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Discuss the Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence

Social media has become a very common part of everyday life, especially for young people. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat allow adolescents to communicate with friends, share pictures and videos, and express themselves. However, there has also been growing concern about the impact social media can have on young people's mental health. Adolescence is an important stage of development because young people are going through many changes, both physically and emotionally, while also trying to understand who they are and where they fit in. Because of this, experiences involving friendships, acceptance and how other people view them can have a big effect on their wellbeing. Research has found that social media can have both positive and negative effects on young people's mental health, depending on how it is used and the circumstances of the individual (Orben et al., 2024). This essay will discuss the impact of social media on mental health during adolescence by looking at Erikson's psychosocial theory and Bowlby's attachment theory. It will also consider nature and nurture, the usefulness and limitations of both theories, and how health and social care professionals can support young people who may be affected by social media.

Adolescence is an important stage within lifespan development because young people experience many different changes at the same time. Biological changes, including puberty and the continued development of the brain, can affect emotions, behaviour and decision-making. At the same time, environmental factors such as family life, friendships, school, money and social media can also have an effect. This shows why both nature and nurture need to be considered when looking at adolescent mental health. Social media is particularly important because it has become part of the environment that many young people live in. It is not simply something they use occasionally, as for many adolescents it is one of the main ways they communicate with their friends. Because of this, the possible effects of social media need to be looked at alongside the other things happening in a young person's life.
One theory that can help explain the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health is Erikson's theory of psychosocial development. Erikson (1968) believed that people develop throughout their whole lives and go through eight different stages. Each stage involves a conflict that needs to be worked through. Adolescence is mainly linked to the stage of identity versus role confusion. This is where young people start to think more about who they are, what they believe in, what they want to do in the future and how they fit into society. I believe this theory is especially useful when looking at social media because so much of social media is based around how people present themselves to others.

Social media can have a positive effect on identity development. Young people can use it to express their interests, communicate with people who have similar experiences and feel that they belong somewhere. For example, an adolescent who may feel different from people around them could find an online community where they feel accepted. The U.S. Surgeon General (2023) also identified social connection and supportive communities as potential benefits of social media for young people. This is important because it shows that social media should not automatically be seen as something negative. For some young people, it can actually help them feel less alone and give them the opportunity to meet and communicate with people they may not otherwise have met.

On the other hand, social media can also make identity development more difficult. Young people can constantly see pictures and videos of other people who appear to have the perfect appearance, relationships, friendships and lifestyle. This can cause adolescents to compare themselves with other people and feel that they are not good enough. Irmer and Schmiedek (2023) found that upward social comparison was linked to the relationship between social media use and wellbeing in young people. From Erikson's point of view, this could be a problem because adolescents are still working out who they are. If they start relying heavily on likes, comments and other people's opinions to decide whether they are good enough, this could affect their self-esteem and make identity development more difficult. A young person who receives negative comments or does not receive the attention they expected may begin to feel rejected, unattractive or unpopular. Over time, this could contribute to anxiety or low self-esteem.

There are, however, some limitations to Erikson's theory. The theory was created long before social media existed, so it obviously cannot explain everything about how online platforms affect young people today. It can also make development seem more straightforward than it really is, because not every adolescent develops at the same speed or experiences the same problems. Culture, family life and individual circumstances can all make a difference. It would therefore be wrong to say that social media causes poor mental health simply because an adolescent is going through Erikson's identity versus role confusion stage. Other factors such as bullying, family problems, poverty, biological factors and previous mental health difficulties also need to be considered. Even with these limitations, I believe Erikson's theory is useful because it helps explain why acceptance, identity and other people's opinions can be particularly important during adolescence.
Another theory that can be used to understand adolescent mental health is Bowlby's attachment theory. Bowlby (1969) believed that the relationships children have with their caregivers are important because they help shape how they understand themselves and other people. Secure attachment can develop when a child has a caregiver who is reliable, available and supportive. In comparison, insecure attachment can develop when relationships are inconsistent or when the child does not feel that their needs will always be met. These early experiences can create what Bowlby called internal working models, which can influence later relationships. Although Bowlby's theory mainly focuses on early relationships, attachment can still be important during adolescence because relationships with family and friends continue to have an impact on emotional wellbeing.

Social media can become an extension of these relationships. Young people use social media to speak to their friends, maintain relationships and sometimes look for emotional support. An adolescent who has supportive relationships may be able to use social media in a healthy way because they already have people around them who they trust. Delgado et al. (2022) found that secure attachment was associated with positive peer relationships during adolescence, including trust, communication and emotional support. This could mean that young people with strong relationships may be less likely to depend completely on social media for their emotional needs.
However, young people who do not feel secure in their relationships may use social media to look for reassurance from other people. They may repeatedly check their likes, comments, messages or followers because they want to know whether people like them or care about them. Venta et al. (2019) found evidence connecting insecure attachment with online social comparison and feedback-seeking. If an adolescent becomes dependent on online feedback, not receiving the response they expected could make them feel rejected or worried. From Bowlby's perspective, social media may therefore become a way of trying to meet emotional needs that are not being met elsewhere. This does not mean that every young person with insecure attachment will experience mental health problems, but it can help explain why some adolescents may be more vulnerable to negative online experiences.
Bowlby's theory can be useful in health and social care because it encourages professionals to look at what is happening underneath a young person's behaviour. If a young person is spending a lot of time on social media, it would be easy to simply tell them to stop using it. However, this may not deal with the actual problem. They could be using social media because they are lonely, having problems at home, being bullied or struggling to make friends. Looking at their relationships and emotional needs could therefore give a professional a better understanding of what is happening. At the same time, Bowlby's theory does have limitations. It can put a lot of importance on early relationships and does not fully explain the influence of wider factors such as poverty, school, culture or the online environment. Therefore, like Erikson's theory, it is useful but should not be used on its own.
When looking at the overall impact of social media, it is important not to make the argument too simple. Social media does not automatically cause poor mental health. Panayiotou et al. (2023) found that social media use was one of the less influential factors within a wider network of influences on adolescent mental health. Factors such as bullying, family support and dissatisfaction with school had stronger associations. This is quite important because it shows that the same social media platform may affect two young people completely differently. One adolescent may use it to talk to friends and feel supported, while another may use it because they feel lonely and then become more upset by what they see online. It is also possible that someone who is already experiencing poor mental health may spend more time on social media. This means it can be difficult to say whether social media is the cause of the problem or whether the problem has caused the increased use of social media.
There are a number of ways health and social care professionals can support adolescents in relation to social media. From Erikson's theory, professionals could help young people develop a healthier sense of identity by talking to them about self-esteem, body image, peer pressure and comparing themselves with others. Schools and youth services could also provide digital literacy sessions so that young people understand that a lot of what they see online is edited or carefully selected. This could help them realise that the lives shown on social media are not always realistic.

Bowlby's theory also shows the importance of having supportive relationships around young people. Parents, carers, teachers and health professionals can provide a safe environment where adolescents feel comfortable talking about what they experience online. This is especially important when a young person is experiencing cyberbullying, exclusion or pressure from other people. Professionals should listen to the young person rather than immediately taking away their phone or banning social media, because doing this could potentially make them less likely to talk about what is happening. Where an adolescent is experiencing serious anxiety, depression, self-harm or other mental health concerns, appropriate safeguarding and referral to mental health services should also be considered.
It is also important to remember that social media can have benefits, so completely stopping young people from using it may not always be the best answer. Social media can help adolescents maintain friendships, find support and express themselves. A better approach may be to help young people develop healthier habits around their use. This could include having time away from screens, getting enough sleep, spending time with people face-to-face and making sure social media does not replace other important activities. It is also important to look at what the young person is actually doing online rather than only focusing on how many hours they spend on their phone. Orben et al. (2024) explain that the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health is affected by different individual and social factors. This means that support should be based on the individual rather than assuming that every young person will have the same experience.

In conclusion, social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. It can help young people communicate, develop friendships, express their identity and find people who understand them. However, it can also lead to social comparison, pressure, rejection and problems with self-esteem. Erikson's psychosocial theory is useful because it explains why identity and acceptance are so important during adolescence. However, the theory was developed before social media existed and cannot fully explain the modern online environment. Bowlby's attachment theory provides another useful perspective because it helps explain how relationships and emotional security can influence the way young people use social media and respond to other people's feedback. However, attachment is only one part of a much bigger picture. Overall, the impact of social media depends on the individual young person, their relationships, biological development and the environment around them. Because of this, health and social care professionals should not simply focus on reducing social media use. Instead, they should support young people with their identity, relationships, self-esteem and digital awareness, while also identifying harmful experiences at an early stage. In my view, this is a more realistic approach because social media is now such a normal part of young people's lives that understanding how they use it is likely to be more helpful than simply treating social media itself as the problem.
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