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Introduction
The adolescence stage is an important phase of development marked by swift changes in biological, emotional, cognitive and social aspects. In their youth, at this stage, the youth starts gaining a more distinct sense of identity, requires more independence and emphasises peer relations and social acceptance more. Social media has turned out to be a focal element in the lives of adolescents where they communicate, express themselves, entertain themselves and find supportive groups. Nonetheless, it can also cause anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, dissatisfaction with their bodies, cyberbullying and sleep disturbance. Its effect is thus not simple, and results might vary depending on the way social media is utilised, the type of content being watched, perception of a person and the offline relations. In this essay, the impact of social media on adolescent mental health both positively and negatively will be discussed. When discussing the reason behind the fact that adolescents might be particularly sensitive to online comparison, peer approval, rejection and social connection, Erikson and Bowlby's theories of psychosocial development and attachment, respectively, will be employed.
Evidence and Developmental Context
The connection between social media and the mental health of adolescents is complicated. Its impact on youngsters is not equal since the consequences are based on the use of platforms, the content of the platforms viewed and the situation of the adolescent (Valkenburg et al., 2022). Others find it easy to use social media to communicate, get advice or express themselves, and some find that they are under pressure, compared, or feel excluded. They can hardly be directly causally demonstrated since anxiety, loneliness, or depression might be a pre-existing state prior to the onset of heavy use. Lacking social support, an isolated adolescent might spend additional time on the Internet trying to find confirmation, and the traumatic events can aggravate the existing problems. Screen time is thus not important, whereas the quality and the purpose of use are. Active chatting with supportive individuals can be beneficial, at least as opposed to passive scrolling and obsessive checking that can contribute to even greater distress.
Social Comparison, Body Image and Self-Esteem
One of the significant means through which social media may impact wellbeing is social comparison. Rose and display chosen photographs of looks, connections, successes and lifestyle. This could be enhanced by filters, editing options, likes, and the number of followers to make these pictures seem real and desirable (McComb and Mills, 2022). The teens can make comparisons to others or with the influencers that they perceive as more attractive, successful or popular. This is able to cause a lack of self-worth, loss of self-esteem, and add to body dissatisfaction. Since a sense of identity and confidence have not fully formed yet, apparent acceptance might be particularly significant. Nevertheless, they have different impacts based on existing confidence, culture, followed accounts, and awareness of editing (Fioravanti et al., 2022). Varying and body-positive content will have the potential to break unrealistic standards and make youngsters feel represented. Self-image can thus be harmed or nourished by use of social media.
Cyberbullying, Exclusion and Fear of Missing Out
The mental health of adolescents can be impacted by cyberbullying. It can be threats, insults, sharing of a picture without consent, non-inclusion in a group chat, and humiliation in front of others (Zhu et al., 2021). Even after school, abuse can continue online, with a broad audience and visualised in the form of screenshots. The victims can be anxious, depressed, ashamed, lonely, angry and lack confidence. Social media can even cause a feeling of not enjoying when teens observe what happened or talked about and they were not a part of it. This can cause more concerns regarding rejection and prompt them to check twice or thrice to see whether it was a message or an invitation. The correlation is two-way. Unclear messages can be negatively perceived by insecure adolescents, and repeated exclusion might further enhance insecurity. Parental, school and professional assistance will be relevant since the young will suppress it when they feel they will face punishment.
Problematic Use, Sleep and Emotional Regulation
Unhealthy usage of social media can have an impact on sleep, focus, and emotional regulation. It may be challenging to stop because of notifications, endlessly scrolling, autoplay, and what to watch next (van den Eijnden et al., 2021). Online teens might be spending late hours on the Internet as they fear missing out on conversations or being seen as unavailable. Checking at night may hamper sleep and break rest. The sleep deprivation can lead to irritability, bad mood, fatigue, deficient concentration and poor performance at school. Here, there is an interaction between biological and environmental factors. Reward, impulse control and emotional regulation systems are yet to be fully developed, with peer pressure, family dynamics, access to devices, and design influencing behaviour (Boer et al., 2020). The frequent use should not necessarily be termed as addiction. It is more thought-provoking when a youth loses control, is unable to use restraint, or when he or she cannot quit despite the damage it might have on his or her sleep, work, relationships, and other duties.
Positive Effects of Social Media
Mental health in adolescents can be assisted with the help of social media. It enables the youth to keep in touch with their friends, express interest, be creative and get information on wellbeing. Online communities can be beneficial to adolescents who feel isolated due to disability, illness, sexuality, gender identity, culture, or unusual interests (Craig et al., 2021). The support groups can offer a sense of understanding, alleviate loneliness, and promote the seeking of help. It can also be a means by which social anxiety or socially awkward teens can find a less frightening means of communication through social media. Confidence can be developed through sharing artwork, music, writing, or achievements. Distance relationships could be enhanced through active communication with friends in a place of trust. Social support on the Internet should, however, never take the place of offline relationships and professional care. Profits rely on sound and healthy boundaries and the quality of interaction.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory
According to Erikson, adolescence is characterized as identity/role confusion. Efforts to discover values, relationships, interests and roles as adults are part of exploring young people during this period of time. This process can be fostered with the help of social media because it can offer people an opportunity to experiment with self-expression, creativity and group membership. Association with other students could reinforce social belonging. Nonetheless, identity also can be addicted to likes, followers, and outside approval (Yang, 2022). Teenagers can create a perfect image of themselves and lose their sense of what is the distance between their self-image and the one that is displayed on the Internet. This theory is applicable as it helps understand how peer feedback may be potent when one is an adolescent. Nevertheless, identity is formed at various rates in persons and among cultures, is sustained in adulthood, and is also subject to algorithmic and adverts and platform construction, which the theory of Erikson fails to elaborate on.
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory
According to the attachment theory proposed by Bowlby, the earliest relationships contribute to forming expectations on whether the other person is going to be reliable, available and accepting. Young people who are securely attached can rely on social media to prolong bonds without the need for cyberspace assurance. They are not sensitive to timely responses and deal with conflicts and other disagreements as well as find the assistance of trusted adults. Teenagers who are afraid of being rejected can check messages (sometimes several times), keep an eye on their friends, or view likes as evidence of acceptance (Alfasi, 2022). Delays or not being included might be viewed as a desertion. Attachment can also be enhanced through the use of social media, which can make the youth stay in touch with each other notwithstanding distance. Attachment theory, however, must not be approached as being static. Childhood experiences have an impact on growing up but do not always permanently define behaviour. Subsequent relationships, personality, culture, temperament and present circumstances are also influential in responding to connection and rejection online.
Integrated Analysis and Practical Responses
Erikson and Bowlby together explain why social media could have different influences on adolescents. Erikson puts emphasis on identity, belonging, and peer approval, while Bowlby justifies the sensitivity to reassurance, connection and rejection. Parents and professionals are encouraged to think about what a teenager is doing with computers, why they use any social media, and how it impacts their mood, sleeping, education, relationships, and their daily functioning (Aryal et al., 2025). The guidelines are digital literacy, privacy education, reporting cyberbullying, reducing night-time notifications, unfollowing harmful accounts, and bolstering offline support, which are helpful responses. Discussion tends to be more successful than punishment or an outright ban, which can demoralize applying to be reported. Online activity can be associated with continued distress, extreme sleeping disturbance, or self-harm content, and decreased functioning, necessitating professional support. In general, the influence is based on the needs of development, individual weaknesses, relationships, and the design of the content and platforms.
Conclusion
To sum up, social media has the power to positively and negatively influence the mental health of adolescents. It can cause anxiety, self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, cyberbullying and insomnia, particularly when becoming compulsive or focusing on comparison and approval of peers. It may, however, also facilitate friendship, self-expression, identity formation and access to nurturing communities. Bowlby points out responsiveness to reassurance, rejection and connection, whereas Erikson is sensitive to online feedback. In general, it is not so much good or bad; social media has different effects based on personal factors, patterns of use, personal relationships, vulnerabilities and Internet space.
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