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Introduction
Adolescence is an important stage of development during which young people experience significant physical, emotional and social changes. At the same time, social media has become an important part of everyday life, allowing adolescents to communicate with friends, express themselves and access information. At the same time, social media can provide opportunities for learning, social support and self-expression, excessive or negative use has also been linked to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, cyberbullying and poor sleep. However, the impact of social media is not the same for every young person and depends on individual experiences and relationships. This essay will discuss how social media can influence adolescent mental health by applying Erikson's psychosocial development theory and Bowlby's attachment theory. It will also consider both the benefits and risks of social media use and evaluate how these theories help explain different mental health outcomes.
Main Body

Social media is now part of everyday life for most adolescents. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and YouTube allow young people to communicate with friends, share experiences and find information. For many teenagers, social media is an important way of staying connected with others. However, research suggests that its impact on mental health is not always positive or negative. Instead, the effects depend on how social media is used, the type of content viewed and the individual circumstances of each young person (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
Many studies suggest that simply measuring the amount of time spent online does not explain mental health outcomes. Some adolescents use social media to keep in touch with supportive friends, while others spend long periods comparing themselves with unrealistic images or reading negative comments. Personal factors, including family support, existing mental health difficulties and self-esteem, also influence how social media affects emotional wellbeing (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
One issue that has received a great deal of attention is social comparison. Social media often presents edited photographs and carefully selected moments from people's lives. Teenagers may begin to believe that these images represent reality and compare themselves with them. This can reduce confidence and create concerns about appearance, popularity or success. Kelly et al. (2019) found that greater social media use was associated with lower life satisfaction and poorer mental health, particularly among adolescent girls. The pressure to receive likes, comments and followers may also encourage young people to measure their self-worth through online approval rather than real-life achievements (United States Surgeon General, 2023).
It is also important to consider that adolescents are still developing their identity and self-confidence. During this stage, many young people look for acceptance from others, which can make them more sensitive to comments, likes and followers. Positive feedback may increase confidence, while negative comments or being ignored can make some adolescents question their self-worth. Erikson's theory helps explain why social media can have a stronger emotional impact during adolescence than in adulthood. However, not every adolescent responds in the same way, as personality, family support and previous experiences can also influence how social media affects mental health
Another issue that affects many young people is cyberbullying. Unlike face-to-face bullying, online bullying can continue at any time of the day and reach a much larger audience. Negative comments, rumours or embarrassing photographs can remain online and continue affecting young people long after they have been posted. Orben et al. (2024) found strong evidence linking cyberbullying with anxiety, depression, self-harm and suicidal thoughts. Social media may also affect sleep, as many adolescents stay awake checking notifications or scrolling through content late at night. Poor sleep has been linked with lower mood, reduced concentration and poorer emotional wellbeing (Fassi et al., 2025).
Erikson's theory of psychosocial development helps explain why adolescents may be particularly sensitive to these experiences. According to Erikson (1968), adolescence is the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion, when young people try to understand who they are and where they belong. Social media can support this process by allowing teenagers to express themselves, explore their interests and communicate with people who have similar experiences. Positive feedback from friends may increase confidence and help adolescents develop a stronger sense of identity.
At the same time, social media may make identity development more difficult. Some young people feel pressure to present a perfect image of themselves online because they want approval from others. Constant comparison with influencers or celebrities may lead to unrealistic expectations and lower self-esteem. Teenagers may even change the way they behave or look simply to receive more likes or followers. The American Psychological Association (2023) suggests that these experiences may increase anxiety and reduce confidence. I believe Erikson’s theory is still very useful because it explains why many teenagers seek acceptance from other. However, it was developed long before social media existed, so it cannot explain every aspect of online behaviour.
A different explanation is provided by Bowlby’s Attachment Theory. Bowlby (1969) believed that early relationships with parents or caregivers influence how people develop trust and emotional security throughout life. Adolescents with secure attachments are generally more confident in their relationships and are less likely to rely on social media for reassurance. They are more likely to use online platforms to communicate with friends while maintaining healthy relationships offline.
In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment styles may depend more on social media for acceptance and reassurance. They may worry if messages are not answered quickly or become upset when they receive little attention online. Being excluded from a group chat or ignored by friends may be interpreted as rejection. These experiences can increase feelings of anxiety and loneliness (American Psychological Association, 2023). However, Bowlby's theory cannot explain every mental health outcome because other factors, such as family circumstances, personality, culture and the design of social media platforms, also influence adolescent behaviour.
It is also important to recognise that social media is not always harmful It allows young people to maintain friendships, access educational information and find support from people with similar experiences. Adolescents living with long-term health conditions, disabilities or mental health difficulties may feel less isolated after joining supportive online communities. Social media can also increase awareness of mental health and encourage young people to seek help when they need it (Fassi et al., 2025). This shows that social media is not harmful for everyone, and positive online experiences can improve confidence and emotional we Helping adolescents use social media safely is a shared responsibility. Parents can support young people by talking openly about their online experiences and encouraging healthy habits, such as avoiding screens before bedtime. Schools also have an important role in teaching students about online safety, cyberbullying and how to recognise unrealistic content on social media. Health and social care professionals should ask young people about their social media use and discuss how it may affect their mood, sleep, relationships and self-esteem. Taking these simple steps can reduce some of the risks while still allowing adolescents to benefit from the positive aspects of social media (United States Surgeon General, 2023).
Although Erikson's and Bowlby's theories provide useful explanations, they cannot explain every aspect of social media use. Adolescents have different personalities, life experiences and levels of family support, meaning the same online experience may affect people differently. In addition, social media platforms are constantly changing, and new features may influence behaviour in ways that these theories did not originally consider. For this reason, it is important to combine psychological theories with current research to gain a better understanding of how social media influences adolescent mental health. This provides a more balanced discussion and recognises that there is no single explanation for every young person's experience.

Conclusion
Overall, social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescents' mental health. It can increase the risk of anxiety, low self-esteem and social comparison, but it can also help young people build friendships, express themselves and access support when needed. Erikson's theory suggests that social media can influence identity development, while Bowlby's attachment theory helps explain why some adolescents are more affected by online relationships and feedback than others. From the evidence discussed, social media is only one of many factors that can influence adolescent mental health. The impact depends on individual differences, relationships and the way social media is used. For this reason, parents, schools, health and social care professionals, and social media companies all have an important role in helping adolescents use social media in a safe and healthy way.
 As social media continues to evolve, ongoing research will remain important to help health and social care professionals better understand and support adolescents in rapidly changing digital world.
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