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Social media has become a central part of adolescent life, with platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat shaping how young people communicate, socialise and form their identities (Odgers & Jensen, 2020). Research suggests that frequent exposure to online content can influence emotional wellbeing, self-esteem and peer relationships, making adolescent mental health a growing public health concern (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017). To understand how and why social media may affect young people’s psychological development, this essay will draw on Erikson’s Psychosocial Stages of Development, which highlight adolescence as a critical period of identity formation during which social pressures and online comparisons may intensify feelings of confusion or inadequacy (Erikson, 1968). Bowlby’s Attachment Theory further explains how early attachment experiences shape later emotional regulation and vulnerability to social influences (Bowlby, 1988). Using these two frameworks, this essay will explore how social media use may affect adolescent mental health, focusing on identity development, attachment needs and the psychological impact of online interactions.
Recent research shows that social media can affect adolescents in several ways. The World Health Organization defines adolescents as individuals aged 10–19 years (WHO, 2024). Research by Kuss and Griffiths (2017) found that around 10–12% of adolescents show signs of problematic social media use, including addiction‑like symptoms such as difficulty controlling use, withdrawal, and neglecting other activities. Problematic use has been linked to lower mental and social wellbeing, higher substance use, and reduced sleep, all of which can negatively affect emotional stability and academic performance (WHO, 2024). A large scoping review also found consistent associations between social media use and depression, anxiety, suicidal ideation, and cyberbullying among young people under 25 (Patra et al., 2024). These findings suggest that social media can intensify emotional distress, particularly for adolescents who are already vulnerable. Adolescence is a period of significant neurological and psychological change, and these developmental processes help explain why social media can have a strong impact on mental health. The adolescent brain is still developing, particularly the prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for impulse control, planning and decision making. Because this area matures more slowly than the brain’s emotional and reward systems, adolescents may find it harder to regulate their online behaviour, resist peer pressure, or disengage from platforms that provide constant stimulation (Casey, 2015). This imbalance can make young people more vulnerable to addictive patterns of social media use, emotional reactivity, and difficulties managing online conflict or negative feedback (Steinberg, 2014). Together, these findings show that adolescent responses to social media arise from an interaction between ‘nature’ factors, such as neurological development and attachment based emotional regulation, and ‘nurture’ influences like peer comparison, online feedback and wider social environments.
Some studies show that social media can support belonging and identity exploration, particularly when adolescents use online platforms to connect with peers, express themselves and engage in supportive communities. Research highlights that digital spaces can enhance social connectedness and provide opportunities for creativity, friendship and emotional support, helping young people feel a sense of belonging (Anti‑Bullying Alliance, 2026). This aligns with wider findings that adolescents often use social media to strengthen peer relationships and explore aspects of their identity in ways that may not be available offline (Elvira Zorzo & Bayona Gómez, 2025).
Research also indicates that moderate social media use—rather than excessive or problematic use—is associated with better wellbeing. The Internet Matters Year Five Index Report shows that time spent online is closely linked to both social connection and loneliness, suggesting that balanced engagement can support positive emotional and social development (Anti‑Bullying Alliance, 2026). This suggests that social media is not inherently harmful; instead, its impact depends on frequency, purpose and the adolescent’s developmental needs.
Cyberbullying remains a significant concern, affecting around 1 in 5 adolescents in the UK, according to recent national reports on children’s digital lives (Anti‑Bullying Alliance, 2026). Cyberbullying can include abusive messages, harassment and intimidation, and is strongly associated with increased depression, anxiety, and emotional distress (Ray et al., 2024). These findings demonstrate that while social media can support belonging and identity exploration, it also exposes adolescents to risks that can negatively affect mental health.
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory proposes that early attachment experiences shape later emotional regulation, coping strategies, and vulnerability to social influences (Bowlby, 1988). Adolescents with secure attachment are more likely to use social media in healthier ways, seeking connection, support, and positive interactions. However, those with insecure attachment may be more susceptible to problematic use. For example, adolescents who struggle with emotional regulation or fear rejection may rely heavily on social media for reassurance, validation, or constant contact with peers (Allen, 2016). This aligns with WHO findings that over one‑third of adolescents maintain constant online contact, with the highest rates among 15‑year‑old girls (World Health Organization, 2024).
From an attachment perspective, this constant connectivity may reflect unmet attachment needs offline. Adolescents with anxious attachment may experience heightened distress when online interactions do not provide the validation they seek, potentially increasing symptoms of anxiety or depression (Morey et al., 2023). Conversely, securely attached adolescents may be better able to navigate negative online experiences, reducing the risk of poor mental health outcomes (Gorrese & Ruggieri, 2013). While Bowlby focuses on how early attachment relationships shape emotional regulation and vulnerability to social influences, Erikson emphasises the adolescent task of forming a stable identity, meaning each theory explains different aspects of how social media affects mental health.
Erikson identifies adolescence as the stage of Identity vs Role Confusion, where young people work to establish a coherent sense of self (Erikson, 1968). Social media environments that are characterised with filtered images, edited content and negative feedback, can intensify this developmental challenge. Research shows that problematic social media users report lower wellbeing, higher emotional distress, and greater difficulty controlling their use (World Health Organization, 2024).
From Erikson’s perspective, social media may disrupt identity formation by exposing adolescents to unrealistic standards and constant comparison. This can contribute to role confusion, low self-esteem, and uncertainty about personal identity. The scoping review found strong associations between social media use and depression and anxiety, which may reflect the psychological strain of navigating identity development in highly evaluative online spaces (Patra et al., 2024).
However, Erikson’s theory also allows for positive outcomes. Adolescents who use social media purposefully—for creativity, self-expression, or community engagement—may strengthen their identity development. The review notes that shorter, purposeful engagement is associated with better mood and wellbeing (Patra et al., 2024), suggesting that social media can support healthy psychosocial development when used in balanced ways.
Although Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories provide useful frameworks for understanding adolescent responses to social media, both have limitations that should be acknowledged. Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory has been criticised for being culturally narrow and overly general, as it assumes that all adolescents progress through identity formation in the same way, which may not reflect diverse social, cultural or digital experiences in modern adolescence. Similarly, Bowlby’s Attachment Theory has been challenged for focusing heavily on early childhood relationships and underestimating the influence of later peer interactions, social environments and online contexts that shape adolescent behaviour. Both theories were developed long before social media existed, meaning their concepts require careful adaptation when applied to digital communication patterns. Despite these limitations, the theories remain valuable for highlighting how identity development and attachment needs can interact with social media use, but they should be used alongside contemporary research to fully understand adolescent mental health in the digital age.
In practice, these theories suggest that health and social care practitioners should support adolescents through secure relationships offline, balanced digital habits, and guidance on managing online comparison and peer pressure. Attachment‑informed approaches can strengthen emotional regulation, while Erikson’s framework highlights the value of encouraging positive identity exploration. Together, these strategies help practitioners identify vulnerable adolescents and provide targeted support that promotes healthier social media use.
Drawing on the evidence discussed, social media can have a significant impact on adolescent mental health by shaping emotional wellbeing, identity development and patterns of social interaction. Bowlby’s Attachment Theory helps explain why adolescents with insecure attachment may be more vulnerable to problematic social media use, relying on online reassurance and constant connectivity in ways that heighten anxiety and emotional distress. In contrast, securely attached adolescents may navigate online environments more confidently, reducing the likelihood of negative outcomes. Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory further illustrates how social media interacts with the developmental task of identity formation. Exposure to peer comparison, filtered and edited images and negativity can intensify role confusion and lower self-esteem, contributing to symptoms of depression and anxiety. However, when used purposefully, social media can also support identity exploration and self-expression. Together, these theories show that the impact of social media on adolescent mental health is shaped by both early attachment experiences and the developmental challenges of adolescence, highlighting the need for balanced, supportive and developmentally informed approaches to digital engagement.
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