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Abstract
In the age of social media, adolescents are increasingly exposed to vast amounts of information,
much of which can be misleading or false. As they navigate this complex digital world, their
developing cognitive abilities, particularly critical thinking skills, are put to the test. This paper
explores the crucial role of critical thinking in mitigating the impact of social media
misinformation on adolescents. It examines how misinformation affects cognitive development,
particularly in areas like decision-making and logical reasoning. By analyzing the ways
misinformation can distort adolescents’ belief systems and lead to harmful real-world behaviors,
this paper emphasizes the importance of fostering critical thinking as a protective approach.
Furthermore, the paper discusses the efforts of social media platforms to combat misinformation
through technological means, such as fact-checking and artificial intelligence, and argues that
these strategies must be complemented by strengthened critical thinking skills in adolescents.
Ultimately, the paper highlights adolescents’ vulnerability grounded in their developmental
complexity. The heightened sensitivity to social feedback and the still-maturing brain regions
responsible for self-control make it difficult for them to distinguish truth from falsehood, which
can lead to distorted beliefs and unhealthy behaviors that may persist into adulthood. Therefore,
addressing the impact of misinformation on adolescents can not only safeguard their immediate

cognitive development but also protect their long-term well-being.
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Understanding the Impact of Misinformation on Adolescents Through the Lens of Critical
Thinking

Since the advent of the internet, the amount of information available to us has grown
exponentially, particularly through social media. This has offered new opportunities and
challenges for adolescents, more so than for any previous generation. While social media can be
a powerful tool for communication, it also has the potential to spread misinformation, which is
false or misleading content that often circulates unintentionally (Wu et al., 2019). This
phenomenon is particularly concerning for adolescents, whose cognitive development is at a
crucial stage. Adolescence, defined as the period between the ages of 10 and 19, is a time of
significant physical, cognitive, and psychosocial changes that influence how adolescents feel,
think, make decisions, and interact with their surroundings (World Health Organization, 2021).
During this time, adolescents are particularly susceptible to external influences, including
misinformation, due to their developing critical thinking skills and their increasing reliance on
social media as a primary source of information. Given the formative nature of this
developmental stage, it is crucial to understand how exposure to misinformation during
adolescence can impact their cognitive development and belief systems.
Cognitive development of adolescents

Cognitive development involves the growth and maturation of various mental processes,
including perception, memory, problem solving, and critical thinking (American Psychological
Association, n.d.). Among these abilities, critical thinking, in particular, is vital for navigating
the complex landscape of social media. It acts as a weapon against the spread of misinformation,
enabling individuals to question, analyze, and discern the credibility of the information they

encounter (Dharmastuti et al., 2020). However, adolescents often struggle to apply critical
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thinking when exposed to misinformation, particularly in the case of fake news where
misinformation is intentionally distorted (Wu et al., 2019).

A study by Mansur et al. (2021) highlighted adolescents' difficulties in critically
evaluating misinformation and fake news, particularly in three key areas: concept transformation,
logic, and decision-making. Concept transformation involves deep understanding and cognitive
processing (Zirbel, 2009), logic refers to the scientific reasoning process (O’Sullivan, 2017), and
decision-making is the cognitive process of selecting a belief or action from among various
alternatives (Reed, 2012). Mansur et al. (2021) found that exposure to misinformation can
significantly hinder these cognitive processes, leading to poor judgment and flawed reasoning.

When information is designed to deceive and mislead consumers, adolescents will find
false content more difficult to detect (Kumar & Shah, 2018). This further hampers their ability to
process and assess information accurately. This means that without well-developed critical
thinking skills, adolescents are more likely to accept misinformation as truth. Thus, fostering
critical thinking abilities in adolescents is important to mitigate the impact of misinformation on
their cognitive development.

Belief systems and behaviors in adolescents

Belief system, another psychological aspect that can be influenced by social media
misinformation, is defined as interconnected sets of ideas and attitudes (Converse, 1964). For
adolescents, these belief systems are still forming and are influenced by the information they
consume on social media. Adolescents tend to search for information on social media related to
entertainment and they are longing to stay informed and to know the social activities of friends
(Kietzmann et al., 2011). Consequently, the constant exposure to friends’ posts, trending topics,

and viral content shapes the way adolescents perceive the society and their place within it.
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Social media has been linked to various issues affecting adolescents, such as body image
concerns, academic pressure, and low self-esteem (Bryant, 2018). For instance, misinformation
related to body image can lead to unhealthy behaviors, including disordered eating. There is a
tendency where girls objectifying themselves influenced by someone else’s opinions on their
own appearance on social media, potentially causing problems such as eating pathology (Meier
& Gray, 2014). Meier and Gray (2014) have shown that the more time adolescents spend
viewing photos that reinforce unrealistic beauty standards, the more likely they will develop
negative body image and self-esteem issues (Meier & Gray, 2014). The process is cyclical:
exposure to idealized images leads to self-objectification, which in turn reinforces the distorted
beliefs that drive harmful behaviors.

In this way, misinformation acts as a catalyst, shaking adolescents' belief systems and
translating into real-world actions that can have serious consequences. This cycle of
misinformation and its impact on belief systems highlights the critical role of critical thinking in
breaking the chain of influence.

The role of social media platforms

Misinformation spreads quickly on social media with possible negative influence on
adolescent’s perception and behavior. Given that social media is the main driver to circulate
misinformation due to its user-generated contents, its role in combating information is certainly
at the heart of the problem. Social media companies have been urged to implement strategies that
identify, correct, and control the spread of misinformation. One of these strategies is using fact-
checking services, which involves specialized teams assessing the accuracy of claims, stories,
and posts to determine whether the information is true, false, or misleading (Bode & Vraga,

2018). Another effective strategy is promoting authoritative sources of information and scientific
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evidence, which can help counteract the spread of falsehoods (Oh et al., 2018). The idea is that
once adolescents realize that the information is false, they are less likely to share that information
with others. In fact, social media platforms themselves can act as an active participant in the fight
against misinformation (Bhardwaj & Kumar, 2023) by putting restrictions on their platforms to
reduce circulation of misinformation (Luo et al., 2022). For example, platforms can employ
algorithms designed to flag potentially misleading content and alert users to the possibility of
misinformation.

Additionally, artificial intelligence (AI) technologies have been proposed as a tool to aid
in the detection and correction of misinformation. However, the use of Al in this context is not
without its challenges. While Al techniques can be employed to detect patterns of
misinformation, they can also be manipulated to deceive people by creating and disseminating
fake content (A1 meur et al., 2023). Therefore, there are still some limitations of the current
approaches, including strategies adopted by social media platforms and the use of Al
technologies, in combating the spreading of misinformation. In this case, the effectiveness of
these strategies may depend on its integration with human oversight and the promotion of critical
thinking among users, particularly adolescents. The ability of critical thinking is especially
important for adolescents, as it enables them to identify credible contents and make correct
judgements in the world of misinformation.

Adolescents as a critical group

Adolescents are often referred to as “digital immigrants” due to their inherent familiarity
with technologies and internet (Prensky, 2001). They grow up in a multiscreen society and
navigate the world where digital interaction is prevailing. Yet, their cognitive development

makes them particularly vulnerable to the influence of misinformation (Schriber & Guyer, 2016).
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During adolescence, the brain undergoes substantial biological changes that affect their
self-perception, social interaction, and decision-making (Blakemore & Mills, 2014; Pfeifer &
Allen, 2021). During adolescent development, brain regions associated with the desire for
attention, feedback, and reinforcement from peers become more sensitive, which leads
adolescents desire for attention from their peers. Meanwhile, the brain regions involved in self-
control have not fully matured, which can result in difficulties in discerning truth from falsehood
(American Psychological Association, 2024). This unique intersection between adolescents'
psychological needs and their physical development increases their susceptibility to
misinformation than other age groups.

Adolescence is a crucial stage of development and is often marked by an overt identity
crisis, as described by Erikson (1968). Identity formation is particularly rooted in the experiences
and challenges of adolescence (Erikson, 1968, p. 122). During this key phase, exposure to
misinformation can severely distort their cognitive development, leading to flawed reasoning,
biased beliefs, and poor decision-making skills (Blakemore & Mills, 2014). For instance,
absorbing misinformation related to body image can result in unhealthy behaviors, such as
disordered eating pathology (Meier & Gray, 2014). Furthermore, since everyone must go
through adolescence, a stage that bridges childhood and adulthood, the beliefs and values that
adolescents develop during this time may continue in their adulthood (Westbrook et al., 2023).
The internalization of misconceptions and biases during adolescence can have long-term
negative effects on an adolescent's life. Therefore, addressing misinformation among adolescents
is essential for both their immediate cognitive development and their long-term well-being.

Conclusion



MISINFORMATION IN ADOLESCENTS AND CRITICAL THINKING

In conclusion, the impact of social media misinformation on adolescents' cognitive
development and belief systems cannot be underestimated. Adolescents' unique vulnerabilities,
coupled with their reliance on digital media, make them a critical group in the discussion of
misinformation. Enhancing their critical thinking skills is key to empowering them to navigate
the digital landscape safely and responsibly. Social media platforms must also take proactive
steps to combat misinformation, but the ultimate safeguard lies in educating adolescents to think

critically in a world where information, both true and false, is only a click away.
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