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Supporting Healthy Adolescent Development: A Guide for New Healthcare Professionals

 
1. Introduction 
[bookmark: _Int_k88de9xu][bookmark: _Int_WfTBiYX9]Adolescence is a critical stage of life that is characterised by rapid biological, cognitive, and socio-emotional transitions, all of which are foundational in lifelong development (Branje et al., 2021). As a healthcare worker, it is essential to learn about developmental psychology to ensure that the care delivered to a child is age-specific and carefully attentive to the teenagers (Crocetti, 2017; Maehler and Hernandez-Torres, 2025). The purpose of this booklet is to present the basics of developmental psychology and Its aspects that are of particular relevance to adolescence, beginning with the interaction of nature and nurture, and working on to the practical implications of the main developmental theories in the health and social care practice.
This booklet will show how development theories can be used in the practice of a professional by examining the psychosocial theory by Erikson and the cognitive development theory by Piaget. These theories will be subjected to critical analysis with reference to the current research to establish their applicability in interventions and communication mechanisms, as well as facilitating psychological well-being. Field settings and case studies will also serve to demonstrate how the understanding of adolescent development problems can improve and advance healthcare delivery and assistance to adolescents and their caregivers during this period of transition.
2. Nature and Nurture in Adolescent Development 
[bookmark: _Int_LOOTtG08][bookmark: _Int_33s5mHJM][bookmark: _Int_04npTn0f]Adolescents are developed as a result of dynamic interaction between nature, biological inheritance, and nurture, the impact of the environment. Hormonal alterations in adolescence, brain development, and genetic factors have a significant influence on cognitive, emotional, and social performance (Gervvan et al., 2024). An example is the prefrontal cortex, which is in charge of executive functions, including decision-making and impulse control, and continues to develop during adolescence, affecting behaviour and judgement of risks (Eng et al., 2025). Likewise, emotion swings, as well as excessive sensitivity to social feedback, are due to hormonal variations (Lopez et al., 2018).
Environmental factors also play a crucial role. The development of identity and psychosocial adaptation involves the family structure, peer relations, cultural values, education, and media exposure (Pollak et al., 2022). Young people who pass through supportive conditions tend to be more resilient and emotional, but those who go through harsh conditions are more prone to mental health issues (Williams et al., 2023).
An interactionist perspective highlights that both biology and the environment cannot work in different ways - instead, they interact and influence behaviour, identity, and emotional reactions (Chang and Lee, 2024). The examples are that genetic factors that predispose individuals to impulsivity may occur differently, given support in the family or peer influence. To medical workers, these interactions are essential for holistic care planning that facilitates the timely awareness of psychosocial risks, informed interventions, and customised assistance to adolescents and their carers (Branje et al., 2021; Maehler and Hernandez-Torrano, 2025).
3. Selected Life Stage: Adolescence 
[bookmark: _Int_OurUDj1S]Adolescence, generally described as the period between 10 and 19 years, is a step between childhood and adulthood, and a stage of immense physical, cognitive, emotional, and social shifts (Crocetti, 2017). Bodily, adolescents undergo puberty, rapid development, and sexual maturity, something that may affect self-image and socialisation. Cognitively, they become able to think in a formal operational mode, allowing them to reason in order to solve problems, as well as consider morality (Piaget, 1972, as cited in Maehler and Hernandez-Torrano, 2025). At the emotional level, adolescents are sensitive to social appraisal, identity testing, and self-worth changes that are usually intensified by peer and family-related factors (Branje et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Int_jF3WKv8j]Peer relations become more salient, and teens tend to demand freedom as they increasingly try to bargain with relatives (Pollak et al., 2022). These changes ensure that adolescence is an important point of intervention in health and social care because at this point, professional help would help reduce risk behaviours and support psychological wellbeing and resilience. A thorough knowledge of adolescent development makes healthcare professionals competent to communicate,  make decisions, and deal with the developmental issues (Williams et al., 2023).









4. Theory 1: Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory – Identity vs Role Confusion 
4.1 Explanation of the Theory
[bookmark: _Int_ue7Wk380][bookmark: _Int_Tnh45Cyv][bookmark: _Int_XgJV6SJJ][bookmark: _Int_c2UIXy23]According to Erikson, the psychosocial theory refers to eight consecutive phases of psychosocial development in which the major conflict to be resolved (Branje et al., 2021). Adolescence is characterised by the Identity vs Role Confusion stage, where people pursue personal beliefs, values, and social roles to define a harmonious self-concept. A successful navigation will create a stable sense of failure can contribute to confusion and instability and make me easier prey to peer pressure or maladaptive behaviours (Crocetti, 2017).

4.2 Application to Adolescence
Teenagers experiment with their career, friendship, and values, which is inherently required due to autonomy and self-identification (Branje et al., 2021). Peer interaction is central, as it helps to receive feedback, social comparisons, and identity consolidation (Pollak et al., 2022). The inability to attain identity coherence is associated with mental problems, such as anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem (Maehler and Hernandez-Torrano, 2025).
[bookmark: _Int_ZzklgqVa]The theory of Erikson can be used in health and social care settings to help professionals explain the behaviour of adolescents and provide tailored interventions aimed at facilitating self-exploration and emotional support. As an example, self-concept and resilience could be improved thanks to structured mentorship programs, group therapy, and identity-oriented counselling (Crocetti, 2017). This practice-based theoretical framework empowers professionals with the ability to target and intervene in risk behaviours, promote the best-informed decisions and psychosocial wellbeing (Branje et al., 2021).



5. Theory 2: Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory – Formal Operational Stage 
5.1 Explanation of the Theory
As Piaget's cognitive development theory describes, there are stages when children advance in thinking, and finally, the formal operational stage is found in the adolescence (Maehler and Hernandez-Torrano, 2025). The ability to think abstractly, hypothetically, and solve complex problems is the hallmark of this stage. Teenagers can speculate on what is possible beyond their immediate experience, reason in connection to morality, and think in terms of the future effects of actions (Eng et al., 2025).
5.2 Application to Adolescence
[bookmark: _Int_eRnakgLj][bookmark: _Int_YVOiuAcA]Formal operational thinking also allows teenagers to analyse ethical dilemmas, take into account opposing views, and do strategic planning, which improves autonomy and decision-making (Williams et al., 2023). Still, the skills in thought do not develop at an equal pace; some teenagers can show underdeveloped reasoning in emotionally-charged circumstances or other influence-by-peers scenarios (Chang and Lee, 2024).
[bookmark: _Int_RgBviNFz]In the healthcare practice, knowledge of cognitive development enables practitioners to structure the communication, consent, and educational interventions in ways that are accessible to the reasoning of adolescents. As an example, explaining treatment alternatives by hypothetical statements or promoting one to wonder about possible outcomes capitalises on formal operational thought (Lopez et al., 2018). In addition to this, the awareness of cognitive limitations facilitates risk evaluation and safety measures so that interventions are relevant to the development stage of the adolescent (Gervvan et al., 2024). The combination of Piaget and psychosocial factors would help involve holistic support that connects cognitive and emotional capabilities to the objectives of health and social care.
6. Application of Theories in Health and Social Care Settings 
6.1 Critical Evaluation of Erikson and Piaget
Erikson and Piaget have made good contributions to the development of adolescents, but they are limited. The theory of Erikson emphasises psychosocial issues, the formation of identity, and the importance of social relationships on which the interventions of emotional support can be applied in practice (Branje et al., 2021). To that effect, its usefulness in various populations may be restricted by the stage-based rigidity and cultural bias (Maehler and Hernandez-Torrano, 2025). The theory by Piaget is used to explain cognitive ability, abstract thinking, and moral growth, which are fundamental in decision-making and planning learning activities (Eng et al., 2025). However, Piaget can also undervalue the individual variability and the impact of social and emotional aspects on the reasoning (Chang and Lee, 2024).

6.2 Practical Application for Healthcare Professionals
[bookmark: _Int_kxqjjlAT][bookmark: _Int_oUDlpmw3]The theory developed by Erikson can help healthcare professionals to promote identity formation, offering conducive environments and mentorship in addition to self-expression. To illustrate, the anxiety can be alleviated and resiliency fostered by counselling adolescents suffering from self-image problems or peer conflict (Crocetti, 2017; Pollak et al., 2022). According to the framework created by Piaget, age-based communication becomes clearer, allowing a professional to tell the patient about the treatment option, enable them to make
an informed choice and predict the probability of certain risky behaviours (Williams et al., 2023).
6.3 Case Study Examples
b) Case 1: An adolescent man of 15 years of age with anxiety and social withdrawal. Using the Erikson model, the medical staff will use identity-oriented group therapy, which offers self-concept development and peer rapport, leading to better emotional regulation (Branje et al., 2021).
b) [bookmark: _Int_W8daAW47]Case 2: An adolescent who tries drugs and substances at 16. Based on the theory by Piaget, the professional will interact with the adolescent in hypothetical arguments regarding the consequences and help them in their decision-making, and encourage them to learn about the dangers of poor health (Gervan et al., 2024).
By incorporating such theories, health and social care professionals will be able to tackle developmental, cognitive, and psychosocial needs at the same time, making interventions holistic, evidence-based, and responsive to the unique potentials of adolescents (Maehler & Hernández-Torrano, 2025).
7. Conclusion 
Adolescence is a transformational stage of life that is affected by biological, cognitive, and social variables. The psychosocial theory of developmental psychology, as described by Erikson, and the cognitive theory of developmental psychology, as described by Piaget, offer healthcare professionals a comprehensive understanding of how to assist the identity, decision-making, and emotional status of individuals. When critically applied, these theories allow the use of age-appropriate communication, psychosocial interventions, and educational guidance, which lead to resilience and risk behaviour reduction. 

 













References

Branje, S., De Moor, E.L., Spitzer, J. and Becht, A.I. (2021) “Dynamics of Identity Development in Adolescence: A Decade in Review,” Journal of Research on Adolescence, 31(4), pp. 908–927. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12678.
Chang, M.L.Y. and Lee, I.O. (2024) “Functional connectivity changes in the brain of adolescents with internet addiction: A systematic literature review of imaging studies,” PLOS Mental Health., 1(1), p. e0000022. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmen.0000022.
Crocetti, E. (2017) “Identity formation in adolescence: the dynamic of forming and consolidating identity commitments,” Child Development Perspectives, 11(2), pp. 145–150. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12226.
Eng, C.M., Vargas, R.J., Fung, H.L., Niemi, S.R., Pocsai, M., Fisher, A.V. and Thiessen, E.D. (2025) “Prefrontal cortex intrinsic functional connectivity and executive function in early childhood and early adulthood using fNIRS,” Developmental Cognitive Neuroscience, 74, p. 101570. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dcn.2025.101570.
Gerván, P., Oláh, G., Utczás, K., Tróznai, Z., Berencsi, A., Gombos, F. and Kovács, I. (2024) “The influence of relative pubertal maturity on executive function development in adolescent girls,” Scientific Reports, 14(1), p. 28140. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-71768-7.
Lopez, K.C., Luby, J.L., Belden, A.C. and Barch, D.M. (2018) “Emotion dysregulation and functional connectivity in children with and without a history of major depressive disorder,” SpringerLink [Preprint]. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3758/s13415-018-0564-x.
Maehler, D.B. and Hernández-Torrano, D. (2025) “Identity development research: a systematic review of reviews,” Self and Identity, 24(8), pp. 907–942. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/15298868.2025.2549770.
Pollak, I., Mitic, M., Birchwood, J., Dörfler, S., Krammer, I., Rogers, J.C., Schek, E.J., Schrank, B., Stiehl, K. a. M. and Woodcock, K.A. (2022) “A Systematic Review of Intervention programs Promoting peer relationships among children and Adolescents: Methods and targets used in Effective programs,” Adolescent Research Review, 8(3), pp. 297–321. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s40894-022-00195-4.
Williams, R., Andreassi, S., Moselli, M., Fantini, F., Tanzilli, A., Lingiardi, V. and Laghi, F. (2023) “Relationship between Executive Functions, Social Cognition, and Attachment State of Mind in Adolescence: An Explorative Study,” International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 20(4), p. 2836. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20042836.







 

2

image1.png
Prifysgol Cymru
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

University of Wales
Trinity Saint David




