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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence
According to Mental Health UK (2026), Social media is a digital platform for communication, content sharing, and online interaction.  Social media has become a central aspect of adolescent life, influencing how young people communicate, develop relationships, and construct their identities. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and Facebook provide opportunities for social connection, self-expression, and access to information. However, increasing evidence suggests that excessive or unhealthy social media use can negatively affect adolescents' mental health, contributing to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body image concerns, cyberbullying, and social isolation. Adolescence is a critical stage of psychological and emotional development, making young people particularly vulnerable to the pressures and comparisons associated with online environments. Understanding how social media influences mental health requires consideration of established developmental theories that explain adolescent behaviour and emotional well-being (Cookingham and Ginny, 2025). This essay will examine the impact of social media on adolescent mental health through the lens of Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby's Attachment Theory. Erikson's theory will be used to explore how social media influences identity formation during adolescence, while Bowlby's theory will examine how attachment relationships affect adolescents' online interactions, emotional security, and vulnerability to the psychological effects of social media use.
Adolescence is the transitional stage of life between childhood and adulthood, typically spanning the ages of 10 to 19 years (World Health Organisation,2026).  During this period, the brain continues to develop, particularly areas responsible for emotional regulation, decision-making, and impulse control. Adolescents are therefore particularly sensitive to peer approval and social comparison. Social media has become one of the most influential environments in which these developmental processes occur. According to Ofcom (2024), the majority of young people in the United Kingdom use social media daily, making it an important influence on psychological well-being.
Boyd and Bee. (2019) state that psychosocial development theory provides a useful framework for understanding how social media affects adolescents. Erikson argued that adolescence is characterised by the psychosocial crisis of identity versus role confusion. During this stage, young people seek to establish a coherent sense of self by exploring different beliefs, values, interests, and social roles. Successfully resolving this stage leads to a strong sense of identity, while failure may result in confusion, insecurity, and reduced self-esteem. Social media may play a constructive role in adolescent identity formation by offering platforms for self-expression, social interaction, and engagement with others who 
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share similar interests and experiences. For adolescents who experience marginalisation due to factors such as disability, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or mental health conditions, online communities can provide a sense of belonging, acceptance, and emotional support. These positive online experiences have the potential to strengthen self-confidence and enhance overall psychological well-being. According to Odgers and Jensen (2020), when digital technologies are used within supportive contexts, they can promote meaningful social connections and create valuable opportunities for learning and personal development.
However, Erikson's theory also helps explain why social media may negatively affect mental health. Adolescents often compare themselves with carefully edited images and idealised lifestyles presented online. Social comparison can reduce self-esteem and contribute to feelings of inadequacy. Exposure to unrealistic beauty standards may increase body dissatisfaction, particularly among adolescent girls. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) found that greater social media use was associated with increased levels of anxiety, depression, and psychological distress among adolescents, although the strength of the relationship varied across studies.
Social media also exposes adolescents to constant feedback through likes, comments, and follower counts. During Erikson's identity formation stage, external validation may become closely linked with self-worth. Adolescents who receive limited positive feedback online may experience rejection or loneliness, potentially increasing emotional vulnerability. Conversely, positive interactions may reinforce confidence and strengthen peer relationships. Therefore, Erikson's theory suggests that social media can either facilitate healthy identity development or contribute to role confusion depending on how it is used and the individual's experiences.
Bowlby's attachment theory provides another useful explanation for differences in adolescents' experiences of social media. Bowlby (1969) proposed that early relationships with caregivers influence emotional development and future interpersonal relationships. Secure attachments enable individuals to develop trust, emotional regulation, and resilience, whereas insecure attachments may contribute to anxiety, dependency, or avoidance in later relationships.
Attachment styles may influence how adolescents use social media. Young people with secure attachments may use online communication to strengthen existing friendships without relying on social media for emotional validation. In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment styles may become overly dependent on online approval and reassurance. They may repeatedly check notifications, seek validation through likes, or experience distress when excluded from online interactions. Such behaviours can increase anxiety and emotional instability.
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Research supports this relationship between attachment and online behaviour. Insecure attachment has been associated with problematic social media use, fear of missing out (FOMO), and increased symptoms of depression and anxiety (Blackwell et al., 2017).    Adolescents with anxious attachment may be particularly vulnerable to cyberbullying because they place greater importance on peer acceptance. Negative online interactions may reinforce existing emotional insecurities established through earlier attachment experiences.
Cyberbullying represents one of the most significant risks associated with adolescent social media use. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur continuously and anonymously, making it difficult for victims to escape. Victims frequently report increased anxiety, depression, loneliness, low self-esteem, and suicidal thoughts. Viner et al. (2019) found that cyberbullying, alongside reduced sleep and physical inactivity, partially explained the relationship between social media use and poorer mental health outcomes. These findings highlight that the effects of social media are influenced by multiple interacting biological, psychological, and social factors rather than social media use alone.
Sleep disruption is another important factor affecting adolescent mental health. Many adolescents use smartphones late into the evening, reducing sleep quality and duration. Poor sleep has been consistently associated with depression, emotional dysregulation, reduced concentration, and poorer academic performance. Since the adolescent brain continues developing throughout the teenage years, adequate sleep is essential for healthy psychological functioning. Health professionals should therefore encourage good digital habits, including limiting screen time before bedtime.
Despite these concerns, it is important to recognise that social media also offers significant mental health benefits. Many organisations now use social media to promote mental health awareness, reduce stigma, and provide accessible information for young people. Adolescents experiencing loneliness or mental health difficulties may find emotional support through online peer groups and professional organisations. During periods of social isolation, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, social media enabled many young people to maintain friendships and reduce feelings of isolation. These findings demonstrate that the impact of social media depends largely on how it is used rather than simply the amount of time spent online.
Health and social care professionals play an important role in supporting adolescents to develop healthy relationships with social media. Nurses, social workers, teachers, youth workers, and mental health practitioners should assess young people's online experiences alongside their emotional wellbeing. Rather than encouraging complete avoidance of social 
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media, professionals should promote digital literacy, resilience, critical thinking, and healthy online behaviours. This approach reflects the recommendation that health professionals routinely assess young people’s use of technology as part of holistic mental health assessment, recognising both its potential benefits and its potential harms. (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2020).

Applying Erikson's and Bowlby's theories enables professionals to understand better why individual adolescents respond differently to social media. Erikson's theory highlights the importance of identity formation and peer relationships, while Bowlby's theory explains how attachment experiences influence emotional regulation and interpersonal behaviour. Together, these theories demonstrate that adolescent mental health is shaped by the interaction of biological development, family relationships, social experiences, and digital environments. This biopsychosocial perspective is particularly valuable within health and social care practice because it encourages holistic assessment and person-centred interventions.
In conclusion, social media has become a central part of adolescent life and has both positive and negative effects on mental health. It offers opportunities for communication, identity exploration, learning, and emotional support, while also increasing the risk of anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, body dissatisfaction, and sleep disruption. Erikson's psychosocial development theory demonstrates how social media influences identity formation during adolescence, whereas Bowlby's attachment theory explains why attachment security affects online behaviour and emotional wellbeing. The evidence suggests that social media itself is neither inherently harmful nor beneficial; rather, its impact depends on individual vulnerabilities, patterns of use, family relationships, and social contexts. Health and social care professionals should therefore adopt a balanced approach by supporting adolescents to develop healthy digital habits, promoting resilience, and recognising the psychological and developmental factors that influence mental health throughout adolescence.
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