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The impact of social media on mental health in adolescence
According to the world health organisation, adolescence is a critical developmental stage that bridges childhood and adulthood and is characterised by rapid biological, psychological, and social changes. In the modern era, social media has emerged as a dominant environmental influence during this life stage, fundamentally altering how young people communicate, perceive themselves, and interact with the world. While digital platforms provide opportunities for connection and self-expression, substantial research has associated intensive social media use with increasing mental health challenges, including heightened anxiety, depressive symptoms, and low self-esteem. To comprehensively evaluate these impacts, this essay will compare and contrast two influential psychological frameworks: Piaget's Cognitive Development Theory and Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory. Piaget's theory suggests that the development of formal operational thinking and abstract reasoning enables adolescents to engage in more complex thought processes, but also makes them more vulnerable to social comparison in online environments. In contrast, Erikson's theory emphasises the psychosocial conflict of identity versus role confusion, arguing that adolescents are particularly susceptible to seeking validation while developing their sense of self. This essay will compare these theoretical perspectives to demonstrate how adolescents' developing cognitive abilities and psychosocial needs can interact with social media, potentially intensifying emotional vulnerabilities and increasing the risk of adverse mental health outcomes.
Before exploring developmental theories, it is essential to outline the current empirical evidence surrounding social media use and its direct consequences for adolescent emotional well-being. Modern adolescents are growing up in an unprecedented and highly saturated digital environment in which platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat serve as primary spaces for peer socialisation. While these platforms offer immediate connectivity and opportunities for interaction, a substantial body of research links intensive social media use with increased anxiety, depressive symptoms, and psychological distress among adolescents (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020; Priftis and Panagiotakos, 2023). Clinically, these are the main issues presenting within health and social care settings include heightened generalised anxiety, depressive symptoms, sleep deprivation, and significant body image dissatisfaction. Cyberbullying represents a particularly harmful factor; unlike traditional forms of bullying, digital harassment can be relentless, public, and permanent, leaving vulnerable individuals with little opportunity for escape (Zhu et al, 2021). Furthermore, the phenomenon known as Fear of Missing Out can trigger chronic hypervigilance, where adolescents feel compelled to constantly check notifications and remain connected, disrupting circadian rhythms, sleep quality, and academic concentration.  These combined factors create a volatile environment in which emotional stability may be consistently undermined. Rather than viewing these negative outcomes as isolated consequences of digital behaviour, health and social care practitioners should analyse them through established developmental frameworks to understand why the adolescent mind is uniquely susceptible to these modern environmental pressures.
To understand the cognitive mechanisms underlying this vulnerability, Piaget's cognitive development theory provides crucial insight into how adolescents process their digital world. As outlined by Gillibrand et al. (2016), adolescence marks the transition into the formal operational stage, the final stage of cognitive development, during which individuals move beyond concrete reasoning and develop the capacity for abstract thinking, logical reasoning, and hypothetical problem-solving. Although this cognitive advancement is an essential developmental milestone, it also introduces a distinct psychological vulnerability known as adolescent egocentrism, which is reflected in the concept of the imaginary audience. As adolescents become capable of abstract thought, they often become highly aware of how they believe others perceive them, leading to the belief that they are constantly being observed and judged. Social media platforms significantly amplify this perception by providing a continuous environment in which appearance, achievements, and social interactions are publicly displayed. When adolescents view highly curated and idealised online profiles, their newly developed ability to think hypothetically enables them to construct unrealistic standards of how their own appearance, lifestyle, or social status should compare with others. Consequently, they engage in frequent social comparison, evaluating their everyday reality against the carefully selected highlights presented online. Furthermore, the formal operational stage enables adolescents to overanalyse abstract social cues, such as the speed of a text message reply or the number of likes and comments on a social media post. This pattern of overthinking can contribute to cognitive distortions, reinforcing feelings of social anxiety, reduced self-esteem, and emotional distress. Therefore, Piaget's theory suggests that the psychological effects of social media are closely linked to adolescents' developing cognitive abilities, which, although more sophisticated than in childhood, remain particularly sensitive to social evaluation and comparison (Gillibrand et al., 2016).
While Piaget explains how adolescents cognitively process digital experiences, Erikson's psychosocial development theory focuses on the emotional and social challenges that influence their behaviour. According to the developmental framework outlined by Boyd and Bee (2019), the central psychosocial crisis of adolescence is identity versus role confusion. During this stage, the primary developmental task is for young people to answer the fundamental question, "Who am I?" To achieve this, adolescents begin to develop greater independence from their parents and increasingly turn to their peer group as they explore different social roles, values, and identities. In contemporary society, social media has largely become the primary environment in which this process of identity formation takes place. Adolescents use digital profiles to experiment with different aspects of themselves while seeking immediate feedback and acceptance from their peers. However, the design of modern social media platforms introduces significant challenges to this already fragile developmental process. Because online approval is measured through likes, comments, shares, and views, self-worth can become dependent on external validation rather than internal self-acceptance. When adolescents rely heavily on this unstable form of digital validation to shape their identity, their sense of self becomes increasingly fragile. Limited online engagement, negative comments, or experiences of cyberbullying can disrupt healthy identity development and contribute to role confusion. Boyd and Bee (2019) argue that failing to establish a secure and integrated identity during adolescence can leave individuals feeling uncertain about themselves and their place in society. Consequently, this may contribute to feelings of isolation, low self-esteem, anxiety, and depressive symptoms. Erikson's theory therefore suggests that social media can intensify the psychosocial challenges of adolescence by encouraging young people to base their identity on the opinions and approval of others rather than on a stable and internally developed sense of self.
Contrasting these two prominent developmental frameworks reveals that, although both explain the negative impact of social media on adolescent well-being, they identify different underlying causes. Piaget's theory adopts a cognitive perspective, arguing that mental health difficulties arise from developmental changes in thinking. Specifically, the emergence of formal operational thought enables adolescents to think abstractly but also increases their tendency towards egocentrism, overthinking, and unrealistic social comparisons. From Piaget's perspective, social media acts as a highly stimulating environment that overwhelms the adolescent's developing cognitive processes and amplifies these vulnerabilities. In contrast, Erikson's psychosocial development theory shifts the focus from cognitive processes to the emotional and social challenges of identity formation. Rather than viewing adolescents primarily as developing thinkers, Erikson presents them as individuals striving to establish a secure sense of identity and belonging. Within this framework, social media becomes a platform through which adolescents seek acceptance, validation, and reassurance from others. Consequently, dependence on online approval through likes, comments, and followers can undermine healthy identity development and contribute to role confusion, low self-esteem, and emotional distress. For health and social care practitioners, recognising these contrasting perspectives is essential when planning effective interventions. A Piaget approach would emphasise cognitive strategies, such as helping adolescents challenge distorted patterns of thinking, reduce excessive social comparison, and manage the effects of the imaginary audience. In contrast, an Erikson approach would prioritise psychosocial interventions that encourage supportive relationships, strengthen self-esteem, and provide opportunities for identity development in authentic, offline environments where self-worth is not dependent on digital validation.
Social media has a profound impact on adolescent mental health by exacerbating vulnerabilities such as anxiety, low self-esteem, and depression through persistent peer comparison and dependence on digital validation. As demonstrated throughout this essay, Piaget's Cognitive Development Theory explains that these difficulties are linked to developmental changes in thinking, as the emergence of formal operational thought increases adolescents' sensitivity to social evaluation, abstract comparison, and the perception of an imaginary audience. In contrast, Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory demonstrates how social media can disrupt the developmental task of resolving the crisis of identity versus role confusion by replacing authentic, real-world relationships with transactional, metric-driven forms of validation. For contemporary health and social care practice, Erikson's psychosocial theory arguably provides the more practical framework because it focuses on the social and relational environments in which adolescents develop their identities. This perspective offers practitioners a strong foundation for designing interventions that promote healthy relationships, resilience, and self-esteem beyond the digital world. However, Piaget's theory remains equally valuable in explaining the cognitive processes that make adolescents particularly vulnerable to the pressures of social media. Ultimately, these theories should not be viewed as competing explanations but as complementary perspectives. Together, they demonstrate that adolescents' developing cognitive abilities and psychosocial needs interact to increase their vulnerability to the pressures of social media, providing a comprehensive understanding of why digital environments can have such a significant impact on adolescent mental health.
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