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INTRODUCTION:  
Social media comprises digital platforms enabling interactive communication. Excessive adolescent usage, exceeding 3 hours daily, significantly increase risks of anxiety, depression, and body dissatisfaction due to cyberbullying and harmful social comparison, (Riordan et all,2019). Social media affects adolescents’ mental health, and in this essay, I will use Erikson’s theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory to explain this impacts. Erikson help show how constant online comparison and feedback intensify identity struggles, while Bowlby highlights how digital interactions can disrupt secure attachment needs. Together, these theories help us understand why social media can both support and challenge emotional wellbeing during adolescence. Theory 1, Erikson’s psychosocial stage of identity versus role confusion, where forming a stable sense of self is paramount (Erikson,1950). Today, this development struggle is heavily mediated by digital platforms. While social media offers avenues for connection, heavy usage is directly linked to elevated anxiety, depression, and psychological distress among young people in the Uk (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017). The curated realities depicted online foster a ‘compare and despair’ culture. Instead of resolving identify confusion through healthy real-world exploration, adolescents often measure their self-worth against unrealistic peer benchmarks and edited imagery. Consequently, constant digital connectivity exacerbates self-doubt and emotional vulnerability during a crucial period psychological maturation. Safeguarding youth mental health requires recognising how virtual environment alters this foundational development. Theory 2 Bowlby’s attachment theory highlight the human need for secure relational base for emotional regulation. During adolescence, these emotional needs shift toward peer networks, yet excessive digital connectivity often subverts this process. As noted by (Viner et al,2019),” greater social media use related to online harassment, poor sleep, low self-esteem and poor body image, in turn these related to higher depressive symptom scores. When teenagers rely on conditional metrics like “likes” for validation, online platforms function as unstable surrogate attachment figures rather than true secure bases. The resulting unpredictability triggers attachment anxiety and emotional distress. Consequently, unchecked social media engagement undermines adolescent mental health by intensifying negative social comparisons, directly echoing Bowlby’s foundational concerns regarding how insecure or disrupted relational bonds damage psychological well-being.
ERIKSONS PSYCHOSOCIAL THEORY AND BOWLBY’S ATTACHMENT THEORY:      
Adolescence is a transformative developmental period defined by the psychological negotiation of selfhood. Within Erik Erikson’s psychosocial framework, individuals aged 12-18 confront the fifth stage of development: identity versus role confusion. The primary task during this period is the cultivation of a stable, coherent sense of self. Historically, this exploration occurred through localised networks like family and school. However, modern digital landscape has fundamentally restructured how adolescents interact. Today, social media platforms act as a primary social arena. While offering spaces for self-expression, these digital environments introduce unique risks to adolescent mental health and identity synthesis. Eriksons theory highlights that healthy identity formation requires independent choice, commitment to values, and meaningful peer feedback. “Social interactions in adolescence help resolve identity conflicts, reinforcing commitments and reducing reconsideration” (Journal of Early Adolescence, 2025). Online platforms provide unprecedented opportunities for social support, online companionship, and global community building. This access allows youth to try out different roles and find environments that foster validation. However, the structural design applications alter this developmental feedback loop. Algorithms and appearance-focused content often project hyper-curated, highly idealised standards of beauty, success, and lifestyle. Adolescents navigating identity synthesis are highly susceptible to these external metrics, substituting authentic self-discovery with the pursuit of digital metrics such as likes and followers.” Prolonged exposure to idealised images, peer surveillance on the internet, and the obligation to upload curated images may result in identity confusion, anxiety, and a susceptibility to external validation” (Research Gate,2026). This continuous loop of social comparison diminishes self-esteem and fragments an integrated sense of self. The ultimate outcome of this digital shift is a heightened vulnerability to role confusion, characterised by an unstable self-image, insecurity, and internal psychological distress. When adolescents internalise superficial, unrealistic standards that contradict their offline lives, an internal incongruence forms. This disconnect disrupts the developmental synthesis needed for a healthy identity, accelerating mental health issues. Unresolved identity crises manifest as clinical symptoms, including elevated rates of anxiety, depressive symptoms, and persistent feelings of loneliness. Social media acts as a double-edged sword for the adolescent psyche. It offers a global platform for connection but frequently deepens psychological vulnerability by commercialising validation. For adolescents to achieve a positive psychosocial outcome, balanced digital environment is essential. Promoting digital literacy and encouraging authentic, offline relationships are necessary interventions to ensure digital spaces support, rather than hinder, identity formation.  
John Bowlby’s attachment theory proposes that infants and children develop an internal working model of relationships based on the responsiveness of their primary caregivers, a secure attachment, a caregiver acts as a “secure base”, allowing the adolescent to expel the world with confidence. However, adolescents with insecure attachment styles- characterised by anxiety or avoidance- frequently seek external regulation of self-worth from peer groups and digital platforms. Modern research show that algorithm-driven platforms substitute traditional relational safe havens with quantifiable social rewards, such as likes, comments, follower counts, For young people with insecure or ambivalent attachment profiles, these digital metrics function as temporary, unstable substitutes for secure emotional backing. When it comes to mental health outcomes and vulnerabilities, when adolescents rely on social media for emotional regulation
The psychological outcomes can become problematic. Constant exposure to idealised peer profile triggers upward social comparison, driving heightened rates of anxiety, depression, and body dissatisfaction, particularly in early adolescence. Recent studies emphasize recognising how virtual environments alter these foundational development milestones. Theory 2 Bowlby’s attachment theory highlights the human need for a secure relational base for emotional regulation. During adolescence, these emotional needs shift toward peer networks, yet excessive digital connectivity often subverts this process. As noted by (Viner et al,2019),” greater social media use related harassment, poor sleep, low self esteem and poor body image, in turn these related to higher depressive symptom scores. When teenagers rely on conditional metrics like ‘likes’ for validation, online platforms function as unstable surrogate attachment figure rather than true secure bases. The resulting unpredictability triggers attract adolescence exhibiting insecure attachment styles are disproportionately vulnerable to compulsive or addictive social media use. According to study by (Odaci and Cindibes,2024), individuals manifesting closed or anxious attachment configurations report significantly higher rates of social media addiction and elevated scores across depression and anxiety dimensions. This digital over- reliance replaces face-to-face communication, depriving teens of non-verbal communication cues, and worsening feelings of isolation during in-person interactions. Furthermore, a comprehensive review by (Vallis et all,2026) highlights that the mental health risks associated with digital platforms are heavily context-dependant and mediated by factors like sleep disruption and cyberbullying. Late-night scrolling impairs circadian rhythms, which diminishes emotional dysregulation capacity and magnifies vulnerability in teens already prone to mood disturbances. Social media is not uniformly harmful, but its algorithmic design interacts dangerously with insecure attachment patterns formed early in life. Recognising how attachment styles drive digital dependence enables clinicians and parents to target relational vulnerabilities rather than simply restricting screen time.
CONCLUSION:   
In conclusion, the impact of social media in adolescent mental health is deeply intertwined with the fundamental psychological milestones, viewed through the lenses of Erik Erikson and John Bowlby. Erikson’s identity versus role confusion during adolescence, individuals navigate the critical development stage of identity formation versus role confusion. Social media acts as an amplified, public arena where teenagers experiment with self-presentation. However, the contrast pursuit of quantifiable validation-such as comments, and followers counts, often shifts self-worth from internal stability to external metrics. Instead of fostering a cohesive identity, this hyper-curated feedback loop can induce identity diffusion, chronic social comparison, and anxiety, as teen’s struggle to reconcile their authentic selves with idealized digital personas. Concurrently, John Bowlby’s attachment theory highlights how adolescents seek autonomy while still requiring a secure relational base. Social media provides an illusion of constant connection, functioning as a modern extension of a peer group. When online interaction is reliable .and supportive, they can supplement a teenagers’ social needs. Conversely, features like unreturned messages, exclusion from digital spaces, or cyberbullying can trigger attachment injuries. Adolescents with pre-existing insecure attachment styles may become hyper-vigilant, experiencing heightened anxiety or compulsive digital checking to soothe deep-seated fears of abandonment or rejection. Ultimately, social media does not inherently destroy adolescent mental health, but it intensely accelerates and magnifies underlying developmental vulnerabilities. By understanding these behaviours through Erikson’s quest for identity and Bowlby’s need for secure connection, parents, educators, and mental health professionals can better support teens. Promoting digital literacy, encouraging offline self-reflection, and fostering genuine face-to-face relationships remain essential strategies to help adolescents build resilient identities and secure emotional foundations in hyper- connected world. 
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