Student Name: Oana-Zlatita Ilici

Student Number: 2516914

Module Code: LCHS4010

Module Name: Psychology in Health and Social Care

Assignment Title: Impact of social media on mental health in adolescence

Lecturer’s Name: Dr Shepherd Ziko





















Adolescence is a time of huge change, where young people across the United Kingdom are growing not just physically but also in how we think, understand the world, and see ourselves. Around our teenage years, we are figuring out who we are, what we value, and where we fit in. Today, social media is a massive part of that journey. It is where we talk to friends, share moments, see what others are doing, and learn new things. Almost every teenager I know uses at least one social media app every single day, often for several hours. But it can also be confusing, stressful, and sometimes harmful to how we feel about ourselves. Research shows that social media can affect adolescent mental health in many ways — sometimes helping us feel supported and connected, but other times leading to anxiety, low self-esteem, sadness, or worries about how we look (NHS Digital, 2023; Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2025). This essay will look at these impacts using two theories we have studied: Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory and Jean Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory. These theories help explain exactly why social media affects teenagers the way it does, because of how we learn from others and how our thinking develops at this age.

Bandura’s Social Learning Theory suggests that we learn behaviours, attitudes, and even how to feel about things by watching and copying the people around us — especially people we admire, like our friends, influencers, or celebrities we see online (Bandura, 1977). Social media is basically a huge stream of people we watch every day, so it makes sense that we pick up ideas, habits, and standards from what we see there. When we open an app like Instagram or TikTok, we are flooded with photos and videos that show perfect faces, perfect bodies, perfect holidays, and perfect lives. We might not always realise that these posts are often edited, filtered, or only show the very best moments. But because we see so many people presenting this kind of image, we start to believe that this is what normal life should look like. Bandura also said that we are more likely to copy behaviour that seems rewarded — and on social media, the reward is likes, comments, shares, and followers. So when someone posts a glamorous photo and gets thousands of compliments, we learn that looking that way is the way to be valued. When our own photos do not get the same attention, we may feel that there is something wrong with us. Studies carried out across the UK show that teenagers — especially girls — who spend a lot of time looking at beauty, fitness, or lifestyle content are much more likely to feel unhappy with their own bodies and have lower confidence (Patalay et al., 2023). This matches exactly what Bandura’s theory would predict: we learn standards from what we see, and then we judge ourselves against them. Of course, social learning is not always harmful. Many people online now speak openly about their mental health struggles, their insecurities, and their real daily lives. Seeing these messages can teach us that nobody is perfect, that it is okay not to be okay, and that kindness and honesty matter more than how we look. So what we learn depends very much on what we choose to watch.

Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory helps explain why we are so strongly affected by these online images and messages at this particular age. According to Piaget, from around the age of 12 and throughout our teenage years, we enter what is called the formal operational stage. This means we start to think much more deeply and abstractly — we can imagine possibilities, think about the future, and most importantly, think about what other people are thinking about us (Piaget and Inhelder, 1969). One result of this is something Piaget called the “imaginary audience” — the feeling that everyone is watching us, noticing everything we do, and constantly judging us. If you have ever felt like every person at school was looking at you after you made a small mistake, or worried for hours about what someone thought of something you said, you have experienced this feeling. Social media makes this feeling much, much stronger. When we post something online, it really does feel like hundreds or even thousands of people are looking at it. We imagine our whole school, our friends, even people we do not know, reading our captions, studying our photos, and forming opinions about us. That pressure can be overwhelming. We may overthink every single post, worry about every word, delete things if they do not get enough likes quickly, or lie awake at night wondering why someone did not reply. Because our thinking is still developing, we also tend to take things very personally. If someone posts a negative comment, we may feel that everyone hates us. If we see friends hanging out without us in a photo, we may feel completely left out and rejected, even though they might have just forgotten to invite us. We are still learning to balance our feelings with logic, so it is easy to blow small things out of proportion. UK research confirms that this is exactly what happens: teenagers are especially likely to feel anxious, excluded, and worried about missing out because of how their brains are growing and changing at this time (NSPCC, 2024; Ofcom, 2025). We care deeply about what others think — and social media puts that feeling on a giant screen.

When we put both theories together, the picture becomes very clear. Bandura shows us that social media is constantly teaching us standards, ideals, and ways to be — and that when those standards are unrealistic, we learn to judge ourselves harshly. Piaget shows us why we take those lessons so seriously: because at this age, we feel constantly watched and judged, so every like, comment, or view feels like proof of our worth. Together, they explain why social media affects adolescent mental health so strongly. It is not just that we are using technology — it is that we are using it at exactly the time in our lives when we are most likely to compare ourselves to others, care most about approval, and feel most deeply about how we are seen. Recent research from across the UK shows that teenagers who spend more than three hours a day on social media are significantly more likely to report poor mental health, including feeling unhappy, anxious, or unable to sleep properly (NHS Digital, 2023). Part of this is simply because staying up late scrolling ruins our sleep, which makes us tired, emotional, and less able to cope with normal problems. But part of it is also because of what we see: constant comparison, unrealistic standards, and the pressure to be perfect. Cyberbullying makes things even worse. Because social media can be accessed anywhere, bullying does not stop when you leave school — it follows you home, into your bedroom, and can be seen by everyone you know. This makes victims feel trapped, unsafe, and completely alone, and it can have serious effects on mental health (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2025). Yet social media is not all bad. It can help us stay in touch with friends when we cannot meet, find people who share our interests or understand how we feel, and even access information and support about mental health that we might feel too embarrassed to ask about in person. The difference seems to be in how we use it: using it to talk to people we know and care about is very different from endlessly scrolling through strangers’ photos and comparing our lives to theirs.

In conclusion, social media has a powerful impact on the mental health of adolescents across the United Kingdom, and Bandura’s and Piaget’s theories together explain exactly why this happens. Through Bandura’s Social Learning Theory, we understand that teenagers learn ideas, standards, and feelings by watching the huge variety of people they encounter online. When those people show unrealistic lifestyles, filtered photos, and narrow ideas about what is beautiful or successful, young people learn to judge themselves against standards that almost no one can really meet. Through Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory, we understand that because our thinking is still growing and changing, we feel constantly watched and judged by what Piaget called the imaginary audience. Social media turns that feeling into reality: every post feels like it is being watched by everyone, and every reaction feels like a judgement on who we are. Together, these two theories show that social media matters so much because it meets young people at exactly the time they are both learning how to be in the world and figuring out what they are worth. It can be a wonderful place to connect, learn, and find support, but it can also be a difficult place where we learn the wrong lessons and feel under too much pressure. Understanding how we learn and how our minds work at this age can help us use social media more wisely, protect our own mental health, and remember that what we see online is rarely the full story.
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