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The impact of social media on mental health in adolescence.

Introduction:
Adolescence is a critical developmental stage spanning approximately 10-19 years of age, characterised by profound biological, psychological and social transformation, as young people move towards independence and establish their personal identity. In recent years, social media has become an integral part of daily life for this demographic, with studies indicating that over 90% of adolescence in the United Kingdom use at least one social media platform regularly, and many spend several hours each day engaging with content on sights such as Instagram and TikTok, snapchat and twitter. While these platforms offer opportunities for connection, creativity and access to information, growing evidence suggests that their widespread use carries significant implications for mental health and emotional wellbeing, with links to increased rates of anxiety, depression, low self-esteem and body dissatisfaction. This essay will examine the ways in which social media shapes adolescent mental health. Drawing on Erik Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development and john Bowlby’s attachment theory to explain the mechanisms through which these effects occur. It will explore how social media interacts with core developmental tasks and benefits, before concluding with an evaluation of the overall impact and implications for support,
Main discussion:
Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development frames adolescence as a period defined by the conflict of ‘identity versus role confusion; where young people seek to understand who they are, where they fit in society and what values and goals, they hold (Erikson,1968). According to Erikson, successful resolution of this stage results in a strong sense of self and the ability to form meaningful relationships, while unresolved difficulties can lead to uncertainty, social withdrawal and poor emotion adjustment. Social media provides a vast environment in which adolescents explore and experiment with identity: they may present different versions of themselves, join communities based on shared interests or beliefs, and observe how others respond to their self-presentation. However, this process is often complicated by the pressure to conform to idealised standards. Fardouly and Vartanian (2016) found that exposure to carefully curated images of beauty, success and lifestyle on social media leads many adolescents to engage in upward social comparison, were they measure their own lives against the seemingly perfect experiences of others. For young people still constructing their sense of self, constant comparison can undermined confidence, creating feelings of inadequacy and confusion about there own worth. This is particularly relevant for those who receive limited positive feedback or face criticism online, as negative interactions may be interpreted as confirmation that they are not good enough or that they do not belong.
Conversely, social media can also support identity development for marginalised groups or those with niche interests. Tandoc et al. (2015) note that adolescents who feel isolated in their offline lives- for example, those from minority backgrounds, LGBTQ+ young people, or those with disabilities- often use social media to find peer groups that share experiences. This can help them develop a clearer, more secure sense of identity and reduce feelings of aligning with Eriksons view that social connection is essential for healthy identity formation. However, the balance between benefit and risk is fragile: the same platforms that provide support can also expose individuals to targeted harassment of harmful content, which may exacerbate existing vulnerabilities.
Bowlby’s attachment theory offers further insight, focusing on the fundamental human need for secure emotional bonds, particularly with primary caregivers, and how these early relationships shape expectations about trust, support and social interaction throughout life (Bowlby, 1969). Adolescents with secure attachment styles typically have greater resilience, better emotional regulation and more positive relationships with peers, whereas those with insecure attachment may struggle with trust, fear of rejection or excessive dependency on others for validation. Social media changes the nature of social connection, creating new ways to maintain relationships but also introducing unique sources of stress. For example, the ‘always-on nature of platforms means young people may feel pressured to respond immediately to messages or maintain a visible presence, leading to anxiety about missing out-a phenomenon know as ‘fear of missing out’ or FOMO (Przybylski et al.,2013). For adolescents who already have low confidence in their relationships, this can intensify concerns about being excluded or unimportant.
Attachment theory also highlights how social media can affect the quality of relationships. While it allows young people to stay in touch with family and friends when apart, it can also reduce the depth of face-to-face interaction, which Bowlby identified as critical for developing empathy and understanding emotional cues. Twenge et al. (2019) found that adolescents who spend more time on social media were more likely to report feeling lonely, even if they had large numbers of online contacts, suggesting that digital connections often do not satisfy the need for secure, meaningful attachment. However, for those who have experienced inconsistent of distant caregiving, social media may sometimes provide a source of predictable support, thought this is rarely a substitute for stable offline relationships.
Research consistently identifies further negative impacts linked to social media use. Longitudinal studies by Orben et al (2019) suggest that while the effect size is moderate, heavy social media use is associated with increased symptoms of depression and anxiety, particularly among girls. This is partly explained by the focus on appearance-related content, which has been shown to increase body dissatisfaction and disordered eating behaviours (Hogue and mills,2019). Cyberbullying is another significant concern: unlike traditional bullying, it can occur 24 hours a day, reach a wide audience and be difficult to escape, with victims experiencing higher levels of stress and long-term emotional distress.
It is important to recognise that social media is not inherently harmful; its impact depends on how it is used and the individual characteristics of the user. Positive uses include accessing mental health information, participating in creative activities and building supportive communities, all of which can enhance wellbeing when used mindfully (NHS Digital,2023). However, the design of many platforms-including algorithms that prioritise engaging or controversial content and features that encourage constant checking-can make it difficult for adolescents to regulate their use, particularly when combined with developmental impulses to seek peer approval.
Conclusion:
In summary, social media has a complex and far-reaching impact on adolescent mental health, acting as both a resource and a source of risk. Eriksons theory demonstrates that while platforms offer valuable space for identity exploration, they offer amplify social comparison and pressure to conform, which can disrupt the formation of secure senses of self. Bowlby’s attachment theory highlights how digital interactions can either support or undermine the need for meaningful connection, with insecurely attached adolescents being particularly vulnerable to feelings of loneliness, anxiety and dependency online validation. While benefits such as community building and access to information are significant, the evidence shows that excessive or unregulated is strongly linked to poorer mental health outcomes, including depression, low self-esteem and body image concerns. To support young people, it is essential to encourage balanced use. Foster digital literacy and ensure offline relationships and guidance as they navigate this critical stage of development.
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