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INTRODUCTION
Adolescence, defined by the World Health Organization as ages 10 to 19, is a period of rapid change in brain development, identity, and social relationships. It is a time when young people become highly sensitive to peer feedback, social status, and belonging. In the United Kingdom, this developmental stage now unfolds largely online. Ofcom reported that 99% of 12–15-year-olds in the UK use social media, spending an average of 3 hours 17 minutes per day online in 2024. The most used platforms are TikTok, YouTube, Snapchat, Instagram, and WhatsApp.

Social media has reshaped how UK adolescents communicate, learn, and form their sense of self. It provides instant access to friends, information, and communities. However, it also exposes young people to constant comparison, cyberbullying, and pressure to present a perfect image. NHS Digital reported that 1 in 5 children and young people aged 8-25 in England had a probable mental disorder in 2023, and young people themselves frequently cite social media as both help and harm.

This essay will discuss the impact of social media on adolescent mental health in the UK. It will use two psychological theories from this module: Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial Development and Bowlby’s Attachment Theory to explain how social media interacts with core adolescent needs. Both negative and positive impacts will be examined, followed by UK policy implications.


MAIN BODY

Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial Development: Identity vs. Role Confusion

Erikson proposed that adolescence is the stage of Identity vs. Role Confusion. The key task is to develop a coherent sense of self and clarify values, goals, and social roles. Successful resolution leads to "fidelity" the ability to sustain loyalty and beliefs. Failure leads to confusion about who one is and where one fits.

In the UK context, social media has become the main "laboratory" for identity work. Adolescents can try out different presentations of self, join interest groups, and receive immediate peer feedback. This can accelerate identity exploration. However, it can also create pressure to conform to narrow ideals of popularity, appearance, and lifestyle that are constantly visible online. The public and permanent nature of posts means mistakes feel high stakes, which can increase role confusion rather than resolve it.

Bowlby’s Attachment Theory

Bowlby argued that humans have an innate need to form attachment bonds. Early experiences with caregivers create an "internal working model" that shapes how individuals expect others to respond to them. A secure base allows exploration, while insecure attachment leads to anxiety in relationships.

During adolescence, peers and romantic partners become primary attachment figures. In the UK, most peer interaction now occurs through social media. Messaging apps provide constant contact, which can strengthen bonds. However, the absence of non-verbal cues, delayed replies, and public metrics can trigger attachment of anxiety. For adolescents with insecure attachment histories, social media may amplify fears of rejection and abandonment because the "secure base" feels less stable when it is mediated by a screen.

Together, Erikson and Bowlby help us understand that social media is not neutral. It interacts directly with the two central adolescent tasks: forming identity and maintaining secure relationships.

Negative Impacts of Social Media on Adolescent Mental Health in the UK
· Identity Confusion and Upward Social Comparison
From an Eriksonian perspective, social media can intensify identity confusion. Platforms reward curated, idealised content. Twenge and Campbell found that adolescents with 5+ hours per day of social media had 70% higher rates of depressive symptoms than those with 1 hour.
In the UK, Holland and Tiggemann’s systematic review found a moderate association between social media use and body image concerns. Exposure to thin-ideal and muscular-ideal content on Instagram and TikTok increased dissatisfaction, especially when adolescents compared themselves to influencers and peers.

This is problematic for identity formation because self-worth becomes dependent on external validation. Instead of exploring internal values, UK adolescents may base identity on likes, followers, and appearance, leading to role confusion and low fidelity.

· Attachment Anxiety, Rejection Sensitivity, and Cyberbullying
Bowlby’s theory helps explain why online interactions can be so distressing. Nesi and Prinstein found that adolescents who use social media for "feedback-seeking" and receive negative or no feedback show steeper increases in depression.
In the UK, features like "read receipts", "story views", and follower counts create constant opportunities to feel excluded. The NSPCC delivered over 18,000 counselling sessions about online bullying in 2022-23. Cyberbullying is 24/7, public, and permanent, which means adolescents cannot easily escape to the safety of home or school.

For those with insecure attachment models, this environment confirms expectations of rejection. A post with few likes or being left out of a group chat can feel like proof that they are unlovable, triggering anxiety and withdrawal.

· Displacement of Real-World Relationships
Kraut et al.’s displacement hypothesis suggests that time spent online may replace face-to-face interaction. Orben and Przybylski’s research found small negative associations between digital technology use and wellbeing when it displaces other activities.

In the UK, if adolescents spend evenings on social media instead of family meals, sports, or in-person meetups, they lose opportunities to practice social skills and receive co-regulation from attachment figures. This can weaken the secure base described by Bowlby and reduce resilience.

 Positive Impacts of Social Media on Adolescent Mental Health in the UK
· Supporting Identity Exploration
Erikson viewed experimentation as essential to identity. Valkenburg and Peter argue that online self-disclosure allows adolescents to test different aspects of identity with lower risk.

In the UK, young people use TikTok to explore activism, culture, neurodiversity, and career interests. They can find niche communities that reflect parts of themselves that are not visible at school. Positive feedback can increase self-concept clarity and support the development of fidelity.

· Maintaining and Extending Attachment Bonds
Bowlby’s "secure base" can be extended through technology. Boyd's ethnographic work shows that for adolescents; social media is where they "hang out". It is the primary space for maintaining friendships.
During UK COVID-19 lockdowns, platforms were critical for reducing isolation. For adolescents with secure attachments, WhatsApp groups and Snapchat streaks provide reassurance and continuity. It allows them to seek support quickly when distressed, which aligns with Bowlby’s idea of using attachment figures to regulate emotion.

·  Access to Mental Health Information and Peer Support
Social media also provides psychoeducation. In the UK, charities like Mind and YoungMinds use Instagram and TikTok to share coping tools and reduce stigma. Online forums allow adolescents to find others with similar experiences, which can reduce shame and isolation.

For marginalised groups, including LGBTQ+ youth in rural UK areas, online communities can provide the first experience of acceptance and belonging. This supports both identity formation and attachment needs when offline support is limited.

Moderating Factors: Why Effects Differ

The impact is not uniform. Several factors matter in the UK context:

1. Active vs Passive Use: Valkenburg and Peter distinguish active communication, which can support identity and attachment, from passive scrolling and comparison, which increases risk.
2. Attachment History: Adolescents with insecure attachment are more sensitive to online rejection, consistent with Bowlby.
3. Stage of Identity: Those in early adolescence may be more vulnerable to identity confusion than older teens who have a clearer sense of self.
4. Gender: Holland and Tiggemann found girls are more affected by appearance content, while boys are more affected by muscular and status content.

UK Policy and Practice Implications

The UK has begun to regulate and educate these issues.
The Online Safety Act 2023 places a legal duty on platforms to protect children from harmful content, including content related to self-harm, eating disorders, and bullying. This addresses risks identified by Viner et al. and Woods and Scott regarding sleep and cyberbullying.

The Department for Education now includes Relationships, Sex and Health Education with a strong focus on online safety and digital literacy. This supports Erikson’s task by helping adolescents critically evaluate the social world they are navigating.

The Royal College of Psychiatrists recommends a risk-based approach: not banning social media, but promoting sleep hygiene, media literacy, and stronger offline relationships, which align with both Erikson and Bowlby’s frameworks.

Schools and parents can help by encouraging "intentional use": time limits, notification management, and prioritising face-to-face time to protect both identity development and attachment relationships.

CONCLUSION
Social media is now inseparable from adolescent life in the United Kingdom. Using Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial Development and Bowlby’s Attachment Theory provides a clear framework for understanding its impact.

From Erikson’s perspective, social media is a powerful tool for identity exploration, but it also risks increasing Identity vs. Role Confusion. Constant comparison and dependence on external validation can undermine the development of a stable, internal sense of self.

From Bowlby’s perspective, social media extends attachment relationships and can provide a secure base. However, it can also amplify anxiety, rejection, sensitivity, and displacement of real-world bonds that are critical for emotional security.

The evidence shows a dual impact. Negative outcomes include increased depression, anxiety, body dissatisfaction, sleep problems, and cyberbullying. Positive outcomes include enhanced connection, identity support, and access to mental health resources.

For the UK, the priority should be to help adolescents use social media in developmentally supportive ways. This means teaching digital literacy, protecting sleep, and strengthening real-world relationships so that online life supports rather than replacing the key tasks of adolescence. As platforms continue to evolve, UK research and policy must keep pace to ensure technology serves adolescent development rather than undermining it.
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