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INTRODUCTION 
Adolescence involves major biological, psychological and social changes. During this period, friendships, belonging and developing a sense of identity become increasingly important. Social media has become part of this process because it gives young people a space to communicate, express themselves and see how other people respond to them. It also creates more opportunities to compare themselves with others. For this reason, the effect of social media on adolescent mental health is not simply positive or negative. Research has linked some types of social media use with depression, anxiety, cyberbullying, sleep problems, body-image concerns and social comparison. At the same time, online spaces can offer support, information, self-expression and a sense of connection (Khalaf et al., 2023; Mayo Clinic Staff, 2025). This essay considers both sides of the issue using Erik Erikson's psychosocial theory, particularly identity versus role confusion, and John Bowlby's attachment theory. These theories are useful for understanding why peer feedback, relationships and feelings of security can make social media particularly influential during adolescence.
MAIN BODY 
It is important not to assume that the effects of social media can be explained simply by the amount of time a teenager spends online. Khalaf et al. (2023), for example, found a modest but statistically significant link between social media use and depressive symptoms in their systematic review, although they also stressed that this does not prove social media is the cause. Their review connected heavier use with a range of issues, including body-image concerns, cyberbullying, poor sleep and excessive reassurance-seeking. However, there were positive findings too, such as greater perceived social support, popularity and connections with online friends. This mixed picture is also seen in more recent research. Fassi et al. (2025) studied 3,340 adolescents aged 11-19 using nationally representative UK data. Young people with mental health conditions reported spending more time on social media and being less satisfied with the number of online friends they had. Adolescents with internalising conditions were also more likely to compare themselves with others online, have their mood affected by feedback and disclose themselves less honestly. As the study was cross-sectional, though, it shows an association rather than proving that social media causes poor mental health.
Erikson's theory is especially relevant because he described adolescence as the stage of identity versus role confusion. At this point in development, young people are trying out different roles, values and versions of themselves as they work towards a clearer sense of identity (Erikson, 1968). Social and cultural influences also play an important part in this process. Social media can sometimes help with identity development. It allows adolescents to explore interests, present different aspects of themselves, join communities and meet people who share experiences that may not be represented in their everyday surroundings. Mayo Clinic Staff (2025) suggests that online networks can be helpful for teenagers who feel lonely, stressed or unsupported offline. Johns Hopkins Medicine (2026) also identifies benefits such as self-expression, access to information, identity affirmation and social support. Viewed through Erikson's theory, these experiences could support healthy identity exploration, particularly when social media adds to a young person's sense of belonging rather than becoming the main source of their self-worth.
However, the same process can also make adolescents more vulnerable. If developing a stable identity is already difficult, social media adds almost constant opportunities to judge oneself against other people. Carefully selected photos, likes, comments and other visible signs of popularity can make ordinary identity exploration feel like an ongoing test of whether someone is attractive, successful or accepted. Fassi et al. (2025) found greater online social comparison among adolescents with internalising conditions, as well as a stronger effect of online feedback on their mood. Johns Hopkins Medicine (2026) similarly notes that unrealistic comparisons can affect self-esteem and leave young people feeling dissatisfied. Appearance can be especially important because it is such a visible part of online self-presentation. Khalaf et al. (2023) found links between social media use, appearance comparison, body-image concerns and disordered eating. Erikson's theory therefore helps explain how social media might contribute to role confusion when a young person's developing identity becomes too dependent on idealised images or other people's approval. Still, Erikson's theory cannot explain everything. Its stages are broad, can be difficult to measure, and have been criticised for cultural and gender bias.
Bowlby's attachment theory gives a different perspective because it focuses more on emotional security and dependable relationships. Bowlby argued that the need to seek attachment does not simply disappear after childhood. People can continue to seek closeness and reassurance when they feel uncertain or when emotional needs are not being met (Bowlby, 1958; Darling, Illum and Storebø, 2024). Early experiences with caregivers can shape expectations about whether other people will be available, trustworthy and supportive. Darling, Illum and Storebø (2024) explain that attachment strategies can differ depending on perceived availability. Some people may reduce attachment-seeking, while others may increase it, and insecure attachment can be associated with difficulties involving trust and emotional functioning. Their article is about mental healthcare rather than social media, so the theory needs to be applied carefully here. Even so, it offers a useful way of thinking about why messages, replies and online feedback can become sources of reassurance for some adolescents, or feelings of rejection for others.
For an adolescent who already has secure and supportive relationships, social media may simply provide another way of staying connected. This fits with evidence showing that online friendships can provide genuine social support, although face-to-face support may be more protective in some situations (Khalaf et al., 2023). Johns Hopkins Medicine (2026) also points to the value of finding accepting communities and receiving support during stressful periods. In attachment terms, strong offline relationships may act as a secure base, allowing adolescents to use social media without depending on it completely for emotional reassurance. The experience may be different for adolescents who feel less secure in relationships. A delayed reply, being left out of a group chat or receiving a negative comment could feel more significant. Khalaf et al. (2023) found an association between social media use and excessive reassurance-seeking. Constantly checking likes, messages or reactions could therefore be understood as a form of reassurance-seeking when a young person feels uncertain about whether they are accepted. This does not mean attachment style automatically determines how someone will respond to social media, but it may help explain why the same online experience can affect different adolescents in very different ways.
There are also several more direct ways in which social media experiences may affect mental health. Cyberbullying is one example. A platform that is normally used to socialise and feel included can quickly become a source of stress or threat, and Khalaf et al. (2023) report an association between cybervictimisation, depression and anxiety. Sleep is another important factor. Using devices around bedtime has been associated with poorer sleep quality, insufficient sleep and daytime tiredness, all of which can make it harder to manage emotions and cope with stress. Mayo Clinic Staff (2025) also highlights sleep disruption, cyberbullying, harmful content and unrealistic views of other people's lives as possible risks. These problems connect with both Erikson's and Bowlby's ideas. Rejection and hostile feedback may undermine a young person's sense of relational security, while repeated comparison and public judgement may interfere with identity development. On the other hand, social media can have protective effects when adolescents receive supportive feedback, have trusted relationships offline and use online spaces for meaningful communication rather than constant comparison.
Looking at Erikson and Bowlby together gives a more complete explanation than using either theory alone. Erikson focuses on the adolescent task of forming an identity, while Bowlby focuses on the sense of security that comes from dependable relationships. On social media, the two can easily overlap. A teenager might post something as a way of exploring or expressing their identity, while also paying close attention to other people's reactions as a sign of whether they are accepted. This may help explain why likes, comments and other visible feedback can influence both self-image and mood. At the same time, neither theory was created with social media, algorithms or modern online culture in mind. They should therefore be used as frameworks for interpreting adolescents' experiences rather than as theories that directly predict what social media will do. Their main value is in showing why developmental stage and relationship experiences may influence how different young people respond to the same online environment.
CONCLUSION 
Overall, social media has an important but highly variable relationship with adolescent mental health. Research has associated some patterns of use with depressive symptoms, anxiety, cyberbullying, sleep problems, body-image concerns, reassurance-seeking and social comparison. However, it can also provide opportunities for connection, information, support and self-expression. Erikson's theory helps explain why social media may have a strong influence during adolescence, as it becomes one of the spaces in which identity is explored and shaped. Bowlby's theory adds another dimension by showing the importance of security and reliable relationships, which means online interaction can either strengthen existing connections or increase insecurity and reassurance-seeking. Importantly, the available evidence does not support the simple claim that social media by itself causes adolescent mental-health problems. Both Fassi et al. (2025) and Khalaf et al. (2023) point to a much more complicated relationship. The effects are likely to depend on what adolescents do online, the quality of their online and offline relationships, existing vulnerabilities and their wider developmental context. Because of this, supporting healthy relationships, identity development, digital literacy and balanced social media use may be more helpful than treating social media as something that is always harmful
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