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A Critical Discussion of the Impact of Social Media on Adolescent Mental Health Using Bowlby's Attachment Theory and Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory
Introduction
Adolescence is an important stage of human development involving significant physical, emotional, psychological, and social changes. During this period, young people develop greater independence, establish relationships outside the family, and begin to develop a clearer understanding of their identity. At the same time, social media has become an important part of everyday life for many adolescents. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat allow young people to communicate, maintain friendships, share experiences, and express themselves. However, concerns have increasingly been raised about the possible relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health. Research has identified associations between social media use and symptoms of depression, anxiety and other mental health difficulties, although the relationship is complex and varies between individuals (Ahmed et al., 2024; Fassi et al., 2024). This essay critically discusses the possible impact of social media on adolescent mental health using two developmental theories: Bowlby's Attachment Theory and Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory. Bowlby's theory provides an understanding of the importance of emotional attachment and relationships, while Erikson's theory offers an explanation of identity development during adolescence. Using both theories provides a broader understanding of how social media may influence adolescent wellbeing.
Social media can provide both positive and negative experiences for adolescents. One potential benefit is that online communication allows young people to maintain contact with friends and develop social connections. This may be particularly beneficial for adolescents who experience loneliness or find face-to-face social interaction challenging. Social media can also provide opportunities for self-expression and allow young people to find communities based on shared interests or experiences. In some circumstances, this may contribute to feelings of belonging and social support. However, the benefits of social media depend on how it is used and the experiences of individual users. Fassi et al. (2024) found that the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health is influenced by factors such as the type of engagement and individual circumstances. Therefore, it would be inappropriate to assume that social media has the same effect on every adolescent.
Bowlby's Attachment Theory can help explain why social media may have an influence on adolescent mental health. Bowlby (1988) argued that early relationships between children and their primary caregivers are important in developing attachment and emotional security. These relationships contribute to the development of internal working models, which influence how individuals understand themselves and other people. Secure attachment can support trust, confidence, and emotional regulation, whereas insecure attachment may be associated with difficulties in relationships and emotional wellbeing. Although Bowlby's original theory focused primarily on early childhood, attachment continues to have relevance throughout development because individuals maintain a need for supportive and meaningful relationships.
From an attachment perspective, social media may provide adolescents with opportunities to maintain relationships and seek social connection. For example, communicating with friends online may provide reassurance and reduce feelings of isolation. Adolescents can use messaging and social networking platforms to maintain relationships when they are unable to meet face-to-face. This may be particularly valuable during difficult circumstances or periods when social interaction is limited. In this sense, social media can potentially complement existing relationships and provide an additional way of maintaining emotional connections.
[bookmark: _Int_jc3PdOel]However, social media may also create difficulties for adolescents who rely heavily on external validation. An adolescent may use likes, comments, views, or messages as indicators of acceptance and popularity. Receiving positive feedback may provide temporary reassurance, whereas receive little attention or experiencing negative comments may lead to feelings of rejection. From an attachment perspective, this could be particularly significant for young people who already experience insecurity within relationships. The online environment may therefore become a space where adolescents repeatedly seek reassurance from others.
Nevertheless, Bowlby's Attachment Theory has limitations when applied to social media. Bowlby's theory was developed before digital communication existed and therefore cannot fully explain the complex ways in which online interactions occur. It may also be problematic to assume that an adolescent's social media behavior is directly determined by their early attachment experiences. Other factors, including personality, family relationships, peer influence, and social circumstances, can also influence how young people use social media. Therefore, attachment theory provides a useful framework for understanding the importance of relationships but should not be considered a complete explanation of the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health.
Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory provides another perspective on adolescent development. Erikson (1968) identified adolescence as a period of identity versus role confusion. During this stage, young people explore different roles, values and beliefs as they develop a stronger sense of who they are. Social media may provide an important environment in which this identity development occurs. Adolescents can choose how they present themselves online, communicate their interests, and receive feedback from peers. Social media therefore provides opportunities for young people to experiment with different aspects of their identity.
The ability to express oneself online can have positive effects. Adolescents may find communities where they feel accepted and understood, particularly if they have interests or experiences that are not shared by people in their immediate environment. Social media may also allow young people to explore aspects of their identity and develop confidence through positive interactions. Research has suggested that social media can be an important context for identity development and that some forms of active engagement may support identity exploration (Avci, Baams, and Kretschmer, 2025). This demonstrates that social media should not be viewed only as a negative influence.
However, Erikson's theory also helps explain potential risks. Adolescence is a period when young people can be particularly concerned with how they are viewed by others. Social media can increase opportunities for comparison because users are constantly exposed to images and information about other people's lives. Adolescents may compare their appearance, friendships, achievements, or lifestyle with idealized representations presented online. This can create unrealistic expectations and potentially affect self-esteem. Research has identified social comparison and feedback-seeking as possible factors associated with anxiety and depressive symptoms among young people (Saleem, Young, and Yousuf, 2024).
The pressure to create a particular online identity may also contribute to emotional difficulties. Adolescents may feel that they need to present themselves in a way that receive approval from others. If their online identity is strongly dependent on the opinions of peers, negative feedback may affect their sense of self-worth. Cyberbullying may have an even greater impact because negative comments and harmful content can be shared rapidly and may be difficult to escape. These experiences may contribute to anxiety, low self-esteem, and emotional distress. From an Eriksonian perspective, negative social experiences during the identity-development stage could potentially contribute to confusion about self-worth and personal identity.
However, the relationship between social media and mental health is not straightforward. It is important to recognize that correlation does not necessarily demonstrate causation. For example, adolescents who already experience depression, anxiety, or loneliness may use social media more frequently because they are seeking support, distraction, or social interaction. Therefore, it is possible that existing mental health difficulties influence social media use rather than social media being the sole cause of poor mental health. Fassi et al. (2024) found associations between social media use and internalizing symptoms, but the strength of these associations varied according to factors such as the way social media use was measured. This suggests that researchers and professionals should avoid making simple assumptions about the relationship.
The amount of time spent online may also be less important than the nature of the activity. Passive scrolling and repeatedly comparing oneself with others may have different effects from actively communicating with supportive friends. Similarly, an adolescent who experiences cyberbullying may have a very different experience from one who uses social media to maintain positive friendships. This supports the argument that social media should be considered within the wider context of an adolescent's life rather than treated as an isolated factor.
Bowlby's and Erikson's theories provide complementary explanations of these experiences. Bowlby's theory focuses primarily on emotional relationships and attachment, helping to explain why adolescents may seek connection, reassurance, and belonging through social media. Erikson's theory focuses more specifically on identity development, helping explain why adolescents may use online platforms to explore and present different aspects of themselves. Together, the theories suggest that social media may affect adolescent mental health through both relationships and identity development.
Despite their usefulness, both theories have limitations. Bowlby's theory does not directly address the unique characteristics of digital communication, while Erikson's theory may not fully explain the influence of modern social media algorithms, online communities, and digital cultures. Neither theory can independently explain all of the factors affecting adolescent mental health. Family relationships, socioeconomic circumstances, personality, biological factors, and experiences of bullying can also contribute to mental wellbeing. Therefore, developmental theories should be used alongside contemporary research when examining the relationship between social media and mental health.
A balanced perspective is particularly important because social media can provide meaningful benefits as well as risks. Adolescents may use online platforms to maintain relationships, access emotional support, explore their identities, and develop communities. At the same time, excessive or problematic use may expose young people to cyberbullying, social comparison, and pressure to seek approval. The impact may therefore depend on the individual, their relationships, and the way they engage with social media. Parents, carers, schools, and health professionals have an important role in supporting adolescents to develop healthy digital habits and recognise when online experiences are negatively affecting their wellbeing.
Conclusion
In conclusion, social media has the potential to influence adolescent mental health in both positive and negative ways. It can support social connection, communication, self-expression, and identity exploration, but it may also contribute to difficulties through social comparison, cyberbullying, and dependence on external approval. Bowlby's Attachment Theory provides useful insight into the importance of emotional security and relationships, while Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory helps explain the significance of identity development during adolescence. Together, the theories provide complementary perspectives for understanding why social media may affect young people differently. However, neither theory fully explains the complexity of modern digital experiences, and social media should therefore be considered alongside wider psychological, social, and environmental influences. Overall, a balanced approach is needed that recognises the potential risks of social media while also acknowledging its ability to support relationships and wellbeing. Understanding these influences is important for parents, educators, and health and social care professionals who support adolescents during this significant stage of development.
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