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Social media has become an integral part of adolescent life, shaping how young people communicate, learn, and develop their identities. Recent evidence suggests that over 90% of teenagers in many high-income countries use at least one social media platform, with many engaging daily through applications such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and YouTube. Research also indicates that adolescents with mental health conditions spend, on average, more time on social media and are more likely to engage in social comparison and emotional responses to online feedback than their peers (Fassi et al., 2025). While these platforms provide opportunities for social connection, self-expression, and access to information, concerns have grown regarding their potential impact on young people’s psychological well-being.

Mental health during adolescence is particularly important because this developmental stage is associated with rapid biological, cognitive, and social changes. According to global estimates, around one in seven adolescents experiences a mental health disorder, with anxiety and depression among the most common conditions affecting this age group. Poor mental health during adolescence can negatively influence educational achievement, relationships, and long-term quality of life, making it a significant public health concern. As social media continues to occupy a central role in adolescents’ daily lives, understanding its relationship with mental health has become increasingly important. This essay will critically examine how social media influences adolescent mental health by applying Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory, evaluating how these perspectives explain both the potential risks and benefits of social media use among young people.

Erik Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory (Orenstein and Kaur, 2026) proposes that individuals progress through eight stages of development across the lifespan, with each stage involving a psychological conflict that must be resolved for healthy development. During adolescence, which Erikson identified as the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion (approximately ages 12–18), young people seek to establish a stable sense of self while exploring their values, beliefs, interests, and future goals. Successfully resolving this conflict leads to the development of a strong personal identity and the virtue of fidelity, whereas failure to do so may result in uncertainty, low self-esteem, and confusion about one’s place in society. Erikson argued that identity formation is heavily influenced by interactions with peers and the wider social environment, making this theory particularly relevant in today’s digital age. As adolescents increasingly use social media to communicate and express themselves, these online environments have become important spaces where identity development occurs.

Erikson’s theory provides a valuable framework for understanding how social media can affect adolescent mental health. Social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat allow teenagers to experiment with different aspects of their identity by sharing photographs, opinions, and personal experiences. Positive feedback through likes, comments, and supportive interactions may strengthen self-confidence and reinforce a positive sense of identity. For example, LGBTQ+ adolescents or young people with uncommon interests may find online communities where they feel accepted and understood, reducing feelings of isolation and improving wellbeing. Social media can also provide opportunities for emotional support, mental health awareness, and access to helpful information, all of which may contribute to improved psychological wellbeing (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyen, 2022). 

However, Erikson’s theory also helps explain why social media may negatively influence adolescent mental health. Because identity development depends heavily on peer approval, adolescents may become overly concerned with how others perceive them online. Constant exposure to carefully edited images and idealised lifestyles can increase self-doubt, body dissatisfaction, and anxiety if young people feel they do not meet these standards. Cyberbullying, negative comments, or exclusion from online interactions may also damage self-esteem and interfere with successful identity formation. A well-known example is the 2021 internal Meta (Facebook) research, which suggested that Instagram worsened body image concerns for some teenage girls by encouraging frequent appearance-based comparisons. These findings illustrate how online experiences can contribute to anxiety, depression, and reduced self-worth during a developmental period when identity is particularly vulnerable (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).

Overall, Erikson’s theory is highly useful for explaining why adolescents are especially attracted to social media and why its effects on mental health can be both positive and negative. The theory recognises that adolescence is a unique developmental stage during which peer relationships, self-expression, and identity exploration are central tasks. This helps explain why teenagers often engage with social media more intensely than other age groups and why online experiences can have a significant emotional impact. Nevertheless, the theory also has limitations. Erikson developed his model long before the emergence of digital technology and therefore did not consider the unique characteristics of online communication, such as algorithms, influencers, or the constant availability of social networking platforms. In addition, the theory assumes that identity development follows a universal sequence, whereas cultural differences, family relationships, personality traits, and socioeconomic factors may also shape adolescents’ experiences. Not every teenager responds to social media in the same way; some are resilient and benefit from online interaction, while others experience greater psychological distress. Consequently, although Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory offers a strong foundation for understanding the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health, it should be combined with other psychological theories to provide a more comprehensive explanation of the complex factors influencing young people’s wellbeing.

John Bowlby’s Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1988) suggests that the emotional bond formed between an infant and their primary caregiver has a lasting influence on social, emotional, and psychological development throughout life. Bowlby argued that children are biologically programmed to seek proximity to caregivers because attachment promotes safety and survival. Through repeated interactions with caregivers, children develop internal working models—mental representations of themselves, others, and relationships—which shape expectations about future social interactions. Secure attachment develops when caregivers are consistently responsive and supportive, leading individuals to view themselves as worthy of love and others as trustworthy. In contrast, inconsistent, neglectful, or rejecting caregiving may contribute to insecure attachment styles, including anxious and avoidant attachment. Although attachment patterns originate in early childhood, Bowlby proposed that they continue to influence relationships during adolescence and adulthood. As peer relationships become increasingly important during adolescence, attachment theory provides a useful framework for understanding how young people seek emotional connection, reassurance, and acceptance, including through social media (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). The theory is particularly relevant because online communication has become a significant part of adolescents’ social lives, potentially reinforcing or challenging existing attachment patterns.

Bowlby’s Attachment Theory helps explain why adolescents use social media and how it can influence their mental health. Teenagers with secure attachment may use social media to maintain friendships, communicate with family members, and access supportive online communities without becoming overly dependent on online approval. These positive interactions can increase feelings of belonging, reduce loneliness, and provide emotional support during difficult periods. For example, adolescents experiencing stress or mental health difficulties may benefit from online peer support groups that encourage open discussion and reduce stigma surrounding anxiety or depression. However, the theory also suggests that adolescents with insecure attachment may rely excessively on social media for reassurance and validation. Those with anxious attachment may frequently check notifications, become distressed when messages are ignored, or depend heavily on likes and comments to maintain self-esteem. This constant need for reassurance can increase anxiety, emotional dependence, and fear of rejection. Meanwhile, adolescents with avoidant attachment may struggle to develop meaningful online relationships, despite spending significant amounts of time on social media. Research has also linked insecure attachment with problematic social media use and symptoms of depression and anxiety, suggesting that attachment style may influence how young people experience digital communication.

Overall, Bowlby’s Attachment Theory offers valuable insights into the relationship between adolescent social media use and mental health because it highlights the importance of early relationships in shaping emotional wellbeing and later social behaviour. The theory explains why some teenagers are more vulnerable to negative online experiences than others and recognises that individual differences influence how social media is used. It also provides practical implications, as strengthening secure relationships within families may reduce problematic social media use and promote resilience. However, the theory also has several limitations. Bowlby focused primarily on early childhood experiences and may underestimate the influence of later life experiences, friendships, school environments, and cultural factors on adolescent development. In addition, the theory was developed before the emergence of digital technology and therefore does not fully explain how social media algorithms, online identities, or digital cultures affect mental health (Twenge and Campbell, 2018). Attachment style alone cannot account for the complexity of adolescent social media use, as personality, socioeconomic circumstances, peer influence, and individual coping strategies also contribute to psychological outcomes. Furthermore, many adolescents with insecure attachment develop healthy relationships later in life, demonstrating that attachment patterns are not fixed. Therefore, while Bowlby’s Attachment Theory provides a strong explanation for individual differences in adolescents’ online behaviour and emotional wellbeing, it should be integrated with other psychological theories to develop a more comprehensive understanding of the complex relationship between social media and mental health.


This essay has explored the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health using Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Bowlby’s Attachment Theory. Both theories demonstrate that adolescence is a crucial stage of development in which identity, relationships, and emotional wellbeing are shaped by interactions with others, including those that occur online. The discussion showed that social media can have both positive and negative effects. It can promote social support, self-expression, and a sense of belonging, but excessive use, cyberbullying, and reliance on online approval may contribute to anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem. Rather than viewing social media as inherently harmful, its impact depends on how it is used and the individual characteristics of the adolescent. Combining Erikson’s focus on identity development with Bowlby’s emphasis on attachment provides the most comprehensive understanding of this issue. Together, these theories explain both why adolescents are drawn to social media and why its effects on mental health differ between individuals.
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