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The impact of social media on mental health in adolescence.
Adolescence is a significant stage of development characterised by major psychological, social and emotional changes, as young people develop a stable sense of identity and redefine their relationships with family and peers. During this period, social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat have become an integral part of adolescents’ daily lives, with many young people reporting that they use these platforms almost constantly (Cabezas-Klinger, Fernandez-Daza and Mina-Paz, 2025). Research examining the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health has increased considerably in recent years, although the findings remain mixed and do not consistently demonstrate harmful effects (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Understanding this relationship is important for health and social care professionals, including teachers, school nurses, Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) practitioners and social workers, who increasingly support adolescents facing challenges linked to their online experiences. Social and biological factors also influence adolescent behaviour and mental health. This essay discusses the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by applying Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory (Erikson, 1968) and Bowlby’s Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1988). It also considers the implications for health and social care practice and the importance of multidisciplinary working.
An increasing body of research suggests that frequent or problematic social media use is associated with poorer mental health outcomes in adolescents. In a meta-analysis, Shannon et al. (2022) found moderate but significant associations between problematic social media use and depression, anxiety and stress. Similarly, Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020), in a systematic review, reported consistent links between social media use and symptoms of depression, anxiety and psychological distress. Although these findings strengthen the evidence for an association, both reviews mainly included cross-sectional studies, meaning they cannot establish a clear cause-and-effect relationship. In contrast, Braghieri, Levy and Makarin (2022) used a natural experiment based on the staggered introduction of Facebook and found evidence of a causal negative effect on adolescent mental health, largely driven by social comparison. This research provides stronger evidence than cross-sectional studies, it focused on Facebook users in the United States and may not fully reflect today’s social media platforms. Similar findings were reported by Cabezas-Klinger, Fernandez-Daza and Mina-Paz (2025), who identified online risk exposure as a predictor of suicidal ideation among adolescents and young adults. Likewise, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2023) reported that excessive social media use is associated with poor sleep, body dissatisfaction, depression and anxiety. However, the evidence is not entirely consistent. Odgers and Jensen (2020) argue that, although associations exist, they are generally small and do not necessarily demonstrate causation. This view is supported by the qualitative review conducted by Popat and Tarrant (2022), which found that adolescents also experience positive outcomes from social media, including peer support, social connection and a sense of belonging. Similarly, Agyapong-Opoku, Agyapong-Opoku and Greenshaw (2025) concluded that the effects of social media vary depending on how it is used and the individual characteristics of the adolescent. Overall, the evidence suggests that social media presents a modest risk to adolescent mental health, with greater negative effects among vulnerable groups. This highlights the need for targeted support from health and social care services.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory helps explain why identity-related content on social media has a significant influence during adolescence. According to Erikson (1968), adolescence is characterised by the stage of identity versus role confusion, during which young people explore different roles, beliefs and values to develop a stable sense of self. Social media provides a powerful environment for this process by allowing adolescents to present themselves online, compare themselves with others and receive feedback from peers (Pérez-Torres, 2024). Positive feedback can strengthen confidence and support healthy identity development. However, repeated exposure to idealised images and unrealistic standards may encourage negative social comparison, leading to lower self-esteem, anxiety and depressive symptoms, as highlighted by Braghieri, Levy and Makarin (2022). Repeated negative comparison may prolong role confusion. This also helps explain why social media does not affect all adolescents in the same way. Active engagement, such as communicating with friends or sharing meaningful content, may support healthy identity development, whereas passive scrolling is more strongly associated with negative social comparison and poorer mental well-being. From a health and social care perspective, teachers and school staff are well placed to recognise early signs of identity-related distress and promote positive online behaviours. School nurses and CAMHS practitioners can provide early support before problem becomes more serious.

Bowlby’s Attachment Theory provides a different perspective by explaining why some adolescents may be more vulnerable to the negative effects of social media than others. According to Bowlby (1988), early relationships with caregivers shape an individual’s internal working model, which influences their confidence, emotional security and future relationships. Adolescents with secure attachments are more likely to use social media to maintain friendships and social connections without depending on online approval for reassurance. This is supported by Delgado et al. (2022), who found that secure parental attachment is associated with higher-quality peer relationships. In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment may be more likely to seek validation through social media, spend excessive time online and become more vulnerable to cyberbullying and emotional distress (Gupta, Jogdand and Kumar, 2022). Compared with Erikson’s theory, which explains why adolescence is a sensitive stage for identity development, Bowlby’s theory helps explain why some young people are at greater risk of experiencing negative mental health outcomes. Therefore, the two theories complement each other rather than compete. However, one limitation of Bowlby’s theory is that it was developed before the emergence of social media and does not consider modern influences such as algorithms, personalised content and online engagement, which may also shape adolescent behaviour. Nevertheless, the theory has important implications for health and social care practice. Social workers and family support practitioners can use information gathered during family assessments to identify adolescents with insecure attachment patterns who may be at greater risk of seeking excessive online reassurance. Early support may reduce the risk of poor mental health. 
Taken together, Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories provide a more comprehensive explanation of the impact of social media on adolescent mental health than either theory alone. Erikson explains why adolescence is a particularly sensitive stage for identity development and why social comparison on social media can influence self-esteem and emotional well-being. In contrast, Bowlby’s theory explains why adolescents with insecure attachment may be more vulnerable to the negative effects of social media and more likely to seek reassurance through online interactions. This supports the wider evidence that, although the overall effects of social media on mental health are generally small (Odgers and Jensen, 2020), they can be considerably greater for vulnerable adolescents (Cabezas-Klinger, Fernandez-Daza and Mina-Paz, 2025). These findings highlight the importance of a multidisciplinary approach, as no single professional has a complete understanding of an adolescent’s needs. Effective communication and collaboration between schools, CAMHS, social workers, healthcare professionals and families are therefore essential to identify those who require universal support and those who may benefit from more targeted interventions.
Biological development also contributes to adolescents’ increased sensitivity to social media. During adolescence, the prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for decision-making, emotional regulation and impulse control, develops more slowly than the limbic system, which is associated with emotions and reward-seeking behaviour (Blakemore and Mills, 2014). As a result, adolescents may be more sensitive to peer approval, online feedback and social comparison. Hormonal changes during puberty can also affect mood regulation and increase emotional responses to experiences such as cyberbullying, exclusion or negative online interactions. These biological factors interact with Erikson and Bowlby, helping explain why adolescence is a vulnerable stage. This highlights the importance of promoting digital literacy, resilience and healthy coping strategies rather than simply discouraging social media use.
Supporting adolescent mental health requires a multidisciplinary approach. Teachers and school staff can identify early changes in behaviour and promote safe social media use through digital literacy. School nurses can provide support and refer young people to CAMHS when needed. Social workers can identify family or attachment-related risks and work with parents to strengthen supportive relationships. Parents also play an important role by encouraging healthy and open communication. Together, professionals and families can promote positive mental health and reduce the risk associated with social media use.
In conclusion, the impact of social media on adolescent mental health is complex and cannot be explained by a single factor. Although social media can provide opportunities for communication, social support and identity exploration, it may also contribute to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem and emotional distress, particularly among vulnerable adolescents. Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory explains why adolescence is a critical stage for identity development and why social comparison can influence mental well-being. Bowlby’s Attachment Theory demonstrates that the quality of early relationships may affect how adolescents respond to online experiences and why some young people are more vulnerable than others. Biological changes also increase adolescents’ sensitivity to online experiences. Promoting mental health requires digital literacy, early intervention, and effective support from families and professionals.
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