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[bookmark: _Toc236780496]During adolescence, young people are more vulnerable to external effects since it is a time when they are developing their sense of self, learning to control their emotions, and growing into their social networks and due to the constant availability of online content, peer interactions, along with digital role models, social media has emerged as a major environment impacting the lives of adolescents (House and Brennan, 2023). Adolescence is also a period of ongoing biological development, which can influence emotional regulation, decision-making and sensitivity to social experiences. The growing prevalence of recommendation algorithms and the ever-increasing popularity of social media among British young people and adolescents demonstrate how much digital platforms impact their media consumption habits (Ofcom, 2025). Notwithstanding the positive effects of social media for learning, creativity including social connection, studies have shown that bad or excessive online experiences can lead to anxiety, depression, or psychological distress (NHS England, 2022; Fassi et al., 2025). Therefore, using Bandura’s Social Learning Theory, this essay analyses how social media affects adolescents’ mental health and it argues that recommendation algorithms have changed the way adolescents learn from observations, playing the role of an “invisible teacher” which influences positive as well as negative outcomes in adolescents’ mental health.
Discussion
People learn attitudes, behaviours, and emotional responses via observing the acts of others and the results of those actions as defined by Bandura’s Social Learning Theory and based on this theory, individual characteristics, behaviour, or environment are always affecting one another in learning (Bandura, 1977). In addition to their immediate social networks, such as family and teachers, adolescents today have access to a vast network of online influencers as well as digital role models, with the aid of recommendation algorithms which dictate the kind of content those adolescents consume repeatedly. Ofcom (2025) reported that adolescents in the UK are becoming more aware of algorithm-driven content recommendation systems which suggests that the theory can be applied to modern digital environments, where technology systems influence observational learning alongside human role models, and this approach offers a better explanation for adolescent mental health by acknowledging the association between personal vulnerability, online environments, or algorithmically reinforced learning as opposed to criticising social media alone (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
Additionally, unrealistic social expectations, anxiety, and psychological discomfort may be exacerbated for some adolescents by algorithm-driven observational learning. House and Brennan (2023) found that algorithms frequently suggest similar content to young people when they engage with information associated with stress or emotional difficulties. As platforms benefit from longer user engagement, adolescents may be repeatedly exposed to inappropriate content. Bandura states that when models appear to be rewarded through popularity, likes, along with positive comments, that behaviour is more likely to occur and this means that adolescents may perceive unrealistic lifestyles or dysfunctional coping mechanisms as socially acceptable (Smith, 2021). Although the strength of the associations varies from person to person, this process helps to explain why there is consistent systematic evidence linking problematic social media use to increased symptoms of anxiety, depression, or psychological distress (Keles et al., 2019). Rather than suggesting that algorithms directly cause psychological disorders, Bandura’s theory implies that, instead of triggering mental health issues on its own, frequent exposure to certain behavioural models may interact with pre-existing vulnerabilities as well as contribute to differences in psychological outcomes.
However, focusing only on the negative outcomes of social media would overlook its potential to encourage constructive observational learning, as the same observational processes can improve wellbeing when constructive behaviours are consistently reinforced. Adolescents also encounter educational content, mental health campaigns, and supportive peer communities which can provide positive models for adolescents (Sanders et al., 2023). In agreement with this perspective, Ofcom (2025) found that nearly half of children aged 3-17 utilise videos for educational purposes or to supplement their schoolwork, and a large number of adolescents use internet resources for wellness as well as personal development which highlights the educational along with developmental advantages which online video content can provide alongside recognised risks. Additionally, Fassi et al. (2025) reported that adolescents who already have mental health issues engage with social media more compared to those who do not, indicating that mental health conditions influence online encounters just as much as digital platforms and this finding is in adherence to Bandura’s principle of reciprocal determinism, as it illustrates how personal vulnerability, environmental exposure, and behavioural choices are always influencing one another. Besides, considering the possible consequences of social media might vary depending on the material received, individual susceptibility, and patterns of involvement, it suggests that these platforms should not be universally perceived as detrimental.
Using Bandura’s theory of reciprocal determinism as a foundation, it is important to recognise that recommendation algorithms are influential factors impacting adolescents’ online habits. Moreover, adolescents no longer choose all of the content they consume online and instead, they are more likely to engage with content which is recommended to them based on their past actions and interests, leading to the reinforcement of certain attitudes, behaviours, and feelings (Smith, 2021). Ofcom (2025) reports increasing awareness among children that online platforms utilise prior activity to recommend content; nevertheless, House and Brennan (2023) argue that adolescents are still developing emotional regulation and critical judgement, so being aware of this fact may not be adequate to diminish the psychological effects of this content. Thus, algorithms can influence adolescents’ online experiences and add further credibility to Bandura’s Social Learning Theory by showing how personal behaviour and the digital environment continually influence each other (NHS England, 2022).
Different adolescents might experience different impacts of algorithm-driven observational learning owing to the fact that mental health is influenced by a combination of individual characteristics plus digital experiences. A study by Sanders et al. (2023) indicates that adolescent exposure to unrealistic beauty along with lifestyle standards can lead to increased body dissatisfaction or anxiety among some, while having a positive effect on healthier behaviours for others. In a similar manner, Fassi et al. (2025) observed that adolescents with mental health conditions used social media differently from those without such conditions. This may be because individual vulnerability influences how adolescents interpret online content. On the other hand, having supportive family relationships, strong friendships along with positive offline environments can help adolescents evaluate online experiences more critically while lessening the possibility of harm (Odgers and Jensen, 2020) and hence, Bandura’s concept of reciprocal determinism presents a helpful foundation for understanding the outcomes of digital environments, personal resilience, behavioural choices including environmental influences on adolescents’ mental health (Smith, 2021).
The positive and negative aspects of Bandura’s Social Learning Theory are highlighted when applied to modern social media and while the theory does an effective job of explaining observational learning, it was originally developed before algorithm - driven platforms emerged, so it fails to address every aspect when it relates to how automated recommendation systems impact the behaviours which adolescents engage in repeatedly. On the other hand, its primary emphasis on environmental influences is still very relevant because algorithms now influence the digital spaces where observational learning happens (Smith, 2021). Therefore, it is important to consider Bandura’s theory as a foundation for further research on adolescents’ social media behaviours instead of a comprehensive explanation of their online behaviour (House and Brennan, 2023; Keles et al., 2019) and given this limitation, it is more accurate to consider algorithmic systems alongside, rather than as a substitute for, the interpersonal contexts highlighted by Bandura’s original model. Nevertheless, Bandura’s theory remains useful in health and social care because it helps professionals identify how observed behaviours, social feedback and environmental influences may shape adolescents’ responses to online content. This can support interventions that encourage positive role models, critical evaluation of online content and healthier patterns of social media use.
Conclusion
Therefore, from the above discussion, it can be concluded that adolescents’ exposure to a wider range of models through social media has reshaped observational learning, while recommendation algorithms determine the material which appears repeatedly to them. Despite many benefits of social media, such as learning new things or engaging with like-minded individuals, studies have demonstrated that engagement - driven algorithms may contribute to anxiety alongside psychological distress amongst some adolescents (Fassi et al., 2025; Sanders et al., 2023). According to Ofcom (2025) alongside House and Brennan (2023), schools, parents/caregivers, and health and social care providers could all play a role in assisting adolescents by fostering media literacy as it will allow them to recognise algorithmic impact, assess the credibility of online mental health resources, and obtain trustworthy assistance when they need it. Hence, applying Bandura’s emphasis on the connection between personal variables, conduct, and environment, youth mental-health services can reinforce this approach by emphasising how observed online behaviours and feedback can influence individual responses. Thus, the impact of social media on adolescents depends on their vulnerability, the online environments which are influenced by algorithms, as well as their capacity to critically analyse and evaluate the behaviours they observe. Nevertheless, social media itself is not intrinsically good or bad, whereas Bandura’s Social Learning Theory is still applicable in the digital era.
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