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THE IMPACT OF SOCIAL MEDIA ON MENTAL HEALTH IN ADOLESCENCE
Introduction:
Social media is now a routine part of adolescence, influencing how young people communicate, compare themselves, find belonging and test identity. This is therefore significant for mental health, as adolescence is already a sensitive developmental period, and is important for health and social care. Risk depends on amount of use, type of engagement, online content, existing vulnerability, family support and offline relationships (Odgers and Jensen, 2020; Marciano et al., 2022). This essay will explore the effects of social media on adolescent mental health using Erikson's psychosocial theory and Bowlby's attachment theory. Erikson can help to explain why online feedback can impact identity and self-esteem, and Bowlby can help to explain why some adolescents might be more resilient or more vulnerable to online pressure.   
Critical Analysis of the Impact of social media on Adolescence Using Eriksson’s and Bowlby’s Theories
Adolescent mental health is a major public health problem. The Children's Commissioner for England (2024) points to a high level of need amongst children and young people and social media is often cited as a part of children's daily life with peers. The link between problematic or excessive social media use and anxiety, depressive symptoms, poor sleep, cyberbullying, body dissatisfaction, and suicidal ideation has been identified in some studies, though the majority of studies report associations and not causation (Khalaf et al., 2023; Office of the U.S. Surgeon General, 2023). The dangers are clear, as platforms can amplify social comparison, present young people with harmful content and make popularity count in the form of likes, comments and followers. Sleep is also significant: late night use can limit sleep, and poor sleep can impact concentration, emotional regulation and coping. Social media can offer friendship, peer support, creativity, information and identity affirmation for some adolescents when there is limited support in the offline world (Marciano et al., 2022). The issue is how safe, how frequent and in what emotional context adolescents are using social media.     


The quality of social media use is important. Idealized images, when passively viewed, may lead to more comparisons, more feelings of loneliness, and active involvement with supportive friends may lead to less feelings of loneliness. The platform design is also significant since continually checking feeds, notifications and public performance metrics can lead to over checking. That's why online time is not a true measure of risk. A young person who watches self-harm content for a brief time or receives abusive messages could be more impacted than another young person who uses a platform for a longer period of time to keep supportive friendships. The assessment process in a health and social care setting must include, as well as screen time, emotional meaning, content, relationships and risk. Erikson's (1968) psychosocial theory is applicable because adolescence is associated with the crisis of identity versus role confusion. Young people try to establish a coherent sense of self at this stage, by experimenting with roles, values, interests and relationships. Social media can be a tool that can be used to facilitate this process as it offers adolescents a space to express identity, to engage in communities and be given feedback from peers. Positive feedback can help to encourage confidence and belonging, and supportive online groups can help youth who feel isolated in their school, family or community. From this view, social media can support identity exploration.    
The same theory also explains the negative impact. If an adolescent's sense of self is overly dependent on online approval, the absence of, negative, or even inconsistent feedback can have negative impacts on the adolescent's sense of self. A comparison to idealised bodies, lifestyles or popularity can be an issue with image-based platforms (upward comparison). This may increase feelings of inadequacy, anxiety and low mood (Perez-Torres, 2024). Cyberbullying is public, repeated and difficult to avoid, and is a very bad thing. Erikson's theory is strong because it ties these harms to an ordinary developmental task, rather than weak technology users. Its limitation is that it predates digital media and does not fully address algorithms, constant connectivity or cultural differences in online identity. However, it remains beneficial and informative because it allows for the understanding of the strength of affirmation and rejection in adolescence online.
Bowlby's (1969) attachment theory adds a second explanation by focusing on early relationships and internal working models. Secure attachment can help adolescents manage online relationships by giving them stability and confidence to seek help when distressed. These teens may use social media to connect but not get their self-esteem solely from social media. Adolescents who have anxious attachments, however, may be more likely to seek reassurance, recheck responses, be concerned about being excluded, and feel distress when feedback is delayed or negative. Some youth may seek online interaction because in-person interactions may be more challenging and stressful due to avoidant attachment. Individual differences are therefore seen in the light of attachment theory; that one online experience can be manageable for one adolescent and threatening for another.   
The nature-nurture debate strengthens the analysis because adolescent responses to social media are shaped by both biology and environment. From a biological perspective, puberty and brain development increase youth's sensitivity to reward, peer approval and emotional arousal, and decreases self-control and long-term judgement. The interpretation of online experiences is shaped by family relationships, bullying, school pressure, poverty and cultural expectations and access to safe offline spaces. Social media can thus compound positive or negative attributes but not be the sole cause. A young person with secure relationships and good sleep habits can use social media in a largely positive manner, whereas a young person who is feeling lonely, bullied or low in self-worth can be more susceptible to comparison, compulsive checking, and distress. 
Taken together, Erikson and Bowlby offer a stronger explanation than either theory alone. Erikson provides an explanation of the developmental task which makes online identity important, and Bowlby provides an explanation of how emotional security affects the perception of online feedback. The two theories also avoid an overly deterministic judgement. They demonstrate that adolescents are not victims of technology, but maturing individuals who react to technology based on their maturity, relationships and context. This matters for practice because blaming either the adolescent or the platform alone can miss unmet emotional needs.  A better assessment is when social media is combined with vulnerability, inadequate support, and negative content or compulsive use. 
These theories have clear implications for health and social care practice. Practitioners should not simply tell adolescents to stop using social media, as  this may ignore its role in friendship and identity. It would be better to measure patterns of use with mood, sleep, body image, the risk of being bullied, risk of self-harm, family support, and offline relationships. Erikson's theory aligns with sensitive identity practice, such as supporting adolescents to be aware of unrealistic comparisons, build self-worth outside of online feedback, and explore online in healthy ways. Practitioners practice in a way that is informed by Bowlby's theory and they build trust, engage parents/carers as appropriate and enhance relational safety. Digital literacy, support for cyberbullying, sleep advice, referral pathways and emotional regulation strategies are also available from schools, youth workers and health services. Support should be proportionate where it is identified: education and family routines may be enough for low level concerns and specialist referral or safeguarding action for evidence of self-harm, serious bullying and persistent depression. These interventions are more likely to be effective since they target the online behaviour and the developmental needs that underlie it. 
Conclusion:
Overall, social media has a complex impact on adolescent mental health. It can facilitate connection, creativity and exploration of identity, but can also raise risk factors such as cyberbullying, harmful content, sleep disruption, social comparison and reliance on on-line validation. Erikson's theory helps to understand how identity formation is particularly salient during adolescence to the experience of approval and rejection online, and Bowlby's theory helps to understand how the history of attachment can influence vulnerability and resilience. The best conclusion, then, is a balanced one: Social media is not solely responsible for the mental health issues of adolescents, but neither are the dangers of social media to be discounted. Health and social care professionals should respond to adolescents with evidence-based, developmentally sensitive and relationally responsive support to enable them to use digital spaces safely and support their wellbeing offline. 
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