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The Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence 
Adolescence is a significant stage of development characterised by rapid physical, emotional, and social changes. During this period, young people begin to develop a stronger sense of identity, become increasingly influenced by their peers and seek greater independence from their families. At the same time, social media has become an integral part of adolescents’ daily lives, providing platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat etc. where young people can communicate, share experiences and access information. While social media offers many opportunities for social connection, self-expression, and learning, growing evidence suggests that excessive or problematic use may have negative hbbbbconsequences for adolescent mental health. Research has linked elevated levels of social media with increased symptoms of anxiety, depression, poor self-esteem, sleep disturbances, cyberbullying, and body image concerns (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). However, other studies suggest that social media can also provide emotional support, strengthen friendships and create a sense of belonging, particularly for adolescents who may struggle with face-to-face interactions (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
[bookmark: _Int_mHbXsFVX]Understanding why social media affects adolescents differently requires consideration of developmental psychology. Adolescence is a period during which individuals are particularly sensitive to peer relationships, social acceptance, and identity formation. Psychological theories can therefore help explain why social media may have both positive and negative influences on mental wellbeing. This essay will discuss the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by drawing on Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby's attachment theory. These theories will be used to examine how developmental processes and early attachment experiences may influence adolescents’ responses to social media and contribute to different mental health outcomes. 
Social media has transformed the way adolescents communicate, build relationships, and access information. According to recent statistics, most young people can use social media daily, often spending several hours each day on platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and YouTube. Although these platforms provide opportunities for communication and entertainment, there is increasing concern about their influence on mental health. Researchers have argued that the effects of social media are complex and depend on factors such as the amount of time spent online, the type of content viewed and how individuals engage with social networking sites. 
One most often discussed concern is the relationshipn between social media use and symptoms of anxiety and depression. A systematic review by Keles McCrae and Grealish (2020) found consistent evidence that high levels of social media use were associated with increase psychological distress, anxiety, and depressive symptoms in adolescents. The authors suggested that excessive use may expose young people to cyberbullying, unrealistic social comparisons and disrupted sleep patterns, all of which can negatively affect emotional wellbeing. However, they also noted that many studies show associations rather than direct causation, making it difficult to conclude whether social media cause spoor mental health or whether adolescents experiencing mental health difficulties are more likely to spend longer online. 
[bookmark: _Int_kxhzgzAO][bookmark: _Int_xSE9Fy45]One explanation for this relationship is social comparison. Social media often encourages users to present idealised versions of their lives by sharing carefully selected photographs, achievements, and positive experiences. Adolescents may compare themselves with these unrealistic portrayals, leading to feelings of inadequacy and lower self-esteem. Vogel et al. (2014) found that greater engagement in social comparison on social networking sites was linked to reduced self-esteem and more negative self-evulations. This may be particularly significant during adolescence because young people are still developing their sense of self and are often highly influenced by the opinions of their peers. 
Erickson’s (1968) theory of psychosocial development provides a useful framework for understanding why social media can have a significant impact on adolescent mental health. Erikson proposed that the primary developmental task during adolescence is the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion, in which young people strive to develop a stable sense of self. Social media can support this process by allowing adolescents to explore their interests, express their opinions and connect with others who share similar experiences. Erikson’s theory therefore helps explain why adolescents may be especially vulnerable to the psychological pressures created by social media, as they are still developing their sense of identity and confidence
For example, online communities may provide a sense of belonging for young people who feel isolated in their offline environments. However, social media can also complicate identity development by encouraging adolescents to seek validation through likes, comments, and followers. When self-worth becomes dependent on online approval, young people may experience anxiety, low self-esteem, and uncertainty about their identity. This is particularly relevant given that adolescents are more susceptible to peer influence than adults. Vogel et al. (2014) found that frequent social comparison on social networking sites was associated with lower self-esteem, suggesting that idealised online portrayals may contribute to feelings of inadequacy. Erikson’s theory therefore helps explain why adolescents may be especially vulnerable to the psychological pressures created by social media, as they are still developing their sense of identity and confidence.
[bookmark: _Int_DGS30z1d]Bowlby’s attachment theory explains how early relationships with caregivers shape how people form relationships later in life (Bowlby, 1969). If a young person has a secure attachment, they tend to feel confident and supported, which might help them handle social media in a healthier way. But if their attachment is insecure, they might be more likely to feel anxious or lonely when using social media because they could be more sensitive to things like rejection or bullying online (Keles, McCrae & Grealish, 2020). This means that social media can sometimes make existing problems worse for teens who already struggle with relationships. Securely m attached adolescents usually have confidence in their relationships and do not rely heavily on social media for reassurance. Because they have strong support from family and friends, they are more likely to cope with negative online experiences, such as receiving fewer likes or seeing critical comments, without these affecting their self-esteem significantly. In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment may depend more on social media to gain acceptance and validation from others. They may often check notifications, worry about how others perceive them, or become distressed if they feel ignored online. This can increase feelings of anxiety, loneliness, and low self-worth.
Erikson’s psychosocial development theory also helps explain how social media impacts mental health during adolescence. According to Erikson (1968), teenagers are in a stage where they are trying to figure out their identity and where they fit in society. Social media can be a place where they explore different parts of themselves and get feedback from friends, which can be positive (Best, Manktelow & Taylor, 2014). However, it can also cause stress if they feel pressured to look perfect or compare themselves to others, which is common on platforms like Instagram or TikTok (Nesi & Prinstein, 2015).
On the positive side, social media can offer emotional support and a sense of belonging, especially for adolescents who feel isolated or have difficulties in face-to-face interactions. Online communities can provide spaces where young people share experiences, receive encouragement, and develop friendships (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). This social support can buffer against mental health problems and promote resilience.
[bookmark: _Int_xtMsIOto]Nevertheless, the impact of social media is not uniform. Factors such as the amount of time spent online, the type of activities engaged in, and individual psychological differences all play a role. For example, passive use of social media—like scrolling without interacting—has been linked to worse mental health outcomes compared to active use, such as messaging friends or creating content (Verduyn et al., 2017).
[bookmark: _Int_o9RsiCr6]In conclusion, social media has both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories help explain how developmental stages and attachment styles influence these outcomes. While social media can support identity development and social connection, it can also contribute to anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem through social comparison and cyberbullying. Future research and interventions should focus on promoting healthy social media use that maximises benefits and reduces harm. This shows Quality of use is more important than quantity. Therefore, rather than viewing social media as inherently harmful, it may be more appropriate to recognise that its effects depend on how adolescents use these platforms and the developmental and social factors that shape their experiences.
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