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Introduction
Adolescence is an important stage of development because young people experience major physical, emotional and social changes. Adolescents during this time are using social media as a way to connect, express themselves, and create a sense of belonging. But social media can also lead them to compare their looks to others, cyberbullying, and rejection or pressure to get likes or approval. These experiences have been associated with reduced life satisfaction, and body image, anxiety and depressive symptoms, although the impact is not consistent across all youth (Orben et al., 2022; Revranche, Biscond and Husky, 2022). This paper will examine how social media affects the mental health of adolescents by applying Erikson's psychosocial theory and Bowlby's attachment theory. Erikson's theory will discuss identity development, social comparison and self-worth. Online rejection, reassurance seeking and the need for secure and supportive relationships will be explained through Bowlby's theory. Combined, the theories offer varying explanations for these experiences at this life stage.
[bookmark: _Toc234960740]Issues Noted from Social Media Use in Adolescence
Revranche, Biscond, and Husky (2022) have conducted a review of 21 studies and found it was consistently associated with poorer body image among adolescent girls and boys who use social networks frequently. Orben et al., (2022) also reported that higher levels of social media use predicted lower life satisfaction one year later at developmental stages, specifically for females 11 to 13 years and for males 14 to 15 years. The results indicate that constant exposure to idealized images, lifestyles and popularity metrics can lead adolescents to make comparisons between their developing self and specific images found online. This dissatisfaction can therefore not only be in terms of appearance, but can also be in terms of self-assessment and peer assessment.
Maurya et al., (2022) reported that depressive symptoms and suicidal thoughts were more prevalent among the youth who experienced cyberbullying. This worry was confirmed by Nagata et al. (2025), who observed that an adolescent's elevated social media consumption compared to their typical behavior led to an increase in depressive symptoms one year later. An increase in use can lead to a rise in being criticised, excluded, receiving negative messages and negative overt signs of being ignored. Online rejection can be viewed again and again, and shared, which can compound the shame, insecurity and social isolation and not stop when the adolescent leaves school.
Low self-esteem, distorted beliefs about relationships and a need to be liked were considered as mediators between anxious attachment and addictive use of social networking. Topbaş et al. (2025) reported that anxious attachment was related to addictive use of social networking through mediators. Zhou and Cheng (2022) however, identified a moderate positive relationship between online social support and adolescent self-esteem, while the relationship between online social support and reduced depression was small and insignificant. These results combined indicate that online relationships can yield varying results. Frequent checking for reassurance can lead to reliance on likes and comments, while positive interactions with trusted individuals can foster a sense of belonging. Thus, it is possible to discuss these issues in the light of Erikson's theory of identity formation and Bowlby's theory of security/rejection and reassurance-seeking.
[bookmark: _Toc234960741]Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory: Identity, Comparison and Self-Worth
Erikson (1968) described the adolescent period as a phase of identity versus role confusion, during which youth experiment with their looks, values, relationships, and future roles. This theory is applicable as Steinsbekk et al. (2021) discovered a negative correlation between viewing and responding to other people's posts and appearance self-esteem from childhood to adolescence. Orben et al. (2022) also showed that high levels of social media consumption were associated with lowered life satisfaction one year later at specific adolescent stages. Overall, these studies indicate that adolescents who repeatedly compare themselves with specific images they see online can impact their body image and self-worth (Steinsbekk et al., 2021; Orben et al., 2022).
Erikson theorised that identity is formed in the interaction between the person and the social world (Erikson, 1968). Likes, comments and follower counts are clear indicators of peer approval on social media. Thus, to gain acceptance, adolescents might alter their appearance or behaviour rather than form an identity according to their values. According to Fassi et al. (2025), the adolescents with internalising conditions were more likely to use social comparison, showed more mood shifts after receiving feedback online, and revealed themselves less than the adolescents without internalising conditions. This suggests that individuals who are already struggling with anxiety or depression could be exhibiting a curated version of themselves and rely on online feedback more to evaluate themselves (Fassi et al., 2025). This can then lead to a greater role confusion (Erikson, 1968) between the approved online self and the private self.
Social media can also be a medium to aid identity development. Zhou and Cheng (2022) discovered that online social support was positively related to self-identity and life satisfaction. Interest and experience-based communities can support adolescents to discover values and be accepted (Zhou and Cheng, 2022). Thus, the impact of social media relies on whether the online behavior leads to authentic expression or on-going comparison and approval seeking (Erikson, 1968; Zhou and Cheng, 2022).
The benefit of using Erikson's theory to health and social care is that it focuses on the significance of online experiences, not just screen time. Practitioners can confront unrealistic images, support adolescents in recognizing their strengths and inspire valued roles, through hobbies, education, and face-to-face relationships (Erikson, 1968; Steinsbekk et al., 2021). These activities can help to decrease reliance on online approval while giving them other avenues for success and belonging (Steinsbekk et al., 2021; Zhou and Cheng, 2022). Erikson's general periods, however, may not capture variations in culture, gender, family context or platform design. Orben et al (2022) discovered that the period of social media sensitivity was not the same for males as for females, demonstrating that development does not happen in the same way for everyone. The theory can account for the mechanisms by which comparison and approval can impact identity but it cannot demonstrate that social media use contributes to poor mental health or identify which adolescent will be harmed (Orben et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc234960742]Bowlby’s Attachment Theory: Rejection, Reassurance and Online Support
Bowlby (1969) argued that early relationships create internal working models concerning whether other people are dependable and whether the individual is worthy of care. This can help to clarify why cyberbullying and rejection in the online environment may impact adolescents differently. Maurya et al. (2022) reported that there was a higher risk of persistent depressive symptoms and suicidal thoughts among cyberbullying victims. Tan et al. (2023) revealed that greater parent–child attachment correlated with improved mental health through increased self-esteem, self-efficacy and emotional control. These findings indicate that secure family relationships might facilitate adolescents' coping with online rejection, whereas weak relationships may make rejection more difficult to process (Maurya et al., 2022; Tan et al., 2023).
Bowlby's theory also can account for repeated reassurance-seeking. Anxious attachment was related with addictive social networking use, and low self-esteem, distorted relationship beliefs and desire to be liked explained this relationship, according to Topbaş et al. (2025). An anxiously attached adolescent might noticeably keep checking likes, replies, or “seen” notifications to reassure themselves of the safety of their relationships, even if only for a brief period (Bowlby, 1969; Topbaş et al., 2025). But feedback on the Internet is sometimes late or unreliable. An unanswered message might thus be understood as a rejection, which can lead to more checking and anxiety, and not to an alleviation of insecurity (Topbaş et al., 2025). It is possible to explain this as the reason that online rejection can affect adolescents emotionally more than they are accustomed to, as they already have concerns about the reliability of others (Bowlby, 1969; Topbaş et al., 2025).
Positive outcomes are also accounted for by attachment theory. Thus, Zhou and Cheng (2022) discovered that online social support was positively connected with self-esteem and life satisfaction, but negatively linked with loneliness and social anxiety. Adolescents might therefore feel belonging in the presence of trusted friends and supportive communities when they feel alone offline (Zhou and Cheng, 2022). However, online encounters will not always be a substitute for consistent care or assistance from a professional. Bowlby's theory is most relevant when behaviors observed online are examined in the context of family dynamics, peer interactions, and the broader environment (Bowlby, 1969; Tan et al., 2023). Practical support should therefore focus on fostering trustful relationships, engaging with online experiences, and responding to cyberbullying without punishment that may affect trust (Maurya et al., 2022; Tan et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc234960743]Conclusion
Social media can have both negative and positive effects on adolescent mental health. Comparing appearance, cyberbullying, online rejection and reliance on likes can lead to loss of self-esteem and anxiety, sadness and confusion. But positive online connections can also foster a sense of feeling understood and less “alone. According to Erikson's theory, adolescence is an important stage for identity development. While social media can help adolescents express themselves, they can also result in role confusion as they assess themselves using curated pictures and online validation. Bowlby's theory can help to understand why rejection and unpredictable online interactions can be particularly challenging for teens who are struggling with their sense of self. They can manage their online experiences more safely with the support of parents, carers and trusted friends. Hence, the support should not be limited to decreasing screen time. It should also strengthen identity, confidence, healthy relationships, emotional support and safe ways of responding to cyberbullying and harmful online content in everyday life.
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