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Social media has become an integral part of adolescents' daily lives, creating opportunities for communication, identity development, and access to social support. At the same time, concerns have grown regarding its effects on mental health. Zhu et al. (2026) describe social media as a "double-edged sword" because it has the potential to generate both positive and negative outcomes. While social media can promote social connection, self-expression, and access to supportive communities (Popat and Tarrant, 2023; McAlister et al., 2024), it may also contribute to social comparison, exposure to harmful content, and cyberbullying (Aryal et al., 2025; Vijayakumar et al., 2026; Prestera et al., 2025). This essay examines the impact of social media on adolescent mental health through Bowlby's Attachment Theory and Ajzen's Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB). It argues that Attachment Theory is particularly useful in explaining emotional vulnerability to social media, whereas TPB is more effective in understanding online behaviours such as cyberbullying. However, both theories have limitations when applied to modern digital environments. 
Bowlby's Attachment Theory proposes that early relationships with caregivers shape emotional development and influence later relationships. Through interactions with attachment figures, children develop internal working models that affect self-esteem, trust, and emotional regulation. Although peer relationships become increasingly important during adolescence, the need for emotional security and belonging remains central (Bennett, 2015). 
Research suggests that adolescents who use social media for more than two hours per day are at a slightly greater risk of experiencing depressive symptoms and poorer wellbeing, particularly during early adolescence. The strongest associations have been found among younger adolescents and girls, especially when social media use involves idealised self-presentation and extensive social comparison (Vijayakumar et al., 2026; Aryal et al., 2025). 
Attachment Theory helps explain these findings by highlighting adolescents' need for emotional security and acceptance. During adolescence, peer approval becomes increasingly important, making online feedback particularly influential. Social media exposes young people to continuous opportunities for comparison, evaluation, and validation-seeking. Adolescents with secure attachment may cope better with these experiences because they possess a stronger internal sense of worth. In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment may become more dependent on external validation, making them more vulnerable to rejection, exclusion, and negative feedback. Consequently, social media may reinforce existing attachment-related insecurities and contribute to poorer wellbeing. 
The greater vulnerability observed among younger adolescents can also be understood through attachment theory. Emotional regulation skills are still developing during early adolescence, increasing reliance on external sources of approval. Similarly, girls' greater susceptibility may reflect heightened sensitivity to appearance-based comparison, relational acceptance, and belonging. Therefore, Attachment Theory offers a convincing explanation for why some adolescents experience stronger emotional consequences from social media use than others. 
Nevertheless, the explanatory power of Attachment Theory is not unlimited. While attachment relationships may influence how adolescents respond to online experiences, factors such as personality, digital literacy, peer culture, and wider societal pressures also shape social media use. Furthermore, not all adolescents with insecure attachment experience negative outcomes online, suggesting that attachment history alone cannot explain individual differences. Attachment Theory is therefore valuable for understanding emotional vulnerability but provides only a partial explanation of adolescents' social media experiences. 
Although discussions of social media often focus on risks, Attachment Theory can also help explain its potential benefits. Social media can facilitate self-expression, connection, and identity development. For adolescents who feel isolated or marginalised, including LGBTQ+ young people, online communities may provide support, validation, and a sense of belonging that is unavailable in offline environments (McAlister et al., 2024). 
From an attachment perspective, these online relationships may function as an additional source of emotional security. When online interactions are supportive and authentic, they may strengthen self-esteem and reduce feelings of isolation. However, the benefits depend on the quality of relationships formed online. Social media is most likely to support wellbeing when it promotes meaningful connection rather than dependence on external approval. At the same time, focusing exclusively on attachment needs risks underestimating adolescents' agency. Many young people actively manage their social media use and make deliberate choices about how they engage online. Consequently, attachment processes represent only one part of a more complex picture. 
While Attachment Theory primarily explains emotional responses to social media, it is less effective in explaining specific online behaviours. To understand behaviours such as cyberbullying, the Theory of Planned Behaviour provides a complementary perspective. 
Social media increases exposure to cyberbullying, which has emerged as a significant risk factor for poor mental health along with poor sleep patterns and displaced activities that support wellbeing (such as face-to-face interactions) (Christakis and Hale, 2025). Cyberbullying can have severe consequences for both victims and perpetrators. Victims may experience depression, anxiety, self-harm, suicidal ideation, sleep problems, and reduced school engagement, while perpetrators are also at increased risk of emotional and behavioural difficulties (Prestera et al., 2025). To explain these behaviours, Prestera et al. (2025) apply Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behaviour. TPB proposes that behaviour is influenced by attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control. In online environments, peer approval and group expectations can strongly influence behaviour. Likes, comments, and shares communicate what behaviours are accepted within social groups, encouraging adolescents to conform to perceived norms. Consequently, cyberbullying may become more likely when aggressive behaviour is accepted or rewarded within peer network.
The study found that social norms and conformity were strongly associated with cyberbullying behaviour. By extending TPB to include peer-group norms and conformity, Prestera et al. (2025) demonstrate how social pressure can create environments in which cyberbullying becomes tolerated or even expected. The model also identified situational self-efficacy as particularly important, suggesting that adolescents require strong self-regulation skills to navigate increasingly complex online environments.  TPB therefore provides a useful explanation of how social media influences shape online behaviour.
However, TPB also has important limitations. The theory assumes that behaviour is largely rational and based on conscious intentions. In reality, many online behaviours occur impulsively, especially during adolescence when emotional regulation is still developing. Cyberbullying may result from anger, frustration, or immediate emotional reactions rather than careful decision-making. As a result, TPB may underestimate the influence of emotions in shaping online conduct. While the theory explains deliberate behaviours effectively, it may be less successful in explaining impulsive forms of online aggression.
TPB can also be applied to broader social media experiences. Tuomisto et al. (2024) found significant associations between adolescents’ social media experiences and both internalising symptoms, such as depression, and externalising symptoms, such as conduct problems. Through the TPB framework, these outcomes can be understood in terms of attitudes towards social media (adolescents may form positive or negative beliefs about social media depending on their experiences), perceived social norms (adolescents may feel pressure to participate, compare themselves with others, or behave in ways that are accepted online; for those with conduct symptoms, online environments may normalise risky, aggressive, or harmful behaviours such as cyberbullying), and behavioural control (depressed adolescents may struggle to limit time online even when it worsens their mood, while adolescents with conduct symptoms may be more impulsive and therefore less able to control aggressive or risky actions online). 
Nevertheless, TPB focuses primarily on individual decision-making and pays limited attention to the design of digital environments. Factor such as platform algorithms, engagement-driven features, and the constant accessibility of social media may influence behaviour independently of individual intentions. Consequently, TPB may be more effective in explaining why adolescents engage in certain behaviours than in explaining how technological environments encourage those behaviours.
Attachment Theory and TPB offer complementary insights into adolescent social media use. Attachment Theory focuses on internal emotional processes and helps explain why some adolescents are particularly vulnerable to social comparison, rejection, and validation-seeking. In contrast, TPB concentrates on cognitive and social influences on behaviour, making it particularly useful for understanding cyberbullying, peer conformity, and behavioural self-regulation. Together, the theories address both emotional and behavioural aspects of social media use. However, neither fully captures the influence of technological design, digital culture, or rapidly evolving online environments. 
In conclusion, social media is neither inherently harmful nor beneficial for adolescent mental health. Its effects depend on individual characteristics, developmental stage, and patterns of use. Attachment Theory provides a strong explanation for emotional vulnerability and the importance of belonging, reassurance, and self-worth in online environments. In contrast, the Theory of Planned Behaviour offers a valuable framework for understanding how peer norms, attitudes, and perceived behavioural control influence online behaviour. While each theory contributes important insights, neither fully explains the complexity of adolescents' digital experiences. A comprehensive understanding of social media's impact on mental health therefore requires the integration of psychological, developmental, and sociocultural perspectives. 
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