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Adolescence, which the World Health Organization (WHO, 2024) defines as the period between the ages of 10 and 19, is a unique stage of development that bridges childhood and adulthood. Young people experience rapid physical, cognitive and social -emotional changes that shape how they think, feel, make decisions and interact with others. As social media has become a central part to adolescent life, its influence on mental health is increasingly important. While platforms such as Instagram and TikTok can provide opportunities for connection and creativity, it can also contribute to challenges affecting adolescent wellbeing. However, these effects vary between individuals. This essay explores social media as a factor that can influence adolescent mental health through two key pathways: the pressure to shape their identity online and the impact social media can have on relationships and everyday routines. Drawing on Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory, it examines why the same online environment may support the wellbeing of one adolescent while negatively affecting another. 
Adolescent development is shaped by both biological and environmental factors. During puberty, biological changes alter sleep patterns while increasing emotional sensitivity and responsiveness to social rewards, making peer approval especially influential. At the same time, family relationships, school experiences, friendships, wider social inequalities and the design of digital platforms all contribute to adolescents’ development. Lifespan research highlights how adolescents develop their sense of self while becoming more aware of how others perceive them. Social media is particularly relevant because it makes this evaluation highly visible through features such as likes, comments, followers and shared images. Therefore, the impact of social media is determined not simply by the amount of time spent online, but by how online experiences interact with adolescents’ developmental needs and experiences. 
Erikson’s psychosocial theory provides a useful framework for understanding how social media can influence adolescent mental health. Erikson describes adolescence as the stage of identity versus role confusion, during which young people begin to explore who they are, where they belong and the type of adult they hope to become (Tyler, 2020). Freud’s psychosexual theory offers a complementary perspective, viewing adolescence as the genital stage where young people seek emotional and social gratification. Freud argued that the ego balances personal desires with social expectations. On social media, likes and online approval may provide gratification, while rejection or criticism may trigger defence mechanisms to protect self-esteem. However, problems may arise when identity becomes closely tied to appearance, popularity or online approval. Constant exposure to edited images, materialistic lifestyles and idealised success can promote unrealistic expectations of life. This can encourage adolescents to compare themselves with others, making them more likely to base their self-worth on external validation rather that their own values, abilities and experiences. 
Research by Morita et al. (2022) supports Erikson’s view that adolescence is a key period for identity development, suggesting that digital media can influence how young people construct and express their identities. However, Eriksons’ theory may oversimplify adolescent development by focusing primarily on identity formation and overlooking factors such as gender, culture, ethnicity, disability and socioeconomic background. Furthermore, as the theory predates digital technologies, it provides limited insight into how algorithms promote idealised bodies, materialistic lifestyles and emotionally engaging content that can shape adolescents’ self-perception.
The relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health is complex and cannot be explained through a simple causation. Keles et al. (2020) identified associations between social media use and symptoms of depressions, anxiety and psychological distress. However, many studies were cross-sectional and could not determine whether social media caused poor mental health or whether vulnerable adolescents were more likely to use it. Longitudinal research has also produced mixed findings. For example, Plackett et al. (2023) found that the amount of time adolescents spent on social media was not associated with poorer mental health over time. Instead, their findings suggest that the type of content adolescents engage with, the context in which social media is used and individual factors such as self-esteem may have a greater influence on mental wellbeing than screen time alone.
This evidence highlights that the effects of social media depend not only on how often adolescents use it, but also on how they engage with it. Adolescents who actively use social media to communicate with friends, share experiences and maintain supportive relationships may develop a greater sense of belonging and social connection. In contrast, those who passively spend time scrolling through idealised images and content may be more likely to experience negative social comparisons and feelings of inadequacy. Supporting this, Riehm et al. (2019) found that adolescents who used social media for more than three hours a day were at greater risk of internalising problems. However, this finding should not be interpreted as a diagnostic threshold, as the quality of online experiences is likely to be more important than time spent online alone. This suggests that understanding the impact of social media requires consideration of what adolescents do online, how it affects them and whether social media is replacing activities that support healthy development.
The strongest evidence relates to the pathways through which social media influences mental health, rather than suggesting it is a direct cause. In the UK Millenium Cohort Study (2019), social media use was associated with depressive symptoms through experiences of online harassment, sleep disruption, poor body image and low self-esteem (Kelly et al., 2018). These pathways closely link to Erikson’s theory, as concerns about body image and peer judgement can influence adolescent identity development. They also show how biological and environmental factors interact with adolescents’ emotional sensitivity being influenced by experiences such as cyberbullying, idealised images and comparisons with others. Therefore, social media should be viewed as one of several factors affecting adolescent mental health rather than a single cause. 
Sleep is a fundamental biological process that plays a vital role in adolescents’ physical, emotional and cognitive wellbeing. A UK study of adolescents aged 13-15 found that increased social media use was associated with later sleep onset, shorter sleep duration and poorer sleep quality (Scott et al., 2019). This is particularly significant because adequate sleep supports emotional regulation, concentration and resilience during a critical stage of development. As adolescents naturally experience a shift in their body’s internal sleep-wake cycle during puberty, social media use, combined with fear of missing out (FOMO) and prolonged scrolling, may further delay bedtimes and reduce opportunities for restorative sleep. 
Recent research has increasingly highlighted the importance of distinguishing between general social media use and problematic social media use. A meta-analysis by Shannon et al. (2022) found significant associations between problematic social media use and symptoms of depression, anxiety and stress among adolescents and young adults. Similarly, the World Health Organization Regional Office for Europe (2024) reported that the prevalence of problematic social media use among adolescents across Europe, Central Asia and Canada increased from 7% in 2018 to 11% in 2022. These findings suggest that compulsive checking and difficulty disengaging may be more significant than time spent online alone. However, these findings should not be interpreted as evidence that adolescents are inherently addicted to social media. Instead, they highlight the importance of distinguishing between typical patterns of social media use and behaviours that begin to interfere with daily functioning and mental wellbeing.
The second explanation comes from Bowlby’s attachment theory, which is concerned with the nature of expectations of security, support and emotional regulation in relationships. Recent studies identified a relationship between psychological difficulties and poorer attachment to parents and peers, which was associated with problematic Instagram use (Ballarotto et al., 2021). This suggest that adolescents with less secure relationships may seek reassurance online, while securely attached adolescents may use social media primarily to maintain existing friendships.
While attachment theory helps explain individual differences in how adolescents experience social media, it also has limitations. Young et al. (2020) found that the relationship between social media use and wellbeing was influenced by attachment style, with anxious attachment being associated with a greater risk of negative outcomes. This supports the idea that social media does not affect all adolescents in the same way and challenges a one-size-fits-all understanding of its impact. However, Bowlby’s theory may overlook wider social and cultural influences, including inequality and discrimination. Furthermore, it may place too much emphasis on early family relationships as the primary influence on mental health, when adolescent wellbeing is also shaped by experiences of belonging, participation in supportive communities, discrimination and wider social circumstances. 
A balanced understanding requires avoiding both exaggerated concerns and assumptions that social media is always beneficial. A review of reviews of Valkenburg et al. (2022) found that the effects of social media depend on the individual user, the context in which it is used and the ways in which adolescents engage with it. Similarly, Orben and Przybylski (2019) identified only a small negative association between digital technology use and wellbeing, cautioning against viewing digital technology as the sole explanation for adolescent distress. These findings support the importance of considering the specific pathways through which social media may influence mental health, rather than assuming that all forms of online engagement are harmful or that all online connections are protective.
In conclusion, social media has a complex and varied influence on adolescent mental health, with its effect shaped by how, why and in what context it is used. Erikson’s theory highlights the role of online spaces in identity development, self-presentation and peer feedback, while Bowlby’s attachment theory demonstrated how existing relationships and emotional security can influence adolescents’ experiences online. However, neither theory fully explains the impact of social media in isolation, as both provide limited consideration of modern influences such as algorithms, digital design, cultural differences and wider social inequalities. Overall, the evidence suggests that adolescent vulnerability emerges from the interaction between biological development, social relationships and online environment rather than from social media use alone. 
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