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INTRODUCTION

Social media has a primary responsibility in influencing adolescent self-esteem through comparison and peer evaluation. Piaget (1972) and Erikson (1968) explain that adolescents’ cognitive growth and identity formation influence how they engage with S social media, leading to positive effects on educational development and social connectedness, as well as negative outcomes such as identity uncertainty, confusion about self-identity, and anxiety, as highlighted in NHS guidance on young people’s mental health (NHS, 2024). Piaget’s operational stage is the final stage of cognitive development, beginning around 11 years and continuing into adolescence and adulthood. At this stage, young people develop the ability to think abstractly, logically, and hypothetically (Piaget, 1972). Shows that adolescents' advanced reasoning skills allow them to benefit from online learning. However, these same cognitive abilities increase sensitivity to social comparison and heightened self-awareness, which can negatively influence well-being. Erikson’s Identity vs Confusion stage highlights how social media can support identity exploration, belonging and self-expression, giving adolescents opportunities to build confidence. Erikson's theory argues that adolescent development is a critical period of identity formation in which young people explore roles, values, and beliefs to build a sense of self (Erikson, 1968). Piaget’s and Erikson’s theories together show that social media can support adolescents in developing the skills needed for mental health awareness. Piaget highlighted growing cognitive abilities such as metacognition and cognitive regulation, while Erikson highlighted identity formation, Psychosocial development, and self-reflection.






Impact of social media on mental health in adolescence
Piaget’s Theory-Cognitive development (Formal Operational Stage) 
Piaget’s theory of cognitive development provides a useful foundation for understanding how social media affects adolescent mental health. Piaget argues that young people enter the Formal Operational Stage, developing abstract reasoning, logical reasoning, and evaluating hypothetical situations (Piaget, 1972). Social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health during this developmental stage. 
Positive Outcomes
Abstract reasoning offers opportunities for social connection, self-expression, and identity exploration, which are crucial during adolescence. It allows individuals to share experiences and receive support from peers, which can enhance their emotional well-being. Adolescents use social media during the Formal Operational Stage, when they develop advanced thinking (Piaget, 1972). Social media can strengthen abstract reasoning as adolescents engage with ideas, debates and problem-solving. It supports hypothetical thinking, allowing them to explore, predict outcomes, and evaluate different viewpoints, encouraging creativity through activities such as videos and digital writing. It contributes to digital learning, improving cognitive and independent study skills. Piaget’s theory shows that social media can positively influence adolescent mental health by enhancing cognitive growth, problem-solving and reflective thinking. Virtual social interaction strengthens symbolic reasoning, metacognitive awareness and higher-order thinking, aligning with Piaget’s view that cognitive growth is driven by active engagement with the environment (Mahadi et al., 2020).
However, Piaget’s theory of the formal operational stage shows that social media can increase the tendency to compare oneself with others. This mental comparison can make teenagers more vulnerable to anxiety and lower their well-being. It is important to understand how social media affects the mental health of young people during this key stage of development. During this stage, beginning around age 12, adolescents develop abstract reasoning and metacognition (Piaget, 1972). This cognitive growth, along with Erikson's insights on identity and social interactions, highlights the importance of promoting healthy social media use to support youth's emotional well-being and confidence.

Poor Outcomes
Poor mental health outcomes: Piaget’s theory suggests that adolescents gain abstract reasoning, making them more sensitive to online comparison. These cognitive pressures can lead to anxiety, insecurity and emotional distress, especially when adolescents interpret idealised images or online feedback. Cognitive pressures can contribute to emotional distress, anxiety and reduced wellbeing (Livingstone et al., 2023).  Adolescents become more aware of how others see them; social media intensifies self-criticism, fear, and negative evaluations. Social media can affect adolescents’ mental health and wellbeing; they may experience increased emotional vulnerability online (Mahadi et al., 2020).  NHS notes that social media can increase stress, sleep disruption and feelings of inadequacy in young people (NHS, 2024). Piaget’s abstract reasoning and Erik Erikson’s theory of identity crisis together explain how social media intensifies comparison, anxiety and identity confusion. Excessive social media use can restrict real-life interaction, disrupting cognitive growth and identity formation, increasing role confusion, low self-esteem and reduced wellbeing in adolescence (Erikson, 1968).
Erik Erikson's lifespan psychosocial development model
Erikson's psychosocial theory offers a valuable perspective on human development, emphasising growth across the lifespan and the importance of social and environmental factors. While it provides deep insights, some criticisms point to potential cultural and gender biases and uncertainties around psychosocial crises. In particular, the Identity vs Role Confusion stage illustrates how adolescents shape their identities through social experiences. Today, social media plays a crucial role by facilitating self-expression and peer connections. While these opportunities can enhance confidence and social awareness, they may also lead to role confusion and anxiety. Erikson’s psychosocial theory emphasises the impact of social and cultural factors (Erikson, 1968).  Identity vs. Role Confusion emphasises that adolescents develop their identity through social experiences and interactions. In modern society, social media plays an important role in this process by providing opportunities for identity exploration. 
Positive Outcomes
During the stage of Identity vs Confusion, young people rely heavily on peer feedback, social comparison and online sources to explore who they are. The benefits of social media can support positive development by providing opportunities for identity exploration and connection. Adolescents may build confidence through supportive networks, develop social skills and access communities that help them feel understood. Social media provides adolescents with spaces to explore different aspects of identity, such as interests, values, and personal expression.  Cultural awareness, lifestyles and viewpoints help adolescents broaden their understanding of the world. Adolescents develop healthier identities when cultural learning and social belonging are supported (UNICEF, 2023). Social media can also improve skills by promoting digital literacy, effective communication, and self-care. With a sense of belonging, adolescents can find communities that support their lives. Positive role models and inspiring figures can motivate adolescents to develop goals, values, and aspirations. When considering cognitive development beyond Piaget's theories, we can observe that it fosters important positive outcomes, such as improved abstract reasoning, metacognition, and self-reflection. Moreover, engaging in collaboration through group discussions and forums actively nurtures teamwork and communication skills, which are essential for success in various aspects of life. NHS Guidelines state that online support can provide emotional support and reduce isolation for young people (NHS, 2024).
Negative Outcomes
Social media exposes adolescents to conflicting expectations and identities, making it difficult for them to form a sense of self. Low self-esteem and idealised images can make adolescents feel inadequate, have low confidence, and increase emotional vulnerability during this psychosocial stage. Online trends can pressure adolescents, and they may experience increased instability due to social comparison and cyberbullying (Erikson, 1968).
With conflicted identity roles, adolescents may adopt different identities offline and online, causing confusion and difficulty in their sense of self. Cyberbullying can damage emotional well-being, leading to anxiety, sadness and identity instability. Erikson’s Identity vs Role Confusion explains why social media can negatively affect adolescent mental health. During adolescence, young people form their identity and seek acceptance. The NHS highlighted cyberbullying as a major risk for adolescent mental health (NHS, 2024). Compared to Piaget’s theory, negative outcomes arise from advanced reasoning, comparison and self-evaluation. Both theories can increase anxiety, depression, isolation, insecurity, and mental health challenges in adolescence. Education wellbeing guidance shows that online comparison and cyberbullying can affect young people’s mental health (PHE, 2021).







CONCLUSION
In conclusion, Piaget’s and Erikson’s developmental theories provide valuable insights into how social media shapes adolescent mental health. Piaget’s formal Operational Stage suggests that adolescents' emerging abstract reasoning enables positive outcomes such as enhanced learning, creativity and digital problem-solving. However, these same cognitive abilities heighten susceptibility to social comparison and self-consciousness, which can negatively affect wellbeing. Erikson’s Identity vs Role Confusion stage further illustrates how social media can support identity exploration, a sense of belonging, and self-expression. Offering adolescents meaningful opportunities to form a sense of self. It can also intensify role confusion, reduced self-esteem, and anxiety. Together, both theories demonstrate that social media can promote cognitive growth and identity development while presenting emotional risks that influence adolescent mental health.
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