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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence.
Adolescence use social media platforms like YouTube, TikTok, Instagram and snapchat. Up to 95% of adolescents use social media it dominates daily life with over a third of teens using it constantly. Social media has social benefits as well as significant mental health risks. Mental health contains emotional, psychological, and social well-being. It determines how you manage stress, relate to others, and make choices. Mental health is important as it allows a person to realise their potential, work productively, and cope with life's challenges. Adolescence mental health is crucial because it directly shapes how adolescents navigate rapid brain development, build resilience, and establish lifelong social habits. Strong emotional well-being enables teens to cope with stress, form healthy relationships, and lay the foundation for a productive, fulfilling adulthood. This essay will be looking at two different theories the Erikson psychosocial theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory. It will explain how both theories can be applied to social media use and the topic of mental health in adolescents. A discussion will follow of how the theories are useful and beneficial and what strengths of using this theory for explaining the use of social media by teenagers, as well as some of the limitations of the theories. 
Erikson's psychosocial theory is a developmental framework proposing that personality evolves in eight predetermined stages across the lifespan. Each stage is unique and presents a psychosocial crisis that must be balanced successfully resolving these conflicts builds ego strengths whilst crisis that are unresolved can hinder future personal growth. Teenagers will be in Stage 5 which is called ‘Identity vs. Role Confusion’. According to Cherry, (2024) Adolescents will explore their self-concept, resulting in fidelity. In this stage teens explore their independence and develop a unified sense of self, acquiring the virtue of fidelity. This is useful and relevant to understanding adolescence by this stage in life this where teenagers want to be independent, they want to build their own self up and they start to build there identify and roles and how they want to portray themselves. 
The Erikson psychosocial theory explains the popularity of social media through the lens of human developmental milestones. This includes platforms like Instagram and TikTok succeed because they provide an interactive space for users to test boundaries build communities and seek psychological validation. Erikson’s theory says that adolescents are trying to figure out who they are and where they fit in. Social media offers a blank canvas for users; they can try different aesthetics and personas through profiles and editing photos. Adolescence requires peer validation to feel confident in their portrayed self-image. For example, like shares, likes, and comments this is for social approval. This can have a positive and negative influence on mental health for teenagers this can impact them negatively by making them feel stressed and depressed they have to keep up with that image they can receive negative views or likes and comments this can backfire and impact one self-esteem this can have a detrimental impact on one’s mental health. On the other hand, this can be a positive booster for one’s self esteem if they receive positive comments likes if peers have approved it this can build self-esteem and confidence. 
The Erikson theory is useful and beneficial as it looks at the different life stages, and particularly the adolescence stage. The Erikson theory explains how social media an impact on a teenager’s mental health which has can be both positive and negative by looking at how teenagers use social media to build an image and persona. Erikson’s theory can be better explained when looking at the different benefits of social media on how it can progress a teenager’s mental health whereas there is more information on the negative impacts. However, there is not a lot of case studies to explain this, so there are certain limitations. The use of social media is widely used by teenagers how social media is used by them can influence and impact a teenager’s mental health regardless of whether its positive or negative. 
Piaget’s theory of cognitive development is a framework that changes in cognition. The development of cognition is explained through a qualitive change in cognitive structures; hence this explains that older children think more advanced in comparison to younger children. Piaget’s theory of cognition is based on 4 stages of development, stage one is sensorimotor stage, stage two is preoperational stage and stage three is concrete operational stage and stage four is formal operation stage, particularly according to this essay stage four is relevant to adolescence. According to Piaget’s theory schemas are building blocks of cognition, they are ideas which evolve into experience. The Formal operative stage which is age 12 and over explains that thinking becomes abstract and full developed and can think about the future. The key concept during the formal operational stage is and explains the relevance for understanding adolescence is adolescence can think hypothetical issues and concepts they have not experienced before thy are able to thing analytically and think of methods in systematic. Hypothetical and abstract thinking and propositional logic continues to develop in adulthood Cherry (2024).
Piaget’s theory of cognitive development can be applied to social media use by recognising that adolescents are typically in the formal operational stage, where they develop abstract thinking, logical reasoning and the ability to reflect on themselves and others. These cognitive changes help explain why social media is so popular among teenagers, as it provides opportunities to explore identity, express opinions and build relationships. From Piaget’s perspective, social media can have positive effects when used appropriately. Adolescents can access educational content, receive emotional support and develop friendships, all of which may contribute to improved wellbeing and a stronger sense of belonging. However, Piaget also recognised that cognitive development continues throughout adolescence, meaning that decision making and judgement are still maturing. As a result, young people may be more vulnerable to social comparison, cyberbullying and unrealistic beauty standards promoted online. These experiences can negatively affect self-esteem and increase the risk of anxiety or depression. Research by Twenge et al (2018), found that adolescents who spend more time on social media were more likely to report symptoms of depression and reduced psychological wellbeing, although this relationship is influenced by the type and amount of social media use. Therefore, Piaget’s theory suggests that social media is not inherently harmful or beneficial. Instead, its impact on adolescents’ mental health depends on how young people use it and whether they have the cognitive skills to evaluate online experiences critically. 
Piaget’s cognitive development theory is useful for explaining how social media affects adolescents because teenagers in the formal operational stage can think abstractly, reason logically, and question the information that they see online. (McLeod, S. 2026). This means they can recognise unrealistic beauty standards, identify misinformation, and understand that social media does not always reflect real life. However, Piaget’s theory has important limitations. It focuses mainly on cognitive development and does not fully explain how emotions, peer pressure, or social relationships influence teenagers’ behaviour on social media. For example, although an adolescent may know that an influencers photo has been edited, they may still compare themselves to these images and experience low self esteem or anxiety. In addition, not all adolescents reach the same level of cognitive development at the same age. Therefore, Piaget’s theory provides a useful explanation of adolescent thinking but should be combined with other theories to better explain the impact of social media on teenagers’ mental health.
In conclusion, Piaget’s theory of cognitive development provides a valuable framework for understanding how adolescents thinking changes and how this would influence their experiences with social media. The theory highlights that teenagers develop the ability to think more abstractly, which may after how they interpret online interactions, compare themselves to others and forms their identity. Furthermore, according to McLeod (2024), the difference between the two theory is that Eriksons theory explains ones personality evolved within 8 stages and Piaget’s theory focuses upon the 4 stages which he believes that cognition is developed by the age of 12 and both theorists focused on children thinking and ability of understanding the world however they disagreed on the timing of the stage.in addition Piaget explains his theory based on cognitive maturation whereas Erikson focuses on psychosocial development over the whole lifespan. However, Piaget’s theory has limitations because it does not fully acknowledge the importance of social, cultural and environmental influences on adolescent development. Therefore, while Piaget’s theory contributes to our understanding of social media and mental health, it cannot explain the issue completely on own. Overall, combining Piaget’s ideas with other psychological perspectives provides a more balanced understanding of how social media can both support and negatively affect adolescents’ mental wellbeing. This demonstrates the importance of considering multiple factors when exploring adolescent mental health.
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