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Social media has become an indispensable part of adolescent life, influencing how young people communicate, develop relationships, express identity, and access information. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and Facebook provide opportunities for social connection and self-expression; however, concerns have manifested regarding their affect on adolescent mental health. Adolescence represents a critical developmental stage characterised by significant biological, psychological, and social changes. During this period, individuals are particularly sensitive to peer evaluation, identity formation, and emotional experiences. Consequently, social media can have profound effects on psychological well-being. Research has demonstrated associations between excessive social media use and increased symptoms of depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, sleep disturbances, and psychological distress, although positive outcomes such as social support and connectedness have also been identified (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2019; APA, 2023). This essay discusses the impact of social media on adolescent mental health through the lens of two developmental theories: Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development and Bowlby's Attachment Theory. By applying these theoretical perspectives, the essay explores how social media influences adolescent psychological well-being and explains the mechanisms through which these effects occur.
The widespread use of social media among adolescents has generated significant academic interest. According to the U.S. Surgeon General's Advisory, up to 95% of adolescents aged 13 to 17 use social media platforms, with many reporting almost constant engagement (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2023). While social media offers opportunities for communication and community building, growing evidence suggests that excessive or problematic use can negatively affect mental health. A systematic review conducted by Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2019) found consistent associations between social media use and increased levels of depression, anxiety, and psychological distress among adolescents. The review identified several mechanisms contributing to these outcomes, including social comparison, cyberbullying, fear of missing out (FOMO), and excessive time spent online.
One significant concern is the relationship between social media and depression. Adolescents frequently encounter idealised images and carefully curated representations of life on social networking platforms. Exposure to such content may encourage social comparison, leading individuals to perceive themselves as less attractive, less successful, or less accepted than their peers. This process can contribute to negative self-evaluations and reduced self-esteem. Twenge and Campbell (2018) found that higher levels of screen time were associated with lower psychological well-being and increased likelihood of depressive symptoms among adolescents. Similarly, the Surgeon General's Advisory reported that adolescents who spend more than three hours per day on social media may face approximately double the risk of mental health problems, including symptoms of depression and anxiety (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2023).
Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development provides a useful framework for understanding why adolescents may be particularly vulnerable to these effects. Erikson (1968) proposed that adolescence is marked by the psychosocial crisis of identity versus role confusion. During this stage, young people seek to establish a stable sense of self and develop a coherent personal identity. Successful resolution of this crisis leads to confidence and psychological well-being, whereas failure can result in confusion, insecurity, and emotional distress.
Social media significantly influences the identity development process described by Erikson. Adolescents use online platforms to present themselves, seek feedback, and experiment with different aspects of identity. Positive feedback, such as likes, comments, and supportive interactions, may reinforce self-esteem and contribute positively to identity formation. However, social media also exposes adolescents to constant evaluation by peers, creating pressure to present an idealised version of themselves. The pursuit of social validation through online approval may result in dependence on external feedback rather than the development of a secure internal identity.
Furthermore, the comparison culture prevalent on social media can intensify feelings of inadequacy during Erikson's identity formation stage. Adolescents may compare their appearance, achievements, or social lives with those of influencers or peers, often overlooking the edited and selective nature of online content. Such comparisons can contribute to role confusion and negatively affect self-esteem. The American Psychological Association (2023) notes that appearance-related content can be particularly harmful, especially for adolescents who are already vulnerable to self-image concerns. Consequently, Erikson's theory helps explain how social media may disrupt healthy identity development and contribute to mental health difficulties.
Cyberbullying is another important issue associated with adolescent social media use. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur continuously and anonymously, extending beyond school environments into adolescents' homes. Victims may experience humiliation, social exclusion, and repeated harassment, leading to significant psychological consequences. Research has consistently linked cyberbullying with increased risks of depression, anxiety, self-harm, and suicidal ideation among adolescents (APA, 2023; Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).
From Erikson's perspective, cyberbullying can severely disrupt identity development. Adolescents rely heavily on peer relationships and social acceptance during this stage of development. Negative feedback and online victimisation may undermine self-confidence and contribute to feelings of rejection and inadequacy. As a result, young people may struggle to develop a positive identity, increasing the likelihood of emotional distress and poor mental health outcomes.
Another issue associated with social media use is sleep disruption. Many adolescents use social media late at night, reducing sleep duration and quality. Notifications, messaging, and continuous online engagement may interfere with healthy sleep patterns. Poor sleep has been widely recognised as a risk factor for depression, anxiety, and reduced emotional regulation. The APA (2023) specifically highlights sleep disruption as one of the psychological risks associated with excessive social media engagement. Since adolescence is already a period of heightened emotional sensitivity, inadequate sleep may further increase vulnerability to psychological difficulties.
While many studies emphasise negative outcomes, it is important to acknowledge that social media can also provide benefits for adolescent mental health. Social networking platforms can facilitate communication, foster friendships, and create opportunities for social support. Adolescents experiencing loneliness, social anxiety, or marginalisation may find online communities that offer acceptance and understanding. Schønning et al. (2020) found evidence suggesting that social media may contribute positively to social connectedness and well-being under certain circumstances. Therefore, the relationship between social media and mental health is complex rather than uniformly negative.
Bowlby's Attachment Theory provides an additional perspective for understanding these varying outcomes. Bowlby (1969) argued that early attachment relationships with caregivers shape individuals' expectations of relationships throughout life. Secure attachments develop when caregivers are responsive and reliable, leading to feelings of safety, trust, and emotional security. In contrast, insecure attachment patterns may emerge when caregiving is inconsistent, neglectful, or unresponsive.
Attachment theory suggests that adolescents with different attachment styles may experience social media differently. Securely attached adolescents are more likely to use social media as a supplementary means of communication and relationship maintenance. Because they possess greater emotional security and self-confidence, they may be less dependent on online validation and less affected by negative interactions. Consequently, social media may enhance existing friendships and support networks for these individuals.
In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment styles may use social media to compensate for unmet emotional needs. They may become highly dependent on online approval, constantly seeking reassurance through likes, comments, and messages. Such reliance can increase vulnerability to anxiety when expected responses are not received. Fear of missing out (FOMO), social comparison, and rejection sensitivity may be especially pronounced among insecurely attached adolescents. Bowlby's theory therefore helps explain why some young people experience greater psychological harm from social media than others.
Attachment theory is also relevant when examining online relationships and emotional well-being. Adolescents increasingly establish and maintain friendships through digital platforms. While these interactions can strengthen social connections, they may also create emotional uncertainty. Online communication lacks many non-verbal cues present in face-to-face interactions, increasing the potential for misunderstandings and perceived rejection. For adolescents with insecure attachment patterns, such experiences may reinforce feelings of anxiety, loneliness, and low self-worth.
Furthermore, social media can influence the quality of parent-child relationships. Excessive social media use may reduce face-to-face family interactions and reduces opportunities for emotional support within the home environment. Strong parental relationships serve as protective factors against mental health problems, whereas weakened family communication may increase vulnerability to emotional difficulties. Bowlby's theory highlights the importance of secure attachment relationships in promoting resilience and psychological well-being during adolescence.
Recent research also suggests that the impact of social media is not universally negative. Orben and Przybylski (2019) found that the association between digital technology use and adolescent well-being was relatively small, accounting for less than 1% of variation in well-being measures. Similarly, Orben, Dienlin and Przybylski (2019) concluded that social media effects on adolescent life satisfaction are generally nuanced, reciprocal, and dependent upon individual circumstances. These findings suggest that social media alone cannot explain adolescent mental health difficulties. Instead, factors such as personality, family relationships, attachment security, social support, and patterns of use are likely to influence outcomes.
As a whole, evidence imply that social media can both support and undermine adolescent mental health. Negative outcomes are most commonly associated with excessive use, cyberbullying, social comparison, poor sleep, and dependence on online validation. Positive outcomes may include increased social support, enhanced communication, access to information, and opportunities for self-expression. The extent to which adolescents experience these outcomes depends partly on developmental and relational factors.
To conclude, social media has a significant but complex impact on adolescent mental health. Research demonstrates associations between social media use and a range of psychological outcomes, including depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, and psychological distress, while also recognising potential benefits related to social support and connectedness. Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development explains how social media influence’s identity formation during adolescence, highlighting the role of peer evaluation, social comparison, and self-presentation in mental health outcomes. Bowlby's Attachment Theory further explains individual differences in vulnerability by emphasising the importance of attachment security and emotional relationships. Together, these theories demonstrate that social media affects adolescent mental health through processes related to identity development, interpersonal relationships, emotional regulation, and social validation. Therefore, understanding social media's influence necessitate consideration of both developmental and relational contexts rather than viewing technology itself as inherently pernicious or constructive.
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