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The Importance of Social Media on Adolescent Mental Health.
Using Bowlby’s attachment theory and Piaget’s cognitive development theory

Introduction
Social media refers to Internet based tools that let people create share and exchange content or connect with others (Boyd, 2014). Adolescence is the developmental stage between childhood and adulthood from age 10 to 19 (World Health Organization (WHO), 2023). Mental health covers emotional psychological and social well-being affecting how people think, feel and act (mental health Foundation, 2022). Most young people now use social media daily so understanding its effect on their well-being is extremely important for parent’s schools and health services. This essay will explore how social media shapes adolescent mental health using Bowlby’s attachment theory and Piaget’s cognitive development theory. It will explain each theory and apply them to online experiences, compare their strengths and weaknesses, and show how they help us understand this complex topic.


Impact of social media on adolescent mental health
[bookmark: _Int_eN4KkXYr]Research shows social media has both helpful and harmful effects and does not affect everyone the same way. negative impacts are widely reported constant exposure to edited photos often lead to poor body image, low self-esteem, and rising anxiety (Royal Society for Public Health (RSPH), 2021). Cyberbullying is also a major risk linked to higher rates of depression and sleep problems (NSPCC, 2023). However social media can be positive too it lets young people stay connected with friends and find communities that share their interests and get support if they feel lonely or isolated (Ofcom, 2024). For example, young people with health conditions or minority identities often find safe spaces online that they cannot access locally the difference between good and bad effects depends on many things how much time is spent online what content is viewed family support and the young person's existing confidence (Livingstone and Helsper, 2022). Studies also note that most research only shows a link rather than clear proof that social media causes poor mental health as young people who already struggle may also use social media more.
Theory 1: Bowlby’s Attachment Theory
[bookmark: _Int_N7Ndrzcg]John Bowlby’s attachment theory argues that early consistent bonds with main caregivers create an internal working model, a set of beliefs about how safe the world is and whether people can be trusted and are worthy of care (Bowlby,1969). A secure attachment means young people feel confident exploring and seek help when needed insecure attachment can make them anxious, clingy, or distrustful of others. This helps explain social media experiences young people with insecure attachment may use social media to look for reassurance checking messages constantly worrying if they get no replies or feeling rejected if posts get few likes. They may also struggle to spot unkind or fake interactions online. On the positive side secure attachment can mean young people use social media to widen their circle and share their feelings safely without Relying on online approval to feel good about themselves. A strength of this theory is that it highlights how early relationships shape how young people cope with social situations online a key limitation is that it focuses heavily on early family bonds and does not fully account for how friendships school life or personality also change how someone responds to social media.

Theory 2: Piaget’s Cognitive Development theory
Jean Piaget’s theory describes how children's thinking grows in stages from roughly age 12 onwards when young people enter the formal operational stage where they can think about abstract ideas, imagine future possibilities and reason about things they have not seen directly (Piaget and Innholder, 1958). However, this skill is still developing through adolescence so young people may still struggle to judge what is really balanced or risky. This is very relevant to social media. Developing abstract thinking lets young people explore their identity, debate ideas and create creative content online. But it can also make them more likely to compare their real life behind the scenes with the perfect polished versions others post or to imagine that everyone is judging them harshly with a common feeling called the imaginary audience (Elkind, 1967). They may also find it hard to tell if content is edited, misleading or exaggerated and underestimate risks like sharing personal details or joining harmful trends. A strength of Piaget’s theory is that it explains why adolescents respond differently to social media than younger children or adults. The limitation is that it sees development as happening in fixed stages while research shows that thinking skills grow at different speeds depending on experience education and culture, so it does not explain all the differences between young people.
Comparison of the two theories
Both Bowlby’s attachment theory and Piaget’s cognitive development theory help us understand how social media impacts young people, but they focus on completely different parts of growth Bowlby centers on emotions relationships and early bonds Piaget looks at thinking reasoning and decision-making skills. They share key similarities both agree adolescence is a major time of change and development. Both also accept that past experiences shape how young people react to new situations online. However, neither fully covers the whole picture on its own Bowlby doesn't explain how thinking skills or understanding work while Piaget ignores how feelings trust and safety influence choices. Where they differ, most are in explaining specific behaviors Bowlby’s theory works better for understanding why some young people feel rejected anxious or seek constant validation online this links closely to early attachment patterns and emotional needs. On the other hand, PRJ's theory clarifies why teams may misjudge content compare themselves unfairly or take risks because their full logical reasoning awareness of other perspectives are still developing. Neither theory is perfect alone Bowlby leaves gaps in how young people combined, information and Piaget cannot account for emotional drives or fear of missing out. When used together they give a much fuller clearer picture Bowlby explains how early bonds shape feelings and trust while Piaget shows how growing thinking skills influence what they notice, how they judge what they see and how they make choices. combined they offer a far stronger explanation of social media's effect than either could alone.


Conclusion
Overall social media has no single effect on adolescents it can offer valuable connection creativity and peer support but also brings real risks such as anxiety, poor body image and cyberbullying. Bowlby attachment theory helps explain how early emotional bonds shape how young people seek approval feel safe and handle conflict online it shows why those with less secure attachment may be more vulnerable to rejection or excessive validation seeking. Piaget’s cognitive theory explains how growing thinking skills let young people explore identity and learn but also leave them prone to unrealistic comparisons and risk taking as their full reasoning and judgment are still developing. Neither theory is perfect on its own Bowlby overlooks how young people process information and think critically while Piaget ignores emotional needs and the impact of trust and relationships used together though they give a much fuller picture. They show that social media impact depends on both emotional security and thinking ability. The best support for young people comes from combining both views, building strong secure relationships and teaching critical thinking this dual approach helps them recognize risks, understand what they see online and grow in confidence. We can see that neither theory works fully alone together they explain far more about social media's effect on mental health and development.
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