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Social media can be defined as digital communication where individuals share messages, videos, and images (American Psychological Association, 2023). It has become a part of everyday life and can affect how individuals learn, communicate and form relationships. Mental health can be described as a state of well-being that enables individuals to cope with life's pressures, recognise their strengths and contribute to their community (World Health Organisation,2022). Adolescence is a developmental stage between the ages of ten and nineteen, marking the transition between childhood and adulthood. During this time, young people develop rapidly, physically, and emotionally. During this time, they develop their sense of identity and their understanding of themselves and others. As social media is now a significant part of many adolescents’ everyday lives, it may influence development in both positive and negative ways. This essay will discuss the positive and negative effects of social media using Bowlby's attachment theory and Bandura's social learning theory. It will evaluate both theories and compare their relevance in explaining social media's impact on adolescents.
aged 13-17 report that they use a social media platform (Office of the Surgeon General,2023). Research suggests that social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescents, depending on how they use it and the type of content they are exposed to. Social media can have a detrimental effect on adolescents' mental health, with cyberbullying being one potential factor. Children can be subjected to online abuse and judgment, which is different from traditional bullying, such as face-to-face name-calling and physical abuse. Cyberbullying, which is used on a public platform, can involve public humiliation, harassment, and social exclusion. Research has found an association between cyberbullying and higher levels of depression, anxiety and emotional distress among young people; this also includes higher levels of suicidal thoughts and substance abuse. Adolescents’ Social media use among adolescents is extremely common, with up to 95% of young people may also be exposed to or become victims of non-consensual sharing of sexual images, which can contribute to harassment and further cyberbullying. (Vaillancourt et al., 2016) However, social media can also benefit adolescents by helping them build relationships and stay connected with others. For adolescents who are shy or find face-to-face communication difficult, online communities may provide a less intimidating environment in which to interact with others. Online communities can give young people who feel isolated or underrepresented opportunities to find similar experiences, gain acceptance and support, and feel a sense of belonging. In addition, social media can give adolescents access to mental-health support and information they may not otherwise seek out (McAlister et al., 2024)
Bandura’s social learning theory suggests that people can learn new behaviours by observing and imitating others (McLeod,2025). Bandura also found that individuals were more likely to repeat an observed behaviour when they saw the model receive praise or a positive response. This demonstrates the role of reinforcement in encouraging behaviour. One of Bandura's Bobo Doll studies provided evidence to support this theory. Children observed an adult model behave aggressively towards a Bobo Doll, with the model receiving different consequences for their behaviour. The children were then given the opportunity to play with the same toys. The study found that children were more likely to imitate the behaviour they observed when the adult model was positively reinforced for their aggressive behaviour (Galanaki and Malafantis, 2022). Bandura's theory can be applied to adolescents' use of social media, as young people are regularly exposed to the behaviours of others online; for example, adolescents can be exposed to a range of content, including lifestyle choices, risky behaviours, such as trends that can cause harm, beauty and body-image trends, and extreme attitudes from high-profile influencers. As Bandura's model shows, behaviour is more likely to be modelled when it is rewarded; on social media, this could take the form of likes, shares, and a larger following. For example, seeing an influencer receive lots of likes for a particular body image type or extreme opinions may make that behaviour seem attractive and desirable. However, modelling behaviour can also have a positive influence when people view the right content, such as support systems for positive mental health, body positivity and inclusivity posts, and educational content. Positive reinforcement can include encouraging comments, recognising achievements, and gaining followers for positive content. Therefore, Bandura's theory suggests that social media can have both positive and negative influences depending on the behaviours and responses those behaviours receive from others.

Bowlby's attachment theory focuses on the importance of the emotional bond a child forms with their primary caregiver. Bowlby proposed that these early attachment experiences create an internal working model, a set of expectations about themselves and their relationships with others. According to Bowlby, these expectations can then influence later relationships. (Bowlby, 1982) Bowlby’s attachment theory can be applied to adolescents' use of social media because early attachment experiences may influence how young people form and maintain relationships online. For example, an adolescent who feels less secure in their relationships might use social media to seek reassurance, attention, and connection online. Someone with more secure relationships may use it more as an extension of their existing relationships. If a child develops an insecure attachment, they may develop negative expectations about themselves or others, which can affect how they approach relationships later in life. Research found that insecure parent-child attachment was indirectly linked to increased social comparison and feedback seeking on social media. Adolescents with more insecure attachments were more likely to overinterpret others' thoughts and feelings, which could lead them to compare themselves with others to seek reassurance and feedback online (Venta et al., 2019).
Although both Bandura's and Bowlby's theories can help explain adolescents' use of social media, they focus on different influences on behaviour. Bandura focuses on how behaviour can be learned through observing others, whereas Bowlby focuses on how early attachment experiences can influence relationships and behaviour later in life. This difference suggests that the theories explain different aspects of how social media may affect adolescent mental health. Bandura's theory may be more useful in explaining the influences of online content and behaviours, whereas Bowlby's theory may explain why some adolescents are more vulnerable to seeking validation and reassurance online. Together, the theories provide a broader understanding of how both social influences and early relationships can affect adolescents' mental health when using social media. However, neither theory can fully explain the effects of social media on adolescent mental health. Adolescents may respond differently to the same online content. For example, Bandura's theory explains how behaviours may be imitated or modelled, but it does not fully explain why one adolescent may imitate a behaviour while another does not. Similarly, Bowlby's theory places considerable importance on early attachment experiences; however, relationships and experiences later in life may also influence an adolescent's behaviour and mental health. This highlights that the impact of social media on adolescent mental health may not be explained by one individual theory alone. Factors such as family relationships, peer influence, and the content adolescents are exposed to may provide a more balanced explanation than either theory alone. This demonstrates the importance of considering different psychological perspectives when examining the effects of social media on adolescent mental health.
In conclusion, social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescents' mental health and development.  It can give young people opportunities to form connections, express themselves, and access support. However, social media can also expose adolescents to cyberbullying, comparison, unrealistic body images, and harmful behaviours, which can have a negative impact on mental health. Bandura's social learning theory helps explain how adolescents may learn and imitate behaviours they see online, especially when those behaviours are rewarded with praise and attention. Bowlby's attachment theory offers a different perspective by considering how early attachment experiences may influence how adolescents form relationships and seek reassurance or validation online. Neither theory can fully explain the effects of social media on every adolescent, as individual experiences also play an important role. Overall, both theories provide insight into the challenging relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health.
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