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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescents


This essay will be discussing the impact of social media on mental health in adolescents, beginning with some statistics about adolescents using social media dates. According to World Health Organization (2024), social media can impact mental health in adolescence because statistics show that “More than 1 in 10 adolescents (11%) showed signs of problematic social media behaviour, struggling to control their use and experiencing negative consequences. Girls reported higher levels of problematic social media use than boys (13% vs 9%)”. This shows that there is a problem in the number of social media used among adolescents. In addition, the World Health Organisation (2022), explains how mental health part of emotional, psychological and social well-being is. It has a big impact on the individual and is important because if effects how you feel think analyse handle stress make choices, Statistics show that “Depression, anxiety and behavioural disorders are among the leading causes of illness and disability among adolescents”. This essay will explain Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Piaget’s cognitive theory and clearly link these to how and why adolescent mental health may be affected by exposure to social media platforms.

Erikson’s theory based upon the lifespan development theory in addition each stage signifies a social conflict that must be resolved for altered development in life in particularly for this assignment stage 5 adolescence identity versus role confusion is stop according to Gillibrand, Lam and O’Donell (2016). Erikson’s had eight stages of his theory of development between 1950-1963. Erikson's theory explains how people develop over their lifespan and each stage explains a psychological crisis which shapes ego, identity, add competence. The key concepts of this theory relevant to explaining adolescence is stage 5 identity vs role confusion specific aspects for understanding adolescence is it explains how teenagers develop a sense of self and their personal identity. It explains how teenagers explore their independence and control, and teenagers who are not encouraged based on their beliefs can feel insecure about themselves in the future. Fundamentally this stage of the theory explains how if successful teenagers continue to believe in themselves whereas if not successful, they feel a sense of failure which can lead to a confusion creating doubts, hence this stage shapes development of personal identity and how it can influence behaviour which overall has an effect on the rest of a person’s development.

Erikson’s theory can be applied to social media use on the topic of mental health in adolescence as it explains through stage 5 identity versus role confusion adolescence is about identity social media can affect this process where teenagers experiment with who they are therefore it can affect the environment which can severely impact their mental health. Teenagers use social media as a coping mechanism for identity crisis which can lead to different mental health concerns so according to Erikson’s theory it can lead to role confusion making teens feel disconnected and increasing anxiety which later effects on personality development. Social media impacts adolescents through encouraging them in seeking validation. It can affect one’s natural development of exploring identity effects of social media can have an impact on self-esteem which causes role confusion. There can be some benefits of teenagers using social media, as Erikson’s theory suggests how completing this stage successfully leads to having the ability to live by society’s standards and expectations. It could help improve their mental health as Erikson’s theory emphasises on ego identity which is developed through social interaction. Adolescence go through a phrase of struggling with low self-confidence, a therapist would help by conversing about their childhood through psychodynamic therapy sessions.

This theory also suggests there could be disadvantages for teenagers using social media as there are limitations to people development whilst communicating online in comparison to face to face communication. Certain unexpected life events can prevent a person moving on to the next stage, an example of a recent unexpected situation was the pandemic covid 19 which was detrimental to mental health due to strict isolation measures lockdowns, teenagers felt the struggle of creating relationships according to Mental Health Foundation (2023), studies showed quarantined children developed PTSD as well as studies suggested increase levels of  distress, worry and anxiety this occurred due to the feelings of loneliness and future concerns.

Erikson’s theory is useful in explaining about the development of life stages and experiences the main strengths of using this theory for explaining social media by teenagers is that Erikson considers a person’s whole lifespan development and that his theory evolves with the people identity change as they reflect on new experiences and empowers teenagers build social identity. Social media helps adolescence stage to be able to constantly stay in contact with peers. Whereas this theory for the use of social media for teenagers also has its limitations as it explains crisis starts from formation of personality being at a stage of questioning your role, identity and adolescent stage find themselves asking multiple questions. The main critical point contradictory arguments that can be made about do you social media by teenagers is that adolescent stage feels forces to deal with conflicts if these are not solved it will result in a failure of adolescence being able to form their identity creating problems such as identity confusion, having negative personality which as Erikson theory explains has effect on the stage and future of that individual.

Piaget’s theory outlines four stages of cognitive development, which are sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational and formal operational. These stages of cognitive development explain how children ability to think change as they develop and grow. This means that young children do not have the cognitive ability that older children have in terms of their thoughts. Particularly for adolescence, the stage formal operation explains the thinking development the scientific reasoning. According to McLeod (2025), during the stage of adolescent develop “ability to think abstractly and solve hypothetical problems”. The four stages of development that Piaget theory explains are influenced by key factors such as biological maturation, interaction with the environment, social experience, equilibration, relevant for understanding adolescence. Piaget’s theory is about how children learn and how their thinking changes as they get older as we get older we think about the world in qualitative different ways so that young children see the world different to older children therefore this suggest as we get older problem-solving stage children make similar mistakes at specific stages.

Piaget theory also mentioned schemas, is what you are building as we are not born with information. According to Gross (2020), each schema is represented by a brick; each brick represents knowledge. Schemas are “basic building block or a unit of intelligence behaviour” through experiences and constantly building on the knowledge of how the world works. Whilst the Adolescence stage become formally operational having the ability to think rationally and being able to understand why people behave a certain way. As a result, teenagers can become more empathetic and understanding and are able to compare statements and create a logical solution. Furthermore, developing mental skills to prioritise and organise, make assumptions regarding hypothetical situations using thinking skills. Piaget’s theory is relevant to adolescence because it explains the importance of the formal operational stage. It provides empowerment to teenagers through the use of abstract thinking, reasoning, questioning and exploring more complex issues.

Piaget’s theory can be applied to social media use on the topic of mental health in adolescence because Piaget explained how adolescents experience imaginary audience consistently feeling the pressure via platform such as Tik Tok , the impact on mental health is developing anxiety constantly checking likes, views this can lead to negativity, social anxiety. This theory helps to explain the popularity of social media because Piaget’s theory explains the concepts of adolescence and identity exploration through thinking. He also emphasised that social interaction assimilation/accommodation is driven by cognitive thinking. Social media in a positive aspect helps as it is accessible with no limits, consistently updated, relevant and easy for social interaction hence create that sense of belonging which can affect mental health positively being able to communicate with others, having that chance to grow and develop your thinking whilst gaining new experiences. Disadvantages for teenagers using social media can be detrimental for their mental health due to content and amount of exposure making it difficult to understand hence can cause confusion for adolescence stage not being able to understand the reality which can lead to anxiety and confusion. Social media fulfils this by offering a constant, accessible, forms of communication where teenagers can easily, seek emotional interactions, and satisfy their basic need for belonging. Piaget’s theory was based on logical reasonable to each stage, the constant pressure of peer validation effects.

In conclusion, this essay has explained the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence and has explained Erikson’s theory and Piaget’s theory. These have been applied towards the topic of social media and mental health, as well as evaluating the theories and issues. The impact of social media on mental health in adolescents is that it contributes to anxiety, confusion, low self-esteem, participates to sleep deprivation due to peer pressure or seeking validation worrying about those follows, likes, how people opinions matter. There are negatives than positives due to how social media is so broad. Piaget suggests that there are 4 stages of development whereas Eriksons theory explained the whole lifespan theory in 8 stages. Piaget and Erikson have similar aspects for understanding how social media affects mental health. Piaget’s theory is about the cognitive approach thinking and how person reaches their cognition and is about schemas to understand the world, whilst Erikson theory is based on psychosocial stages explains mental well-being is based on a person being able to resolve their crisis successfully in each stage of their lifespan. Both these theories combined does explain the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence as they explain how development progresses in stages whilst they disagreed on the timing of those stages.
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