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THE IMPACT OF SOCIAL MEDIA ON MENTAL HEALTH IN ADOLESCENCE

Adolescence is a key stage of life where young people grow from children towards adulthood, changing physically, emotionally and socially. Today, almost all teenagers use social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and Facebook daily. Research shows that these tools can shape how they feel, think and behave, for better or worse (Nuffield Foundation, 2022). This essay explains how social media affects mental health, using Bowlby’s attachment theory and Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development to understand why changes happen. It also looks at evidence from studies to show risks and benefits.

Bowlby’s attachment theory is very useful for explaining how young people build relationships. Bowlby believed that from birth onwards children form deep emotional bonds, usually first with parents or main carers. These early relationships create what he called ‘internal working models’ — ideas about whether people can be trusted and whether the self is worthy of care (Bowlby, 1969). Secure attachment happens when carers respond consistently and warmly. This helps a child feel safe and confident in relationships later in life. Insecure attachment comes if care is unpredictable or distant. Such young people may become anxious about being rejected or avoid getting too close to others.

When adolescents spend much time online, attachment patterns can influence how they use social media and what results follow. For those with secure attachment, social media works like an extra way to stay connected to family and friends. It can strengthen bonds and offer support when face‑to‑face meetings are hard (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). However, for those already feeling insecure or anxious about relationships, social media becomes more complicated. They may check messages constantly to feel accepted, or fear missing out if they are not online. Some research found teenagers with anxious attachment are more likely to compare themselves, feel jealous or worry when replies are slow (Barlett et al., 2021). Bowlby’s idea also means that online contact cannot fully replace the warmth and safety of real‑life interaction. If screens take the place of time with trusted adults, attachment needs go unmet and feelings of loneliness increase further (Allen et al., 2023).

Erikson’s theory adds another clear view. He described eight stages through life, and adolescence is the fifth stage: identity versus role confusion. Between roughly 12 and 18 years old, young people try hard to work out who they really are — their values, interests, friendships and place in society. Success here leads to a strong sense of self. If they struggle or feel pressured, they end up confused and unsure of themselves (Erikson, 1968). This makes adolescence naturally sensitive to how others judge them, and social media feeds exactly into this process.

Social media creates a space where identity is built and tested, but also where pressure grows. Many teenagers carefully choose what to post to look good, popular or successful. This leads to comparing themselves to others who share only their best moments, not everyday difficulties. Research shows constant comparison links strongly to lower self‑esteem, body image worry and higher anxiety (Orben et al., 2023). Erikson’s theory suggests these problems happen because instead of finding a true identity, young people chase an image that wins likes and comments. This can feel like wearing a mask. Also, because opinions and likes come instantly and publicly, they can feel like proof of worth. If posts do not get attention, or if negative comments appear, confidence drops quickly (Livingstone and Helsper, 2021).

However, both theories also show there are positive sides. Following Bowlby, young people who already have secure relationships can use online spaces to widen their circle and find support groups. This helps them feel understood and less alone, especially if they belong to minority groups or face difficulties offline (Ofcom, 2023). From Erikson’s view, platforms allow exploration of interests and ideas that might not be easy locally. This supports healthy identity building and belonging.

Problems happen when use becomes too heavy or unbalanced. Studies note that late‑night use disrupts sleep badly, which itself damages mood and focus (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2022). Cyber‑bullying is another serious risk. Unlike playground bullying, it follows people home and happens 24 hours a day. For those already insecurely attached, bullying reinforces deep fears of being unwanted or unsafe. For those forming identity, it attacks exactly the sense of self they are trying to build. This combination raises risk for depression, anxiety or withdrawal (NHS Digital, 2021).

It is also important to say that social media itself is not simply ‘good or bad’. Effects depend greatly on the person, their background and what support they get. Bowlby teaches that having strong, secure offline relationships acts as a protective shield. Erikson adds that when parents and schools encourage healthy exploration and clear boundaries, young people learn to use platforms wisely. They understand that likes do not equal value and that what people post is often edited and not the whole truth (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).

To sum up, social media changes adolescent mental health in deep ways. Bowlby’s attachment theory explains how online connection works best when it adds to secure bonds, and becomes harmful if it replaces them or feeds insecurity. Erikson’s theory shows how platforms become central to forming identity, but can also create pressure, comparison and confusion. Research evidence supports both views: heavy or unregulated use raises risk of anxiety, depression and poor body image; but guided use can widen friendship and support networks too. Overall, social media acts like a mirror of development. It magnifies existing strengths and existing weaknesses. Therefore, helping adolescents develop secure attachments and clear sense of identity — alongside sensible limits and digital literacy — is the strongest protection for their mental health now and in future years.
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