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Introduction

Social media reefers to internet-based platforms that allow people to communicate, share information, create content and interact with others. (Examples include Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, Snapchat and Facebook.) Adolescence is generally defined as the developmental period between 10 and 19 years of age (World Health Organization, 2025). It is an important stage involving physical emotional, cognitive and social changes. Mental health refers to a person’s psychological and emotional wellbeing and their ability to cope with everyday stresses, develop relationships and achieve their potential (World Health Organization, 2022). Therefore, adolescent mental health includes emotional wellbeing, self-esteem relationships, identity and the ability to manage challenges. 

Social media is now an important part of many adolescents ’everyday lives. It can support communication, self-expression and access to information, but it may also expose young people to cyberbullying, unrealistic images, social comparison and harmful content. Research suggests that social is not automatically harmful or beneficial; its impact depends on how it is used, the content viewed and the individual circumstances of the adolescent (Senekal et al.,2023). This essay will examine the positive and negative effects of social media on adolescent mental health. It will Piaget’s theory of cognitive development and Bowlby’s attachment theory to explain why adolescents may respond differently to online experiences. The essay will also evaluate the strengths and limitations of both theories and compare their usefulness.


Social Media and Adolescent Mental Health


Research indicates that social media can influence adolescent mental health through several different pathways. Problematic social media use has been associated with symptoms of depression, anxiety and stress. A systematic review found significant relationships between problematic social media use and depression, anxiety and stress among adolescents and young adults (D’Arienzo, Boursier and Griffiths, 2019). Problematic use is different from simply using social media frequently. It may involve an inability to control use, distress when unable to access social media and neglect of schoolwork, sleep or relationships. The World Health
Organization (2024) also identifies problematic social media use as a pattern involving addiction-like symptoms and negative effects on daily life.  
One possible negative effect is social comparison. Adolescents may compare their appearance. Friendships, achievements and lifestyles with carefully online content often shows an idealised version of reality, young people may believe that others are more attractive, successful or popular. This can reduce self-esteem and contribute to anxiety or dissatisfaction with body image. Social media can also expose adolescents to cyberbullying may continue outside school and reach a large audience. Consequently, victim may feel unable to escape the experience, which can negatively affect emotional wellbeing and feelings of safety.

IMPORTANTE BENEFITS:
Social media can also provide important benefits. It may allow adolescents to maintain friendships, communicate with family and find people with similar interests or experiences. Online communities can be particularly valuable for young people who feel isolated or who have difficulty finding support in their local environment. Social media can support self-expression through photographs, music, writing or video content. It can also provide access to mental health information and encourage conversations that may reduce stigma. A systematic review found that social media may support identity development and existing peer relationships, although excessive use, social comparison, and cyberbullying remain important risks (Senekal et al.,2023). Therefore, the effect of social media is complex only the amount of time spent online. 


CHOSEN THEORY- Piaget's Theory of Cognitive Development
Jean Piaget's theory explains how children's thinking development through different stages. The stage most relevant to adolescence is the formal operational stage, which generally begins at approximately 11 or 12 years of age (Piaget, 1952).     During this stage, young people become increasingly able to think abstractly, consider hypothetical situations and reason possibilities. They can think beyond direct experience and develop more complex ideas about morality, relationships, identity and the future.

HOW THIS THEORY HELP ADOLESCENTS INTERPRET SOCIAL MEDIA:

Piaget’s theory can help explain how adolescents interpret social media content. An adolescent who has developed formal operational thinking may understand that images can be edited and that people often present only positive aspects of their lives online. They may recognise that an influencers appearance is affected by filters, lighting, make-up or commercial promotion. This developing critical thinking may protect the adolescent from believing every message presented on social media. It may also help the adolescent identify misleading information, recognise harmful online behaviour and consider the possible consequences of posting or sharing content

SKILLS DEVELOPMENT:

However , adolescents do not necessarily use their developing reasoning skills consistently. Social media often involves fast reactions, emotional content and pressure from peers Even when an adolescent understands that an online image is unrealistic, they may still compare themselves with it emotionally. Likes, comments and follower numbers can appear to provide evidence of social acceptance. Consequently, an adolescent may understand rationally that popularity online does not always represent personal worth but may still feel rejected when a post receives little attention. The difference between cognitive understanding and emotional response is important when considering adolescent mental health. 
ONLINE INFLUCENCE RISK:
Piaget’s theory may also explain why young people are influenced by online risk. Formal operational thinking develops gradually and does not automatically create mature judgement. Adolescents may be capable of imagining future consequences but may focus more strongly on immediate rewards, such as gaining likes, followers or approval. This could lead them to share personal information, take part in online challenges or respond aggressively to criticism. Their ability to reason is developing, but their emotional regulation and experience may not be fully mature. 
PIAGET'S STREBNGTH THEORY:
A strength of Piaget's theory is that it recognises adolescence as a significant period of cognitive change. It helps explain why adolescents may begin to questions information and develop more advanced interpretations of identity and relationships. The theory is useful because social media requires users to evaluate complex and sometimes unrealistic information. It also highlights the importance of digital education, critical thinking and opportunities for adolescents to discuss online experiences with trusted adults. 
PIAGET’S LIMITATIONS THEORY:

Neverthelese , Piaget’s theory has limitations. It may present development as more fixed and stage-based than it is in reality.  Adolescents do not all develop formal operational thinking at the same age or demonstrate it equally in every situation. Cognitive development may be influenced by education, culture, social experience and the complexity of the task. Piaget’s theory also gives limited attention to emotions, attachment, family relationships and the influence of social context. It can explain how adolescents process online information, but not another. For this reason, Piaget’s theory is more useful when combined with a theory that considers emotional relationships and security .


CHOSEN THEORY- BOWLBY’S ATTACHMENT THEORY

John Bowlby’s attachment theory proposes that children develop emotional bonds with caregivers who provide protection, comfort and support (Bowlby, 1969/1982). Through repeated interaction, children develop internal working models of themselves and other people. These models include beliefs about whether they are worthy of care and whether other people are dependable. A responsive caregiver can help a child develop a secure attachment, while inconsistent, rejecting or unavailable care may contribute to insecure attachment patterns. 

BOWLBY’S CENTRAL CONCEPT THEORY:

A central concept in Bowlby’s theory is the secure base. A secure caregiver allows the child to explore the world while remaining available for comfort and protection. Allthough Bowlby’s original work focused mainly on early relationships; attachment theory can also be applied to adolescents. As adolescents become more independent, they continue to need emotional support and reassurance. They may increase turn towards friends, romantic partners and online communities, but family relationships can continue to influence their emotional security.  

 BOWLBY’S POSITIVE AND SUPPORT THEORY 

Bowlby’s theory can explain why social media may be used positively by adolescents. A young person with secure relationship may use social media to maintain friendships, share experiences and seek support without depending entirely on online approval. Social media can extend an existing support network and help adolescents feel connected when they are physically separated from friends or family. Online communication may therefore support belonging and reduce loneliness, particularly when it is used alongside supportive face--to-face relationships. 
· In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment may be more likely to seek reassurance through social media. For example, an adolescent who doubts whether they are valued may repeatedly check messages, likes or comments to obtain confirmation from others. A delayed reply or a negative comment may then be interpreted as evidence of rejection checking, excessive posting or attempts or dysfunctional internet and social media use (D’A
Rienzo, Boursier and Griffiths, 2019).  

BOWLBY’S STRENGTH THEORY:

A strenggth of 	Bowlby's theory is that it focuses on emotional security and relationships. It helps explain individual differences that cannot be fully explained by Piaget's cognitive theory. It also highlights the importance of parents, carers and professionals in supporting adolescents' mental health. A stable relationship may help a young person manage online risks, develop confidence and use social media in a balanced way.

BOWBLY’S LIMITATION THEORY:

IT may place too much emphasis on early caregiver relationships and insufficient consider later experiences. Adolescents are influenced by peers, schools, culture, personality, social inequalities and platform designs, which may also affect their online behaviour. Attachment classifications can also be difficult to measure accurately, and the theory should not be used to blame parents for every mental health difficulty. In addition, Bowlby's theory does not explain in detail how adolescents interpret online information or imitate behaviours. Piaget's theory is more useful for examining these cognitive processes.

COMPARISON OF THE THEORIES:

Piaget's and Bowlby's theories offer different but complementary explanations of social media's influence on adolescent's mental health. Piaget's focuses on cognitive development and explain how adolescents gradually become able to think abstractly, evaluate information and consider consequences. Bowlby's focuses on emotional relationships and explain how attachment security may influence reassurance-seeking, reactions to rejection and the use of online support. Both theories recognise that adolescents are developing and may be particularly sensitive to social experiences however, Piaget's places greater emphasis on how adolescents think, whereas Bowlby concentrates on how they feel and relate to other people. 

CONCLUSION:

Social media can affect adolescents' mental health in both positive and negative ways. It may support communication, friendship, self-expression, peer support and access to mental health information. However, problematic use, cyberbullying social comparison, unrealistic content and sleep disruption may contribute to anxiety, low self-esteem, loneliness and depressive symptoms. The evidence does not show that social media affects every adolescent in the same way, and association should not automatically be interpreted as direct causation. 
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