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The Impact of Social Media on Adolescent Mental Health

For many adolescents, social media is now closely connected to everyday communication, relationships and access to information. Online platforms can give adolescents opportunities to interact with others, express themselves and explore different aspects of their identity (Avci, Baams and Kretschmer, 2025). However, its influence on mental health is not straightforward because adolescents can respond differently to similar online experiences (Orben et al., 2024).
Adolescence is a critical stage of development characterised by significant biological, psychological and social changes (Erikson, 1968). During this period, young people begin to develop their identity, become increasingly influenced by relationships with peers, and are more sensitive to social comparison and online feedback. Consequently, understanding how social media affects adolescent mental health is an important issue for health and social care professionals.
This essay examines how social media can affect adolescents’ mental health, using recent evidence together with Erikson’s psychosocial theory (Erikson, 1968) and Bowlby’s Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969). These two theories offer different ways of understanding adolescents’ online experiences. Erikson provides a framework for considering identity formation, while Bowlby focuses on the role of attachment relationships in emotional security. Their strengths and limitations will also be evaluated in relation to health and social care practice. Adolescents frequently use social media as part of their everyday communication and social interaction. Evidence indicates that online platforms may support connection with others, but certain patterns of use are also linked with anxiety, reduced self-esteem and concerns about body image (Blanchard et al., 2023). Fassi et al. (2024) also identified links between social media use and internalising difficulties, including anxiety and depressive symptoms. However, the impact is not the same for every adolescent. Personal resilience, relationships with peers, family support and the way social media is used can all shape its effect on mental wellbeing. Therefore, adolescent development is important for understanding why social media affects young people in different ways. Individual circumstances and developmental differences may make some adolescents more sensitive to online experiences than others. The effects of social media can also depend on how long adolescents spend online and the content they view. Repeated exposure to idealised appearances and lifestyles may increase social comparison and negatively affect self-confidence. Harmful experiences such as cyberbullying or online harassment can create additional emotional pressure, especially for young people who already have low self-esteem or difficulties with their mental wellbeing. On the other hand, supportive online communities can help adolescents feel less isolated and may encourage them to seek support when they experience emotional difficulties. This shows that social media does not affect all young people in the same way, as its impact can vary according to individual vulnerability and patterns of use (Orben et al., 2024).
Erikson’s psychosocial theory can be applied to understand how online experiences relate to adolescent mental health. Erikson (1968) describes adolescence as a period of identity versus role confusion, when individuals develop a stronger understanding of themselves through their experiences and relationships. Social media can form part of this process by giving adolescents opportunities to communicate with peers, express themselves and explore their identity (Avci, Baams and Kretschmer, 2025). However, the online environment may also expose young people to unrealistic expectations, constant social comparison and pressure to gain approval through likes, comments and followers. Research indicates that social comparison and responsiveness to online feedback may increase mental health vulnerability during adolescence (Orben et al., 2024). This vulnerability may also be influenced by biological development during adolescence, as changes in brain systems involved in social sensitivity and reward can make young people particularly responsive to peer feedback. Environmental factors, including family relationships, peer influence and online experiences, may interact with these developmental changes and affect emotional wellbeing (Orben et al., 2024). Taken together, these factors suggest that online experiences can shape adolescent identity in different ways, sometimes supporting its development and sometimes creating additional difficulties (Orben et al., 2024). The search for identity may also encourage adolescents to compare themselves with influencers, celebrities and their peers, often leading to unrealistic expectations about appearance, popularity and success. Many young people measure their self-worth through online feedback, including likes, comments and followers, which may increase feelings of acceptance but may also lead to disappointment, anxiety and reduced self-esteem when expectations are not met. From Erikson’s perspective, these experiences may either support healthy identity development or contribute to role confusion, depending on the individual’s confidence, resilience and quality of social relationships. This demonstrates that social media can both support and challenge adolescent identity formation during this important stage of development (Orben et al., 2024). 
Although Erikson’s theory provides a useful framework for understanding adolescent identity development (Erikson, 1968), it also has some limitations. One strength is that it explains why social relationships and peer acceptance become increasingly important during adolescence, making it relevant when examining the influence of social media. The theory helps health and social care professionals understand how online interactions may support confidence and identity exploration for some young people. This understanding enables professionals to identify adolescents who may require additional emotional support or early intervention when social media negatively affects their mental wellbeing. In practice, health and social care professionals could use individual discussions and self-esteem activities to help adolescents explore their identity, recognise unhealthy social comparisons and reduce dependence on online approval. However, Erikson developed his theory before the existence of social media, meaning it does not fully explain modern online behaviours such as cyberbullying, excessive screen time or social media addiction. Recent research suggests that these digital experiences can influence adolescent mental health in ways that are not fully explained by Erikson’s original model (Orben et al., 2024). Overall, Erikson remains useful for interpreting identity development, but current evidence is also needed to understand the effects of today’s online environment on adolescent mental health.
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory offers another way of considering how adolescents’ relationships may influence their experiences of social media and their emotional wellbeing. According to Bowlby (1969), early relationships with parents or primary caregivers influence emotional security, self-esteem and the ability to form healthy relationships throughout life.
Secure attachment may help adolescents manage social interactions and online experiences with greater emotional stability. In contrast, adolescents who experience emotional insecurity may be more vulnerable to negative online experiences, including social comparison and emotional distress (Orben et al., 2024). From an attachment perspective, supportive relationships with caregivers may provide emotional security that helps adolescents manage challenging social experiences, including those occurring online (Bowlby, 1969).
Therefore, Bowlby’s theory helps explain why adolescents with different attachment experiences may respond differently to similar online environments.
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory provides useful insights into adolescent emotional development, but it also has important limitations. One major strength is that it highlights the importance of early family relationships in shaping emotional wellbeing and resilience, helping health and social care professionals understand why some adolescents are more vulnerable to negative effects of social media than others. In practice, professionals could encourage supportive communication between adolescents and caregivers and involve families where appropriate, helping young people develop emotional security and manage negative online experiences. Professionals could also work with families to develop healthy social media routines, encourage open discussions about negative online experiences and identify early signs of emotional distress. However, the theory has been criticised for placing considerable emphasis on early childhood experiences and parental attachment while giving less attention to later life experiences, peer relationships and wider social influences. In modern society, social media, schools and friendship groups also play a significant role in adolescent development, meaning that Bowlby’s theory alone cannot fully explain the complexity of young people’s online experiences (Orben et al., 2024). Overall, Bowlby’s theory is useful for understanding the role of emotional security, but wider social and digital influences are also necessary when considering adolescent mental health.
In conclusion, social media has both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health depending on how it is used and the individual circumstances of each young person. While social media can promote communication, emotional support and identity exploration, excessive use and negative online experiences may contribute to anxiety, low self-esteem and emotional distress. Erikson’s theory helps explain the importance of identity development during adolescence, whereas Bowlby’s Attachment Theory highlights how early relationships may influence young people’s emotional responses to online experiences. However, both theories have limitations when applied to the modern digital world and should be considered alongside current research. For health and social care practice, professionals should recognise the complexity of social media’s influence and provide appropriate support to help adolescents develop healthy online behaviours and protect their mental wellbeing.
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