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Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence
Introduction 
There are so many changes in adolescent development that come from the fast growth in digital media, and this is associated with both benefits that are valuable and challenges. The adolescence stage is an important period that comes with a lot of emotional, physical and social changes. As social media usage continues to expand globally, there are a lot of concerns about the effect it has on adolescents. Some research show that aspects like relationships, self-esteem and development of identity are affected by social media in one way or the other, either positively or negatively. The effects that social media has on the mental health of adolescents is analysed in this essay using Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory with Bowlby and Ainsworth’s Attachment Theory. Using current research, it is argued in this essay that the effects of social media can help psychological health growth and also affect the development negatively. Also, to explain the experiences of adolescents with social media, the essay will check the strengths as well as weaknesses of the two theories mentioned above. 
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory
One way that social media actually affects the mental health of these adolescents is by posing as a safe space for them to explore about their identities. A survey was carried out using 359 adolescents and it was shown that while this social media space helps with developing identity, looking for too much validation is not healthy and is connected to what is known as maladaptive identity development (Sebre & Miltuze, 2021). The Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory supports this finding especially the confusion of identity versus role which concerns adolescence (Erikson, 1968). It is explained by Erikson that for adolescents to understand themselves, they experiment other identities. This social media platform has presented itself as a tool that helps adolescents through this development process and also explore different identities and receive instant feedbacks. When there are good experiences online, this supports the development of identity. Also, depending so much on some kind of approval indicators such as likes, shares and comments can negate the self-esteem and identity of the adolescent involved (Sebre & Miltuze, 2021; Senekal et al., 2023).
There is actually a complicated relationship between the use of social media and the formation of identity. Although some researchers view this by the risks that are associated with looking for validation online while others, see it as a normal part as far as adolescent development is involved (Senekal et al., 2023). When it comes to shaping of their identities, there has always been a dependence on the feedback from peers but it is increased by social media.  But it will be too simple to just say social media is harmful. When online feedback defines the self-worth of a person there will be problems. Psychological distress arises primarily when virtual feedback becomes the primary determinant of self-worth. For adolescents that are vulnerable, social media increases pressure. 
Apart from helping with identity exploration, social media affects the mental health of these adolescents as it encourages them to compare themselves with others. From research done, there is a connection between the heavy use of social media with poor mental health among youths (Siemieniecka & Jarczyńska,2023). The Erikson’s model shows that these adolescents are more vulnerable because they are still trying to develop their identities. The different changes that come with the developments in adolescents make them to be more affected by comparisons (Orben et al.2024). when they are consistently exposed to some kind of images that kind of portray peer lives, it can lead to self-doubt and reduced self-esteem. Issues like anxiety and depression arise when adolescents notice that there is a difference between what they see online and their real-life experiences (Sala, Porcaro & Gómez, 2024).
However, the harms of social media from research findings are not conclusive. There are so many studies that connect social media use with negative effects while some with positive effects like peer support and reducing of social isolation (Sala, Porcaro & Gómez, 2024). Adolescents who feel vulnerable can get support from online communities that provide opportunities for self-acceptance. From this we can say that social media use does not always result in negative outcomes. Rather, the mental effect depends on coping mechanism of the individual, the way they engage online and their social environment. So, the risks and benefits that are associated with the use of social media are explained in the Erikson’s theory. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Bowlby and Ainsworth’s Attachment theory
As identity development and relationship amongst peers is explained by the Erikson theory, attachments also play an important part in how adolescents enter into the digital environments and how they respond to online stress. Early caregiving actually has an impact in shaping the beliefs one has about themselves and others as proposed by the Bowlby’s Attachment Theory (1988).  Using Bowlby’s work as a foundation, Ainsworth recognised three different attachment styles: secure, anxious-ambivalent and avoidant. Some current reviews show that these attachment styles actually affect how adolescents make use of the social media, as an insecure attachment is always connected to problematic social behaviours (Musetti et al., 2022).
The nature of an adolescent’s attachment style affects their emotional strength and how they cope online. Adolescents with secure attachments have a stronger resistant to vices that come with social media use. Those with anxious-ambivalent attachment style use the social media in an abusive way, because of fear of abandonment and reassurance. Always checking their notifications, direct messaging apps, peer interactions as a way of looking for reassurance. While avoidant attachment style adolescents depend on communications online as a way of protecting themselves, using the distance provided from these platforms to maintain social contact instead of having close relationships with people (Musetti et al., 2022). There is an important understanding from Attachment theory on why people or these adolescents respond differently to the same experiences online. 
More importantly, it should be known that the way different adolescents handle online identity development is because of their attachment style as an adolescent with anxious attachment style will develop some kind of maladaptive, seeking validation online behaviour compared to a securely attached adolescent. The risk of depression and anxiety will be on high with such interaction. Research reviewing over 14,000 studies has shown that there is a relationship between social media and mental issues (Fassi et al., 2024). People with secure attachment have the resources needed to cope with social stress, while those with insecure attachment depend so much on validation form social media. So, when a person experiences things like rejection on online, cyberbullying or exclusion, self-worth becomes low and other negative mental outcomes (Orben et al., 2024).
Although, it is quite difficult to prove that there is a direct cause of mental health issues from social media use. It is hard to determine effect and cause from as many research make use of cross-sectional and self-reported data (Khalaf et al., 2023; Sala, Porcaro & Gómez, 2024). About 81% of students surveyed see social media as being very beneficial as it increases their sense of social connection (Khalaf et al., 2023). Instead of creating more issues, social media could actually worsen existing emotional and mental issues. So, solutions that put more focus on reducing of screen time will likely be ineffective, because they do not target the basic developmental and attachment related factors. 
Even though these theories, the Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Bowlby and Ainsworth’s Attachment Theory are useful they both have limitations when it comes to modern digital settings. From Erikson’s model, the sensitivity of adolescents to identity development was explained well but modern technology was not considered as it was developed before digital age. Because of this, it cannot address modern online challenges like constant connection, content that are algorithm-driven and digital footprints. Also, Attachment Theory gives an explanation on the differences in emotion regulation but the way it focuses traditionally on early caregiver relationships may overlook other adolescent influences like their school environment or peer relationships. Even with all these limitations, using both theories gives a better understanding of how developmental processes interact with external digital environs. 


CONCLUSION
Finally, social media use effect is complicated and is influenced by not one but many factors. Social media can be seen as a space for exploring identities, giving opportunities to express one’s self in the modern society but it also expands risks like social comparison and being stressed emotionally. Some adolescents are more vulnerable through differences in attachments styles and internal development processes. Adolescents with secure attachment style show more strength in resisting digital stress, while those that are insecurely attached are very vulnerable to more risks since they depend on digital reassurance. In all, current research work show that social media is not entirely harmful and not so good either. Its mental health effect is based on many interacting factors like the way they engage online and identity development. Support methods for the mental health of these adolescents should focus on not just limiting screen time but creating good offline relationships and helping to build emotional strength. 
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