Student Name / ID: [Samira Serbana, 2514813]
Module: LCHS4010 Psychology in Health and Social Care
Assignment: Component 2 Essay – 1500 words
Lecturer: Neale Haddon
Title: Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence
Date: 28 July 2026


Today’s adolescents spend a lot of time on social media with recent research finding median daily usage of over three hours among 12–15-year-olds in the UK. Such widespread involvement raises important questions about the impact on mental health. Research has consistently linked increased social media use to higher risks of depression, anxiety, poor wellbeing and self-harm, particularly in early adolescence. This essay will examine these effects through two psychological theories, 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and Piaget’s theory of cognitive development. It will: outline the fundamental concepts of each theory; apply them to the use of social media and adolescent mental health; critically examine their strengths and weaknesses in this context; and conclude with an overall judgement on their combined usefulness.
Maslow's hierarchy of needs was introduced by Abraham Maslow in 1943. It is a theory of motivation which states that human needs are arranged in a hierarchy, typically represented as a pyramid. The bottom level is physiological needs (food, water, shelter) followed by safety needs (security, stability), then love and belonging (relationships, acceptance), esteem (self-respect, recognition) and finally self-actualisation (realising one's full potential). 
Maslow argued that the lower-level deficiency needs usually must be satisfied before the higher growth needs become motivating, although later refinements recognised some flexibility. Key ideas include the concept that unmet needs create deficiency motivation, which drives behaviour to restore balance, whereas met needs enable progress toward fulfilment and psychological health. During adolescence, a time of identity development and social exploration, needs for belonging and esteem are especially salient.

Social media can meet these needs but can also thwart them in complex ways. Platforms offer opportunities to connect, perhaps satisfying love and belonging needs with likes, comments and virtual communities that might enhance self-esteem through social validation. For example, private active use, e.g., messaging friends, enhances relatedness and thus contributes to life satisfaction. But overuse or passive use is often accompanied by social comparison, cyberbullying and FOMO (fear of missing out), which impacts self-esteem and sense of belonging negatively.

According to the research, a teen who looks for validation online more than offline may have unfulfilled needs in real life and may experience more anxiety or depression if they don’t get consistent validation. Studies indicate that compulsive use is associated with reduced wellbeing and platforms leverage esteem needs via algorithmically amplified engagement. 

This can lead to a vicious cycle where adolescents seek digital belonging at the expense of sleep, physical health, or deeper relationships, hindering movement toward self-actualization. For example, case studies of links between heavy use of Instagram and body image issues and low self-esteem in girls illustrate such adverse effects.

Maslow’s theory explains why social media is both appealing to and hazardous to the mental health of adolescents, as the platforms were created to target basic psychological needs during a time when belonging is critical. Strengths include a humanistic focus on growth and practical applicability for interventions such as encouraging balanced use that supports offline relationships to meet needs holistically. 

Caveats include its early rigid hierarchy (later softened by Maslow) and cultural bias towards individualistic Western values, and lack of specificity to the digital context. It may not fully capture the individual difference and bidirectional effect of social media. Some can be used moderately and improve wellbeing, not just a deficiency perspective.

Piaget’s theory of cognitive development is concerned with how children come to know about the world through interaction with the environment. Children pass through a series of invariant stages, and this development is underpinned by the processes of assimilation, accommodation and equilibration.

 Formal Operational Stage (around 11+ years) - adolescents can abstract, hypothetical-deductive reasoning, propositional thought and metacognition (thinking about thinking). “Important concepts are the ability to hold multiple viewpoints, to systematically test hypotheses and to wrestle with abstract concepts such as identity, justice or future possibilities, which underpin more advanced social and moral reasoning.

Given the setting of social media, this stage renders adolescents particularly vulnerable, but also potentially empowered. Constant stream of curated content, diverse opinions and immediate feedback requires hypothetical thinking (“What if I post this?”), perspective taking and may promote cognitive development through virtual social interactions. 

But overuse can impair attention, working memory and executive functioning through multitasking, notifications and fragmented information.
Adolescents who are in formal operations can become too involved in social comparison or rumination about abstract ideals (e.g., perfect body image or popularity), which exacerbates anxiety and depression. Platforms exploit developing metacognition by promoting self-presentation and validation-seeking, possibly resulting in distorted self-schemas. Longitudinal data shows increased social media use is linked to poorer performance in reading and memory. Positive applications are educational content or collaborative problem-solving that facilitate schema development.
Piaget’s theory offers a useful explanation for why social media complexity is so appealing and influential in adolescence, thus justifying its relevance for mental health by connecting cognitive maturation with emotional outcomes. Its strengths are a staged framework for understanding developmental readiness and an emphasis on active construction of knowledge. 
These theories can be applied to designing safer digital environments. Limitations include underestimating social and cultural influences (Vygotsky supplement), overemphasising universality and not fully addressing modern digital disruptions to equilibration. Some adolescents do not reach formal operations consistently and contradictions are seen in individual differences in media effects.
To summarize, social media mainly impacts negatively on adolescent mental health, increasing depression, anxiety and poor wellbeing, through social comparison, addiction-like behaviour and disrupted sleep, although moderate, intentional use can be beneficial. Maslow’s hierarchy identifies the motivational drivers of use and needs frustration. Piaget’s theory offers insight into cognitive vulnerabilities and opportunities in the formal operational stage. 

The combination of the two offers an in-depth lens of how needs satisfaction (Maslow) interacts with cognitive processing (Piaget) in digital spaces.
Maslow’s may be more beneficial for practical interventions targeting belonging and esteem, but combining them best explains the interplay of motivation, cognition, and environment. Knowledge from both should inform balanced digital habits, parental guidance, and platform regulations to support healthy adolescent development. Future research could explore integrated interventions.
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