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The Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence: An Analysis Using Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial Development and Bowlby’s Attachment Theory

           Over the last two decades, social media has become an important part of everyday life for many adolescents. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and Facebook are widely used for communication, learning and keeping in touch with friends. Although social media offers many benefits, it has also raised concerns about its effect on mental health. Researchers have explored whether it contributes to anxiety, depression and low self-esteem or whether it can also improve well-being and social support (American Psychological Association, 2023).
            This issue is important because adolescence is a key stage of psychological and social development. During this period, young people develop their identity, become more independent and place greater importance on friendships. Because of this, online experiences may affect them more than adults. However, research shows that social media does not affect everyone in the same way. While some adolescents benefit from supportive online communities, others experience emotional difficulties depending on their circumstances and the way they use social media (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
          This essay examines the impact of social media on adolescent mental health using Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby’s attachment theory. It argues that these theories help explain why adolescents respond differently to social media while recognising that modern digital environments create challenges that neither theory originally considered.

          The relationship between social media and adolescent mental health has received growing attention in recent years. Although many studies report a link between social media use and poorer mental health, the evidence is mixed. Recent research suggests that its effects depend on patterns of use and individual differences.
          One major concern is the link between social media use and anxiety or depression. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) reviewed many studies and found that adolescents who spend more time on social networking sites often report higher psychological distress. However, they also note that most studies were cross-sectional. This means they show an association but cannot prove that social media causes poor mental health. It is equally possible that adolescents who already experience anxiety or depression spend more time online looking for support or distraction.
           Odgers and Jensen (2020) also argue that the harmful effects of social media are often overstated. They suggest that its overall influence is usually small and differs between adolescents. This shows that the quality of online experiences may be more important than the amount of time spent online.
            Social comparison is one reason why social media affects adolescents differently. Platforms such as Instagram and TikTok often present unrealistic images of appearance, success and happiness. Adolescents who compare themselves with this content may experience lower self-esteem or dissatisfaction with their own lives. Twenge et al. (2018) argue that higher screen time has occurred alongside increasing depressive symptoms among adolescents. However, other factors, including family relationships, academic pressure and wider social changes, may also contribute to poor mental health. Therefore, these changes cannot be explained by social media alone.
            Despite these concerns, social media also has important benefits. Many adolescents use it to maintain friendships, receive emotional support and join communities where they feel accepted. For young people experiencing loneliness or social isolation, online communication may provide support that is unavailable offline. The American Psychological Association (2023) recognises that social media can strengthen relationships when it is used in healthy ways. Overall, existing evidence suggests that its impact depends on personal characteristics, offline relationships and the way adolescents use digital platforms.

            Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development helps explain why social media can strongly affect adolescents. According to Erikson (1968), the main challenge during adolescence is Identity versus Role Confusion. At this stage, young people try to understand who they are, what they believe and how they want others to see them. Building a stable identity is important for mental well-being, while difficulties at this stage may lead to insecurity and low self-confidence.
            Social media can support identity development by giving adolescents opportunities to express themselves and connect with people who have similar interests. Many young people use online platforms to explore hobbies, discuss important topics and make friends outside their local communities. For those who feel isolated or misunderstood, this can increase confidence and create a sense of belonging. In this way, social media may have a positive role in identity development.
           However, social media can also create problems. During adolescence, young people care more about what others think of them, and social media makes comparison easy. Likes, comments and follower numbers may become a way of judging self-worth. Some adolescents may begin to depend on online approval instead of developing confidence in themselves. Others may create an ideal version of themselves online instead of showing who they really are. This may increase stress, anxiety and uncertainty.
            Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022) found that social media affects adolescents differently. Some experience lower self-esteem because of social comparison, while others benefit from social support and self-expression. This suggests that identity development is influenced not only by age but also by personal characteristics, online experiences and existing mental health.
            Although Erikson’s theory is still useful, it has limitations. It was developed before social media existed and does not consider online identities or digital communication. Today, many adolescents manage both an online and an offline identity, making identity development more complex than Erikson originally described. Even so, the theory remains useful because it explains why adolescents are especially sensitive to peer feedback.

            Bowlby’s attachment theory also helps explain why social media affects adolescents differently. Bowlby (1969) argued that early relationships with caregivers influence emotional development and future relationships. Young people with secure attachment usually feel more confident, trust others and cope better with stress. Those with insecure attachment are often more sensitive to rejection and may find it harder to manage their emotions.
           This theory helps explain different experiences of social media. Adolescents with secure attachment are more likely to use social media to stay in touch with friends and family rather than to seek approval. Because they already have supportive relationships, they are less likely to depend on likes or comments to feel good about themselves. Even if they receive negative feedback, they usually recover more quickly because they have support in everyday life.
          For adolescents with insecure attachment, social media may be more challenging. They may rely on it for acceptance and become more concerned about other people’s opinions. They may check their phones often to see whether someone has liked their post or replied to a message. If they receive little attention or experience cyberbullying, they may feel rejected or lonely. This suggests that social media does not create emotional problems on its own but can make existing difficulties worse.
           The American Psychological Association (2023) supports this idea, stating that adolescents with existing mental health difficulties or limited family support may be more affected by harmful online experiences. This supports Bowlby’s theory because strong relationships can protect young people from some negative effects of social media. However, attachment is only one factor. Personality, school experiences and the type of online content also influence mental health.
            Although Bowlby’s theory is still useful, it has limitations. It focuses mainly on early childhood relationships and gives less attention to friendships, school and social media during adolescence. Today, online experiences play an important role in young people’s lives and can influence emotions alongside family relationships. Therefore, Bowlby’s theory cannot fully explain the effects of social media on its own. Even so, it helps explain why some adolescents are more emotionally vulnerable than others when facing online challenges.

            Both Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories help explain why social media affects adolescent mental health, but they focus on different aspects of development. Erikson’s theory focuses on identity and explains why adolescents care about how others see them. Bowlby’s theory focuses on relationships and emotional security, explaining why some young people cope with online experiences better than others.
           Together, these theories give a broader understanding of adolescent behaviour online. Erikson explains why many teenagers use social media to explore their identity and seek acceptance. Bowlby explains why some adolescents depend more on online approval, while others cope better because they have secure relationships. This shows that both identity development and emotional security are important.
           However, neither theory fully explains how social media works today. Both were developed before smartphones and social networking platforms existed. They do not consider recommendation algorithms, influencers or the pressure to stay connected. Therefore, these theories should be used together with current research.
          Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022) argue that social media affects adolescents in different ways. Some feel more connected and confident, while others experience anxiety, loneliness or low self-esteem. Odgers and Jensen (2020) also suggest that the effects are usually small and depend on factors such as family support, friendships and existing mental health. This shows that social media itself is not always the main problem. How it is used and each adolescent’s personal circumstances are often more important.
           Overall, Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories remain useful, but they should not be seen as complete explanations. Combined with current research, they provide a balanced understanding of how social media may influence adolescent mental health.

           Social media has both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. It can help young people maintain friendships, express themselves and receive emotional support. However, it may also increase anxiety, loneliness and low self-esteem, particularly when adolescents compare themselves with others, experience cyberbullying or rely too much on online approval.
            The evidence discussed in this essay shows that social media does not affect every adolescent in the same way. Its impact depends on personal characteristics, family support, friendships and the way social media is used.
            Erikson’s theory explains why adolescence is an important stage for identity development and why peer feedback can have a strong influence. Bowlby’s attachment theory shows that secure relationships may help adolescents cope better with negative online experiences. Although both theories were developed before social media existed, they still help explain why young people respond differently to online environments.
           Overall, social media is neither entirely positive nor entirely negative. Encouraging healthy online habits, supportive relationships and critical thinking may help adolescents reduce risks while benefiting from the positive opportunities social media can provide.
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