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Introduction
Youth are living in today's digital world.The Internet is youth's reality. Every day across the world as well as in the UK, young people aged 13-19 are using platforms such as Instagram, Tik Tok, Snapchat and X (formally Twitter). Some of the UK research published indicates a very high uptake, indeed more than 97% of all UK adolescents make use of at least one of the social media platforms and spend hours a day on one or more (Ofcom, 2023). While social media can be used for making connections, communicative and self-expression purposes, there is a growing body of evidence regarding adverse effects of social media use during youth, such as depression, anxiety, low-self-esteem, and disrupted sleep (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Yes, there is a correlation between social media and teen mental health because it can lead to heightened emotional mindfulness, a building sense of self and reliance in others for approval and even self-worth during the developmental teen years. I will use both Erikson's theory of psychosocial development, and Bowlby's theory of attachment, to dissect the methods and motivations for how and why these social media sites affect adolescent mental well-being. These theories have contributed to understanding of the psychology of adolescence and perspectives that can be useful when examining the effects of social media on adolescents' mental health.
Main Discussion
Adolescence (roughly between the ages of 12 and 24) is one of the most psychologically stormy times in life. Immune flares characterise it, all changes in morphology due to pubertal hormonal activity and remarkable cognitive and affective changes. In fact, depressive symptoms, suicide-related outcomes and rates for adolescent suicide increased dramatically after 2010, coinciding with the widespread introduction of smartphones and social media in the United States of America (USA) (Twenge et al., 2018). Likewise, Woods and Scott (2016) identified that adolescents from Scotland who used social media late into the night had significantly poorer sleep quality, lower self-esteem and experienced higher levels of anxiety and depression. The findings indicate that the association between social media and mental health is not simply developmental and cyclical, but is also an indicator of deeper psychological connections associated with adolescent development.
According to Erikson (1968), psychosocial development theory was formulated, which has eight different stages of development that require resolution of the core developmental crisis in order to facilitate healthy psychological development. Consisting of Identity versus Role Confusion, the 5th stage directly correlates to adolescence. Young people actively look for values and beliefs within this stage and seek to build a social consciousness and self-combining in society. As per Erikson, social comparison and peer feedback are vital constructs in this process of searching for an identity. Below is the instance of how it is being personified: Social media is where one displays their identities and the number of likes, comments, and followers becomes the index of the extent of peer recognition and reputation score. The concept of "Appearance Related Social Media Consciousness" has been put forward by Choukas-Bradley et al. (2022), and they have found out that individuals who use social media feedback as a scale for measuring their self-worth are more likely to experience body dissatisfaction and depression. Constant exposure to curated and idealised others on social media platforms can disrupt the identity formation process, resulting in role confusion, whose clinical symptoms include a lack of a stable sense of self, anxiety, depression, and reduced self-esteem – all of which are struggles in developing a healthy identity. The ability to see adolescent identity-work as social and relational is crucial and is why Erikson's model is so useful, and means it is especially vulnerable to peer dynamics in the context of social media. Erikson's stage theory was developed halfway through the twentieth century before the emergence of digital technology, and thus does not consider the conformity of online social environments, which include the following: anonymity, permanence of posts, and the algorithmic compare-and-contrast features.
The prevailing lens used to explore the influence of social media on adolescent mental health is the social media-as-socialisation lens or a complementary lens of social media psychodynamics and human ecology, informed by Bowlby's (1969) attachment theory. Bowlby theorised that there are innate predispositions in humans to develop close emotional ties with attachment figures, and that their developing early attachment experiences can influence internal working models – cognitive and emotional representations of self, others, and relationships. These models impact how people control their feelings and respond to social risks throughout the lifespan. Adolescents may be especially exposed to adverse effects of social media use if their attachment style is insecure (whether anxious-ambivalent or avoidant). Valkenburg and Peter (2011) reported that socially anxious adolescents used online communication to compensate for their social inadequacies in face-to-face communication, but surprisingly, simultaneously showed higher anxiety and lower levels of wellbeing subsequently. Some people with a lack of secure base do not have it in their ‘real lives', and social media can act as an online secure base (although its quality is not equal to real-life interaction), while the encouragement to seek approval and the validation present in the social interaction of ‘friendship’ within platform architecture can also be a feature of social media that can reinforce and further fuel anxious attachment. Odgers and Jensen (2020) suggested that the same platforms that could negatively impact vulnerable teens could be useful for social support to non-vulnerable teens and other socially isolated or marginalised teens (such as LGBTQ+ teens). This nuance is one of the major constraints of using Bowlby's theory with social media: attachment theory is an original theory about the dyadic caregiving relationships between a caregiver and infant child, and it is being interpreted in such ways that extend it greatly when used on peer-mediated social media. However, the theory's focus on the importance of early relational experiences – how secure or insecure they feel regarding social relations – points to the harms associated with social media as being especially relevant to the question of why some adolescents are more resilient to social media than others.
Both theories emphasize the importance of the environment, which is one of the factors under "nurture" in psychological development. Moreover, they acknowledge the innate tendencies of natives in terms of emotional regulation and identity formation, which are factors within the "nature." It becomes clear from the fact that there is an interaction between nature and nurture in terms of research conducted on social media and teenagers. Every teenager undergoes diverse physical changes that leave them susceptible to various emotional struggles. Still, parental practices, school atmosphere, and most importantly, the kinds of social media experiences they have can make the difference in whether or not that leads to a lasting mental health problem. Digital literacy entwined with theories on adolescent development is acted upon through practical measures, such as school-based programmes focused on digital literacy that engage adolescents in a critical understanding of social comparisons, and counselling interventions that address attachment, helping youth to construct emotionally secure non-social media relationships, which reduces overcompensatory social media use rooted in insecure attachment (Bowlby, 1969). Adolescence care workers, such as health and care workers, should also advocate for parental digital mediation practices, such as having periods in the day free from screens and keeping communication with adolescents to ensure that the digital experience is understood and represented as a secure base that Bowlby believed was key to emotional health and wellbeing.
Conclusion
In conclusion, the influence of social media on the psychological wellbeing of teenagers is quite complicated and significant, and the psychological implications associated with it can be revealed through applying the criteria outlined in any of the popular theories of lifespan development. The psychosocial development theory of Erikson is useful for explaining the way social media affect identity formation and cause the experiences of social comparison and social evaluation that have a negative impact on the sense of stability and self, created in the context of social media. In accordance with the attachment theory of Bowlby, pre-existing relational vulnerabilities developed in the process of previous attachment experiences may increase the susceptibility of some teenagers to negative effects of social media.Both theories emphasise the fact that adolescence is a very sensitive period of life for psychological development processes, influenced by a combination of biological propensities and environmental stimuli. Both theories have not specifically been created for digital settings, and there is a need further to develop them in the context of digital settings, but both have a lot of explanatory value and utility for health and social care practitioners who wish to understand and respond to the issues associated with mental health in times of daily digital contact. Personal vulnerability to social media is a frequent consideration in social media research and should be investigated further in order to create evidence-based, targeted interventions.
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