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Introduction
The rise of social media has revolutionized how teenagers interact with one another, with the majority of adolescents (87%) using these platforms regularly (Diana & Nur, 2025). This widespread adoption has raised a lot of concern about the potential effects on young people's psychological health. Adolescence is a period of life where there are many significant changes in the physical, emotional, and cognitive function, and is a critical time in life when young people are especially vulnerable to environmental influences. There have been mixed findings related to the link between social media use and adolescent mental health, with some studies indicating negative impacts and others indicating more complex results (Tølbøll, 2026). The essay contends that social media can have negative effects on adolescent mental health, such as through the process of upward social comparison, sleep disruption, and interpersonal mistrust, but that these effects are greatly moderated by psychological vulnerabilities of the individual. This essay will explore the vulnerability of adolescents and how theory, based on Erikson's (1968) psychosocial development theory and Bowlby's (1969) attachment theory, can help guide strategies for effective intervention.
The Evidence Base: Understanding Social Media's Impact
The modern field of study has gone beyond the basic and general consideration of social media use, to uncover mechanisms by which digital engagement can impact psychological wellbeing. A thorough review of reviews found that there were weak, inconsistent links between general social media use and mental ill-being but strong and consistent links between problematic social media use and mental ill-being (Tølbøll, 2026). This distinction is important; it indicates that engagement quality and type, not just exposure, matters for psychological effects.
Longitudinal studies have shed light on how exposure to social media during the early years of development relates to psychiatric symptoms later in development. In a prospective study, Tsomokos (2025) found that three key mediating factors were associated with the link between social media use at age 11 and psychological distress at age 17: interpersonal distrust, delayed bedtime, and negative self-image. Even when mental health status before exposure was controlled for, these pathways persisted, suggesting a developmental pathway that early digital engagement can generate distrust, impair sleep and impact self-perception (Tsomokos, 2025). In subsequent studies, two other factors have emerged as key mediators: fear of missing out (FoMO), and upward social comparisons, among which passive consumption was found to have significantly higher correlations with depression and anxiety (Researcher).Life, 2025). The results are consistent with the findings of the study which showed that adolescents who spent over 3 hours per day on social media have higher rates of sleep disorders and depressive symptoms (Diana and Nur, 2025).
Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development
Erikson's (1968) theory of psychosocial development offers a strong explanation for the unique vulnerability of adolescents to the effects of social media. The fifth stage (beginning at about twelve and ending at eighteen years) involves the psychosocial crisis of Identity versus Role Confusion. This is a time when a person struggles to develop a sense of self, as they line up their different roles, values and aspirations (Erikson, 1968). The outcome of successful navigation is a stable identity, and failure leads to role confusion and role uncertainty.
Social media is not an easy place to form identity, as it may give you opportunities to present yourself, but it also poses risks for social comparison. Studies have shown that teens often go to digital platforms to try out different versions of themselves by posting self-created versions that are validated by likes and comments (Nikolaou, 2024). When this "idealised self" is not what is experienced, it can cause confusion and anxiety and can become problematic. In addition, repeated exposure to carefully curated images of peers' lives promotes the never-ending process of upward social comparison and comparing self to idealized standards ( Wu, 2023). This comparison challenges adolescents' emerging sense of self, for they buy into feelings of failure when their actual life does not reflect the ideal lives they see in their online world.
The theory of Erikson has proven to be very useful in explaining the effects of these social media, which is precisely why it is important to intervene in this period. The theory has a few drawbacks, however. Its stage progression is based on the assumption of universal developmental sequences, which fail to consider cultural variation, and it does not consider the specific technological context which is shaping the reality of the adolescent. In addition, there is limited theory available that can guide research on differences in vulnerability. Even with these constraints, Erikson's theory is an important tool for comprehending the developmental environment in which the effects of social media occur.
Bowlby's Attachment Theory
The attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) provides a complementary perspective on the issue of differential vulnerability to the impact of social media. The attachment theory suggests that the infant's developmental experiences with caregiver(s) develop internal working models of self and others that impact on later expectations of relationships and emotional regulation across the lifespan (Bowlby, 1969). Responsive caregiving leads to feelings of worthiness and trust, with insecure attachment patterns leading to feelings of unworthiness, rejection sensitivity, and interpersonal distrust.
Recent studies have shown the connection between the use of social media and mental health is significantly moderated by attachment tendency. Upward social comparison and FoMO partially mediated the link between SMD and depression, with attachment style having significant moderating effects, as found by Wu (2023). There was a positive correlation between higher secure attachment and resilience, and a negative correlation with higher anxious attachment and vulnerability ( Wu, 2023). The results indicate that secure attachment may serve as a protective factor to buffer against psychological harms and anxious attachment may serve as a risk factor to exacerbate vulnerability in adolescence.
In health and social care, the significance of attachment theory extends beyond the broad concern, reaching a level of usefulness that goes beyond vague statements to specific psychological vulnerabilities that need to be addressed. However, there are certain restrictions of the theory such as the emphasis on experiences in childhood, which may not adequately reflect the reciprocity that occurs in adolescence. Also, the theory underestimates the malleability of attachment representations. However, attachment theory offers valuable guidance for practitioners that needs to be taken into account and not only reducing screen time.
Practical Strategies and Interventions
Theoretical sources converge to indicate that effective interventions need to focus on developmental needs as well as relational vulnerabilities. Digital literacy education enables an adolescent to assess online information, identify design elements that are used to manipulate information and learn how to set boundaries. School-based interventions that include cognitive-behavioural therapy and mindfulness have been proven to be effective, providing youth with coping strategies (National Institutes of Health, 2025). These approaches promote healthy identity exploration from an Eriksonian perspective, which involves helping adolescents to critically assess curated material and being resilient to negative comparisons. 
According to the attachment point of view, interventions reinforcing family communication are crucial. The Stanford Brainstorm Social Media Safety Plan is a joint family guide that helps you discuss and establish healthy social media habits (Stanford Brainstorm, 2025). This takes into account that parental involvement can be more effective than blanket restrictions, since some teenagers are able to cope with online challenges on their own. Professional intervention (such as cognitive-behavioural therapy for attachment issues) can work to change underlying relational patterns, and to learn skills for emotional regulation. Informed by developmental and attachment theory, these practical strategies offer a complete mental health support plan for adolescents.
Conclusion
Social media can affect adolescent mental health by encouraging comparisons, disrupting sleep, and fostering interpersonal mistrust, as individual vulnerabilities moderate this influence. Social media's effects on adolescent mental health have been linked to social comparison, sleep disruption, and interpersonal mistrust, with individual vulnerabilities affecting their impact. Erikson's (1968) theory helps to explain the vulnerability of the adolescent years due to the process of identity formation, which makes adolescents vulnerable to social comparison process. Bowlby's (1969) theory of individual differences provides a way to understand how secure and anxious attachment protective and amplifying factors are respectively. The evidence highlights that problematic pattern of social media use, and not general use, is consistently associated with negative outcomes (Tølbøll, 2026). In an increasingly social media-dominated world, health and social care providers need to incorporate developmental and relational understandings so they can help young people to develop a sense of how to use social media to stay psychologically well in that context. A biopsychosocial approach with attention to individual vulnerabilities, enhancing relational resources, and fostering critical digital literacy skills is needed for effective intervention.
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