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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence
Adolescence is a critical developmental period characterised by rapid cognitive, emotional, and social changes. It is also a time when individuals increasingly engage with social media platforms, which have become embedded in everyday life. Social media offers opportunities for communication, identity exploration, and social connection, yet research consistently shows that it can also contribute to anxiety, depression, poor self-esteem, and other mental health difficulties among adolescents. Understanding why social media has such a powerful influence requires consideration of developmental theories that explain how adolescents think, feel, and relate to others. This essay will draw on Piaget’s theory of cognitive development and Bowlby’s attachment theory to explain how and why adolescent mental health may be affected by exposure to social media platforms. These theories offer complementary perspectives: Piaget helps explain adolescents’ cognitive vulnerabilities, while Bowlby provides insight into how early attachment experiences shape emotional responses to online interactions.
Social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. On the positive side, platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and WhatsApp allow adolescents to maintain friendships, access social support, and explore aspects of their identity. Research suggests that online communication can strengthen existing relationships and provide a sense of belonging, particularly for young people who feel isolated offline (Odgers & Jensen, 2020). Social media can also offer educational content, creative opportunities, and spaces for self-expression. For some adolescents, online communities provide validation and support that may not be available in their immediate environment, especially for those belonging to minority or marginalised groups (UNICEF, 2021).
However, a substantial body of research highlights the risks associated with social media use. Studies have linked high levels of social media engagement with increased symptoms of anxiety, depression, sleep disruption, and poor body image (Keles, McCrae & Grealish, 2020). Adolescents are particularly vulnerable to cyberbullying, social comparison, and pressure to present an idealised version of themselves online. The Royal Society for Public Health (2017) found that platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat were associated with negative impacts on body image, fear of missing out (FOMO), and feelings of inadequacy. Furthermore, constant connectivity can lead to disrupted sleep patterns, which in turn negatively affect emotional regulation and mental health (Kelly et al., 2018). These findings suggest that social media interacts with developmental processes in ways that can amplify psychological vulnerability.
The impact of social media on adolescent mental health can also be understood through the nature–nurture debate, which highlights how biological predispositions and environmental experiences interact. From a nature perspective, adolescence is marked by neurological and hormonal changes that increase emotional sensitivity, reward-seeking behaviour, and responsiveness to peer evaluation. These biological factors make adolescents more reactive to social feedback, intensifying the emotional impact of likes, comments, and online comparison. At the same time, nurture plays a crucial role, as social media is an environmental influence that shapes identity development, peer relationships, and emotional wellbeing. Experiences such as cyberbullying, peer pressure, and exposure to idealised images can contribute to anxiety and low self-esteem, while supportive online communities may enhance wellbeing. Early caregiving experiences also influence how adolescents interpret and respond to online interactions. Therefore, the effects of social media result from the interaction between biological sensitivity and environmental influences, shaping mental health outcomes.
Piaget’s theory of cognitive development provides a useful framework for understanding why adolescents may be particularly sensitive to the pressures of social media. According to Piaget (1972), adolescents enter the formal operational stage, which is characterised by the emergence of abstract thinking, hypothetical reasoning, and increased self-awareness. While these cognitive advances support more sophisticated understanding of social relationships, they also contribute to heightened self-consciousness. Adolescents become more aware of how they are perceived by others and more capable of imagining hypothetical scenarios, including negative evaluations or social rejection. This cognitive shift helps explain why social media, with its emphasis on visibility, comparison, and peer feedback, can have such a profound impact on adolescent mental health.
One aspect of Piaget’s theory that is particularly relevant is the adolescent’s tendency toward imaginary audience thinking—the belief that others are constantly observing and judging them. Although not explicitly part of Piaget’s original framework, this concept builds on his ideas about increased self-awareness during the formal operational stage. Social media intensifies this phenomenon by providing real metrics of social evaluation, such as likes, comments, and follower counts. Adolescents may become preoccupied with curating their online image, comparing themselves to peers and influencers, and worrying about how others perceive them. Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022) argue that social comparison on social media is a significant predictor of depressive symptoms, particularly among adolescents who are already prone to self-critical thinking. Piaget’s theory therefore helps explain why adolescents may interpret online interactions in ways that heighten anxiety and reduce self-esteem. However, Piaget’s theory has been criticised for underestimating the influence of social and cultural factors on cognitive development, meaning it may not fully capture how modern digital environments shape adolescents’ thinking.
Piaget’s emphasis on hypothetical reasoning also sheds light on adolescents’ emotional responses to online content. Adolescents are capable of imagining worst-case scenarios, such as being excluded from a group chat or receiving negative comments on a post. This ability to think hypothetically can amplify emotional reactions to social media experiences, even when the perceived threat is not grounded in reality. For example, an adolescent might assume that a delayed reply indicates rejection or hostility, leading to heightened anxiety. Piaget’s theory suggests that these cognitive tendencies are developmentally normal but can become problematic when combined with the constant social feedback loops present on digital platforms. Furthermore, some researchers argue that Piaget’s stage-based model oversimplifies cognitive development, suggesting that adolescents’ responses to social media may vary more widely than the theory predicts.
While Piaget’s theory explains cognitive vulnerabilities, Bowlby’s attachment theory provides insight into why some adolescents cope better with social media pressures than others. Bowlby (1988) argued that early relationships with caregivers form the foundation for emotional regulation, self-worth, and expectations of others. Secure attachment develops when caregivers are responsive, consistent, and emotionally available, leading the child to internalise a sense of safety and trust. Insecure attachment, by contrast, may arise from inconsistent, neglectful, or intrusive caregiving, resulting in difficulties with emotional regulation and interpersonal relationships.
Attachment patterns continue to influence behaviour and emotional responses throughout adolescence. Adolescents with secure attachments are more likely to use social media in balanced and healthy ways. They may enjoy online interactions but are less dependent on external validation and less affected by negative feedback. Securely attached adolescents typically have stronger offline support networks, which buffer against the emotional impact of online stressors (Howe, 2011). They may also be better able to interpret online interactions accurately and regulate their emotions when faced with challenges such as cyberbullying or social exclusion.
In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachments may be more vulnerable to the negative effects of social media. Those with anxious attachment styles may rely heavily on social media for reassurance, approval, and connection. They may become preoccupied with likes, comments, and online interactions, interpreting ambiguous messages as signs of rejection. This can contribute to heightened anxiety, depressive symptoms, and compulsive social media use. Adolescents with avoidant attachment styles may use social media to maintain emotional distance while still engaging in superficial interactions, potentially reinforcing feelings of isolation or detachment. Bowlby’s theory therefore helps explain individual differences in how adolescents respond to social media: early attachment experiences shape the internal working models that guide emotional responses to online relationships. Nevertheless, attachment theory has been critiqued for placing heavy emphasis on early caregiving, despite evidence that later peer relationships and social experiences also play a significant role in shaping adolescents’ emotional resilience online.
Research supports the relevance of attachment theory in understanding social media use. Studies have found that insecure attachment is associated with problematic social media behaviours, including excessive use, fear of missing out, and sensitivity to negative feedback (Valkenburg et al., 2022). Adolescents with insecure attachments may also be more susceptible to cyberbullying, either as victims or perpetrators, due to difficulties with empathy, emotional regulation, or boundary-setting. Bowlby’s theory highlights that social media does not affect all adolescents equally; rather, its impact is mediated by underlying emotional and relational patterns established early in life. It is also important to note that attachment theory may not fully account for the complex, fast‑changing dynamics of digital communication, where anonymity, rapid feedback, and algorithmic content exposure can influence behaviour in ways not addressed by traditional attachment models.
Together, Piaget’s and Bowlby’s theories provide a comprehensive explanation for the impact of social media on adolescent mental health. Piaget helps explain why adolescents are cognitively vulnerable to social comparison, peer evaluation, and hypothetical thinking, while Bowlby explains why some adolescents are more emotionally resilient than others when faced with online stressors. Social media amplifies developmental tendencies that are already present during adolescence, such as heightened self-consciousness and sensitivity to peer feedback. At the same time, it interacts with attachment patterns that shape emotional regulation and interpersonal expectations. The combination of these cognitive and emotional factors helps explain why social media can be both beneficial and harmful, depending on the individual and the context.
In conclusion, social media has a significant impact on adolescent mental health, offering both opportunities for connection and risks related to anxiety, depression, and poor self-esteem. Piaget’s theory of cognitive development explains why adolescents are particularly sensitive to social comparison and peer evaluation, while Bowlby’s attachment theory highlights how early relationships shape emotional responses to online interactions. Together, these theories demonstrate that the effects of social media are not uniform but depend on developmental stage, attachment history, and individual resilience. Understanding these factors is essential for supporting adolescents in navigating social media in healthy and balanced ways. Social media is neither inherently harmful nor wholly beneficial; its impact depends on how it is used and the developmental needs of the young people engaging with it.
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