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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence.
Introduction
Social media is now a major part of teenagers' daily lives. Platforms like Instagram, Facebook, TikTok and Snapchat, now allow young people to communicate with others,express themselves, and interact socially (Tompson, 2017).
Social media includes different online platforms that let people communicate and connect with others through text, voice, images, and videos (Keles et al., 2020). However, studies show that spending too much time on social media can be linked to mental health issues such as anxiety, depression, and concerns about body image among young people (Weinstein, 2018).
One reason for this is that social media often encourages young people to compare their looks, achievements, and lifestyles with what they see online. These comparisons can make them feel less confident and lower their self-esteem.

Adolescence is a key stage of growth when young people go through many emotional, mental, and social changes. The effects of social media on teenagers' mental health can be understood using psychological theories of development (Keles et al., 2020). This essay will use Erikson's psychosocial development theory and Bowlby's attachment theory to explain how and why social media may influence the mental health of adolescents.








Social media and adolescent mental health
Research suggests that the effect of social media on adolescents' mental health can vary depending on several factors. These include how much time they spend on social media, the type of content they view, their personal characteristics, and any existing emotional or mental health difficulties they may have (Shannon et al., 2022). A systematic review by Keles et al. (2020) found that about 92 per cent of teenagers actively use social media platforms. The review also showed that young people aged 13 to 17 are frequent users of social media, with 87 per cent that has access to a computer and 58 per cent that has access to a tablet

Furthermore, Perrin (2015) reported high levels of smartphone use among young people, with 68 per cent of adolescents aged 13 to 14 owning or having access to a smartphone. The review found that teenagers aged 13 to 17 use social media a lot. About 87 per cent had access to a computer, while 58% had access to a tablet. In addition, Perrin (2015) found that smartphone use was common among young people, with 68 per cent of adolescents aged 13 to 14 owning or having access to a smartphone. These results suggest that the extensive use of social media and digital technology among adolescents, increases their exposure to both the positive and negative effects of online interactions.









Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development
Erik Erikson suggested that people go through eight stages of psychosocial development during their lives. Adolescence is an important stage in which young people develop their personal, social, and group identities (Erikson, 1968, as cited in Maree, 2021). At this stage, the main challenge is identity versus role confusion, where adolescents try to understand who they are, what they believe in, and what values are important to them (Maree, 2021). Erikson's theory helps explain both the positive and negative effects of social media on adolescent mental health.
 The advantage of social media is that can give adolescents opportunities to explore their interests, share their opinions, express themselves, and build connections with their peers with similar experiences (Keles et al., 2020).
However, social media can also have negative effects on teenagers' mental health, especially when they compare themselves with other people online. These comparisons often focus on appearance, achievements, and social status. According to Keles et al. (2020), the impact of social media may depend on who adolescents compare themselves with. When they compare themselves to people they see as more successful they may feel inadequate or less confident. Seeing posts that portray a perfect lifestyle can lead to feelings of dissatisfaction, particularly when teenagers believe that their own lives do not measure up to what they see online (Syed & McLean, 2017).

Similarly, Weinstein (2018) suggests that spending too much time on social media can negatively affect adolescents' mental health, especially when they depend heavily on likes, comments, and other forms of online approval to feel good about themselves and determine their self-worth
According to Keles et al. (2020), seeing negative images and unrealistic portrayals of life on social media can make it harder for adolescents to develop a clear sense of who they are. This is especially important because teenagers are still forming their identity. When they compare themselves negatively to others online, they may start to doubt their abilities, values, and self-worth.
As a result, young people may experience feelings of inadequacy, low self-esteem, anxiety, and depression, which can harm their mental health. If they receive little positive feedback or face rejection on social media, they may become less confident and uncertain about their self-image. The pressure to gain likes, comments, and followers on platforms such as Facebook and Instagram can also increase social anxiety and make adolescents dependent on online approval (Keles et al., 2020).
In addition, teenagers may be exposed to cyberbullying. Cyberbullying involves using social media or other digital technologies to bully, threaten, or embarrass someone through harmful messages, comments, or posts. Young people who experience cyberbullying may suffer from depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, and, in some cases, self-harm (Bottino et al., 2015). These negative online experiences can further affect adolescents' identity development and overall psychological well-being.















Bowlby's attachment theory
Bowlby's attachment theory suggests that the quality of a child's early relationship with their caregivers affects their emotional development, self-esteem, and ability to build relationships with others later in life (Bowlby, 1969). This theory helps explain why social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health.
According to Bowlby, children develop either secure or insecure attachment styles depending on how responsive and supportive their caregivers are. These attachment styles often continue into adolescence and can influence how young people use social media and react to online experiences (Grosch, 2025).
A secure attachment usually helps adolescents develop confidence, manage their emotions effectively, and build healthy relationships. In contrast, insecure attachment can lead to anxiety, fear of rejection, and difficulties trusting others (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2020).
Adolescents with a secure attachment style are generally more likely to have high self-esteem, good emotional control, and confidence in their relationships. According to the American Psychological Association (APA, 2023), they often use social media in a healthy way to stay connected with friends, seek support, and communicate with others without becoming overly dependent on likes, comments, or online approval. They are also better able to cope with negative online experiences, such as criticism or rejection (Weir, 2023)
Adolescents with insecure attachment styles may be more affected by the negative impacts of social media. Those with anxious attachment often look for constant reassurance and approval through likes, comments, and followers. When they do not receive this attention, they may feel anxious, have lower self-esteem, and experience feelings of rejection (Shannon et al., 2022). Studies also suggest that young people with anxious attachment are more likely to use social media excessively and rely heavily on online interactions for emotional support (Grosch, 2025).






Conclusion
In summary, social media can affect adolescent mental health in both positive and negative ways. It can help young people connect with others, express themselves, and feel supported. However, it can also lead to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and emotional difficulties because of social comparisons, cyberbullying, and a strong need for approval from others online.
Erikson's theory of psychosocial development helps explain how social media can affect adolescents. During adolescence, forming a personal identity is very important. Social media can help young people discover their interests and develop their identity, but it can also cause confusion and lower self-esteem if they rely too much on approval from others or compare themselves with their peers online.
Bowlby's attachment theory also explains why adolescents react differently to social media experiences. Teenagers with secure attachments are usually better able to cope with challenges and negative experiences online. In contrast, those with insecure attachment styles may be more likely to experience anxiety, feel rejected, and suffer emotional distress.
Together, these theories show that the effects of social media on adolescent mental health depend not only on the social media platforms themselves but also on young people's developmental needs and their relationships with others. Understanding these factors can help parents, teachers, and mental health professionals encourage healthier and more balanced use of social media among adolescents.
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