of edited images and social approval. Bowlby’s theory supports family involvement, dependable professional relationships and opportunities for safe face-to-face connection. Safeguarding action and referral to mental health services may be required where there is severe distress, self-harm risk or abuse. Interventions must also respect adolescents’ autonomy and recognise that removing social media may eliminate valuable support. A collaborative plan that reduces harmful patterns while preserving positive connections is more consistent with the mixed evidence than a universal restriction.
In conclusion, evidence links social media with adolescent depression, anxiety and psychological distress, but the associations are generally small, variable and not always causal. Erikson’s theory explains how online self-presentation and comparison can either support identity exploration or contribute to role confusion. Bowlby’s theory explains how the security and quality of relationships can protect adolescents or increase vulnerability to online rejection and compulsive reassurance-seeking. The identified sources collectively show that problematic patterns, harmful content and individual vulnerability are more informative than time online alone. Used critically, both theories also offer insights for supporting older adults, particularly around identity, loss and relational security, although neither replaces person-centred assessment. Health and social care professionals should therefore combine digital-literacy support, attention to attachment relationships, safeguarding and early mental health intervention. Future longitudinal research is needed to clarify causal pathways and to keep pace with changing platforms and algorithms.
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