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Adolescence is a time of rapid change. Teenagers undergo changes in their bodies, feelings and social life. Their friendships and sense of self are still emerging. It is also the life stage when social media use is at its highest. Social media platforms like Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat are now a way of life for most teenagers, with them spending many hours per day on these apps (Agyapong et al. 2025). These are the places they talk to their friends, go for entertainment and find out who they are. For many young people, social media has become a normal and unavoidable part of daily life, rather than an optional extra.	
Research links heavy social media use to both benefits and risks. Social support and decreased isolation are among the benefits. Risks include depression, anxiety, poor body image and disrupted sleep (Blanchard et al. 2023; Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). That's not an easy relationship, however. This is based on the character of the adolescent and the connections and customs she brings with her to the platform. This essay will draw on Bowlby's attachment theory and Bandura's social learning theory to explain how and why social media may affect adolescent mental health. It will contend that the security of a youth's relationships and what he or she observes and copies online have a profound impact on the outcomes.
Several recent studies support a link between problematic social media use and poor mental health. Research published in 2020-2024 revealed a strong relationship between exposure to online risk factors and mental disorders in adolescents, as shown by the meta-analysis of the studies. Some of these risk factors were cyberbullying and exposure to self-harm content (Cabezas et al. 2025). It concluded that depression, anxiety and suicidal ideation were associated with the study. It also pointed out that a disturbing number of adolescents who committed suicide had an online presence sharing suicidal thoughts, underscoring the seriousness of these risks.
Sleep is another area affected by social media use. Late-night scrolling can delay bedtime and reduce sleep quality, which in turn affects mood and concentration the next day (Levenson et al., 2016). This is a vicious circle that continues to make it more difficult to sleep, and more difficult to feel good. A scoping review of existing reviews reached a similar conclusion. Majority of the research studies were associated with social media use and depression and anxiety (Agyapong et al. 2025). But it was the way time was spent online, rather than the amount of time, that was more important. Passive and compulsive checking behaviour were more strongly associated with harm than active, intentional use.
Body image is yet another concern. Adolescents compare themselves with idealised or edited images of peers and celebrities with image-based platforms. Such comparisons can lead to a decrease in self-esteem and self-satisfaction regarding the appearance. It can reduce self-esteem and self-satisfaction about the appearance in comparison (Blanchard et al., 2023). Keles et al. (2020) identified time online, appearance-related content and social comparison as all being associated with symptoms of depression and anxiety in Teenagers.
Not every result is bad, however. The effects vary between individuals, with responses differing depending on individual circumstances and characteristics (Shannon et al., 2022). The outcomes are influenced by a young person's personal factors, content consumed and offline support network. Social media can be a source of support and a sense of belonging for some adolescents, especially those who feel lonely (Agyapong et al., 2025). The mixed results imply that psychological theory is necessary to account for the varied impact that the same platform can have on two adolescents.
One explanation that might prove useful is Bowlby's attachment theory. Bowlby (1969) suggested that babies' relationships develop an internal working model. This model is related to the responsiveness of their primary caregiver in responding to their needs. Secure, anxious or avoidant. This is a version of the model that is revisited in adulthood, in the pursuit of intimacy and security with others.
Young people with a secure attachment history are able to believe in themselves. They have better skills in balancing the use of social media. Their online interactions are not meant to take the place of their offline interactions, as that would be a role reversal (Demirtaş, 2019). However, Teenagers who have what are described as insecure and anxious attachments are more vulnerable. Likes and comments provide instant and quantifiable acknowledgment. This can turn into an "addictive behaviour" to relieve an inner fear that they might not be liked or accepted.
This concept is related to the association of compulsive use with depression and anxiety, a correlation that is stronger than the association with just the amount of time spent online (Keles et al., 2020). Adolescents who may be most concerned about their internal model being flawed can have the most difficulty regulating their use. It is also possible to understand the harm caused by cyberbullying from the lens of attachment theory. Exclusion from a group chat can be a threat to a close relationship for a young person who relies on others for security, since they are not getting the same approval, they've come to expect from their peers. This can lead to actual attachment issues (Cabezas et al. 2025).
Bandura's social learning theory provides another, complementary explanation. Bandura (1977) proposed that learner's observe behaviours from others particularly the behaviours of the models they like and emulate. His observation that learning was reinforced when the behaviour was rewarded was known as vicarious reinforcement. There are plenty of such models out there on social media. Peers and influencers are constantly posting about their bodies, lifestyles and achievements.
When these posts receive large numbers of likes and positive comments, adolescents witness the model being rewarded (Rides et al., 2025). It can make them feel encouraged to repeat the same actions, such as changing pictures, attempting to go for a body figure they’re not likely to find, or even searching for attention with the use of risky posts. Adolescents are at the developmental stage where they are learning about themselves and may be particularly likely to emulate these behaviours with the hope of receiving the same acceptance.
Social learning theory also has an explanation for the dissemination of not only destructive but also constructive content online. As with appearance and risky behaviour, adolescents can learn healthy coping skills if they see them in their online community and are encouraged to engage in them (Chwialkowska, 2019). This indicates that the information that's being portrayed to adolescents, and the behaviour that's being rewarded, is just as significant as the time that they spend on social media.
Bowlby's theory and Bandura's theory together provide a more comprehensive explanation than each one does on its own. The factors of attachment theory can help to understand why some adolescents are more likely to need online validation (Chwialkowska, 2019). Social learning theory helps to account for what they will be likely to imitate when they are there, and why some bad behaviours can be picked up rapidly by peer groups.
In conclusion, the impact of social media on adolescent mental health cannot be reduced to how much time young people spend online. Results vary from harm (depression, anxiety, negative body image) to genuine social support. Bowlby's attachment theory provides a rationale for this difference as it demonstrates the influence of the young person's sense of security on their susceptibility to validation seeking behaviour online. This is expanded by Bandura's social learning theory, which demonstrates that the behaviours that adolescents emulate as a result of their observations and reinforcements on these platforms differ. Both theories indicate that if adolescents grow up in secure relationships, they are better equipped to use social media safely, but if they are insecure or if their surroundings include harmful modelled behaviour, they are more susceptible to the dangers of social media. This is an indication of interventions that reinforce supportive relationships and provide positive role models in online spaces, not just limiting use, as the most effective way to lead to adolescent mental health protections. Parents, schools and platform designers all have a part to play in ensuring that a more secure relationship and positive modelling is more likely to flourish online.
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