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The impact of social media on mental health in adolescence

Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_Gq5IGyhI][bookmark: _Int_HDP6UQNZ][bookmark: _Int_RzK1fvA8]The adolescent years are a crucial time of psychological and social development when a young person is undergoing a host of emotional, relational, self-perception and sense of identity changes (Khalaf et al., 2023). Social media is now an integral aspect of adolescent life as it offers avenues for communication, entertainment, self-expression and relationship (H Morita, N Griffioen., 2026). The benefits of social media have also been shadowed by concerns about the potential adverse effects of social media on youth mental health (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025). Adolescents and young people have also been linked to depressive, anxiety and stress-like symptoms with problematic social media use. The essay explores how social media affects the mental health of adolescents, drawing on the theories of Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby's Attachment Theory. The theories offer a different but complementary way of understanding the relationship between social media use and psychological impact in adolescence, with regard to identity development, relationship, belonging and social experience.  
[bookmark: _Int_VForiOp7]Adolescence is especially significant in Erikson's theory as it is the psychosocial stage of identity versus role confusion. Erikson (1968) suggested that youth are trying to create a unified self by investigating their values, beliefs, roles and relationships. Social media can offer the adolescent a place for this exploration to take place outside of his or her home (Pérez-Torres, 2024). Youth have the opportunity to share self through photos, posts, videos, and the internet and be critiqued by others. Positive feedback can help build confidence and new levels of identity (Dhabhai, 2025). Adolescents can also be extremely concerned with how they are seen by others. Clicking likes, comments, followers, and other social interactions can make giving and receiving social approval seem like a very significant factor (Clark, 2024).
[bookmark: _Int_NeBIzbV4]The Impact of social media on Adolescent Development: Erickson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby Attachment Theory: Erickson's theory focuses on psychosocial development across the lifespan, particularly identity formation during adolescence. Whereas Bowlby’s theory focuses on relationships and emotional development during adolescence. The essay will critically evaluate both theories to discuss their relevance to supporting young people and determine which theory better explains the effects of social media on adolescent mental health.
This is important, as social media enables adolescents to compare themselves to media constructed images of other people's lives that they have chosen. Comparisons can be made based on looks, popularity, relationships, achievements, lifestyle etc. Repeated exposure to idealised images can lead to a sense of lack of desirability, success or social acceptance among an adolescent (Clark, 2024). An Eriksonian perspective suggests that reoccurring negative comparisons may disrupt an adolescent's emerging positive and stable sense of self, as they may be attempting to define themselves around others' acceptance or rejection (Dhabhai, 2025).
[bookmark: _Int_psLCWojt]Thus, social media can be conceptualized as a potentially opportunity and a potential challenge to identity development. Youth can use the Internet to find out more about their interests, give their opinions, and find communities that share their experiences (Pérez-Torres, 2024). H Morita, et al,
[bookmark: _Int_H1LDGzNz][bookmark: _Int_bqC8mhhg] (2026) explains that social media can offer opportunities for youth to build a sense of belonging and connect with positive, supportive communities when they feel alone in their immediate surroundings. Adolescent may feel the need to constantly perform, and may feel distressed if feedback on-line is not what they had hoped for (Rorije et al., 2023). Erikson's theory is thus helpful in explaining why adolescents may be especially vulnerable to social evaluation at this point in their lives.
[bookmark: _Int_mPf2mNt8]However, there are some constraints in using Erikson's theory with social media. The theory was formulated before the advent of digital communication and thus does not explicitly outline the specific features of social networking (Rorije et al., 2023). Additionally, it highlights psychosocial development as a progression of phases, but dynamic experiences of today's teens can be shaped by culture, socioeconomic status and differences (H Morita, et al., 2026). It must be noted that, for this reason, one cannot conclude that social media is directly responsible for poor mental health, in the sense of Erikson's theory (Dhabhai, 2025). In contrast, it can be used as a guide to understanding the potential significance of online experiences in the context of identity development. 
[bookmark: _Int_12iGMXJ7]Another perspective of value is Bowlby's Attachment Theory. Bowlby (1969) suggested that people are inborn and have a need for close emotional bonds with other people and that such attachments are security and source of support. While attachment theory was initially used to describe the relationship between infants and their caregivers, attachment experiences can continue to impact interpersonal relationships and emotional functioning as an adult (van der Horst et al., 2024). In the adolescent years, young people slowly begin to become more independent from their parents and also increasingly value peer relationships (Darling et al., 2024). Social media are then one of the places in which social connectedness can be important.
[bookmark: _Int_tgNqr3Em][bookmark: _Int_Wiee017g]Social media can be good in the context of meaningfully connected relationships from an attachment point of view. Adolescents are able to make friends, stay in touch when they are not in the same physical location and find support during challenging times when needed (Fallah et al., 2022). Internet communication can thus help foster a sense of belonging and connection. This is especially significant as social relationships are strongly linked to the emotional wellbeing of adolescents (Darling et al., 2024). This indicates that the quality and type of online experiences are more significant than just how much time is spent online.
[bookmark: _Int_aKYilzfe][bookmark: _Int_Mnyw3IIn]But social media could also cause problems with attachment. Adolescents may be more sensitive to rejection, exclusion or delayed responses online, if they already struggle within their relationships (van der Horst et al., 2024). For instance, when viewing images of a group of friends together without them, it can create a sense of rejection and loneliness (Fallah et al., 2022). Likewise, less likes or responses from others may be seen as lack of social acceptance. The constant availability and instant response to social communications can also put pressure on availability and promptness (Darling et al., 2024). Anxiety, insecurity and emotional distress may arise in vulnerable adolescents as a consequence of these experiences.
Research backs the significance of taking into account these various experiences instead of generalizing the impact of social media. In children and adolescents, the use of social networking sites (SNS) was linked to depression and anxiety symptoms, while perceived social support and social comparison and fear of missing out were also cited as factors that influenced their use of SNS, according to a systematic review (Eichenberg et al., 2024). A more recent systematic review also revealed links between social media and adolescent outcomes such as self-esteem, loneliness, interpersonal relationships, anxiety and depressive symptoms (Darling et al., 2024). 
However, Bowlby’s theory has its limitations when taken as it is to the realm of social media. While attachment theory is mainly about emotional relationships and early relationships, social media encompasses a variety of social, cultural, and technological influences (Eichenberg et al., 2024). The theory cannot account for all online encounters, and some issues like algorithmic content and cyberbullying cannot be fully captured by the theory. In addition, there are numerous biological, psychological, and environmental factors that affect adolescent mental health (Fallah et al., 2022). Thus, attachment theory must be taken together with other explanations, which cannot be seen as a full explanation of mental health consequences of social media (E Topolska, 2026).
Erikson's theory and Bowlby's were complementary. Erikson is useful to understand the significance of social media in relation to identity development, self-esteem and social evaluations, and Bowlby is useful to understand the significance of relationships, emotional security and belonging (Muraina Kamilu Olanrewaju et al., 2023). For instance, support from peers on the internet can help an adolescent feel more secure in belonging and more confident in his or her identity, which in turn can help with attachment and identity (E Topolska, 2026). In contrast, cyberbullying, exclusion or negative social comparisons repeated over time can have a negative impact on a sense of belonging and on the formation of a positive identity (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025).  
These theories are also applicable to health and social care practice. Adolescent professionals need to be careful not to presume that social media use is inherently negative. Rather, they should discuss the ways in which they might be using social media and whether online activity is leading to feelings of anxiety, low mood, isolation, low self-esteem, or relationship difficulties in individual young people (Muraina Kamilu Olanrewaju et al., 2023). Helping to establish healthy peer and family relationships, ensuring a critical awareness of online content and recognising harmful experiences can help minimise potential risks (E Topolska, 2026).

Conclusion
Social media can have a positive and negative impact on mental health for adolescents. Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory can provide an explanation as to why social media can have a strong influence during adolescence, when the psychological process of identity formation is taking place along with heightened sensitivity to social appraisal. A complementary explanation can be found in Bowlby's Attachment Theory which emphasises emotional relationships, security and belonging. Both of them do not fully account for a complex interaction between social media and adolescent mental health, but they show how the development of identity and social relationships can influence adolescents' social media experiences. So, health and social care practitioners must adopt a holistic and individualized perspective that considers the positive and negative aspects of social media and promotes healthy identity development, safe relationships and psychological health.
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