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Until recently, the structure of the human brain could be studied only after death. The scarcity of post-mortem child and adolescent brains meant that knowledge of the adolescent brain was extremely scanty. Nowadays non-invasive brain imaging techniques, particularly Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) can produce detailed three-dimensional images of the living human brain. (Blakemore 2006)
Erik Erikson and Jean Piaget are still relevant today in 2026. Erikson and Piaget are two psychologists whose frameworks and theories about how children grow emotionally and socially, that were mapped out in the 1930s and 1950s are still appropriate to professionals and researchers. Their frameworks are the foundation to modern psychology, education and psychotherapy. In this essay were going to analyse and hopefully simplify how social media can impact mental health in adolescence individuals, using Eriksons and Piaget's theories and frameworks to evaluate and contrast. Research has found that adolescence individuals find it hard to live without social media and revolve their life around online networks. Facebook, Instagram and TikTok are the most popular social media platforms, and they connect with billions of users worldwide.
Digital platforms have reshaped the psychosocial landscape. Eriksons adolescent negotiated identity through peers and community; todays adolescent must do so through algorithmic filters and constant online feedback. (Kanika 2026)

The research done by the World Health Organization (WHO) warn that uncontrolled social media usage can impede healthy adolescent development. The term" you should not believe everything on social media" reins so true in the year 2026. Social media is such a powerful tool for adolescents, that quite often they believe all the content delivered, this is due to developing brain systems, and a high need for peer connection. Not until the age of 25 does the brain fully develop, the frontal lobe which handles critical thinking and impulse control is underdeveloped in an adolescent individual. (ages 10-19) As an adolescent individual, navigating this digital landscape responsibly is essential. Instagram can be heavily filtered to make everyone but you, are living their best life. While your life is spiralling out of control, your friends' photos and videos show happy, and good times. To an adolescent it will make you feel worse, not better. The rising prevalence of social media use among youth has prompted growing concern about its psychological implications. Platforms such as Instagram, which prioritises visual content and lifestyle displays, has been associated with mental health issues such as anxiety, depression and stress.( Nimbalkar 2025) Most people don't recognize that social media was developed for adults with fully developed brain systems with an understanding of reflective judgement. Social media and sleep deprivation go hand in hand for adolescents, delaying sleep time and making the brain too active to rest. This as an effect if the individual has school in the morning and spent most of the night on social media sites. An adolescent not getting enough sleep causes, bad memory, poor focus and mood swings which will have repercussions such as lower grades and falling asleep in class. The addiction that social media sites endorse is the algorithm which decides what content to show you. This personalized feed is activated when you engage with everyday usage. Social media algorithms that push extreme content to vulnerable youth are linked to an increase in mental health problems for adolescents, including poor body image, eating disorders and suicidality. (Costello 2024)
Applying Eriksons stages of psychosocial development, you must look at the Identity vs Role Confusion stage. This is the fifth stage of psychosocial development which occurs during adolescence (ages12- 18). Identity is having a good character, and role confusion is having poor values and a lack of direction. This conflict between the two, enables a united personal identity. Social media and the question "who am I " will be tested by many adolescents to seek out Eriksons virtue of fidelity. Platforms like Instagram and Tik Tok are popular with young people, because they give the opportunity for self-expression and identity building. Using these social media platforms moderately and purposefully to showcase photography, art and music, can illustrate hidden talents. Adolescents can develop digital skills creating content, basic video editing, leading to audience engagement. Social media used with purpose and lite entertainment would have seen a youngster master the industry stage of Eriksons theory (stage 4) graduating onto a good sense of identity and fidelity.
It is important to briefly discuss how earlier stages of development influence adolescents struggles with identity. The foundation for identity development is built upon the successful resolution of earlier psychosocial tasks- trust in infancy, autonomy in early childhood, initiative in the preschool years, and industry during the school age period. As a result, the adolescent must navigate not only the core issue of identity but also revisit unresolved aspects of earlier stages, making this stage pivotal in shaping the sense of self. (Kanika 2026)
 The role confusion stage takes a different approach to social media sites, fabricated and misleading representations can easily become reality to adolescents. Eriksons approach was to define the struggle adolescents faced with the term "Who am I?" Which in turn adolescents used social media sites for carefully created public faces, constant peer comparison and algorithmic feedback. Using trending beauty and artistic taste for adolescents to adopt shallow identities rewarded by likes rather than core values. Social media sites constantly bombard youngsters with exposure to unrealistic achievements, lifestyles or positive moments that can lead to self-doubt and confusion about where one's life is going or where one fits.
However, Piaget's operational stages, the concrete and formal stages take a different approach on cognitive development in adolescent individuals who use social media sites. While social media presents opportunities for cognitive enrichment, its overuse may hinder critical developmental processes. The review underscores the need for longitudinal studies and randomized trials to better understand casual relationships and inform guidelines for healthy digital engagement among youth. (Naik 2025). Adolescents understand social media platform mechanics, like, subscribe and follow before they reach their teen years. Grasping basic classification, organizing feeds and friends' lists are functional in Piaget's concrete operational stage. (ages 7-11) Young adolescents may have good digital navigation skills, while struggling with basic tasks like handwriting and face to face communication. Piaget's formal stage brings reasoning, digital identity, hypothetical thinking and problem solving. This shift from viewing content to engaging in digital behaviours focuses on online communication habits, screen time limits and the body's functions, such as heart rate, sweating and hormone release.
The conclusion is that youngsters need technology today, a balanced time frame with real world experiences for healthy development. Both theories were based on observations, long before smartphones and social media sites. Adolescent individuals' cognitive development may be enhanced or irregular, due to exposure to new technologies like smart phones, social media and gaming consoles. Erikson and Piaget could not have foreseen the advancement in technology that can influence family life.
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