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Abstract: Based on social cognitive theory,
this study systematically explores the
impact of social cognition on adolescent
decision-making and risk behavior. By
sorting out the basic concepts and
theoretical framework of social cognition,
combined with the unique psychological
development characteristics of adolescence,
the role of observational learning, peer
influence and social context in adolescent
decision-making mechanisms is analyzed.
The study pointed out that the emotional
drive and social sensitivity of adolescent
decision-making make them more
susceptible to peer pressure and social
models, and thus tend to choose short-term
high-risk behaviors in specific situations. At
the same time, from the perspective of
developmental psychology, the study reveals
the diversity of behavioral characteristics in
adolescence and their interaction with social
cognition. Based on this, this paper
summarizes the shortcomings and
controversies of existing research, and puts
forward future research directions and
practical suggestions, including deepening
theoretical discussions from a cross-cultural
and multidisciplinary perspective, and
optimizing adolescent behavior
development through educational
intervention and technical means. This
paper aims to provide theoretical support
for adolescent behavior research and
provide feasible solutions for social policy
formulation and educational practice.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Research Background and Importance
The age of adolescence is quite critical in the
psychological and behavioral development of

an individual. The risky behaviors along with
their decision-making capacities not only
affect their health and wellbeing but may also,
with added influence, create a great onrush
into the field of social development [1]. Many
decision-making situations faced by
adolescents are often influenced by multiple
factors like emotional fluctuations, social
influences, or physiological developments.
These factors make adolescent
decision-making behaviors present
characteristics such as strong impulsivity and
high sensitivity to social identity. In recent
years, people paid more and more attention to
the important role that theories of social
cognition play in interpreting adolescent
decision-making and risk behaviors [2].
According to the social cognitive theory,
observational learning is highlighted, as are
social belonging needs and the cognitive
processing of the social situation within the
process of behavior formation, which means a
fresh approach to the understanding of
behavioral mechanisms in adolescents [3].
Currently, the major types of risk behaviors
among adolescents are smoking, drinking,
unsafe sex, and other health-related risk
behaviors. In fact, the occurrence of these
behaviors is influenced not only by internal
psychological mechanisms but also has a deep
want with regard to the external social
environment [4]. Relevant studies have
indicated that peer pressure and family
environment are of great significance in
adolescent decision-making behavior and
social cognitive bias may result in individuals
making unfavorable choices when confronting
high-risk situations [5].
Although many studies have tried to
understand how social cognition influences
adolescent behavior, the existing theoretical
framework still cannot explain the diversity
and complexity of the manifestations against a
specific behavior.
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1.2 Research Objectives
This study aims to systematically sort out the
relevant literature on the impact of social
cognitive theory on adolescent
decision-making and risk behavior, and to
deeply explore its mechanism and role from
three key dimensions: observational learning,
peer influence, and social context. By
integrating current theoretical and empirical
research, this paper hopes to provide new
scientific basis for adolescent behavior
intervention and policy making.

2. Overview of Social Cognitive Theory

2.1 Basic Concepts of Social Cognitive
Theory
Social learning theories were advanced by
Albert Bandura, and social cognitive one is
among them. The principal standpoint here is
the behavior formation is jointly influenced by
internal individual factors, such as his beliefs
and motivations, and his external social
environment [6]. Bandura introduced such a
concept as "observational learning", meaning
that one can learn and change his behavior by
observing the behavior of other people and the
resulting outcome of their behaviors [7]. He
also further developed the pivotal mechanism
of "self-efficacy", suggesting that one of the
central driving forces is the belief of
individuals in whether they would be able to
complete an assigned task. At the heart of this
theory lies the concept of "reciprocal
determinism", that is, the dynamic relationship
between a person, the environment, and
behavior [8]. Social cognitive theory not only
reveals the mechanism of individual behavior
formation but also provides a theoretical basis
for behavioral intervention and education
design [9]. In recent years, this theory has
expanded its scope of application from early
education and health behavior to social
interaction, technology use, and organizational
management.

2.2 Application of Social Cognition in
Decision-Making and Behavior Research
In the study of decision-making, social
cognition theory is an important theoretical
basis for explaining how individuals balance
options in a complicated situation. It has been
revealed in studies that based on observations
of others' behavioral outcomes, one can make

quite adequate risk assessment and
optimization of choices [10]. For instance, in
technological applications, the observation of
the acceptance of new technologies by peers
will make a huge difference in the choice
behavior of an individual.
In addition, the social cognitive theory has also
played an important role in the research of
health behavior. According to studies, the
improvement of self-efficacy among people
can notably improve health-related behavior,
such as increasing physical activity and
reducing smoking [11]. This, in the area of risk
behavior, while emphasizing the impact of
social environment such as peer pressure on
adolescent risk decision-making, further
indicates that social cognitive bias can lead to
poor estimation by individuals while
overestimating potential benefits in engaging
in risky behavior [12].

2.3 Social Cognitive Characteristics of
Adolescence
As such, adolescence is the most critical stage
for rapid development in social cognitive
ability. Neurophysiological changes result in
higher emotional sensitivity and social drive in
decision-making among adolescents. For
instance, neurobiological studies have proved
that the prefrontal cortex of adolescents is not
yet fully developed, and their decisions are
often controlled by emotions and social
pressure rather than logical analysis.
Meanwhile, the capability of teenagers in
processing social information has significantly
enhanced: for example, quicker recognition of
other people's emotions, more sensitive
perception of social feedback. However, social
cognitive bias is also more obvious at this
stage. For instance, adolescents have a
tendency to pay too much attention to their
peers' evaluation-even to the extent of
internalizing such assessment as an important
basis for behavioral decision-making. These
features are indicative that adolescent social
cognition, while it facilitates behavioral
learning, it also makes them more vulnerable
to the various influences from outside.

3. Characteristics of Adolescent
Decision-Making and Risk Behavior

3.1 Decision-Making Mechanism in
Adolescence
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The truth is that adolescence is a very critical
juncture in the development of
decision-making processes in the individual,
but its mechanism of making decisions
contrasts radically with those made by adults.
First, due to the underdevelopment of the
prefrontal cortex of the brain, adolescents rely
more on their emotions and short-term rewards
than on a rational assessment of long-term
interests when it comes to making decisions.
This predisposes adolescents to impulsive and
risk-taking behavior when faced with
complicated choices. At the same time,
neuroscience research findings suggest that in

this period the reward system of the adolescent
brain works more actively. In turn, her
preference for immediate gratification is
increased. Besides, adolescents are much
influenced by social factors in making
decisions, where the behaviors and opinions of
peers take precedence and play a guiding role
to greater effect in their decisions. This trait,
which is socially driven, is very much
manifested in group activities where
adolescents tend to follow the crowd in
collective decisions they make and discard the
rationality of personal judgment.

Figure 1. Influential Factors in Adolescent Decision-Making Mechanism
Figure 1 summarizes the major factors that
impinge on adolescent decision-making:
immature neural development, emotional drive,
peer influence, need for social belonging, and
preference for immediate rewards. Each of
these factors contributes uniquely to a different
effect-inadequately developed risk assessment,
heightened conformity, for example-on
decision-making behavior in the adolescent.
The influencing factors interactively affect
each other in a dynamic and often vicious
circle.

3.2 Main Types and Manifestations of
Adolescent Risk Behaviors
Adolescence is the peak period of individual
exploration and experimentation, during which
self-awareness and the seeking of limits are
naturally developed. Common adolescent risk
behaviors include smoking, alcoholism, drug
abuse, unsafe sex, and dangerous driving. This
is a very important stage for people to
establish their identity. In trying new things,
although they are often for experimental
purposes, for the insufficiency of risk
assessment ability, they easily flow into
dangerous behaviours. Besides, the popularity
of the Internet environment has provided the
adolescents with new channels for going with

risk behaviours like excessive use of social
media or participating in cyberbullying. The
influence of these digital risk behaviors on
adolescent mental health and social
relationships is more complex and far-reaching
compared with traditional risk behaviors.

3.3 Adolescent Behavioral Characteristics
from the Perspective of Developmental
Psychology
From the developmental psychology
perspective, the behavioral characteristics of
adolescents have an obvious development
stage and diversity. First, adolescent behavior
is emotionally more active; they are more
likely to make behavioral responses based on
current feelings rather than based on logical
thinking. Besides, through adolescence,
self-concept and identification are explored
during the development phase. They desire
external recognition through behavioral
manifestations in order to seek self-identity.
This exploratory behavior is very often
complemented by a certain degree of
rebelliousness, which presents itself as testing
authority and pursuing independence. At the
same time, adolescents' dependence on peer
relationships has considerably grown, and peer
recognition and belonging became another
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important factor influencing their choice of
behavior. Despite this, with the change of
psychological maturity and environment, the
behavioral characteristics of adolescents are
not stationary but gradually tend towards
stability and rationality. Developmental
psychology emphasizes that the pattern of
behavior at this stage is not only an important
manifestation of the growth of the individual
but also lays the foundation for future
personality development and social adaptation.

4. The Impact of Social Cognition on
Adolescent Decision-Making and Risky
Behavior

4.1 The Role of Observational Learning and
Social Models
Observational learning is one of the major
mechanisms of social cognitive theory, and it
plays an important role in the development of
decision-making and risky behavior among
adolescents. The adolescents, while growing
up, learn and imitate similar action patterns by
observing others' behaviors and the
consequences of such behaviors. The "social
models" could be found in family, school,
media, or peer groups. For example, when
teenagers find that their family members or
their friends are reinforced for risky behavior,
they may perceive such behavior as an option
to be tried. On the other hand, when the social
model shows a disapproving attitude towards
such an action, teenagers may become
repressed and this results in reducing the
frequency of similar actions. In addition,
media in today's world plays a very crucial
role as the social model. The behaviors, which
are observed in movies, television series, and
on social media, unconsciously influence the
behavioral choice of adolescents. In these
observational learnings, the adolescent
develops an idea about the results of their
behaviors and also about social norms, which
influence their decision-making process.
Figure 2 shows the core process of
observational learning, including attention,
memory, reproduction, motivation and
behavioral performance, and forms a
closed-loop structure through feedback.
Individuals learn by observing the behavior of
others and their results, through memory
storage and behavioral reproduction, and at the
same time evaluate the impact of rewards or

punishments in the external environment on
their own behavior.

Figure 2. The Cyclical Principle of
Observational Learning

4.2 Peer Influence and Social Belonging
Needs
The need for social belonging during
adolescence is significantly enhanced, making
peer influence an important factor in shaping
their decision-making and behavior. At this
stage, adolescents' dependence on peer
relationships is strengthened, and they show a
strong desire for group identity. In order to
win the recognition of their peers, adolescents
tend to adopt behaviors that conform to group
norms, even if these behaviors may be risky.
For example, in group activities, individuals
may participate in risky or inappropriate
behaviors for fear of being excluded. In
addition, peers' risky behaviors will strengthen
adolescents' acceptance of similar behaviors,
thereby triggering a mimicking effect. This
behavioral motivation of adolescents is rooted
in their need for social belonging and
sensitivity to peer evaluation. Although this
influence may promote positive behaviors in
some cases, such as mutual encouragement in
learning, it is more likely to have a negative
effect in risky behavior situations.
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4.3 Social Context and Social Cognitive Bias
The social context influences choice and risky
behavior of adolescents, especially in
complicated or stressful situations when social
cognitive biases can be observed. Such biases
may include underestimation of the real
consequences of one's behavior,
overestimation of social expectations, and
misinterpretation of the behavior of other
people. For example, when incidents involve
pressure, adolescents may base their decisions
on simple social cues and completely disregard
the potential for risk. This bias is further
magnified in social situations by emotional
arousal and group atmosphere, making
individuals more likely to select the short-term
reward over the long-term benefit. Moreover,
not all social contexts have an equal say in
influencing adolescents. While supportive and
positive social contexts may dampen the
negative impact of cognitive biases on
behavior, contradictory or stressful
environments may further exacerbate
adolescents' choices of behavior. This means
that understanding and controlling social
contexts are highly relevant to the realization
of adolescent behavior intervention.

5. Research Challenges and Future
Prospects

5.1 Deficiencies and Controversies in
Existing Research
While the field of social cognition has made
significant contributions to the current state of
adolescent decision-making and risky behavior,
it also still exhibits important deficiencies and
controversies. Most existing research actually
relies on samples from specific cultural or
social backgrounds; hence, it is hard for them
to show their universality across different
cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds. As
for the methods, most current studies still rely
on questionnaires and laboratory experiments;
thus, dynamic tracking and multi-dimensional
analyses of adolescents' real-life behaviors are
insufficient. More importantly, no consensus
has been reached on what the precise
behavior-influencing mechanisms for each
dimension of social cognition exactly are,
including the interaction between
observational learning and peer influence.

5.2 Directions and Suggestions for Future
Research
In fact, there are several directions in which
research could be done better and deeper in the
future. First of all, it is fairly urgent to enhance
the cross-cultural research on this aspect and
discuss its universality and differences by
comparing various characteristics of social
cognition under different cultural backgrounds.
Second, it is necessary to introduce
technologies of dynamic tracking and
multi-modal data collection, such as using
smart devices and big data analysis for
real-time monitoring of adolescent behavior
patterns to reveal more precisely the
mechanism of social cognition. Third, in the
aspect of theoretical integration, efforts can be
tried to integrate social cognitive theory with
research findings in disciplines such as
neuroscience and emotion regulation to
necessitate multidisciplinary intersection. Also,
the researches have to pay attention to the
multitude of the social environment, including
the interaction among peer pressure, family
influence, and media information, for more
empirical evidence of intervention strategies.

5.3 Practical Significance and Application
Prospects
It is theoretically important not only to deeply
investigate the influence of social cognition on
adolescent decision-making and risk-taking
behavior but also to give necessary guidance
to social policies and educational interventions.
In education, based on the social cognitive
theory, elaboration of appropriate teaching
contents could help adolescents better
comprehend and appraise the consequences
brought about by risky behaviors and enhance
their self-regulative competence. In family
education, positive behavior demonstration by
parents and open communication could lessen
negative impacts arising from social cognitive
bias among adolescents. In addition, the
research outcome of social cognition can also
be used to construct group intervention models,
such as reducing the adverse effects of group
pressure upon adolescents by setting up a
supportive peer network in school.

6. Conclusion
This study systematically analyzed the impact
of social cognition on adolescent
decision-making and risky behavior, and

International Conference on Social Development 
and Intelligent Technology (SDIT2024)

Academic Conferences Series (ISSN: 3008-0908) 381



comprehensively revealed the core role of
social cognition in adolescent behavior choices
from theoretical frameworks, behavioral
characteristics to specific influence
mechanisms. The decision-making mechanism
of adolescence has unique neural and
psychological characteristics, including
immature neural development, emotional drive,
and short-term reward preference, which
makes it more susceptible to peer influence
and social belonging needs in complex
situations. These characteristics not only
explain the high-risk tendency of adolescent
behavior, but also emphasize the dynamic
regulatory role of social cognitive mechanisms
in observational learning, peer interaction, and
social situations. This study shows that by
paying attention to the formation and
development of adolescent social cognition,
we can better understand the internal logic of
their behavioral choices and provide a
scientific basis for intervention strategies.
At the same time, this study reveals the
importance of social context and cognitive
biases in adolescent behavior research. Social
cognitive biases, such as underestimating risks
or over-reliance on group evaluations, not only
affect individuals' short-term behavioral
choices, but may also have a profound impact
on their long-term mental health and social
adaptability. Therefore, at the critical stage of
adolescent development, educators, families,
and social policy makers should work together
to optimize adolescent decision-making ability
and behavior patterns through positive social
models, supportive peer environments, and
interventions based on cognitive theory. In
summary, social cognitive theory not only
provides a comprehensive theoretical
perspective for understanding the complex
behavioral phenomena of adolescents, but also
provides important practical guidance for
promoting their healthy growth and social
adaptation.
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