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I have selected Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby’s Attachment Theory because both can apply particularly well to explaining why social media may influence adolescent mental health. I have also included a critical discussion of their relevance to older adults in health and social care.

Introduction 
Social media has become an important part of everyday life for many adolescents, providing opportunities for communication, entertainment, self-expression, information sharing, and maintaining friendships. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and other social networking sites allow young people to communicate with peers continuously, often beyond the boundaries of school and home. Although social media can provide social connection and opportunities for positive self-expression, increasing research suggests that patterns of social media use may be associated with poorer mental health outcomes in adolescents, including anxiety, depression, psychological distress, sleep difficulties, and reduced self-esteem. However, the relationship is complex, and social media should not automatically be considering the direct cause of adolescent mental health problems.
Recent research shows that the type and quality of social media engagement may be more important than the amount of time spent online. A systematic review of adolescent identity development found that active participation and authentic self-presentation could support identity exploration, while social comparison was associated with identity distress. This suggests that social media can interact with important developmental processes occurring during adolescence (Avci, Baams and Kretschment, 2025). Similarly, systematic reviews have showed associations between problematic social media use and symptoms of anxiety and depression, although differences in study methods make it difficult to set up a simple cause-and-effect relationship (Salem, Young and Yousuf, 2024; Fassi et al., 2024).
This essay discusses the impact of social media on adolescent mental health through two developmental theories: Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby’s Attachment Theory. It considers how social media may influence identity development, relationships, belonging, self-esteem, and emotional wellbeing. It also critically evaluates the relevance of these theories to supporting older adults within health and social care.



Social Media and Adolescent Mental Health 
Adolescence is a significant period of psychological and social development. Young people experience changes in their relationships, independence, self-image and understanding of their place within society. Social media has become incorporated into many of these developmental experiences. Adolescents may use social media to support friendships, seek emotional support, follow role models, explore interests, and express aspects of their identity. Consequently, social media can potentially provide protective benefits as well as risks.
Research says that problematic or excessive social media use is associated with mental health difficulties. A systematic review of children and adolescents found that problematic social media use was associated with depressive and anxiety symptoms. The review also showed sleep deprivation, social comparison, and feedback-seeking as mechanisms that may explain these relationships (Saleem, Young and Yousuf, 2024). Sleep is particularly important because adolescents who stay online late at night may experience disrupted sleep, which can later affect mood, concentration, and emotional regulation. Research examining social media, mental health, and sleep has similarly shown relationships between social media use, sleep problems, and psychological wellbeing (Ahmed et al., 2024).
Social comparison is another important concern. Social media often presents carefully selected and edited images of other people’s lives. Adolescents may compare their appearance, friendships, achievements, or lifestyles with these idealised presentations. Such comparisons can create unrealistic expectations and contribute to feelings of inadequacy. However, it is important to recognise that not every adolescent experiences social media negatively. Online communities can provide friendship, support, and opportunities for adolescents who may feel isolated in their offline environments.

Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory 
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory provides a useful framework for understanding why social media may have a particularly strong influence during adolescence. Erikson named adolescence as the developmental stage of identity versus role confusion. During this stage, young people explore their values, beliefs, relationships, abilities, and future stable sense of identity.
Social media provides adolescents with an added environment in which this identity exploration can occur. Young people can experiment with photographs, usernames, opinions, interests, appearance, and social groups. They can present different versions of themselves and receive immediate responses from peers. This feedback may help adolescents understand how others perceive them and may contribute to identity development. Recent research describes social media as an important context in which adolescents construct identity through self-presentation, social comparison, role models, and interaction with online audiences (Perez-Torres, 2024).
From an Eriksonian perspective, positive social media experiences may therefore support successful identity development. For example, an adolescent who receives encouragement from peers when expressing an interest in music, sport, or art may develop greater confidence and a stronger sense of identity. Online communities can also enable young people to meet others with similar interests, potentially increasing feelings of acceptance and belonging.
Conversely, negative social media experiences may contribute to role confusion and psychological distress. Adolescents may feel pressure to keep a particular online identity or obtain approval through likes, comments, and followers. Cyber bullying, rejection, or negative comments may challenge their developing self-esteem. Social comparison can also cause adolescents to question whether they are attractive, successful, or socially accepted enough. The systematic review by Avci, Baams and Kretschmer (2025) found that social comparison was associated with identity exploration and identity distress, while authentic self-presentation was associated with greater self-concept clarity.
Therefore, Erikson’s theory helps explain why adolescence may be a particularly sensitive period. The adolescent is already trying to answer questions such as “Who am I?” and “Where do I belong?”, while social media provides an almost continuous source of feedback. Nevertheless, Erikson’s theory has limitations because it developed before before digital communication existed. It cannot fully explain algorithms, influencer culture, cyber bullying or the speed and permanence of online communication. Contemporary research therefore needed to extend the theory to modern digital environments.

Bowlby’s Attachment Theory 
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory provides a second explanation for the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health. Attachment theory proposes that early relationships with caregivers contribute to the development of internal expectations about relationships, safety, and availability. Secure attachment is associated with confidence in relationships, while insecure attachment may involve greater anxiety about rejection or difficulties trusting others.
Although attachment theory primarily focuses on early relationships, attachment continues to influence interpersonal relationships throughout development. Social media can therefore become another environment in which adolescents seek reassurance, acceptance, and connection. An adolescent who feels insecure about relationships may repeatedly check messages, likes, comments, or online activity to obtain reassurance from peers.
Research supports a relationship between attachment insecurity and problematic social networking use. A systematic review found that problematic social networking use was negatively associated with secure attachment and positively associated with attachment anxiety (Musetti et al., 2022). This does not prove that insecure attachment causes problematic social media use. Instead, the relationship may be bidirectional. Adolescents who already experience insecurity may use social media excessively to obtain reassurance, while problematic online experiences may later increase anxiety and insecurity.
Social media can also influence adolescents' experiences of belonging. Positive online communication can help support friendships and provide emotional support. This may be particularly beneficial for adolescents who experience loneliness or difficulties setting up relationships in their immediate environment. However, online rejection, exclusion from group conversations, cyber bullying or being ignore can intensify feelings of abandonment and loneliness. From an attachment perspective, the emotional importance of these experiences may understand because adolescents are sensitive to acceptance and rejection within their relationships.
Bowlby’s theory therefore helps explain the relational dimension of social media use. While Erikson focuses strongly on identity, attachment theory highlights the importance of emotional security and relationships. Together, the theories show that social media may influence mental health through the development of relationships.

Critical Relevance to Older Adults in Health and Social Care
Although both theories developed to explain human development earlier in the lifespan, they are still potentially relevant to older adults receiving health and social care. Erikson’s wider psychosocial approach views development as continuing across the lifespan. Therefore, the principles of identity, relationships, and adjustment he applies when considering older adults experiencing retirement, bereavement, changes in independence or relocation into supported living.
Social media may help some older adults support relationships with family and friends and reduce social isolation. A systematic review of social media use among adults aged 65 and over found associations with positive psychosocial outcomes, including social connectedness and wellbeing, although longitudinal evidence remained mixed (Lei et al., 2024). This suggests that health and social care professionals should avoid assuming that social media is inherently harmful or beneficial. Instead, individual circumstances, digital confidence, relationships, and patterns of use consideration.
Attachment theory may also help practitioners understand why claiming meaningful relationships is important for older adults. People experiencing bereavement, loneliness or reduced mobility may value online contact with family members. However, the theories have limitations when transferred from adolescence to later life. They cannot alone explain factors such as digital exclusion, cognitive impairment, accessibility needs, socioeconomic inequalities, or differences in digital literacy. Consequently, they should be use alongside person-centred, and lifespan approaches rather than as complete explanations of older adults' mental health.

Conclusion 
Overall, social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. Research shows associations between problematic social media use and anxiety, depression, sleep difficulties, and psychological distress, but the evidence does not justify claiming that social media inevitably causes mental health problems. The nature of engagement, including social comparison, feedback-seeking, online relationships, and the quality of content, appears particularly important.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory explains how social media can affect adolescents during the important process of identity development. Online self-presentation, peer feedback, and comparison may either support identity exploration or contribute to role confusion and identity distress. Bowlby’s Attachment Theory provides a complementary explanation by proving how adolescents may use social media to seek connection, reassurance, and acceptance. Insecure attachment may increase vulnerability to problematic social media use, while negative online interactions may further affect feelings of security and belonging.
Drawing these arguments together, social media may affect adolescent mental health because it interacts with fundamental developmental needs: the need to prove a coherent identity and the need to experience secure and meaningful relationships. These theories are also relevant to health and social care because they encourage professionals to consider the individual’s developmental stage, relationships, identity, and social environment rather than focusing only on the amount of time spent online. However, both theories require adaptation to account for the unique characteristics of contemporary digital communication. A balanced approach should therefore recognise both the potential risks and the opportunities social media provides for connection, identity development, and emotional support.
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