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Abstract:
Against the backdrop of the rapid development of the 
internet, media use has become an integral part of daily 
life. Understanding individuals’ psychological motivations 
behind media use is crucial for promoting healthy media 
use and maintaining psychological well-being. This study, 
based on the frameworks of motivational theory, cognitive 
development theory, and emotion regulation theory, 
employed a mixed research method combining case studies 
with empirical analysis to explore the media use patterns 
and psychological needs of children and adolescents as 
they develop internet skills. The study found significant 
differences in media use motivations across age groups: 
children’s media engagement is closely linked to their 
cognitive development, while adolescents’ use is more 
influenced by identity construction and emotion regulation. 
Furthermore, cognitive costs play a key role in individual 
media choices, suggesting that media use is not a passive 
process but rather an active choice. This study provides a 
new perspective for further understanding the interactive 
relationship between psychology and new media and offers 
recommendations for education and mental health support 
in the digital age.
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1. Introduction
With the rapid development of the internet and digital 
media, media has become deeply embedded in every 
aspect of human life. From information acquisition 
to learning methods, from interpersonal communi-
cation to identity construction, the internet’s impact 
continues to expand, with its most significant impact 
on children and adolescents [1-2]. Adolescents are in 

a critical period of rapid cognitive and psychological 
development, and their learning habits, values, and 
socialization processes are largely shaped by the new 
media environment [1-2].
In recent years, research on adolescent internet use 
has continued to grow, with scholars generally con-
cerned about its “double-edged sword” effects [3-5]. 
On the one hand, online educational applications can 
provide students with personalized learning resourc-
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es, interactive contexts, and immediate feedback, signifi-
cantly improving learning efficiency [6-7]. On the other 
hand, excessive entertainment or inappropriate use can 
lead to distraction, increased dependency, and even men-
tal health problems[8]. Data from the China Internet Net-
work Information Center (CNNIC) shows that by 2023, 
the internet penetration rate among minors in my country 
had reached 97.2%, with more than half of these students 
spending more than three hours online daily [3]. This data 
not only demonstrates that the internet has become an 
essential part of adolescent life, but also highlights the im-
portance of scientific guidance [3][7].
More importantly, the internet’s impact is not uniform; 
the effects vary significantly across different groups and 
motivations. Some studies have noted differences in the 
purposes of internet use between rural and urban students: 
the former rely more on the internet to compensate for 
insufficient educational resources, while the latter tend to 
use it for entertainment and socializing [2][4]. Internation-
ally, research in Europe and the United States has found 
that adolescents with higher socioeconomic status are 
more likely to use the internet for in-depth learning, while 
disadvantaged groups are more likely to engage in super-
ficial entertainment [7][8]. These findings suggest that 
studying adolescents’ motivations for media use requires 
examining both individual psychological mechanisms and 
social structural factors [1][2][4].

2. Research Background and Theoreti-
cal Framework

2.1 Research Background on the New Media 
Environment and Psychology
The development of the internet has transformed how in-
dividuals acquire information, learn, and socialize. While 
learning used to rely heavily on classrooms and textbooks, 
mobile devices and educational apps are now readily 
available. The functions of media use have also expanded 
from entertainment and information transmission to in-
clude learning support, emotional regulation, and identity 
development [1][2][6]. Research suggests that while the 
internet can promote the development of language, atten-
tion, and memory in children, it can also cause distraction, 
fluctuating academic performance, anxiety, and even inter-
net addiction in adolescents [5][7][8]. This “double-edged 
sword” nature has led researchers to increasingly focus on 
differences in usage driven by different motivations [4-5].

2.2 Cognitive Development and Internet Use
Piaget’s theory of cognitive development stages posits 

that children’s cognitive abilities gradually improve from 
the sensorimotor stage to the formal operational stage, 
resulting in different ways of understanding media [1]. 
For example, elementary school students in the concrete 
operational stage rely more on visual images and guid-
ance from teachers and parents and are easily inspired by 
educational games or animations [1]. Adolescents entering 
the formal operational stage, on the other hand, can use 
abstract thinking to understand online resources and even 
use them to shape their self-identity [1-2]. Vygotsky’s 
sociocultural theory further emphasizes that the social 
environment is crucial for cognitive development, and the 
internet is becoming the primary developmental environ-
ment for this generation of adolescents [1-2].

3. The psychology of media usage moti-
vation

3.1 Motivation and Needs
The “uses and gratifications” theory states that individu-
als use media to satisfy cognitive, emotional, and social 
needs [9]. Children tend to use educational programs or 
early childhood education apps to fulfill their need for 
exploration and learning, and their motivation for internet 
use is closely linked to their curiosity about the world [1]
[4]. Adolescents, on the other hand, prioritize the role of 
social media in identity and interpersonal support, such as 
using social media or short video platforms to showcase 
themselves and seek recognition [2][5].
More importantly, differences in motivation are closely 
linked to differences in outcomes. Empirical research has 
found that internet usage preferences directly impact stu-
dents’ cognitive development. Learning and socializing 
preferences can improve cognitive test scores in junior 
high school students, while entertainment preferences are 
negatively correlated with cognitive development [2][4]
[7]. This suggests that the internet itself is neither “good” 
nor “bad,” but rather motivations determine its effects. 
For example, using search engines to research and partici-
pate in online discussions can improve students’ academic 
abilities, while addiction to online games and short videos 
can lead to distraction and poor academic performance [5]
[7][8].

3.2 Emotion Regulation
The internet is not only an information platform but also 
an important tool for emotional regulation. When feeling 
anxious or lonely, many adolescents turn to short videos, 
music, and chat to relieve their emotions. However, the 
motivation for emotional regulation can also lead to neg-
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ative consequences. For example, excessive reliance on 
the internet to avoid real-life pressures can lead to poor 
academic performance or alienated interpersonal relation-
ships. For children, media use is often associated with pa-
rental guidance and control. Educational media may help 
them experience positive emotions, but excessive use can 
also increase the risk of dependence.

4. Group Differences and Psychological 
Development

4.1 Media Exposure and Cognitive Impact in 
Early Childhood
During childhood, media use is primarily centered around 
exploration and learning [1-2]. Interactive early childhood 
education apps can help children improve their vocabulary 
and memory, while entertaining and educational programs 
can cultivate attention and learning habits [1-2]. Howev-
er, excessive use without time management and content 
selection can lead to attention deficits, hyperactivity, and 
increased anxiety [7][8]. The family environment plays a 
crucial role during this period. Parental support in media 
use can help children better understand and digest the 
content, reducing misunderstandings and dependency [1-
2].

4.2 Adolescents and Internet Use
Adolescents’ motivations for internet use are more com-
plex, encompassing learning, entertainment, social inter-
action, and identity construction [2][4][5]. Many adoles-
cents use online social platforms to cultivate an idealized 
self-image, a process that can boost self-confidence but 
can also trigger social comparisons and anxiety [7][8]. 
Studies have shown that adolescents who frequently use 
social media are more likely to experience fluctuating 
self-esteem, depression, and loneliness [7][8]. However, 
they can also gain emotional comfort and social support 
through online interactions [2][5]. Compared to the “par-
ent-determined” use patterns of childhood, adolescents are 
more influenced by peer and group norms [2][4].

4.3 Group Differences and Mental Health
Differences in media use patterns across different groups 
reveal the importance of different stages of psychological 
development [1-2]. Infants and young children rely more 
on parental guidance, while adolescents are more influ-
enced by peers and social evaluations [1-2]. These differ-
ences are directly related to individual mental health [7]
[8]. Overall, the risks of media use for children are more 
likely to manifest in distraction and dependency [7], while 

the risks for adolescents manifest in anxiety, depression, 
and internet addiction [7][8].

5. Case Studies and Analysis

5.1 Differences in methods
Wenping Li’s research, based on panel data from the 
China Education Panel Survey (CEPS), found that inter-
net use can significantly improve students’ cognitive test 
scores, with an average increase of approximately 4.6% 
[10]. However, this positive effect primarily stems from 
a preference for learning and socializing, while a prefer-
ence for entertainment can reduce cognitive abilities [10]. 
For example, if a person spends three hours a day online 
searching for study materials or communicating with 
classmates, it may promote knowledge accumulation and 
critical thinking; however, if the user primarily indulges in 
online games or short videos, it may impair deep learning 
and sustained attention [10].

5.2 Application Case Comparison
Educational apps with different functions exhibit signifi-
cant differences in their impact on cognitive development. 
Mind-mapping apps leverage visualization technology to 
help students reconstruct their knowledge systems, fos-
tering divergent thinking and memory connections [11]. 
Meanwhile, photo-based question-searching apps can 
make students dependent on tools, weakening independent 
thinking and fostering learning inertia [11]. This contrast 
clearly demonstrates that online educational apps aren’t 
inherently superior or inferior, but rather depend on their 
design concepts and how they’re used [11].

5.3 Assessment Dilemma and Intelligent Trend
With the widespread use of online education, traditional 
paper-and-pencil assessments are no longer able to fully 
reflect adolescents’ cognitive development [12]. Research-
ers have proposed developing a cognitive assessment 
system suitable for digital environments by combining 
diverse methods, including observation, experimentation, 
neurophysiological probing, and artificial intelligence 
assessment [12]. For example, EEG and eye movement 
technology can capture students’ attentional states, while 
AI big data can provide personalized assessments [12]. 
These efforts can help educators gain a more scientific 
understanding of students’ learning states and provide a 
basis for intervention [12].
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6. Discussion
In addition to the role of motivation, development stage, 
and app functionality, the influence of the sociocultural 
and institutional environment is also important [2][4]. 
Currently, the level of digitalization in schools varies 
significantly across regions, and a significant gap in ac-
cess to educational resources persists between urban and 
rural areas [2][7]. While families with better financial 
resources can provide their children with a richer range of 
educational apps and learning resources, students in less 
developed regions may rely more on low-cost or even en-
tertainment-oriented apps, further exacerbating cognitive 
development gaps [2][7]. Furthermore, the commercial 
logic of internet platforms is also shaping the motivations 
of young people. In pursuit of clicks and engagement, 
some platforms tend to push entertaining and fragment-
ed content, making it more likely that young people will 
become addicted to short videos and games, in addition 
to their studies [7][8]. Without effective content guidance 
and regulation, the internet’s educational potential will be 
difficult to fully realize [7][8].
Therefore, studying adolescents’ motivations for media 
use requires understanding not only from the perspective 
of individual psychological and cognitive development 
but also within the broader context of education and so-
cial structure [1][2][4]. Family parenting methods, school 
teaching strategies, and government policy regulation all 
work together to build a healthy digital learning ecosys-
tem [2][7][8].

7. Conclusion
Drawing on motivational theory and cognitive devel-
opment perspectives, this article, drawing on literature 
and case studies, explores the motivations for media use 
among adolescents in the context of internet development 
[1][2][4]. Research shows:
1. Children are primarily motivated by learning and explo-
ration, while adolescents place greater emphasis on social 
interaction and identity building [1][4];
2. Learning and social preferences have a positive impact 
on cognitive development, while entertainment preferenc-
es have a negative impact [2][4][10];
3. Differences in application functionality significantly 
influence effectiveness: tool-oriented applications can 
enhance thinking, while inertial applications can weaken 
abilities [11];
4. Assessment systems must adapt to the digital learning 
environment to achieve scientific and personalized inter-
ventions [12].
Future practical improvements can be made along three 

dimensions:
1. Innovation in educational practice: When promoting 
digital education, schools should focus on cultivating stu-
dents’ “deep usage” habits. For example, in the classroom, 
students can be encouraged to use tools like mind-map-
ping apps and online discussion forums to enhance critical 
thinking and collaboration, rather than relying solely on 
photo-based search or automatic answer-generating soft-
ware [11].
2. Policy and regulatory optimization: Government agen-
cies need to further improve the standards and evaluation 
criteria for internet education apps, tighten restrictions on 
apps with significant entertainment or utilitarian tenden-
cies, while supporting the development and sharing of 
high-quality educational resources [7][8].
3. Interdisciplinary research collaboration: Future research 
should strengthen the integration of education, psycholo-
gy, and data science, leveraging artificial intelligence and 
big data to conduct longitudinal tracking and reveal long-
term changes in adolescent motivation and cognitive de-
velopment [12].
In summary, internet education apps are not only new 
tools for adolescents to acquire knowledge but also serve 
as a crucial environment for their psychological needs and 
cognitive development [1][2][4]. The interweaving of mo-
tivation, stage, application type, and social environment 
all determine the effectiveness of internet use [2][7][8]. 
Only through multi-level intervention and guidance can 
we truly tap the educational potential of the Internet and 
help young people achieve comprehensive, balanced, and 
sustainable development in the digital age [7][8].

References
[1] Huang L, Qu Y. Media Literacy Education for Children 
Based on Cognitive Development Theory. Central South 
University; 2023.
[2] Piaget J. The Origins of Intelligence in Children. New York: 
International Universities Press; 1952.
[3] CNNIC (China Internet Network Information Center). 
Statistical Report on Internet Development in China. Beijing: 
CNNIC; 2023.
[4] Liu G, Liu Y, Xia J, Xu Y. Classification of Internet 
Education Applications for Adolescent Cognitive Development. 
Modern Distance Education Research. 2024;36(2):20–28.
[5] Tu J. Motivations for Media Use in the Development of the 
Internet. Unpublished anuscript; 2025.
[6] Xie T, Qin Y, Liu G. Cognitive Development Assessment of 
Adolescents Based on Internet Education Applications. Modern 
Distance Education Research. 2024;36(2):20–28.
[7] Vygotsky LS. Mind in Society: The Development of Higher 
Psychological Processes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

4



Dean&Francis
ISSN 2959-6149

Press; 1978.
[8] Valkenburg PM, Meier A, Beyens I. Social media use and 
its impact on adolescent mental health: A systematic review. 
Current Opinion in Psychology. 2022;44:58–68.
[9] Katz E, Blumler JG, Gurevitch M. Uses and gratifications 
research. Public Opinion Quarterly. 1973; 37(4): 509-523.
[10] Li W. Re-examination of the Impact of Internet Use on 
Junior High School Students’ Cognitive Development: Evidence 

from CEPS. Fudan Education Forum. 2023; 21(3): 34–47.
[11] Liu G, et al. Three-dimensional Classification of Internet 
Educational Applications Oriented to Adolescent Cognitive 
Development.  Modern Distance Education Research. 
2024;36(2):20–28.
[12] Xie T, Qin Y, Liu G. Assessment of Adolescent Cognitive 
Development Based on Internet Education Applications. Modern 
Distance Education Research. 2024;36(2):20–28.

5




