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Introduction
Mental health is recognised as a fundamental component of overall health and wellbeing. According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), mental health is "a state of mental well-being that enables people to cope with the stresses of life, realise their abilities, learn and work well, and contribute to their community" (World Health Organisation, 2022). This definition highlights that mental health is more than simply the absence of mental illness; it encompasses emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing, enabling individuals to function effectively in their daily lives. UNICEF (2022) defend that adolescence is a significant developmental stage marked by rapid biological, psychological, and social changes that influence an individual's mental health and wellbeing. During this period, young people increasingly rely on social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and many others to communicate, develop relationships, and express their identities (Nesi, Choukas-Bradley and Prinstein, 2018). Developmental theories provide a useful framework for understanding why adolescents may be particularly vulnerable to these effects. Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory identifies adolescence as the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion, where individuals develop a stable sense of identity through exploration of values and social roles (Erikson, 1968). In contrast, Piaget's Cognitive Development Theory proposes that adolescents enter the Formal Operational Stage, enabling abstract thinking and greater self-awareness, but also increasing sensitivity to social evaluation (Piaget, 1972).
This essay will critically examine the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by applying Erikson's and Piaget's developmental theories. It will evaluate current psychological research to explore how identity formation and cognitive development influence adolescents' experiences of social media and their mental wellbeing.









The Impact of social media on Mental Health in Adolescence explained by Erikson's and Piaget's developmental theories
Social media has become an important part of adolescents’ daily lives, influencing how they communicate, build relationships, express themselves, and develop their identities. Although digital platforms provide opportunities for self-expression, social support, and access to information, research suggests that problematic use may negatively affect adolescent mental health. A systematic review by Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020), analysing 13 studies, found consistent associations between social media use and increased symptoms of anxiety, depression, and psychological distress among adolescents. Similarly, Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022) found that social media effects differ between individuals, with negative outcomes being particularly associated with cyberbullying, excessive use, and appearance-based social comparison. Kelly et al. (2018) also reported that adolescents using social media for more than three hours daily showed higher levels of psychological distress, particularly among girls. However, evidence suggests that social media is not inherently harmful; rather, its impact depends on how adolescents engage with online environments and their individual developmental characteristics.
Erikson’s (1968) Psychosocial Development Theory provides an important explanation for why adolescents may be particularly sensitive to social media influences. Erikson argues that adolescence is characterised by the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion, during which individuals explore their values, beliefs, relationships, and future goals to develop a stable sense of identity. Successful resolution of this stage contributes to confidence and self-esteem, whereas difficulties may lead to uncertainty and confusion about one’s sense of self.
Social media can support identity development by allowing adolescents to express themselves, explore different aspects of their personality, and develop relationships with others. Online communities may provide acceptance and emotional support, particularly for young people who feel isolated offline (Nesi, Choukas-Bradley and Prinstein, 2018). However, Erikson’s theory also explains how social media may negatively influence mental health. Because identity formation during adolescence is strongly influenced by peer acceptance, adolescents may become dependent on external validation through likes, comments, and followers. When online approval is limited or negative, this may reduce self-esteem and increase feelings of inadequacy.
Furthermore, social media exposes adolescents to idealised representations of appearance, success, and lifestyle. During identity formation, young people may compare themselves with these unrealistic standards, contributing to body dissatisfaction, anxiety, and reduced wellbeing. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) found that appearance-focused social media engagement was associated with poorer psychological outcomes, while Kelly et al. (2018) identified a relationship between high levels of social media use and increased psychological distress. Cyberbullying also illustrates Erikson’s theory, as negative online interactions may interfere with adolescents’ development of a positive identity by affecting their sense of belonging and social acceptance. The World Health Organization (2024) highlights cyberbullying as a significant factor associated with anxiety, depression, and suicidal thoughts among young people.	However, the relationship between social media and mental health is complex. Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022) argue that average effects of social media on wellbeing are generally small and do not represent all adolescents equally. Their findings suggest that some young people experience negative effects, some experience benefits, and many experience little significant change. Therefore, developmental factors and individual differences must be considered when evaluating the psychological impact of social media.
Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory provides a complementary explanation by focusing on adolescents’ changing cognitive abilities. Piaget (1972) proposed that adolescents enter the Formal Operational Stage, characterised by abstract reasoning, hypothetical thinking, and increased self-awareness. These cognitive developments allow adolescents to evaluate information, understand different perspectives, and use social media for educational purposes, creativity, and mental health awareness. For example, online platforms can provide access to information, peer support networks, and opportunities for learning (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
Nevertheless, Piaget’s theory also explains why adolescents remain vulnerable to negative online experiences. Increased self-awareness can make adolescents more concerned with how they are perceived by others, while their ability to think abstractly may encourage comparison with idealised online representations. Piaget’s concept of adolescent egocentrism, particularly the idea of the imaginary audience, suggests that young people may believe they are constantly being observed and judged. Social media may intensify this experience because adolescents receive continuous feedback through likes, comments, views, and shares.
Research supports this explanation. Boer et al. (2021) found that passive social media use, such as scrolling through others’ content without interaction, was associated with lower life satisfaction among adolescents. Similarly, Valkenburg et al. (2022) identified upward social comparison as a key mechanism linking social media use with poorer mental health outcomes. Adolescents who frequently compare themselves with influencers or peers may develop unrealistic expectations regarding appearance, popularity, and success, increasing anxiety and reducing self-esteem.
Piaget’s theory also helps explain difficulties with emotional regulation in online environments. Although adolescents develop advanced reasoning abilities, emotional regulation and impulse control continue to mature throughout adolescence (Steinberg, 2005). As a result, young people may understand the consequences of online behaviour but still experience intense emotional responses to criticism, rejection, or cyberbullying. This developmental difference may increase sensitivity to social evaluation, making online experiences particularly influential during adolescence.
A key difference between the two theories is that Erikson explains why adolescents may be particularly affected by social media, emphasising the importance of identity, belonging, and peer approval, whereas Piaget explains how adolescents process and interpret these experiences through their developing cognitive abilities. For example, Erikson’s theory suggests that receiving negative feedback online may threaten adolescents’ developing sense of identity, while Piaget’s theory explains why adolescents may cognitively focus on and emotionally react to this feedback. Therefore, Erikson provides a psychosocial explanation of the emotional meaning of online interactions, whereas Piaget provides a cognitive explanation of how adolescents understand and respond to digital experiences.
Despite their differences, both theories highlight adolescence as a period of significant developmental change and vulnerability. Erikson’s and Piaget’s perspectives suggest that social media does not have a uniform effect on all adolescents; instead, outcomes depend on individual development, the quality of online experiences, and the way young people engage with digital platforms. Contemporary research supports this view, indicating that social media can provide benefits such as social connection and self-expression while also creating risks through comparison, cyberbullying, and excessive reliance on online validation (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Therefore, combining Erikson’s psychosocial perspective with Piaget’s cognitive perspective provides a more comprehensive understanding of the complex relationship between social media exposure and adolescent mental health.





Conclusion
In conclusion, social media has a complex and multifaceted impact on adolescent mental health, offering both opportunities and risks depending on how it is used and individual developmental factors. While social media can promote social connectedness, self-expression and access to supportive communities, in other hand excessive or problematic use has been associated with increased anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, and psychological distress. The impact of social media is therefore not determined by the platforms themselves, but by how adolescents interact with them and how these experiences relate to their stage of development. Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory explains that adolescents are particularly sensitive to social media because they are actively developing their identity and seeking acceptance from others. Positive online experiences may support confidence and belonging, whereas negative feedback or rejection may interfere with healthy identity development. In contrast, Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory highlights how adolescents’ developing reasoning abilities influence the way they interpret online experiences. Although they can engage with complex information and perspectives, ongoing emotional development may make them more vulnerable to social evaluation and negative interactions.
Together, Erikson’s and Piaget’s theories demonstrate that adolescence is a critical period in which social and cognitive development interact with digital experiences. By combining these perspectives, it becomes clear that social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health depending on individual characteristics, online experiences, and patterns of use. Therefore, understanding adolescent development is essential for explaining why young people may respond differently to the opportunities and challenges presented by social media.
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