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Teenagers use social media every day. They regularly check apps like Facebook, Instagram and other platforms. (Saleem, Young and Yousuf, 2024). Young people in their teenage years go through many physical, emotional and social changes. As they grow older, they care more about other people's views and start learning more about themselves. (Khalaf et al., 2023). Social media has become part of everyday life for many teenagers, investigators have discovered whether it affects their mental health. The evidence is not always the same some studies report negative effects, while others say the effects depend on how people use social media, but all studies do not agree. Some researchers found that spending too much time online may be associated with problems such as depression, anxiety and other mental health issues. Other researchers believe that the effect depends more on how people use the internet rather than just the amount of time they spend online (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). This essay uses Bowlby’s attachment theory and Freud’s psychosexual theory to explain how social media can affect adolescent mental health. It also looks at the strengths and weaknesses of Freud’s theory in a health and social care setting.
Researchers have found that social media use is linked with poorer mental health among adolescents even, different studies show this relationship with varying strength. Analysing the studies, one review identified a link between social media use, symptoms of depression and anxiety in children and adolescents, the effect most obvious between those who browsed content rather than engaging in direct communication (Saleem, Young and Yousuf, 2024). A review of many studies found that heavy social media use was linked to poor sleep, low confidence, cyberbullying, body image problems and other emotional difficulties. Still, the researchers explained that this shows a link but does not prove that social media causes these problems (Khalaf et al., 2023). The review also connected social media, together with disordered sleep, fear of missing out and some experts believe that an app that is hard to stop using features may be one reason why more teenagers are experiencing depression, anxiety and suicidal thoughts (Burgess, 2025). Not all studies agree. A review of many studies found that social media has only a small effect and the results are not always the same. This means that social media is not the only reason why some adolescents experience mental health problems. (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). These different decisions may be because mental health is influenced by both biological and environmental factors. Teenagers are still developing their family, friends and the way social media platforms can affect each person in a different way.
The explanation for why some adolescents are more affected than others by social media comes from Bowlby's attachment theory, which focuses on the long-term effect of early relationships. Bowlby (1969) meant that the relationship formed between an infant and a caregiver helps children develop ideas about trust and relationships that affect them later in life. As teenagers get older, they often turn to friends for emotional support, during which parents continue to provide comfort and security (Delgado et al., 2022). People with secure attachments have healthy relationships and use social media to keep in touch with friends. In comparison, teenagers with insecure attachment use social media to cope with fears of rejection. This led to constant checking of likes, messages, and notifications, which may increase emotional distress over time (D'Arienzo, Boursier, and Griffiths, 2019). Attachment theory suggests that social media does not affect all teenagers in the same way. The quality of their early relationships helps whether social media has a positive effect or makes them more helpless to negative online experiences.
Another way to understand teenager’s use of social media is through Freud's psychosexual theory, which focuses on personality growth rather than attachment. Freud (1905) believed that personality develops in stages. During adolescence, called the genital stage, teenagers begin to build closer relationships with friends and romantic partners instead of depending on their parents. Freud also said that personality has three parts: the id, which seeks immediate pleasure; the ego, which makes realistic decisions and the superego, which represents a person's sense of right and wrong learned from family and society (Freud, 1905). Social media, likes, comments and follower counts can provide the immediate satisfaction that the id wants. At the same time, the ego may lead teenagers to compare themselves with perfect online images, making them feel they need to look successful. A study of Instagram users supports this idea. It found that many based their self-worth on likes and comments and felt pressure to present a perfect image online (Alimohammadi et al., 2021). When the ego cannot balance these pressures, teenagers may depend too much on other people's support. As a result, their mood and confidence can become connected to the feedback they receive on social media.
Freud's theory in health and social care has both strengths and weaknesses. One strength is that it encourages professionals to think about how early childhood experiences can affect a young person's behaviour later in life. This helps them understand that problems related to social media may be caused by emotional issues, not just the social media platforms themselves (King-Hill, 2016). The theory also suggests that unconscious thoughts and feelings, such as creating a perfect image of yourself, may explain why some teenagers constantly seek approval on social media. The theory was based on a small number of adult patients, so it may not fully explain the experiences of teenagers today (King-Hill, 2016). It has also been criticised for reflecting the beliefs of the late nineteenth century, including a view of psychological development that focused mainly on males (King-Hill, 2016). Many of Freud's ideas are difficult to test with scientific research and do not consider modern influences such as social media algorithms or carefully managed online profiles. His theory explains why some teenagers depend too much on online approval, especially when it is used together with Bowlby's attachment theory.
These two theories provide useful ideas for health and social care practice. Freud's theory suggests that professionals can help teenagers understand when they are seeking approval on social media instead of building real relationships. They can also encourage teenagers to develop confidence based on self-acceptance instead of comparing themselves with perfect images online (Alimohammadi et al., 2021). School nurses, youth workers and social care professionals support this by helping teenagers build confidence through real achievements and face-to-face relationships instead of relying on online likes and comments. Bowlby's theory highlights the importance of strong family relationships. Health visitors and family support workers can encourage parents to be warm and supportive because secure relationships may reduce excessive social media use (Delgado et al., 2022; D'Arienzo, Boursier and Griffiths, 2019). Teenagers who experience anxiety, improving relationships and self-esteem are more effective than simply reducing screen time. These theories suggest that strong family relationships and healthy self-confidence are the best ways to help teenagers use social media in a positive way.
The relationship between social media and adolescent mental health is complex. It is not always harmful or always helpful. Its effects depend on how social media is used, the teenager's stage of development and their past experiences. Research shows that heavy social media use is linked to depression, anxiety and lower confidence, but these links are generally small and not always consistent (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022; Khalaf et al., 2023). Bowlby's attachment theory explains that teenagers with different early relationships may use social media in different ways to meet their emotional needs. Freud's psychosexual theory suggests that some teenagers may seek online approval because they want immediate satisfaction and try to maintain a perfect online image. These theories suggest that the best way to support teenagers is by helping them build secure relationships rather than simply limiting their screen time.
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