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[bookmark: _Int_ye5tT0ct]Social media has become one of the most important venues where adolescents develop, communicate and form a sense of who they are. Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat are used by many teens every day, and the near-constant exposure has prompted serious questions about its impact on the mental health of adolescents. When discussing the effects of social media on adolescent mental health, we should analyse both the positive and bad effects of social media on the mental and emotional health of teenagers and apply psychological theories and empirical findings to support the conversation. The goal of this essay is to explain how and why exposure to social media platforms may impact adolescent mental health, using Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development, specifically the stage of identity versus role confusion, and Bowlby’s attachment theory, specifically the idea of the internal working model.

Active use means activities that promote engagement with other individuals. Active use on social media means communicating with other users or commenting on their posts. Common examples are uploading a status update, image or video, replying and conversing with other users. Passive use is when you consume social media content but never interact with other users. When people passively use social media, they are not reaching out to others; they are simply consuming content others have shared. Typical instances include lurking, reading status updates, watching images, and perusing news feeds (Verduyn, Gugushvili, and Kross, 2021). Passive use is more consistently linked to poorer wellbeing, likely because it encourages social comparison without providing the connective benefits of authentic interaction, while active use, especially when it supports real relationships, is associated with more positive or neutral outcomes (Trifiro and Gerson, 2019; Agyapong-Opoku, Agyapong-Opoku and Greenshaw, 2025). Content exposure adds another layer. Repeated exposure to idealised, heavily edited images, appearance-focused content or material promoting disordered eating and self-harm puts adolescents at greater risk of body dissatisfaction, anxiety and low mood. By contrast, exposure to supportive, identity-affirming, or educational content can have the opposite effect (Nasim Ahmed, 2025).

Systematic reviews associate heavy or passive use with heightened anxiety, depression, poor body image and disturbed sleep, alongside risks such as cyberbullying and compulsive, hard-to-regulate use due to addictive platform design (Khalaf et al., 2023). However, research has shown real positive effects: social media can provide meaningful peer support, a sense of belonging for lonely adolescents offline, opportunities for creative expression, and a way to explore identity and connect with communities that share adolescents’ interests, culture, or values (Nasim Ahmed, 2025). This mixed picture indicates that social media is not simply bad or good, but rather the influence relies on how, why and through what content it is utilised. This is where developmental theory helps to explain individual disparities in results.

According to Erikson (1968), adolescence is characterised by the psychosocial struggle of identity versus role confusion, in which young people experiment with numerous roles, values, beliefs, and social groupings to answer the question, "who am I?" A successful resolution of this stage results in a cohesive and stable sense of identity. Conversely, an unresolved crisis can leave an adolescent in a state of role confusion, marked by doubt, difficulty in committing to values or goals, and a fragile sense of self (Sokol, 2009). Social media provide another very apparent layer to this identity construction, because adolescents are no longer finding their identity only in private or in a small peer group, but in front of a large, often permanent, online audience.

Passive exposure to curated, performance-driven content might result in increased social comparison and pressure for adolescents to portray an idealised version of themselves rather than actually exploring who they are, thereby prolonging role uncertainty rather than resolving it. Conversely, active social media use can facilitate Erikson’s identity work when adolescents utilise it to explore authentic interests, connect with like-minded peers, or locate groups that affirm their emergent values. Nesi and Prinstein (2015) discovered that teenagers who utilised social media primarily for feedback-seeking and social comparison with peers had higher depressive symptoms than those who did not, and the effect was largest among adolescents who were already less popular. Thus, Erikson’s theory helps explain why the same platform can foster healthy identity development or lead to negative mental health outcomes like anxiety and low self-worth, depending on whether the adolescent’s online experience truly supports exploration or just increases comparison and performance pressure.

Bowlby’s attachment theory provides a supplementary, though very distinct, explanation. It is less about identity and more on relationships and emotional security. Bowlby (1969) proposed the idea of an internal working model, developed through early relationships with carers. This is a mental framework of the self, others and relationships which develops from infancy to adolescence and adulthood and influences the way in which a young person expects to be treated and the way in which they control their emotions within relationships.

As it pertains to approaching relationships, including online ones, adolescents with a secure internal working model of attachment tend to have a more stable sense of self-worth and are generally better able to regulate the emotional ups and downs that come with social feedback such as likes, comments or exclusion from group chats (Young, Kolubinski and Frings, 2020). An adolescent with an insecure internal working model may be more vulnerable to the pressures of social media and seek excessive validation in likes and comments, become preoccupied with how they are perceived by peers online or experience increased distress in response to cyberbullying or exclusion, as this echoes previous relational insecurity (Worsley, McIntyre and Corcoran, 2018).

Bowlby’s theory therefore helps to explain why two adolescents exposed to similar content or even the same negative experience online might respond in very different ways: one might be able to shrug off unkind comments because their underlying sense of security is not dependent on peer approval, whereas another might experience this as confirmation of a pre-existing fear of rejection, worsening anxiety or low mood. Attachment theory also suggests a protective element: teenagers with a strong bond with a parent, carer, or trusted adult seem better able to manage the emotional demands of online life (Ballarotto et al., 2018). This is not to say that attachment style is fixed; Bowlby (1969) suggested that working models can still change through new, more consistent relational experiences, meaning supportive ties with carers or mentors can still buffer some of the hazards of social media use.

Combined, Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories provide a more complete explanation of the varied research findings on social media and adolescent mental health than either theory alone (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Erikson’s theory explains why adolescence is a developmental task and why identity-related pressures, such as social comparison and curated self-presentation, are particularly potent during the adolescent years. Bowlby’s theory explains why individual adolescents vary so much in their vulnerability to those same pressures, depending on the security of their underlying relational foundations. An adolescent who is actively working through identity exploration from a healthy attachment basis is likely to use social media in ways that foster authentic self-discovery and connection. However, an adolescent with an identity crisis but also an insecure internal working model may be far more at risk of the risks identified in the research, as social media both heightens the identity pressures of adolescence and provides a ready outlet for existing relational insecurity to play out through validation-seeking or increased sensitivity to rejection (Rides, Pote and Watling, 2024).

These dangers are a growing concern and are beginning to impact policy and research. The government said that social media sites, including TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, YouTube, Facebook, and X, will be barred to under-16s in the UK from Spring 2027, in a bid to safeguard children’s safety and mental wellbeing (Woodhouse, Lalic and Zayed, 2026). From the social and developmental perspectives above, this policy can be understood as an effort to protect adolescents from environments that increase the sense of comparison and performance pressure related to identity, which one would expect based on Erikson’s theory, during a developmental period when a number of young people are also using relationships both online and offline to regulate their emotions, as Bowlby’s theory would suggest. Whether such a prohibition will succeed in promoting teenage mental health or just push young people into less regulated settings remains to be seen, but its inclusion shows how seriously the problems described in this essay are now being considered. Both theories were created to explain early life, and critics say using them with older persons who do not have care risks treating them like children. Attachment demands in dementia are not a regression to infancy.

To summarise, the impact of social media on adolescent mental health cannot be reduced to a cause-and-effect relationship. Research shows there are real risks, particularly in relation to anxiety, depression, body image and cyberbullying, but also real benefits, such as connection, creativity and exploration of identity, with outcomes heavily influenced by whether use is active or passive, and the nature of the content adolescents are exposed to (Worsley, McIntyre and Corcoran, 2018). This essay has claimed that Erikson’s theory of identity versus role confusion and Bowlby’s attachment theory, via the idea of the internal working model, together provide a persuasive explanation for why the influence of this varies so significantly amongst individuals.

Social media appears to influence adolescent mental health because it directly intersects with the key developmental task of adolescence – identity formation – as well as interacting with everyone’s pre-existing relational security. As such, the ultimate effect of social media depends as much on the adolescent using it as on the platform itself (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). This highlights that supporting adolescents’ mental health in a digital age is broader than social media use and requires attention to the underlying identity development and attachment relationships that shape their experience. 
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