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Introduction
Adolescence is a significant developmental stage characterised by rapid cognitive, emotional and social changes that influence mental health and wellbeing. During this period, social media has become an integral part of young people's daily lives, providing opportunities for communication, learning, self-expression and social interaction through platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and X. Although social media can promote social connectedness and access to supportive communities, increasing evidence indicates that excessive or problematic use is associated with anxiety, depression, body dissatisfaction, cyberbullying and psychological distress among adolescents (Boer et al., 2021; Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). These effects are shaped by the way adolescents think, interpret online experiences and interact with others. Therefore, understanding the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health requires a developmental perspective. This essay critically discusses these impacts by applying Piaget's Cognitive Development Theory and Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory to explain how social media influences adolescent mental health.
The widespread use of social media among adolescents has attracted considerable research attention because of its influence on mental health and wellbeing. Digital platforms are now central to young people's lives, supporting communication, entertainment, learning and self-expression. However, evidence suggests that their effects depend largely on how adolescents engage with online content. Shannon et al. (2022) found that problematic social media use is associated with higher levels of anxiety, depression and psychological distress. Likewise, Boer et al. (2021) reported that problematic, rather than frequent, social media use was more strongly linked to poorer mental health outcomes, indicating that patterns of use are more important than time spent online.
Exposure to idealised images, unrealistic lifestyles and peer comparisons may contribute to body dissatisfaction, low self-esteem and fear of missing out (FOMO), particularly when adolescents compare themselves with carefully curated online content (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Cyberbullying, online exclusion and dependence on likes, comments and followers can increase emotional distress and loneliness (Shannon et al., 2022).
Despite these risks, social media also offers benefits by enabling adolescents to maintain friendships, access educational resources, express their identities and participate in supportive online communities. Such opportunities can enhance social connectedness and emotional wellbeing, especially for those who experience isolation offline (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Consequently, the varied effects of social media cannot be explained by online platforms alone but require developmental perspectives. Piaget's Cognitive Development Theory and Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory provide valuable frameworks for understanding how adolescents interpret and respond to these online experiences.
Piaget's Cognitive Development Theory provides an important framework for understanding how social media influences adolescent mental health. According to Piaget (1972), adolescents enter the Formal Operational Stage, during which they develop the ability to think abstractly, reason logically and consider hypothetical situations. These cognitive skills enable young people to interpret information, evaluate different perspectives and form personal opinions. As social media has become a major source of information and interaction, adolescents increasingly use these cognitive abilities to interpret online content and construct their understanding of themselves and others.
One positive aspect of social media is that it can support adolescents' cognitive and personal development. Through educational videos, online discussions and interactive platforms, young people can access information, exchange ideas and develop problem-solving skills. Social media also enables adolescents to explore personal interests, express opinions and engage with diverse perspectives, encouraging independent thinking and self-reflection. From Piaget's perspective, these opportunities can strengthen abstract reasoning and support healthy cognitive development by allowing adolescents to evaluate information critically rather than accepting it without question.
Piaget's theory also explains why social media may contribute to poor mental health during adolescence. Although adolescents are capable of abstract thinking, their cognitive abilities are still developing, meaning they may not always evaluate online content critically. Social media frequently presents idealised images of appearance, success and lifestyles, which adolescents may compare with their own lives. Such comparisons can create unrealistic expectations, contributing to body dissatisfaction, low self-esteem and emotional distress. Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022) reported that social comparison is one of the main psychological mechanisms linking social media use with anxiety and depressive symptoms among adolescents (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022).
Piaget's theory also helps explain adolescents' responses to online popularity indicators such as likes, comments and follower counts. During the Formal Operational Stage, young people become increasingly aware of how others perceive them and often reflect on their social identity. They may interpret limited online engagement as evidence of personal failure or social rejection. For example, an adolescent who receives fewer likes than their peers may incorrectly conclude that they are less attractive or less accepted, negatively affecting self-esteem and emotional wellbeing. Boer et al. (2021) found that problematic social media use, characterised by excessive concern about online interactions and validation, is associated with poorer mental health outcomes.
A major strength of Piaget's theory is that it explains how adolescents' developing cognitive abilities influence the way they interpret and respond to online experiences. However, the theory pays limited attention to the influence of social relationships and cultural contexts on learning and behaviour. Adolescents' experiences of social media are shaped not only by their thinking but also by interactions with peers, families and wider online communities. Therefore, Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory provides an important complementary perspective by explaining how social environments influence adolescent mental health and behaviour.
Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory provides a complementary perspective by explaining that adolescents' cognitive and emotional development is shaped through social interaction and cultural experiences rather than individual thinking alone. Vygotsky (1978) argued that learning occurs through interaction with more knowledgeable others within the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), where guidance and collaboration help individuals develop new knowledge and skills. In today's digital environment, social media has become an important setting in which adolescents communicate, exchange ideas and influence one another. Vygotsky's theory helps explain how online interactions can positively and negatively influence adolescent mental health.
From a positive perspective, social media can encourage collaborative learning, emotional support and social connectedness. Adolescents frequently use online platforms to discuss academic topics, share experiences and participate in supportive communities where they receive advice and encouragement from peers. These interactions may strengthen confidence, resilience and a sense of belonging, particularly for adolescents who experience isolation within their offline environments. A systematic review by Zhou and Cheng (2022) found that online social support was associated with improved self-esteem, greater life satisfaction and reduced loneliness, although its benefits depended on the quality of online relationships rather than simply having a large online network. This supports Vygotsky's view that meaningful social interaction plays a central role in promoting healthy psychological development (Zhou and Cheng, 2022).
Vygotsky's theory also explains how negative online interactions may contribute to poor mental health. Because adolescents learn through observation and peer influence, exposure to cyberbullying, harmful online trends and unrealistic social expectations may shape attitudes and behaviours in negative ways. Many adolescents feel pressure to conform to idealised appearance standards or participate in viral challenges to gain peer acceptance. Marciano et al. (2022) reported that while positive online communication reduced loneliness and strengthened social connections, addictive social media use, social comparison and exposure to negative content were consistently associated with higher levels of anxiety, depression and psychological distress. These findings demonstrate how social media can either support or undermine adolescent wellbeing depending on the nature of online interactions (Marciano et al., 2022).
A major strength of Vygotsky's theory is that it explains how peer relationships and social environments influence adolescents' online experiences and mental health. However, it pays less attention to individual cognitive processes that affect how adolescents interpret online information. Therefore, combining Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory with Piaget's Cognitive Development Theory provides a more comprehensive understanding of how both cognitive development and social interaction shape the impact of social media on adolescent mental health.
When considered together, Piaget's Cognitive Development Theory and Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory provide a more comprehensive explanation of how social media influences adolescent mental health. Piaget (1972) explains how adolescents' developing cognitive abilities affect their interpretation of online content, social comparison and decision-making. In contrast, Vygotsky (1978) highlights the importance of social interaction, peer influence and cultural contexts in shaping online experiences and wellbeing. Together, these theories demonstrate that adolescents' mental health is influenced by both individual cognitive development and social environments. The impact of social media depends not only on technology itself but also on how adolescents think, learn and interact with others (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022).
Conclusion 
Social media has a complex influence on adolescent mental health, offering both opportunities and challenges that depend on how it is used and interpreted. Evidence indicates that problematic social media use is associated with anxiety, depression, body dissatisfaction, cyberbullying and psychological distress, whereas positive engagement can promote social support, learning and a sense of belonging (Boer et al., 2021; Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Piaget's Cognitive Development Theory explains how adolescents' developing cognitive abilities influence their understanding of online content, making them vulnerable to unrealistic comparisons and negative self-evaluation (Piaget, 1972). In contrast, Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory highlights the importance of peer relationships and social interactions in shaping online behaviours and emotional wellbeing (Vygotsky, 1978). Together, these theories demonstrate that the impact of social media is determined by both cognitive development and social environments, providing a comprehensive explanation of its effects on adolescent mental health.
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