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Introduction
Adolescence represents a period of rapid physical, emotional and social development during which mental health can be particularly sensitive to environmental influences. As digital technologies have become embedded in everyday life, social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and X now play a major role in how young people communicate, build relationships and express themselves. These platforms can provide valuable opportunities for social connection, emotional support and personal development. However, increasing research also highlights concerns that excessive or unhealthy engagement with social media may contribute to anxiety, depressive symptoms, reduced self-esteem, body image dissatisfaction and other psychological difficulties (Boer et al., 2021; Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). The outcomes associated with social media use differ across individuals and are not consistently positive or negative but are shaped by developmental processes and the quality of adolescents' interpersonal relationships. This essay critically explores how engagement with social media affects the mental well-being of adolescents by applying Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby's Attachment Theory to explain how participation in digital environments affects emotional and psychological health.
The increasing use of social media by adolescents has attracted significant research attention because of its impact on mental health and wellbeing. While digital platforms support communication, entertainment and access to information, frequent use has been linked to psychological difficulties. Boer et al. (2021) found that problematic social media use was associated with poorer mental health, while Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022) reported links with anxiety, depressive symptoms, body image concerns and harmful social comparison. Exposure to idealised online content may also contribute to dissatisfaction with appearance, achievements and social status. Furthermore, problematic use, compulsive checking, cyberbullying, online exclusion and fear of missing out have been associated with increased psychological distress, loneliness and anxiety (Shannon et al., 2022). Although these challenges exist, social media can also provide opportunities for social connection, identity development and self-expression, especially for adolescents who experience social isolation (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Therefore, its effects vary according to patterns of social media use and individual characteristics which can be understood through Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby's Attachment Theory.
Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory offers an effective explanation of the ways in which social media affects the mental health of adolescents by emphasising the importance of identity development during this stage of life. Erikson (1968) proposed that adolescence is marked by the psychosocial conflict of Identity versus Role Confusion, in which young people actively explore their beliefs, values and social roles to develop a secure and consistent sense of self. Successful resolution of this stage promotes confidence and a clear personal identity, whereas failure to achieve it may lead to confusion, low self-esteem and emotional difficulties. In the digital era, social media has become a major setting where adolescents express themselves, interact with others and experiment with different aspects of their identity. Erikson's theory provides a useful perspective for understanding how online experiences can influence both identity formation and psychological wellbeing during adolescence.
One benefit of social media is that it enables adolescents to explore and express their identity through profiles, content sharing and online interactions. It can support identity development by helping young people connect with communities that share similar interests and experiences. For example, adolescents who feel isolated offline may find acceptance and support online, strengthening their sense of belonging and self-understanding. These experiences can positively contribute to psychological wellbeing by reinforcing identity formation and social connectedness (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022).
Erikson's theory further explains how social media may harm mental well-being during adolescence. According to Erikson (1968), peer acceptance and social recognition become increasingly important as adolescents develop their personal identity. Social media amplifies this developmental need by displaying visible measures of popularity, including likes, comments, shares and follower numbers. Nesi, Choukas-Bradley and Prinstein (2018) similarly suggest social media has reshaped the way adolescents interact with their peers by providing continuous opportunities to compare themselves with others. Some adolescents may begin to evaluate their self-worth based on the reactions they receive online. When posts fail to attract the expected level of engagement, young people may experience feelings of rejection, inadequacy or low self-esteem. Research indicates that social comparison and validation-seeking behaviours, use of social media has been linked to poorer mental health outcomes, including increased anxiety and depressive symptoms (Boer et al., 2021; Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). 
Social media frequently exposes adolescents to idealised portrayals of appearance, relationships and lifestyles, encouraging unrealistic standards and social comparison. During identity formation, this may lead to greater dissatisfaction with one's physical appearance, feelings of inadequacy and role confusion, negatively affecting mental health (Erikson, 1968). For example, adolescents who constantly compare their appearance or achievements with online content may struggle to develop a positive and authentic sense of self, increasing their vulnerability to emotional distress.
Although Erikson's theory explains why adolescents are particularly sensitive to social media, it does not account for why individuals respond differently to similar online experiences. Adolescents may experience the same social media environment but have different emotional and mental health outcomes. Bowlby's Attachment Theory addresses these individual differences by explaining how early relationships influence emotional regulation, coping strategies and responses to social interactions, both online and offline.
Bowlby's Attachment Theory offers a complementary perspective for understanding the ways in which social media use influences the psychological health of adolescents by focusing on the importance of early emotional relationships. Bowlby (1969) proposed that caregiving relationships with parents or guardians during childhood shape internal working models that influence how individuals perceive themselves, regulate emotions and develop relationships with others. These attachment experiences contribute to the development of secure or insecure attachment styles, which continue to influence behaviour and psychological wellbeing throughout adolescence and adulthood. When applied to social media use, Attachment Theory helps explain why adolescents respond differently to similar online experiences and why some young people appear more vulnerable to negative mental health outcomes than others.
Adolescents with secure attachment generally possess greater confidence in relationships, higher self-esteem and more effective emotional regulation. As a result, they tend to interact more frequently with social media in balanced and adaptive ways. Rather than relying heavily on online approval, securely attached adolescents make frequent use of social networking platforms primarily to maintain friendships, communicate within their peer group and access social support. When confronted with negative online experiences, such as criticism or limited engagement with their posts, they are often better able to manage emotional distress and maintain a positive sense of self. This suggests that secure attachment may act as a protective factor that reduces the potential psychological harms associated with social media use (Bowlby, 1969).
Adolescents with insecure attachment are at greater risk of experiencing the negative effects of social media because they often seek reassurance and fear rejection. Social media platforms may reinforce these behaviours through constant opportunities for peer evaluation, such as likes, comments and messages. For example, adolescents with anxious attachment may repeatedly check for online responses and experience distress when expectations are not met. This can increase anxiety, emotional dependency and low self-esteem. Research suggests that unhealthy patterns of social media use are related to poorer psychological well-being particularly among individuals who rely heavily on online validation (Shannon et al., 2022).
Attachment Theory also explains adolescents' responses to cyberbullying, online exclusion and social comparison. Adolescents with insecure attachment are more likely to perceive negative online experiences as rejection, increasing the risk of anxiety, loneliness and depressive symptoms. In contrast, securely attached adolescents are more likely to seek support and cope effectively with online challenges, highlighting the contribution of emotional security to the ways adolescents interpret and manage their social media experiences. 
A key strength of Bowlby's Attachment Theory is its ability to explain the extent to which adolescents are affected differently by social media through emotional security and attachment relationships. Erikson's theory focuses on identity formation and peer acceptance during adolescence. However, Attachment Theory alone cannot fully explain the developmental challenges of adolescence. Therefore, combining Erikson's and Bowlby's perspectives provides a more comprehensive understanding of how engagement with social media affects the psychological health of adolescents.
When considered together, both theories provide a comprehensive explanation of the association between social media use and mental health outcomes among adolescents. Erikson (1968) explains adolescents' sensitivity to social media through the developmental importance of identity formation and peer acceptance, whereas Bowlby (1969) highlights how attachment security and emotional regulation account for individual differences in responses. Consequently, adolescents may experience the same online environment but have different mental health outcomes depending on their developmental needs and attachment experiences. Research suggests that social media's effects result from the interaction between individual characteristics and online experiences rather than the technology itself (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022).	


Conclusion 
The influence of social media on adolescent mental health is multifaceted, with its effects varying according to how digital platforms are used and the personal circumstances of individual users. Research suggests that problematic engagement may contribute to anxiety, depression, concerns about physical appearance, cyberbullying experiences and lower psychological wellbeing, particularly when adolescents engage in excessive social comparison or depend heavily on online approval. Engagement with social media can foster supportive relationships and contribute to identity formation and social inclusion, especially for young people who experience limited support within their offline environments (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory demonstrates the importance of identity formation and peer relationships during adolescence, whereas Bowlby's Attachment Theory explains how early attachment experiences shape emotional resilience and responses to online interactions (Erikson, 1968; Bowlby, 1969). Overall, the consequences of social media use are shaped by interaction between developmental processes, attachment security and the ways adolescents engage with digital environments.	
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