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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence

Social media plays a crucial role in the daily life of adolescents and has a significant impact on adolescents' communication, learning and relationship-building. Platforms like X, Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and Facebook offer social interaction, entertainment, self-expression, and information. According to the Pew Research Centre (2024), 96% of teenagers use the internet daily, and almost half report being online almost constantly (Faverio and Sidoti, 2024). As social media has become more widespread, people feel worried about its effect on the well-being of adolescents. Mental Health is the state of an individual's emotional, psychological and social wellness, and is reflected in their thinking, feelings and actions (Kelly et al., 2018). Adolescence is an important developmental period as young people undergo a lot of changes physically, emotionally, and socially, and are developing their identities and relationships.

Some studies have revealed that social media can be beneficial and negative for adolescent mental health. Benefits range from the benefits of social support, self-expression, education, etc. The benefits are many and include growth in social support, opportunity for self-expression, and access to education. But overuse of social media has been linked to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, sleep problems, and cyberbullying (Keles et al., 2020). Social media is especially significant during the adolescent years, as this is a time of sensitive emotional and social development. Thus, psychological theories that can explain developmental and interpersonal processes must be taken into account in understanding the impact of social media on adolescent mental health. This essay explores the effect of social media on adolescent mental health using the Psychosocial Development Theory of Erikson (1968) and the Attachment Theory of Bowlby (1970). These theories can be used to understand how and why social media influences social health in positive and negative ways for adolescent users.
A major issue with adolescents' use of social media is its impact on anxiety and depression. Social media offers young people ways to stay in touch and to find information, but heavy use has been linked to poorer mental health. Inconsistently, Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) discovered a consistent relationship between high levels of social media and higher scores of psychological distress, anxiety and depression in adolescents. Likewise, Kelly et al. (2018) found that the children who spent more than five hours a day on social media had higher levels of depressive symptoms than those who spent less time. These results indicate that hyperactivity can have a negative impact on emotional health.

The development of a theory of attachment, developed by Bowlby, can explain why some adolescents are more at risk of such outcomes. The early experiences with the caregivers influence emotional security and later relationships, according to the theory of Bowlby (1969). Adolescents who are securely attached regulate their emotions effectively and do not turn to social networking sites for validation. However, insecurely attached adolescents might try to achieve a sense of reassurance and acceptance through Internet communication. The absence of expected positive feedback and comments can trigger feelings of rejection, anxiety, and sadness. So, attachment relationships can have a partial effect on the impact of social media. One of the other problems associated with using social media is social comparison. Platforms are frequently packed with photos that are carefully curated to show you an idealised life, look and accomplishments. Adolescents often look to more appealing and successful influencers, celebrities and peers for comparison. Fardouly and Vartanian (2016) studied the effects of exposure to content focused on appearance on body dissatisfaction and self-esteem in adolescents, and discovered that such exposure led to higher body dissatisfaction and lower self-esteem in the youth.

Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory explains these effects. Erikson (1968) suggested that adolescents go through a phase in his theory of human development called Identity versus Role Confusion, in which they form a stable sense of self. Social media is a good resource for identity exploration, but the constant barrage of idealised images can lead to idealised expectations and pressure to conform. Those who compare themselves to these standards may suffer from insecurity, low self-esteem and role confusion, which is detrimental to their mental well-being. Body image is another important issue that affects the mental well-being of teenagers and is strongly associated with social comparison. Teenagers who invest much time viewing appearance-related material feel less satisfied with their body image compared to teenagers who invest less time viewing such content (Suhag and Rauniyar, 2024). Low self-esteem, depression, anxiety and eating disorders have been linked to poor body image. In terms of attachment, securely attached adolescents are more likely to be resilient to appearance comparisons, while insecurely attached adolescents may need external validation and thus be more susceptible to body dissatisfaction. Erikson's theory also indicates that unattainable beauty ideals can hinder positive self-identity and self-worth.

Another major issue with adolescent social media use is cyberbullying. Cyberbullying can be ongoing and can affect a larger number of people than classical bullying. Victims may suffer from anxiety, depression, social isolation, and emotional distress (Nixon, 2014). Research on Attachment Theory states that adolescents who have secure attachments will be more likely to have supportive relationships that assist them in dealing with cyberbullying. On the other hand, insecure attachment individuals might think that the cyberbullying is a rejection of them, leading to greater psychological distress. Erikson's theory further indicates that online criticism can be repeated and may affect identity development as well as lead to negative self-perception.

Moreover, social media can hamper adolescents' sleep, adding to their mental health issues. Many young people use mobile phones late at night, and the light emitted from screens and the constant notifications can make it hard to get to sleep and disrupt sleep (Watkins et al., 2021). Poor sleep is highly linked to greater irritability, decreased concentration, greater anxiety and depressive symptoms. This forms a vicious circle that would make you feel vulnerable because of poor sleep, which would further drive you to seek attention/reassurance through the use of social media. Moreover, social media algorithms are built to engage users as much as possible by continually suggesting not content, but emotions (Yu et al., 2024). This can lead to more unplanned screen time and make it more difficult for teens to unwind, which can encourage addictive use and negatively impact their overall mental health.

While social media is fraught with dangers, there are also positive impacts it can have on adolescent mental health. Best, Manktelow and Taylor (2014) discovered that online communication can help improve social connectedness and support networks for young people. Social media can be especially helpful for teens who experience loneliness in their non-digital lives. Erikson's theory indicates that social media may be an aid to the process of identity exploration if adolescents can express their interests and values. Likewise, Bowlby's theory states that positive online relationships can reinforce a positive sense of belonging and emotional support (McLeod, 2025). However, it should not be seen as a negative thing because the effects of social media are dependent on how it's used and on the personality of the user.

Social media has both positive and negative implications overall for the mental health of adolescents. Excessive use poses some major challenges, such as anxiety, depression, social comparison, body dissatisfaction, and cyberbullying. Rather, social media can also be used to provide social support, identity exploration, and emotional connection. The Attachment Theory (Bowlby) and Psychosocial Development Theory (Erikson) offer useful explanations for the differences in the responses of adolescents to their social media experiences and the potential for some adolescents to be more susceptible to negative mental health outcomes than others.
 
In conclusion, the impact of social media in adolescence mental health is a multifaceted and complex one, with a range of both beneficial and harmful effects influenced by factors such as usage habits and personal characteristics. Overall, social media consumption can trigger detrimental results among teens, such as greater anxiety, depression, dissatisfaction with their bodies, sleep problems, and cyberbullying. This is because, according to Bowlby's Attachment Theory, emotionally insecure adolescents tend to seek online validation more, so they will feel rejected, criticised, and lack feedback in an online space. Securely attached people, on the other hand, are more likely to have a better ability to regulate their emotions and do not rely as heavily on social media validation. In addition, according to Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development, adolescence is a stage where identity issues occur; hence, excessive exposure to such unrealistic images might cause adolescents to have identity confusion, low self-respect, and insecure identities. However, when used constructively, social media can also be utilised as a platform for identity discovery and social connection. Hence, each adolescent's experience will be influenced by developmental and emotional factors, and the impact will differ accordingly.
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