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Abstract

Today’s adolescents are heavily active on social media platforms like TikTok, Instagram, and
YouTube, which expose them to both accurate and misleading information. Exposure to this
content can distort adolescents’ cognitive development and belief systems, making it a
critical issue that requires immediate action. This essay examines how misinformation on
social media influences adolescents’ perceptions of reality, shaping their beliefs and
behaviors in potentially harmful ways. It explores psychological concepts like the filter
bubble and confirmation bias to explain how misinformation spreads and affects adolescents
at a vulnerable stage of development. The essay also suggests practical strategies for social
media platforms to mitigate these negative effects. By drawing on psychological theories and
recent studies, this essay highlights the urgent need to address the detrimental impact of

misinformation on the cognitive and belief development of adolescents.
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Introduction

With the rapid growth of technology, social media has emerged as a primary source of
information for many, particularly adolescents. The World Health Organization defines
adolescence as a transitional period between childhood and adulthood, ranging from ages 10
to 19 (World Health Organisation, 2023). As seen from data collected by Deloitte’s Digital
Media Trends survey, about 78% of adolescents obtain their daily news from at least one
social media platform. However, the constant exposure to vast amounts of content across
platforms like TikTok, Instagram, and Facebook has blurred the lines between fact and
fiction. While some misinformation might seem inconsequential, its effects can be far-
reaching, influencing critical areas such as healthcare, disaster response, politics, and
economics. For instance, during the 2018 floods in Kerala, South India, a fake video alleging
the leakage of the Mullaperiyar Dam sparked widespread panic, causing confusion and
diversion of resources which hindered rescue operations (Muhammed & Mathew, 2022).
Additionally, research has shown that false information can be associated with stress and
anxiety and is harmful to adolescent’s mental well-being and self-esteem (Florence

Namasinga Selnes, 2023).

By 2024, over 93% of U.S. teenagers were using social media (Chaddock, 2024). At this
developmental stage, adolescents’ cognitive abilities are still maturing, making them
particularly receptive to the vast amount of information — both accurate and misleading —
that they encounter online. The content consumed during adolescence can significantly shape
their belief systems and influence how they perceive the world (NASEM, 2019). Although
social media has benefits, such as providing access to diverse perspectives and facilitating
social connections, it also poses serious risks by potentially distorting adolescents’ cognitive

development and worldviews.



Adolescents and Misinformation

Adolescence is a crucial period for cognitive development and the formation of belief
systems, which often persist into adulthood (Steinberg et al., 2014). These processes are
heavily influenced by the information consumed, especially as teenagers increasingly turn to
social media for news and insights. A 2022 study found that 50% of the younger generation
obtain their daily news from social media, while only 5% still rely on newspapers (Paul,
2023). As adolescents are still developing critical thinking skills, they are particularly
vulnerable to misinformation, especially when it aligns with their existing beliefs, a

phenomenon known as confirmation bias (Minich et al., 2023).

For example, some research suggests that conspiracy theories are more readily believed by
teenagers than by adults. A survey by the Centre for Countering Digital Hate (CCDH)
revealed that 60% of U.S. adolescents aged 13-17 accepted four or more harmful conspiracy
theories, compared to 49% of adults (Paul, 2023). Such misleading narratives can profoundly
shape adolescents' cognitive frameworks, reinforcing distorted worldviews and contributing

to the formation of long-term values that may hinder their acceptance of factual information.

Understanding Adolescents and the Spread of Misinformation

Social media algorithms determine the intended audience for each piece of information based
on users’ activity, recommending content that aligns with users’ interest in specific topics and

ideologies. This generates a feedback loop that keeps users engaged with similar content,



creating a filter bubble that actively contributes to the shaping and reinforcing of their belief

systems.

According to Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, the process of intellectual growth
extends to the formal operational stage, typically the beginning of adolescence (11 years or
older) (Ansorge et al., 2024). During this stage, the prefrontal cortex — responsible for skills
such as planning, prioritizing, and decision-making — is still developing; therefore, early
exposure to social media and potential false news may impact adolescents’ abilities to
accurately evaluate the information they encounter. Interviews with secondary school teens
show that mistrust and doubts toward information can lead to the spread of false news. Teens
often share shocking or ambiguous information with their friends, further amplifying the
engagement of misleading information (Florence Namasinga Selnes, 2023). This behavior
indicates that adolescents are not only victims of misinformation but also contribute to its

spread.

The Impact of Social Media Misinformation on Adolescent Behaviors

Social media significantly affects adolescents' cognition and behaviors, a phenomenon that
intensified during the COVID-19 pandemic, when many people turned to these platforms as
their primary information source. Platforms like Instagram reported a dramatic rise in its
usage, with a 43% increase in visits in comparison to the year before the pandemic (Turner &
Ordonia, 2023). Misinformation spread during this period had serious health consequences;
for instance, a study found that adolescents with cancer who encountered false information

online showed increased vaccine hesitancy, placing them at higher health risks (Yan et al.,



2022). Continuous exposure to such misinformation can gradually integrate into adolescents'

belief systems, fostering mistrust in scientific facts and reliable sources.

Furthermore, frequent exposure to harmful content on social media negatively impacts
adolescents' developing belief systems and identities. Content promoting dangerous
behaviors, such as disordered eating or self-harm, contributes to distorted self-image and
unhealthy values. For example, during the pandemic, the number of eating disorder diagnoses
among adolescents, particularly teenage girls, increased significantly, influenced by the
unrealistic body images promoted on social media platforms (Weir, 2023). This constant
exposure can trigger dissatisfaction with their bodies, reinforcing negative self-perceptions

and unhealthy behaviors.

Social media misinformation also often glorifies or normalizes risky behaviors. Dr. Lewis
notes that "viewing alcohol content on sites like Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, and
Twitter leads young adults to believe their peers do it" (University of North Texas Health
Science Center, School of Public Health, 2021). When adolescents see peers engage in
behaviors like underage drinking, without being educated on the associated risks, they
perceive these actions as common or socially acceptable. Research by Nesi et al. (2021)
confirms that adolescents who see peers drinking on social media are more likely to imitate
these behaviors. Over time, these skewed perceptions reinforce the idea that such behaviors
are necessary for social acceptance or popularity (Mynttinen et al., 2021). Therefore, social
media misinformation can deeply influence adolescents by embedding harmful behaviors as

social norms, ultimately shaping their belief systems in ways that support dangerous practices.

Combatting Social Media Misinformation



Social media platforms should take proactive measures to effectively mitigate the spread of
misleading information among users. Creating stronger content moderation policies will
ensure that users share age-appropriate content. For example, the World Health Organization
(WHO) worked with YouTube — the most popular platform among teenagers (Vogels &
Gelles-Watnick, 2023) — to improve their COVID-19 Misinformation Policy, providing
guidelines and restrictions to avoid any medical misinformation. The revision of this policy
resulted in the removal of 850,000 YouTube videos spreading COVID-19 false information
from February 2020 to January 2021 (Combatting Misinformation Online, n.d.). Guidelines
and restrictions for younger users, such as minimum age limits for accessing specific content
or joining certain platforms, could also help eliminate the information they are exposed to, as

adolescents may be more prone to believing misinformation.

Additionally, with the rapid advancement of artificial intelligence, social media platforms
could leverage Al tools to detect misleading content with greater efficiency. A Forum
initiative called The Global Coalition for Digital Safety aims to combat social media
misinformation by strengthening media literacy and understanding how false news spreads. It
brings together tech companies, public officials, civil society groups, and international
organizations, working collaboratively to minimize its harmful effects (Li et al., 2024). By
leveraging their collective expertise, age-appropriate content can be developed to educate

adolescents on critical thinking skills and promote responsible social media behaviors.

Conclusion

In conclusion, misinformation on social media can significantly distort adolescents' cognitive

processes and value formation. During this critical developmental stage, when their cognitive



abilities are still maturing, adolescents are particularly susceptible to external influences from
false news and misleading messages. Understanding the mechanisms behind the spread of
misinformation and recognizing adolescents' vulnerability is essential. Social media
platforms must implement targeted strategies, such as stricter content moderation policies and
the use of Al in digital literacy initiatives, to limit exposure to misleading content and

safeguard adolescents' development and mental health.
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