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Discuss the Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence
Introduction
Digital technologies have become deeply embedded in adolescents’ everyday lives, shaping how they communicate, learn, socialise and express themselves. Social media platforms now play a central role in how young people form friendships, explore identity and experience emotions (World Health Organization Regional Office for Europe, 2024). These online environments can strengthen social connections and offer creative opportunities, yet they also expose adolescents to criticism, comparison, rejection and idealised portrayals of life. Such experiences can influence mood, confidence, sleep, belonging and social behaviour. Research increasingly shows that social media can have both positive and negative effects depending on individual vulnerabilities, context and patterns of use (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Some adolescents feel more connected and supported online, whereas others report heightened anxiety or pressure to present themselves in particular ways (Orben et al., 2024). Although most young people use social media without major difficulties, a notable minority experience problematic patterns of engagement, suggesting that screen‑time limits alone do not capture the complexity of online behaviour. To understand why social media affects adolescents differently, Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory offer valuable insight into identity formation, emotional security and vulnerability during adolescence.
Main Body
Research increasingly indicates that the relationship between social media and adolescent wellbeing is varied and often modest. Fassi et al. (2024) identified small associations between social media use and internalising symptoms such as anxiety, low mood and social withdrawal. These findings highlight correlations rather than simple causal pathways, suggesting that social media may interact with existing vulnerabilities rather than directly creating mental health difficulties. Longitudinal research following young people from age ten to sixteen found no clear within‑person prospective link between social media use and later mental health outcomes (Steinsbekk, Nesi and Wichstrøm, 2023), indicating that average effects may be smaller than public debates suggest. This aligns with umbrella reviews reporting mixed and often minimal average effects (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). However, small average effects do not mean social media is harmless for everyone. Psychological processes such as comparison, self‑presentation, exclusion, feedback and sensitivity to stress shape how adolescents respond to online environments (Orben et al., 2024). These processes help explain why the same platform can feel supportive for one young person but distressing for another, especially when adolescents are already navigating emotional or social challenges offline.
Another important factor is the type of social media use. Active use-such as messaging friends, sharing content or participating in communities-can support social connection and identity exploration. Passive use, such as scrolling through curated images or observing others’ interactions, is more strongly associated with comparison and negative affect. Bear et al. (2025) found that adolescents who spent long periods passively observing others online reported greater feelings of isolation despite high levels of digital connectivity. Algorithms often prioritise visually appealing or highly engaging content, meaning adolescents are repeatedly exposed to idealised lifestyles, appearance‑focused posts and indicators of popularity such as likes and follower counts. Orben et al. (2024) argue that these digital environments amplify normative pressures around attractiveness, achievement and social status, which can be particularly challenging during a developmental stage already characterised by heightened self‑consciousness. For adolescents who are still forming a stable sense of identity, repeated exposure to unrealistic standards can reinforce feelings of inadequacy or fuel perfectionistic tendencies.
The interactive nature of social media also means adolescents are not only observing others but being observed themselves. The anticipation of feedback-whether positive or negative-can create a cycle of vigilance and emotional dependency. This aligns with Bowlby’s concept of hyperactivation in anxious attachment, where individuals seek reassurance but remain sensitive to signs of rejection (Ekinci and Akat, 2023). Even minor fluctuations in engagement can trigger distress, reinforce compulsive checking behaviours and increase emotional vulnerability. Adolescents with avoidant attachment may prefer digital communication because it feels more controllable and less emotionally demanding, yet relying mainly on online interactions can lead to emotional loneliness even when social contact appears frequent. Social media can also help isolated adolescents find supportive communities, showing that online spaces can meet attachment needs when offline support is limited.
Erikson’s psychosocial theory describes adolescence as a period of identity exploration, during which young people attempt to understand their values, abilities, relationships and future goals. Successful exploration leads to confidence and commitment, whereas incomplete exploration can result in uncertainty and insecurity (Pérez‑Torres, 2024). Social media now functions as a public arena for this developmental process. Adolescents express opinions, join communities, share interests and observe how others respond. Pérez‑Torres (2024) describes social media as a “digital social mirror,” offering feedback that shapes self‑evaluation. Positive online experiences-such as encouragement for creative work or supportive discussions-can strengthen identity, belonging and self‑awareness. Avci, Baams and Kretschmer (2025) found that active online participation is linked with identity exploration and clearer self‑concepts, suggesting that social media can support healthy development when used constructively. However, identity development may be disrupted when adolescents depend heavily on external approval. Comparing everyday life with curated portrayals can lead to envy, shame and dissatisfaction (Avci, Baams and Kretschmer, 2025). Erikson’s theory helps explain adolescents’ sensitivity to online feedback, but it does not fully account for modern digital features such as algorithms, influencers or cyberbullying, which intensify exposure to comparison and public judgement. This limitation shows that while Erikson’s theory remains useful, it requires adaptation to fully explain digital identity pressures.
Although these theories are typically applied to childhood and adolescence, they also offer valuable insight into supporting older adults in health and social care. Erikson’s later stage of integrity versus despair highlights how older adults reflect on their life achievements and identity. Social media can support this process by enabling connection with family, sharing memories and maintaining social roles, but it may also undermine wellbeing if online comparison triggers feelings of inadequacy or regret. Understanding Erikson’s framework helps practitioners recognise how digital engagement may influence older adults’ self‑esteem, belonging and sense of purpose. Bowlby’s theory is equally relevant. Older adults experiencing loneliness, bereavement or reduced mobility may turn to digital communication to meet attachment needs. Secure digital relationships can provide comfort and stability, while inconsistent or superficial online interactions may intensify feelings of abandonment or insecurity. Health and social care professionals can use these theories to identify when older adults rely excessively on digital reassurance or when online interactions are replacing essential face‑to‑face support. This insight helps practitioners tailor interventions that strengthen secure relationships, promote meaningful offline contact and encourage balanced digital use.
Together, Erikson and Bowlby offer a more complete explanation of adolescent online experiences. Identity development and emotional security are closely connected. Supportive relationships help adolescents build stable identities, while limited offline support can make online approval feel more intense or stressful. Online validation may become a coping strategy for attachment insecurity during identity exploration. Health and social care professionals should therefore explore what adolescents see, feel and interpret online rather than focusing solely on-screen time. They should consider sleep disruption, comparison, bullying, exclusion and compulsive checking, while also recognising strengths, interests and positive relationships (U.S. Office of the Surgeon General, 2023). Practical support includes helping adolescents distinguish popularity from personal worth, challenging unrealistic comparisons, establishing calm and predictable boundaries, supporting healthy sleep routines, encouraging hobbies and strengthening supportive relationships. These same principles apply to older adults, who may also benefit from support in navigating digital environments, maintaining secure relationships and interpreting online content in ways that protect emotional wellbeing.
Conclusion
Social media influences adolescent mental health through a complex interaction of identity development, emotional security and social evaluation. Erikson’s theory explains adolescents’ heightened sensitivity to public feedback, comparison and the pressure to define themselves in a highly visible digital environment. Bowlby’s attachment theory clarifies why some adolescents seek reassurance online, react strongly to perceived rejection or rely heavily on digital interactions when offline relationships feel uncertain. Together, these theories show that social media does not affect all adolescents in the same way; its impact depends on developmental needs, attachment patterns and individual vulnerabilities. Although average associations between social media use and mental health are small or inconsistent (Fassi et al., 2024; Steinsbekk, Nesi and Wichstrøm, 2023), this does not diminish the experiences of adolescents who face significant distress linked to comparison, exclusion or compulsive checking. Effective support involves strengthening secure relationships, promoting balanced identity development, encouraging digital literacy and helping adolescents interpret online content more critically. While Erikson and Bowlby do not fully capture the complexity of modern digital platforms, they provide a valuable foundation for understanding adolescent experiences and guiding developmentally informed practice. Their combined insights emphasise the need for supportive environments-both online and offline-that help adolescents and older adults build stable identities, manage emotional challenges and navigate digital spaces with confidence and resilience.
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