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Applying Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory to Social Media Use and Mental in Adolescence
Adolescence
Adolescence is a critical stage of development in which young people experience significant emotional, social, and cognitive changes. Social media has become a major part of adolescents’ daily lives and can positively or negatively influence their mental health. Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory provide useful frameworks for understanding these effects.
 
Erikson (1968) proposed that adolescents experience the stage of Identity vs. Role Confusion, where they develop a sense of self. Social media can support identity exploration by allowing young people to express themselves and connect with others. However, excessive comparison, cyberbullying, and dependence on online approval may contribute to anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).
 
Piaget (1972) argued that adolescents enter the Formal Operational Stage, enabling abstract and logical thinking. Although adolescents can evaluate information critically, they may still be emotionally vulnerable to unrealistic images and social comparisons presented on social media. This can negatively affect body image, self-worth, and overall mental wellbeing.
 
Overall, both theories explain how social media influences adolescent mental health. Erikson highlights the importance of identity formation and social acceptance, while Piaget emphasises developing cognitive abilities that shape how adolescents interpret online experiences. Together, these theories demonstrate the need to promote healthy social media use and provide support that protects adolescents’ mental wellbeing.

1, Applying Erikson’s and Piaget’s Theories to Social Media and Adolescent Mental Health
 
Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory provide valuable insights into adolescent mental health and social media use. Erikson (1968) explains that adolescents experience the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion, during which they develop a sense of self and seek acceptance from others. Social media can support identity formation by allowing adolescents to express themselves and connect with peers. However, constant comparison, cyberbullying, and seeking validation through likes and comments may increase anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem (Keles, McCrae and Gre Piaget (1972) alish, 2020). states that adolescents enter the Formal Operational Stage, where they develop abstract thinking and logical reasoning. Although they can think critically, they may still struggle to evaluate unrealistic content shared on social media. As a result, they may compare themselves with idealised images and lifestyles, negatively affecting their body image and emotional wellbeing. Together, these theories demonstrate that social media influences both adolescents’ identity development and cognitive processing. Understanding these developmental stages helps parents, educators, and healthcare professionals encourage responsible social media use and provide support that promotes positive mental health outcomes during adolescence.

2. Apply the theory to social media and mental health
Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory help explain why social media has a significant impact on adolescent mental health. According to Erikson (1968), adolescents are in the Identity versus Role Confusion stage, where they seek to develop a stable sense of self. Social media provides opportunities to explore identity through self-expression and interaction with peers. However, adolescents may become dependent on likes, comments, and followers for validation. Negative experiences such as cyberbullying, online criticism, and unrealistic comparisons can contribute to anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Piaget (1972) argues that adolescents enter the Formal Operational Stage, enabling abstract thinking and logical reasoning. While these cognitive abilities allow young people to engage with complex online content, they may still lack the emotional maturity to evaluate unrealistic images and social expectations critically. Consequently, frequent exposure to idealised lifestyles on social media can negatively influence body image and psychological wellbeing. On the other hand, both theories suggest that social media can also have positive effects when used appropriately. It enables adolescents to build supportive friendships, access mental health information, and participate in communities where they feel accepted. Therefore, understanding adolescent development through Erikson’s and Piaget’s theories highlights the importance of promoting healthy social media habits and providing guidance to protect adolescents’ mental health.

 3: Critical Evaluation of Erikson’s and Piaget’s Theories 
 Erikson’s and Piaget’s theories are valuable for explaining how social media influences adolescent mental health because they highlight important developmental changes. Erikson’s (1968) theory explains why adolescents seek approval and belonging through social media, making it useful for understanding the effects of online validation and cyberbullying on identity and self-esteem. Similarly, Piaget’s (1972) Formal Operational Stage explains how adolescents develop abstract thinking but may still struggle to critically evaluate unrealistic online content, increasing the risk of social comparison. However, both theories have limitations. Erikson’s theory focuses mainly on identity development and does not fully consider the influence of technology, culture, or family environments on social media use. Likewise, Piaget’s theory assumes that all adolescents progress through cognitive stages, similarly, overlooking individual differences in maturity and digital literacy. Furthermore, social media can also provide emotional support, educational opportunities, and positive peer connections, showing that its impact depends on how adolescents use it rather than social media itself (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).

4: Explaining Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory 
 Jean Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory explains how children’s thinking develops through four stages as they mature. Piaget believed that children actively construct knowledge by interacting with their environment and adapting their thinking through the processes of assimilation, where new information is fitted into existing knowledge, and accommodation, where existing knowledge is changed to incorporate new experiences (Piaget, 1972). During adolescence, individuals enter the Formal Operational Stage, which usually begins at around 11 years of age. At this stage, adolescents develop the ability to think abstractly, solve problems logically, and consider hypothetical situations rather than relying only on concrete experiences (Piaget, 1972). These advanced cognitive skills enable adolescents to reflect on their own thoughts, evaluate different viewpoints, and make reasoned decisions. Piaget’s theory is particularly useful for understanding adolescence because it explains the significant cognitive changes that occur during this period. As thinking becomes more sophisticated, adolescents are better able to understand complex issues, develop personal beliefs and values, and become increasingly independent in their decision-making. These cognitive developments provide an important foundation for understanding adolescent behaviour, emotional development, and responses to social influences during this stage of life (McLeod, 2023).

5: Applying Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory to social media and Adolescent Mental Health 
 Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory helps explain how social media influences adolescent mental health because most teenagers are in the Formal Operational Stage, where they begin to think abstractly, reason logically, and reflect on their own thoughts and the opinions of others (Piaget, 1972). These developing cognitive abilities help explain the popularity of social media, as adolescents use online platforms to explore ideas, build relationships, and express their identities. However, although teenagers are capable of logical thinking, they are still developing the skills needed to critically evaluate online content. As a result, many adolescents compare themselves with idealised images and lifestyles presented on social media, which can reduce self-esteem and increase the risk of anxiety and depression (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Piaget’s theory also suggests that social media can have positive effects when used appropriately. Adolescents can access educational resources, mental health information, and supportive online communities that encourage learning, emotional support, and problem-solving. Linking Piaget’s theory with Erikson’s (1968) Identity versus Role Confusion stage further explains why teenagers seek feedback and acceptance online while developing their identity. Together, both theories demonstrate that cognitive development and identity formation shape adolescents’ experiences of social media. Therefore, guidance from parents, teachers, and health professionals is essential to help young people develop critical thinking skills and maintain positive mental health while using social media.
6– Conclusion Critical evaluation of the theories and issues
Both Uses and Gratifications Theory and Social Learning Theory are useful for explaining teenagers’ use of social media, but they also have limitations. Uses and Gratifications Theory suggests that teenagers actively choose social media to satisfy needs such as entertainment, social interaction and identity development (Blumler and Katz, 1974). This is useful because it recognises that young people are active users rather than passive audiences. However, the theory ignores how social media algorithms and peer pressure can influence behaviour without users being fully aware. In contrast, Social Learning Theory explains how teenagers may imitate influencers or peers after observing rewarded behaviours online (Bandura, 1977). This helps explain trends, risky challenges and online beauty standards. However, it assumes that behaviour is mainly learned through observation and does not fully consider individual differences or personal choice. Therefore, combining both theories provides a more balanced explanation of why teenagers use social media and how it can influence their attitudes and behaviour.
In conclusion, this essay has examined the impact of social media on adolescent mental health through Uses and Gratifications Theory and Social Learning Theory. The discussion has shown that social media can provide important benefits, such as social connection, entertainment and opportunities for self-expression, but it can also contribute to anxiety, low self-esteem and unrealistic expectations. Overall, the evidence suggests that the impact of social media is not entirely positive or negative; it depends on how teenagers use these platforms and the influences they are exposed to. Although Uses and Gratifications Theory is valuable because it highlights teenagers as active users who choose media to meet specific needs, Social Learning Theory offers a stronger explanation of how online behaviour, body image ideals and trends are copied from peers and influencers. Therefore, the most useful approach is to combine both theories, as together they provide a more complete understanding of why teenagers use social media and how it can shape their mental health and behaviour.
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