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INTRODUCTION 
The use of social media has established itself as one of the most prominent aspects of adolescents, with most teens engaging in application such as Instagram, Tik Tok, Snapchat and X on an almost daily basis. The World Health Organisation (2024). Estimates that one in seven adolescents age 10-19 experiences a mental health condition, accounting for 15% of the global burden of disease in this age group. Social media has already been an object of   the longstanding discussion on whether the increasing adolescent depression, anxiety, and low self- esteem were caused by such factors (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020; Twenge et al., 2022). However, some large- scale review identity that the average correlation between social medial use and wellbeing is small and inconsistent (Valkenburg, Meier and Bayens, 2022). Whereas other suggest that the risk is higher in some groups, in particular, girls (Twenge et al., 2022). This essay will use the psychosocial theory development by Erikson and the attachment theory developed by Bowlby in explaining the potential of social media to influence adolescent mental health, arguing that the effects of social medial on adolescents can best be explained as a factor of the developmental tasks and the relationship needs these adolescent take to social media.
Adolescence 
Adolescence is generally considered the transition period between childhood and adulthood, and represent the life stage of approximately ten to nineteen years, although it is increasingly believed that the end of adolescence extends into the mid-twenties when the social roles adopted are postponed compared with the previous generation (Sawyer et al., 2018). Is characterised by fast rate of change physically, cognitively, emotionally and socially. Erikson (1968) describes this stage as the crisis of identify versus role confusion, during which adolescents explore different values, roles, and relationship to build a stable sense of self. This stage of development makes adolescents particularly vulnerable to comparison, feedback and social media, which may influence their identity and emotional wellbeing. 
The Impact of Social Media on Adolescent Life and Mental Health
European surveillance data show problematic social media use among adolescents rising from 7% in 2018 to 11% in 2022, and higher among girls (13%) than boys (9%) (World Health Organisation Regional office for Europe, 2024). There is a substantial amount of evidence that excessive or more problematic social media use is associated with poorer adolescent mental health. The literature review conducted by Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) found that social media use, depression, anxiety and psychological distress are strongly linked, with sleep disruption, cyberbullying and social media comparison identified as the most important mechanisms. Cyberbullying is a notably predictable risk factor, with adolescents who are cyberbullied showing significantly increased depressive symptoms and a social anxiety compared to those who are not affected (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).
 However, an umbrella review of twenty-five reviews, by Valkenburg, Meier and Bayens (2022) reported that most studies described this relationship as weak or inconsistent, suggesting that the impact of social media is conditional on the purpose usage, and the individual user, with sleep disruption from late-night notifications remaining a dependable predictor of low mood (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Appearance-based social comparison and disrupted peer relationships are two issues recurring themes in the literature. Upward comparison, comparing themselves with idealised or filtered images, is common among adolescents, particularly girls, and is associated with body dissatisfaction (Pedalino and Camerini, 2022; Sjolie, Olsen and Hempel, 2024). 
The psychosocial theory as presented by Erikson can be helpful to explain popularity of social media during teenage years. Erikson (1986) stated that development occurs through eight psychosocial stages, occurring around a crisis that must be resolved to allow healthy development to proceed, and he placed adolescence at the fifth stage, identify versus role confusion, where young people experiment with roles, values and beliefs to achieve a stable, coherent sense of who they are, a youth who fails to resolve the crisis is left with a diffuse or confused sense to self. The most common modern venue of this exploration is social media. According to Perez-Torres (2024).

 Social media is a virtual social mirror where adolescent observe role models, and receive continuous feedback from an online audience, which directly contributes to identify formation when utilised effectively, can aid the process Erikson described as testing out self-presentation and receiving positive feedback can help adolescents develop a sense of self. However, because online self-presentation tends to be created and idealised, teenagers may contrast their real, insecure self with the perfected selves of others, and the need to maintain a consistent online presence can leave some feeling that their identify is divided across platforms and audiences (Perez-Torres,2024). Erikson theory can help explain why identify-related distress, rather than social media use alone, may be the more accurate cause of poor mental health in this context. Nonetheless, the theory has notable weaknesses: it is pre-digital and offers little specific guidance on mechanisms unique to online spaces, such as algorithms or anonymity, and its core concepts, including identity confusion, remain broad and difficult to measure.

The attachment theory developed by Bowlby is an alternative account, not about identity, but about relationships. Bowlby (1969) maintained that that children are predisposed to form an attachment with a caregiver who serves as a secure base, and that it is the sensitivity and consistency of the caregiver’s responsiveness, rather than the food provided, that matters most for healthy development. Out of these experiences children develop internal working models, templates of self and others carried into adult hood; secure attachment develops through consistent caregiving, whereas inconsistent, rejecting or frightening caregiving is more likely to create an anxious, avoidant or disorganised attachment style. During adolescence, these working models extend to peers, who begin to fulfil some of the secure base functions that parents once served (Delgado et al.,2022). 

The study by Flykt et al. (2021) revealed that more securely attached adolescents reported fewer mental health issues, whereas insecurely attached adolescents presented more symptoms of internalisation, implying that relational security, rather than the amount of social interaction, is the key to wellbeing. Social media makes this more difficult, since it provides adolescents with a 24/7 medium through which they seek closeness, conformation and affirmation from peers. For an adolescent with a secure attachment history, this can further positive relationships. For one with a more insecure or anxious style, however, social media can become a source of repeated reassurance-seeking, with likes and online responsiveness determining a sense of safety, and where unclear communication, such as delayed reply or being ignored in a group chat, maybe interpreted as rejection and can lead to real distress (Sjolie, Olsen and Hempel, 2024). Its greatest drawback is that it was designed to describe infant-caregiver relationships and thus needs to be extended to online peer contexts, without fully accounting for platform-specific features such as algorithmic content curation.
Reducing the Negative Impact of Social Media on Adolescent Mental Health
In considering of these risks, there are several evidence-based recommendations that can be made to minimize the adverse effects of social media on adolescent mental health. The link to healthy online behaviour and less risk exposure lies at the family level, as active parental meditation is correlated with open conversation about online experiences, rather than outright restrictions (Livingstone and Helsper, 2008). Digital literacy programmes in school can be one way to contribute, as they help adolescents to actively and critically engage with curated content and identify manipulative aspects of design, such as infinite scrolling. Increasing face-to-face interactions and reducing screen time and ensuring regular sleep habits can counter the sleep disruptions and social comparisons assumed to be the primary risk mechanisms (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Building adolescents’ emotional resilience through extracurricular activities and supportive family relationships can buffer against negative online comparison and cyberbullying. Lastly, there is growing awareness that individual and family level interventions must be complemented by platform-level changes, such as age-appropriate design and enhanced protection from cyberbullying (Agyapong-Opoku, Agyapong-Opoku and Greenshaw, 2025).
Conclusion 
Overall, the effect of social media on adolescent mental health cannot by interpreted as a simple one-to-one relationship. The data indicate weak average association that mask significant interpersonal differences (Valkenburg, Mejer and Beyens, 2022). This can be attributed to Erikson’s theory, since social media has become a primary space of identify exploration, with its impact conditioned by whether comparison, self-presentation and audience feedback support or derail that exploration (Perez-Torres, 2024). Bowlby’s attachment theory adds a relational dimension, indicating that adolescents carry internal working models of security and trust into their online interactions, making the same platform either supportive or threatening depending on their attachment security. The two theories are not entirely separate, Erikson’s stage of trust versus mistrust closely resembles Bowlby’s secure attachment, both resting on the idea that consistent, responsive early relationships build the confidence adolescents later draw on to from identify and peer relationships, including online ones (Bowlby, 1969; Erikson, 1986). Collectively, these theories suggest that adolescent mental health depends less on social media use itself than on whether it supports or hinders identify formation and trusting relationships. In practice, parents, educators and platforms should attend to quality of this identify work and these relationships, not merely to screen time, as outlined above.
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