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Social media has become an important part of everyday life, especially for adolescents. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and Facebook allow young people to communicate, develop friendships and access information. Although social media offers many benefits, research has shown that excessive or negative use many contribute to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem and body image concerns. Adolescence is a critical stage of development during which young people form their identity and build social relationships. This essay will discuss the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by applying Erikson’s psychosocial development theory and Bowlby’s Attachment Theory. It will examine both the positive and negative effects of social media and explain how these theories help to understand its influence on adolescents’ psychological wellbeing.
Social media refers to online platforms and applications that allow people to create, share, and interact with content, as well as communicate with others. Popular platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, Facebook, and X (formerly Twitter) have become an important part of everyday life, especially for adolescents. These platforms provide opportunities to connect with friends, express opinions, and access information, but they can also influence users’ mental health and wellbeing. 

What adolescence is?
Adolescence is the period of life between childhood and adulthood, usually between the ages of 10 and 19 years (World Health Organisation, 2023). During this stage, young people experience many physical, emotional, psychological and social changes as they develop their identity, become more independent and build stronger relationships with family and friends. These changes make adolescence an important stage of development, as experience during this time can have a lasting effect on a young person’s mental health and overall wellbeing. 
Erik Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory explains that people go through eight stages of development form childhood to adulthood, with each stage presenting a different psychological challenge. During adolescence, the main challenge is developing a clear sense of identity, a stage that Erikson called identity vs. Role Confusion. At this point in life, young people begin to discover who they are, what they believe in, and what they want for their future. Successfully developing a strong identity can increase self-confidence and emotional wellbeing, while struggling with this process may lead to confusion, low self-esteem, and uncertainty. Social media can have a significant influence during this stage. It provides adolescents with opportunities to express themselves and stay connected with others, but it can also expose them to constant comparisons, unrealistic beauty standards, and pressure to gain approval through likes and comments. These experiences may make it more difficult for some young people to develop a positive sense of identity and contribute to mental health problems such as anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem. 
Erikson’s Eight Stages of psychosocial Development
1. Trust vs. Mistrust (Infancy: 0-1 year) – During this stage, Infants learn whether they can trust their caregivers to meet their basic needs. Successful care develops trust, while inconsistent care may lead to mistrust.
2. Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt (Early childhood: 1-3 years) – Children begin to develop independence by learning new skills, such as walking and making simple choices. Support encourages autonomy, while excessive criticism may result in shame and self-doubt.
3. Initiative vs. Guilt (Preschool: 3-6 years) – Children become more independent and start taking initiative in activities and play. Encouragement builds confidence, whereas discouragement can lead to feelings of guilt.
4. Industry vs. Inferiority (School Age: 6-12 years) – Children develop skills through school, friendships, and achievements. Success leads to competence, while repeated failure may cause feelings of inferiority.
5. Identity vs. Role Confusion (Adolescence:12-18 years) – Adolescents explore their identity, beliefs, and future goals. Successfully resolving this stage leads to a strong sense of self, while difficulties may result in confusion and low self-esteem.
6. Intimacy vs. Isolation (Young Adulthood: 18-40 years) – Young adults develop close and meaningful relationships. Successful relationships lead to intimacy, while difficulties may result in loneliness and isolation.
7. Generativity vs. Stagnation (Middle Adulthood:40-65 years) – Adults focus on contributing to society, supporting future generations, and achieving meaningful goals. Failure to do so may lead to stagnation and a lack of purpose.
8. Integrity vs. Despair (Late Adulthood:65 years and older) – Older adults reflect on their lives. Those who feel satisfied develop a sense of integrity, while those with regrets may experience despair.


Mental health is an important part of a person’s overall health and wellbeing because it influences how they think, feel, and respond to everyday situations. During adolescence, mental health becomes even more important as young people go through major emotional, psychological, and social changes. Good mental health helps adolescents develop confidence, build positive relationships, cope with challenges, and make healthy decisions. On the other hand, poor mental health can have a negative impact on their self-esteem, school performance, relationships, and overall quality of life. As social media is now a regular part of many adolescents’ daily lives, it is important to understand how it can affect their mental health in both positive and negative ways. 


One of the main positive effects of social media is that it provides adolescent’s with social support. Social media allows young people to stay connected with friends, family, and peers, even when they are physically apart. It also enables them to join online communities where they can share experiences, seek advice, and receive emotional support from others with similar interests or challenges. For adolescents who may feel isolated or struggle to make friends in person, social media can help them feel a sense of belonging and reduce feelings of loneliness. In addition, supportive online interactions can improve self-confidence and encourage young people to talk openly about their emotions and mental health. When used in a positive and balanced way, social media can strengthen relationships and contribute to better mental wellbeing.
This suggests that social media is not always harmful, as it can provide valuable emotional support and help adolescents maintain healthy social connections, which are important for their mental wellbeing. 
Social media can provide adolescents with emotional support and opportunities to maintain friendships, develop a sense of belonging, and access supportive online communities. Research by Odgers and Jensen (2020) suggests that digital technologies can have positive effects when they help young people strengthen social connections and access supportive relationships, although the overall impact depends on how social media is used.
Harvard & Jensen (2020)
Odgers, C.L. and Jensen, M.R. (2020)  ‘Annual Research Review: Adolescent mental health in the digital age: facts, fears, and future directions’, Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 61(3), pp. 336-348. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.13190
Social media can have several positive effects on adolescents’ mental health when it is used in a healthy and balanced way. One of its main benefits is that it helps young people stay connected with friends, family, and peers, allowing them to maintain relationships and communicate easily regardless of distance. It also provides opportunities to build supportive online communities where adolescents can share their experiences, seek advice, and receive emotional support from people facing similar challenges. In addition, social media has increased awareness of mental health by giving young people access to educational content, professional advice, and campaigns that encourage open discussions about emotional wellbeing. For some adolescents, these platforms can reduce feelings of loneliness, increase their sense of belonging, and provide a safe space to express themselves. When used responsibly, social media can strengthen social connections, improve self-confidence, and contribute positively to adolescents’ mental health and overall wellbeing.
However, the positive impact of social media depends on how it is used, as excessive use or negative online experiences may outweigh these benefits.
(Odgers and Jensen, 2020)
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Although social media offers many benefits, excessive or unhealthy use can have negative effects on adolescents’ mental health.one of the most common concerns is social comparison, where young people compare their appearance, lifestyle, or achievements with the carefully selected content shared by others. This can lead to low self-esteem, body image dissatisfaction, and reduced self-confidence. In addition, adolescents  may experience pressure to gain likes, comments, and followers, which can increase feelings of stress and anxiety. Social media also exposes young people to cyberbullying, online harassment, and harmful content, all of which have been linked to higher levels of depression and emotional distress. Spending long periods on social media, particularly before bedtime, may also disrupt sleep, reduce concentration, and affect academic performance. These factors highlight that while social media can support communication and connection, excessive or negative use may have a significant impact on adolescents’ mental health and overall wellbeing.
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