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Adolescence is a critical time of physical, cognitive, and emotional development during which social relationships and identity are formed. In the digital age, social media is now a central part of adolescents' everyday lives. Recent UK data show that most young people aged 13–17 use social media and messaging platforms daily, with many reporting that these platforms help them maintain friendships, support their wellbeing, and access educational content (Ofcom, 2025). However, concerns have increased regarding the effects of excessive social media use on young people's mental wellbeing. Mental health is a key component of overall wellbeing, influencing how individuals think, feel, and act. According to NHS England (2023), one in five children and young people aged 8–25 in England has a probable mental health disorder, highlighting the growing importance of understanding factors that could influence psychological wellbeing. Although social media offers opportunities for communication, social support, and self-expression, it has also been associated with anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, cyberbullying, and poor sleep quality in some adolescents (Fassi et al., 2025). This essay will critically look at the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by exploring both its positive and negative effects. The discussion will be informed by Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory and Piaget's Theory of Cognitive Development, Bandura's Social Learning Theory, which provide useful frameworks for understanding how online social interactions influence adolescent development and mental wellbeing.


Piaget's Theory of Cognitive Development explains how thinking develops through a series of stages as children mature into adulthood (Piaget, 1972). During adolescence, individuals enter the formal operational stage, which typically begins at around 11 years of age. At this stage, adolescents develop the ability to think logically, reason abstractly, and consider hypothetical situations. These cognitive skills allow young people to solve complex problems, evaluate different perspectives, and reflect on their own thoughts and emotions.
A key concept in Piaget's theory is the schema, which refers to a mental framework used to organise and interpret information. As adolescents encounter new experiences, their schemas develop through assimilation, where new information is incorporated into existing knowledge, and accommodation, where existing schemas are modified to fit new experiences. Piaget argued that these processes help individuals achieve equilibration, a balanced state that supports learning and cognitive growth.
Piaget's theory is particularly relevant to understanding adolescence because it explains how advances in cognitive development affect behaviour and decision-making. In relation to social media, adolescents' increasing ability to think abstractly allows them to interpret online interactions and construct their identities. However, these cognitive changes may also increase sensitivity to social comparison, peer approval, and online feedback, all of which can influence mental health and emotional wellbeing.


Piaget's Theory of Cognitive Development provides a useful framework for understanding how social media impacts adolescent mental health. During the formal operational stage, adolescents develop abstract thinking and become increasingly aware of how they are perceived by others (Piaget, 1972). This cognitive development helps understanding of the popularity of social media, as teenagers use platforms to explore their identities, express opinions, and maintain friendships. Social media can therefore support positive mental health by strengthening social connections, encouraging self-expression, and providing access to supportive online communities, particularly for young people who may feel isolated offline.
However, Piaget's theory also suggests that these developing cognitive abilities may make adolescents more vulnerable to negative experiences online. As their capacity for abstract thinking grows, teenagers are more likely to compare themselves with idealised images and lifestyles presented on social media. This can contribute to low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, anxiety, and depressive symptoms. Adolescents may also place greater importance on online approval through likes, comments, and followers, which can affect their emotional wellbeing.
A study by Kelly et al. (2018) found that adolescents who spent more than three hours per day on social media were more likely to report symptoms of depression and psychological distress over those with lower levels of use. Piaget's theory helps explain these findings by demonstrating how adolescents' developing cognitive processes shape the way they interpret online experiences. Overall, the theory highlights that social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health, depending on how it is used and interpreted.


Piaget's Theory of Cognitive Development is valuable for explaining adolescents' use of social media because it highlights how advances in abstract thinking influence identity formation, social relationships, and decision-making. The theory helps explain why teenagers are attracted to social media as a platform for self-expression, communication, and exploring different aspects of their identity. It also demonstrates how developing cognitive abilities can increase susceptibility to social comparison and the emotional impact of online feedback, making it a useful framework for understanding both the benefits and risks of social media exposure.
However, Piaget's theory has limitations. It focuses primarily on cognitive development and pays less attention to social, cultural, and environmental influences, such as peer pressure, family relationships, and algorithms that shape online experiences. In addition, not all adolescents reach the formal operational stage at the same age or use abstract thinking consistently. Other theories, such as Bandura's Social Learning Theory, may better explain how adolescents imitate online behaviours and are influenced by social media role models. Therefore, Piaget's theory is most effective when combined with other psychological perspectives to provide a more comprehensive understanding of social media's impact on the adolescent stage .


Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory proposes that cognitive development occurs through social interaction and is strongly influenced by cultural and environmental factors (Vygotsky, 1978). Unlike Piaget, who emphasised independent learning, Vygotsky argued that children and adolescents develop knowledge by interacting with more knowledgeable others, such as parents, teachers, peers, and wider society. A key concept within the theory is the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which refers to the gap between what an individual can achieve independently and what they can accomplish with help and support. Learning is most effective when activities fall within this zone, allowing adolescents to develop new skills through collaboration. Another important concept is scaffolding, which describes the temporary support provided by more knowledgeable people to help a learner complete tasks that would otherwise be too complex. As competence increases, this support is gradually removed, promoting independence. Vygotsky also emphasised the importance of language as a psychological tool that enables communication, problem-solving, and cognitive development. This theory is particularly relevant to adolescence because young people increasingly rely on interactions with peers and adults to shape their beliefs, identity, and behaviour. It highlights the importance of social relationships in supporting cognitive, emotional, and psychological development during this important stage of life.

Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory can be applied to social media use by suggesting that adolescents' learning, behaviour, and mental health are shaped through interactions with others within their social environment (Vygotsky, 1978). As teenagers spend increasing amounts of time on social media platforms, these online spaces become important environments for communication, identity development, and peer learning. The theory helps explain the popularity of social media because adolescents naturally seek social interaction, acceptance, and chances to learn from their peers. Positive online interactions can promote mental wellbeing by providing emotional support, encouraging self-expression, and creating communities where young people feel seen and connected. This may be particularly helpful for adolescents experiencing loneliness or living with mental health difficulties, as supportive online relationships can increase confidence and reduce feelings of isolation.
However, Vygotsky's theory also highlights that learning through social interaction can have negative consequences when the social environment is harmful. Adolescents may imitate unhealthy behaviours, experience cyberbullying, or feel pressure to meet unobtainable appearance and lifestyle standards promoted online. These experiences can contribute to anxiety, depression, poor self-esteem, and body issues. A study by Kelly et al. (2018) found that adolescents who spent more than three hours per day using social media reported higher levels of psychological distress than those with lower levels of use. Vygotsky's theory suggests that these outcomes are influenced by the quality of social interactions rather than social media itself. Therefore, supportive and positive online relationships can enhance adolescent mental health, whereas negative interactions may increase the risk of emotional and psychological difficulties.


Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory is useful for understanding adolescent social media use because it emphasises the importance of social interaction, communication, and cultural influences in shaping development (Vygotsky, 1978). A key strength of this theory is that it recognises social media as an extension of adolescents' social environments, where relationships with peers and online communities can influence their identity, beliefs, and emotional wellness. The theory helps explain why teenagers are attracted to social media, as it provides opportunities for collaboration, support, and learning from others. It also highlights how positive online relationships may improve mental health by creating a sense of belonging and reducing isolation.
However, Vygotsky's theory has limitations because it does not fully explain individual differences in how adolescents respond to social media. Factors such as personality, genetics, socioeconomic background, and the influence of technology algorithms are less considered. Additionally, the theory may underestimate the role of personal choice and critical thinking in managing online experiences. A contrasting argument is that social media itself is not necessarily harmful; rather, the quality and purpose of use determine its impact. Therefore, Vygotsky's theory is valuable but should be combined with other perspectives to provide a more complete understanding of social media's effects on adolescent mental health.


In conclusion, this essay has explored the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by looking at both the potential benefits and disadvantages of online engagement. It has considered how social media can support communication, identity development, and social connection, while also identifying risks such as social comparison, cyberbullying, anxiety, and reduced self-esteem. Piaget's Cognitive Development Theory and Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory have given useful perspectives for understanding adolescent experiences online. Although Piaget explains how developing cognitive abilities influence the interpretation of social media experiences, Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory is arguably the most helpful because it focuses directly on the importance of social relationships and environmental influences. Overall, social media should not be viewed as entirely harmful or beneficial; its impact depends on how adolescents use it and the quality of their online interactions. Supporting positive digital experiences is therefore essential for promoting adolescent mental health and wellbeing.
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