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Social media is now a normal part of teenager’s lives. Most young people have at least one account and apps like Instagram, Snapchat and TikTok get checked pretty much every day (Saleem, Young and Yousuf, 2024). Adolescence brings lot of change at physical, mental, emotional and social during this stage, young people start caring about what their friends think of them. A big part of this is comparing themselves with others and trying to work out who they are (Khalaf et al., 2023). Over the last ten years, researchers have looked at how social media affects teenage mental health, but the results are still not clear. Some studies say heavy use is connected to depression, anxiety and poor health. Others push back on this, saying the evidence is mixed and that it comes down to how social media is being used, not just how much (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). To make sense of why social media might affect teenage mental health and why it seems to affect some teenagers more than others, this essay looks at both psychological theory and research together. It draws on Erik Erikson's theory of psychosocial development and John Bowlby's attachment theory to explain how and why social media exposure could affect adolescent mental health, then goes on to weigh up the strengths and weaknesses of Erikson's theory specifically in a health and social care context.
There is evidence connecting regular social media use with depression and anxiety in teenagers. One review looked at more than 60 studies and found that social media use was linked to depression, anxiety in children and young people, especially when they spent more time looking at other people's posts instead of talking to others (Saleem, Young and Yousuf, 2024). A separate review covering adolescents and young adults came to a similar conclusion, tying heavy use to poor sleep, low confidence, cyberbullying and body image problems, plus wider emotional and behavioural issues. The researchers were quick to point out that most of these studies only show a link, not proof that one thing causes the other (Khalaf et al., 2023). Another review, focused on the steep rise in teen depression, anxiety and suicidal thoughts over the past decade, named social media as one major factor, along with things like poor sleep, addictive app design and fear of missing out (Burgess, 2025). Not everyone agrees this is as serious. A large review organisation, twenty five other reviews warned against pointing out that the links between social media and mental health tend to be small and uneven across studies, meaning the relationship is more complicated than simply "harmful" (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). This reflects nature and nurture working together: teenager’s brains are still developing, especially the systems that handle emotional control and reward, while environmental factors like family relationships, friend group and platform design shape how that biological sensitivity plays out which is why social media affects different teenagers so differently.
Erikson's theory of psychosocial development helps explain some of this variation. Erikson said adolescence is the fifth of eight life stages he identified, where the main task is working out "who am I?" by trying out different roles, values, beliefs and social groups (Erikson, 1968). If this stage goes well, the result is what Erikson called a stable, logical sense of self that lets a young person commit to relationships, goals and beliefs. If it doesn't, the teenager is left unsure of their identity and where they fit in the world. Social media can be seen as a new space where young people develop their identity. On the positive side, it lets teenagers try out different ways of presenting themselves, find communities that match their interests, and get feedback that can help them. On the negative side, platforms tend to be carefully chosen, which can make teenagers want to seem perfect, they may create a fake online identity instead of finding out who they really are. This is like what Erikson called identity choosing an identity too quickly, where young people accept an identity without exploring it, where they do not develop a clear identity at all. Continuously seeing filtered photos and made to look perfect lifestyles can make social comparison worse, right at the point in life when teenagers are most sensitive to how they measure up. This may help explain why more passive use has been linked to lower confidence and worse mood (Saleem, Young and Yousuf, 2024).
Bowlby's attachment theory adds a different angle about identity and more about relationships. Bowlby argued that the attachment a baby forms with its main caregiver creates an inner working model: a mental blueprint for trust, closeness and reliability that shapes how that person handles relationships for the rest of their life (Bowlby, 1969). As teenagers grow older, they start shifting some attachment needs from parents to friends, though a secure base at home still matters for managing emotions (Delgado et al., 2022). Teenagers with secure attachment build friendships based on trust and honesty, which carries over naturally into how they interact online, with social media another space for relationships that are already solid. Teenagers with insecure attachment, whether anxious, tend to use social media in a more intense, less healthy way possibly using it to manage a fear of rejection, which can tip into uncontrollable use and real distress (D'Arienzo, Boursier and Griffiths, 2019). So social media doesn't hit every teenager the same way; it plays into relational patterns already set up in early childhood, either strengthening a secure attachment or making existing insecurities worse.
Looking more closely at Erikson's theory, its biggest strength is how it focuses on identity as the main task of adolescence, which fits well with the self presentation and comparing themselves with others, which can affect their mental health. It also places adolescence within a bigger life-span picture, useful for health and social care professionals connecting difficulties at this stage back to earlier issues, like unsolved trust, like struggles with caring in early adulthood. Professionals can use it to support young people that identity exploration is normal, help them build a sense of self not based on online validation and recognise when that trying to find out who they have led to serious emotional problems. That said, the theory has real limits. Erikson was writing long before the internet existed, so it doesn't account for algorithmic curation, permanent digital footprints, and private life online, all of which complicate identity exploration. The theory is also quite broad and hard to test properly, offering guidance on which specific online behaviours support healthy identity development versus which promote transmission. Opponents also point out that Erikson's model leans on Western, individualistic ideas of identity as a personal achievement, which may not fit adolescents from more socialist backgrounds, where identity is shaped more by family and community. Even so, Erikson's theory remains a solid starting point for understanding identity in a digital world, especially alongside a more relationship-focused theory like Bowlby's.
Both theories point toward practical strategies too. Based on Erikson's ideas, experts could help teenagers build a sense of self around offline interests and relationships rather than online validation and help them think critically about edited posts and everyday reality. School nurses, youth workers and social care staff are placed to run media knowledge sessions framed as identity work, rather than simply telling teenagers to reduce screen time, which tends to be poorly received. Bowlby's theory points toward relationship focused support instead: family workers and health visitors can help parents stay emotionally available as a secure base, since strong parental attachment appears to buffer against the unhealthy social media use linked to insecurity (Delgado et al., 2022; D'Arienzo, Boursier and Griffiths, 2019). For teenagers already showing signs of anxiety, family-based therapeutic support is likely more useful than restricting device use alone. Together the theories support a two approach: identity focused education and attachment informed family support.
To sum up, social media's effect on adolescent mental health isn't simply good or bad it depends on how it's used, where the teenager is developmentally and their relationship history. The evidence shows a real, if modest and inconsistent, link between heavy use, depression, anxiety and lower comfort (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022; Khalaf et al., 2023). Erikson's theory helps explain part of this by showing how social media can either support the process of figuring out who you are, while Bowlby's theory explains why some teenagers are hit harder than others, since their existing attachment patterns shape how they use these platforms to meet emotional needs. Taken together, both theories suggest that support for teenagers shouldn't simply mean restricting social media but should instead focus on building secure relationships and a stable sense of identity that can hold up against the pressures of a heavily edited online world.
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