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Essay: Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence

Adolescents are the most active users of social media and recent global evidence shows that mostly use platforms like Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and Facebook every day. Social Media is a means for young people to communicate, make friends, access information and to express themselves (UNESCO, 2023). But, it has raised concerns about its impact on adolescent mental health. Adolescent mental health is vital as it influences emotional wellbeing, learning, behaviour, relationships and healthy development into adulthood. Social media can foster a sense of social support and belonging, but can also lead to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, cyberbullying, sleep problems and unhealthy social comparison when used excessively (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). The mixed results imply that social media influence is dependent on adolescent experiences of social media, as well as how they engage with digital environments. 

This essay will consider the influence of social media on the mental health of adolescents as well as the positive and negative effects. It will use Piaget's Theory of Cognitive Development to describe how the thoughts and reasoning of adolescents will affect the way they process information in the online world, how they make decisions and how they compare themselves to others. It will also examine Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory to understand how the influence of social interaction, culture and group learning and discussion on digital platforms affect the cognitive and emotional growth of teenagers. These theories can complement each other in understanding the complicated relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health.

The theory of cognitive development by Piaget describes the development of children's thinking that runs through various stages as children grow. Piaget (1952) suggested that cognitive development takes place in four stages: sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational and formal operational. Adolescents tend to be in formal operational stage, from about 11 years onwards until adulthood. This stage involves the individual's capacity to think abstractly, reason, solve hypothetical problems and think of more than one point of view. Cognitive development is a process that Piaget believed takes place through the assimilation of new information into an individual's understanding and the accommodation of existing thought patterns to incorporate new information. These processes enable adolescents to constantly revise their picture of the world. 

The formal operational stage is a stage of development that is especially relevant to adolescence as the child becomes more independent, exploring identity and having more complex social relationships. Adolescents are able to reflect on their own thinking and their own perceptions of others. This increased self-awareness can impact decisions, emotions, and peer relationships. Piaget's theory is helpful when examining the ways that adolescent’s cognitive development influences their understanding of information in the online environment, the way they think about social interactions and the ways that they react to experiences on social media. 

Piaget's theory is helpful to grasp why social media is so appealing for teens. Young people are beginning to think abstractly and are interested in social relations, they want to voice their opinions, find places to express their interests, meet other children. Social media is a place for adolescents to explore ideas, engage in discussions, and build their identity. They can improve communication, boost creativity and offer educational opportunities and online communities for support. Positive online interactions have been shown to boost friendships, enhance belongingness and offer emotional support, especially for teens who may find it difficult to do these in real life (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014). 

But Piaget's theory is also responsible for some of the reasons adolescents might be susceptible to the harmful psychological impacts of social media. They can think more logically than younger children, but their thinking is still developing and they may not yet be able to critically assess information they find online or identify unrealistic portrayals of life. The carefully curated images and influencers, along with idealised lifestyles, can foster unhealthy social comparison which can lower self-esteem and lead to increased anxiety and depression symptoms (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Moreover, teens might overvalue the significance of peer acceptance as they become more conscious of peer evaluations. Likes, comments and followers can amplify success or failure in online interactions. An example of how cognitive development may affect emotional responses to digital environments comes from Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) who found that excessive social media use is linked to increased levels of depression, anxiety and psychological distress amongst adolescent users. 

Piaget's Theory of Cognitive Development is a useful tool to explore how adolescent’s evolving thinking patterns affect their social media usage and impact on mental health. The real power of it is that it also gives an explanation why teens are able to reason at a more sophisticated level and also remain susceptible to social comparison, peer pressure and online misinformation. In addition, the theory emphasises the significance of cognitive maturity in the interpretation of digital content and decision-making in online settings. There are, however, a number of restrictions on Piaget's theory. It is more concerned with the cognitive development of the individual and less with the social, cultural and environmental factors which can also have an influence on adolescent behaviour. This is especially relevant as social media is a social space that is shaped by peer influences, families and culture (Bjorklund, 2018). Furthermore, Piaget theorised that cognitive development took place in specific stages, but studies indicate that this is not always the case across people and environments. The theory also fails to convey the full picture of how platform algorithms, online communities and technological design shape adolescents’ behaviours. Therefore, Piaget's theory offers insights into cognition processes, it is necessary to include other social theories such as Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory to get a better picture of the impact of social media on the mental health of adolescents.

The Sociocultural Theory of Vygotsky focuses on the importance of social interaction in cognitive development and the significant role that cultural, historical and environmental factors play in cognitive development. Vygotsky (1978) believed that cognitive development was largely a result of social interaction with others, specifically parents, teachers, peers and other members of society. The concept of Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) is one of the important terms used in the theory which is defined as the difference between what a person can do independently and what they can do with the help of somebody else. Scaffolding refers to the process of facilitating the learning of new knowledge and skills by temporarily assisting less competent learners, until they can complete the task without the support provided by the more competent individual. Additionally, Vygotsky emphasized the importance of language and communication as key instruments in cognitive development, noting that they serve as a medium for learning, problem-solving and the transfer of knowledge. 

This theory is especially important for adolescence since they have more access to peer relationships, communication and collaborative learning in the process of developing their identity and world view. Friends, schools and digital communities are other factors that impact adolescents. In the era of social media as a key platform for communication and information sharing, Vygotsky's theory offers insights into how adolescent’s cognitive development and behaviour, emotional status and mental health are influenced by their social interactions online. 

The sociocultural theory of Vygotsky can provide some insights into the significance of the presence of social media in adolescent’s lives. Social media offer constant avenues for communication, collaboration and shared learning, enabling adolescents to exchange ideas, ask for information and cultivate connections with their peers from around the globe and from diverse cultural and community backgrounds. In online discussions, educational video, study groups and support networks, the adolescent can get support from more knowledgeable people, acquire knowledge and learn how to solve problems, all based on the principles of ZPD and scaffolding. They can help with learning, build confidence and emotional support, especially for children who feel lonely or isolated. Positive online communities have been proven to have a positive effect on adolescent’s sense of belonging and psychological wellbeing through supportive peer relationships (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014). Vygotsky's theory also points out to the dangers of adverse social environments. Being influenced by social interactions, adolescents may engage in negative behaviours that they see in others,or internalise unrealistic social norms that they observe on the internet or in other communities or model negative social attitudes that they see online. The negative experiences of cyberbullying, misinformation and exposure to harmful online challenges and beauty ideals can lead to elevated anxiety, depression and diminished self-esteem. 

The Sociocultural Theory of Vygotsky has been a robust explanation for the impact of social media on adolescent mental health since it acknowledges that learning and development are a function of social interaction. It is its strong focus on peers, families, educators, and online communities as sources of belief, behaviour and emotional wellbeing in adolescents that makes it a great strength. This view is of a contemporary digital world where social media plays a major part in communication, collaboration and culture. This is also supported by research showing that positive online relationships can positively impact wellbeing and negative online experiences can lead to psychological distress (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). There are a number of limitations to the theory. It does focus heavily on social influences while neglecting to focus on the same level on biological development, differences in personality, and individual cognitive processes that also impact how adolescents react to social media. In addition, Vygotsky's theory was created prior to the existence of digital technologies and doesnot directly address the role of algorithms or commercial advertising and the design elements of social media. Some scholars also believe that adolescents interact with and reject online information instead of taking what they see as their own. Hence, Vygotsky's theory is most useful in understanding the social aspects of adolescent mental health and should be understood in conjunction with the cognitive theories, such as Piaget's Theory of Cognitive Development.

In conclusion, social media has played a profound and complex role in adolescents mental health. It can help with communicating, learning, expressing oneself and socializing, but can also cause anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, cyberbullying and unhealthy social comparisons. The shift has been influenced by how adolescents use social media in their lives and by their personal, cognitive and social characteristics that determine their experience online. Hence, social media should be considered a medium which can have positive or negative mental health impacts based on how it is used. These effects can be explained by Piaget's Theory of Cognitive Development as well as Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory. As the adolescent’s cognition is developing, it affects how they understand the content on the web and how easily they fall into the trap of comparison. In contrast, Vygotsky's theory emphasises the importance of social interaction and cultural influences in shaping adolescent’s behaviours and emotional wellbeing. While each theory has its own weaknesses, the combination of these theories offers the most complete explanation of the effect of social media on adolescent mental health, since they allow for both a focus on the individual's mental development and an understanding of the effect of social relationships and digital environments.
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