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Introduction
Adolescence is a crucial stage of psychological and social development, characterised by rapid cognitive growth, identity formation, and increasing social awareness. During this period, individuals begin to think abstractly and critically about themselves and others, which can make them particularly sensitive to external influences. Social media has become a dominant part of adolescent life, shaping communication, learning, and self‑perception. While it offers opportunities for connection and self‑expression, it also presents challenges that can negatively affect mental health. Issues such as social exclusion, exposure to false or harmful content, and pressures arising from cyberbullying and social comparison can contribute to anxiety, depression, and low self‑esteem. This essay will explore how social media impacts adolescent mental health through Piaget’s theory of cognitive development and Bandura’s social learning theory. Piaget’s theory helps explain how cognitive maturity influences the way adolescents interpret online interactions, whereas Bandura’s theory highlights how behaviours and attitudes are learned through observation and imitation. Together, these perspectives provide valuable insight into how social media can both support and challenge adolescent wellbeing. Understanding these influences is essential for health and social care professionals seeking to promote positive mental health outcomes among young people. Recent evidence from the World Health Organization highlights growing concerns around young people’s online behaviour, with problematic social‑media use rising from 7% in 2018 to 11% in 2022. In addition, over a third of adolescents (36%) reported being in constant digital contact with friends, a trend most pronounced among 15‑year‑old girls at 44% (World Health Organization, 2024). Although recent reports emphasise the risks associated with adolescent social‑media use, they also highlight important benefits when platforms are used responsibly. Heavy but non‑problematic users were found to experience stronger peer support and more meaningful social connections. 

 “Children actively construct knowledge through interaction their environment (Piaget, 197.p.27), rather than passively absorbing information. His theory outlines four stages of cognitive development that describe how “thinking evolves from infancy to adolescence”. The sensorimotor stage (Birth-2 years) where learning occurs through sensory experiences and actions and experiences. The preoperational stage (7-11 years) where logical reasoning develops for tangible situations, and the formal operational stage (11+) where abstract reasoning and hypothetical thinking emerge. During adolescence, individuals in the formal operational stage begin to think critically, reflect on identity, and consider complex social issues. This stage is particularly relevant to understanding how adolescents engage with social media, as they can analyse and compare themselves to others, form opinions and interpret online interactions, However, their cognitive maturity may still be developing making them vulnerable to distorted perceptions and emotional stress. Piaget's theory therefore provides valuable insight into how cognitive development influences adolescents responses to social media and its potential impact on mental health.
Piaget's Theory overveiw
Piaget’s formal operational stage, which typically begins around the age of eleven, marks the development of abstract reasoning and self-reflection. Adolescents start to think critically about identity, relationships and social norms, making social media particularly influential during this period. Platforms such as Instagram and Tik Tok provide constant opportunities for comparison and self-evaluation. Adolescents who are still developing cognitive maturity may struggle to interpret online content objectively, often perceiving idealised images or lifestyles as reality. This can lead to distorted self- perception, anxiety and low self-esteem. Piaget's theory helps explain why adolescents are more vulnerable to these effects, their ability to reason “hypothetically allows them to imagine social scenarios and outcomes” (Gross, 2020). but their emotional reaction may not yet match their cognitive capacity (Piaget 1972). Consequently, negative online interactions or exclusion can have heightened psychological impact. Understanding this stage of development enables health and social care professionals to support adolescents through interventions that promote critical thinking and media literacy Piaget argued that all children progress through the cognitive stages in a fixed sequence, although the rate at which they move through each stage varies between individuals. (Simply psychology, 2023)

Piaget’s theory of cognitive development is highly useful for understanding the impact of social media on adolescent mental health because it explains how thinking and reasoning evolve during this stage. Adolescents in the formal operational stage are capable of abstract thought, allowing them to analyse social situations and imagine social hypothetical outcomes (Piaget,1972). This cognitive ability helps explain why social media can strongly influence their emotional wellbeing. They can interpret and compare complex social information but may also overthink or misjudge online interactions. Piaget's framework is beneficial because it highlights the link between cognitive maturity and emotional vulnerability. It enables practitioners to recognise that adolescents' mental health often stems from their developing ability to process social feedback and evaluate themselves against unrealistic online standards. In health and social care, understanding these cognitive processes supports interventions that build critical thinking and resilience, such as digital- literacy programmes and reflective discussions. Although Piaget's theory focuses mainly on cognitive rather than emotional development, it remains valuable for identifying how reasoning skills shape supportive strategies that promote balanced mental health.

Overview (Bandura)
Albert Bandura (1925-2021) developed the social learning theory to explain how behaviour is learned through observation, imitation and reinforcement, he argued that individuals do not learn Soley through direct experience but also by watching others and modelling theory actions. Bandura’s famous Bobo doll experiment demonstrated that children who were observed aggressive behaviour were more likely to imitate it, showing that learning can occur vicariously through social influence (Bandura,1977). The theory identifies four key processes, attention, retention, reproduction and motivation. People must pay attention to a model, remember what they observed, be capable of reproducing the behaviour and be motivated to do so, often reinforced by rewards or social approval. In adolescence, these processes are particularly relevant because young people are highly responsive to peer and media influences. Social media platforms amplify these mechanisms by providing constant exposure to role models, influencers and peer feedback. Adolescents may adopt behaviours, attitudes or valued displayed online, whether positive or negative. Bandura’s theory therefore provides a valuable framework for understanding how social media shapes adolescent mental health through imitation, reinforcement and social validation
Bandura’s social learning theory is particularly useful for understanding the influence of social media on adolescent mental health because it explains how behaviour and attitudes are shaped through observation, imitation and reinforcement. Adolescents spend significant time online, where they are exposed to influencers peers, and celebrities who model behaviours and lifestyles that may be rewarded through likes, comments, and followers. According to Bandura (1977), individuals learn not only through direct experience but also vicariously by observing others and anticipating similar outcomes. This concept helps explain why adolescents may adopt unrealistic beauty standards, risk‑taking behaviours, or negative self-perception's after repeated exposure to idealised online content. The reinforcement mechanisms built into social media platforms encourage imitation and conformity, which can affect self‑esteem and emotional wellbeing. Bandura’s theory is beneficial for health and social care professionals because it highlights how positive modelling can be used to promote resilience and mental health. Encouraging adolescents to follow authentic, supportive role models and engage in constructive online communities can foster confidence and inclusion. Although the theory does not fully address cognitive development, it remains valuable for understanding how social influence and reinforcement contribute to mental‑health outcomes in the digital age.
Conclusion
In conclusion, social media plays a significant role in shaping adolescent mental health, influencing how young people think, behave and perceive themselves within a digital environment, Piaget's theory of cognitive development provides valuable insight into how adolescents emerging abstract reasoning and self-reflection make them more susceptible to the emotional effects of online comparison and social evaluation. Bandura’s social learning theory complements this by explaining how behaviours and attitudes are learned through observation, imitation, and reinforcement particularly within social media platforms that reward conformity and popularity. Together these theory's highlight the complex interaction between cognitive and social processes during adolescence, where developing reasoning skills and heightened sensitivity to social feedback. Can both support and challenge mental wellbeing. Understanding these mechanisms enables health and social care professionals to design interventions that promote critical thinking, positive role modelling, and digital resilience. By applying psychological theory to practice, professionals can help adolescents navigate social media more safely, fostering self-esteem and emotional security, Ultimately Piaget and Bandura’s perspectives remain essential for interpreting the psychological impact of social media and guiding evidence-based approaches to support young people’s mental health in contemporary society.
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