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The Impact of Social Media on Adolescent Mental Health: A Discussion Using Bandura’s Social Learning Theory and Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory

           Social media has become an important part of adolescents’ everyday lives, changing the way young people communicate, build relationships, and access information. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and YouTube provide opportunities for entertainment, self-expression, and social interaction, allowing adolescents to stay connected with friends regardless of distance. According to the American Psychological Association (2023), most teenagers use social media daily, making it a significant influence on their social and emotional development.
          Adolescence is a critical stage of development, characterised by rapid biological, cognitive, emotional, and social changes. During this period, young people develop their identity, become more independent, and place increasing importance on peer relationships. As a result, they may be especially sensitive to online feedback, social comparison, and features such as likes, comments, and follower counts.
            Research shows that the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health is complex rather than entirely positive or negative. Social media can strengthen friendships, provide emotional support, increase access to mental health information, and create communities for young people with shared experiences (Best et al., 2014; Odgers & Jensen, 2020). However, excessive or problematic use has also been linked to anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, body dissatisfaction, and poor sleep (Keles et al., 2020; Twenge et al., 2018). Recent studies suggest that these effects depend on individual differences, patterns of use, and the quality of online experiences (Valkenburg et al., 2022).
             This essay uses Bandura’s Social Learning Theory and Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory to explain how social media influences adolescent mental health. It argues that social media can have both positive and negative effects, depending on how adolescents engage with online environments and interpret their experiences.   
             Social media has changed the way adolescents maintain relationships and communicate with others. It allows young people to stay in contact with friends, share experiences, and receive emotional support outside school. For adolescents who experience loneliness, disability, or social isolation, online communities can provide a sense of belonging that may not always be available offline. Best et al. (2014) found that supportive online interactions can improve perceived social support and contribute positively to psychological well-being. In addition, social media provides access to educational resources and reliable mental health information, encouraging help-seeking behaviour and reducing stigma.
           Online communities can be particularly valuable for adolescents who feel marginalised in their everyday lives. Support groups focused on mental health, chronic illness, or shared interests often help young people realise they are not alone. The American Psychological Association (2023) also suggests that positive online experiences may strengthen identity development and encourage healthy self-expression.
           Despite these benefits, research has identified several risks associated with heavy or problematic social media use. A systematic review by Keles et al. (2020) found that greater social media use is associated with higher levels of anxiety, depression, and psychological distress, although the strength of these relationships differs across studies. One explanation is that adolescents are regularly exposed to idealised images and carefully managed online identities, encouraging social comparison and feelings of inadequacy.
           Body image is a particular concern, especially for adolescent girls. Many social media platforms focus on highly edited photographs that promote unrealistic beauty standards. Repeated exposure to this content may reduce self-esteem and increase body dissatisfaction or unhealthy eating behaviours. At the same time, recent studies suggest that body positivity content may reduce some of these negative effects for certain users (Valkenburg et al., 2022).
            Cyberbullying is another major issue. Unlike traditional bullying, online harassment can happen at any time and quickly reach a large audience. Victims often experience anxiety, depression, loneliness, and emotional distress because harmful content may remain online indefinitely.
          Sleep is another area affected by social media use. Many adolescents spend long periods on their phones before bedtime, reducing both sleep duration and quality. Twenge et al. (2018) argue that increasing screen time has occurred alongside higher rates of depressive symptoms among adolescents, with poor sleep being one possible explanation. Reduced sleep can also affect emotional regulation, academic performance, and overall well-being.
          However, recent research advises against viewing social media as either entirely harmful or entirely beneficial. Valkenburg et al. (2022) argue that average effects are relatively small and vary greatly between individuals. This suggests that the quality of online experiences and personal characteristics are more important than the amount of time adolescents spend on social media.
         Bandura’s Social Learning Theory helps explain how social media influences adolescent mental health. According to Bandura (1977), people learn by observing others and the consequences of their behaviour. They are more likely to imitate individuals they see as successful, attractive, or similar to themselves. On social media, influencers, celebrities, content creators, and peers often become role models who shape adolescents’ attitudes, behaviours, and emotional responses.
           Adolescents are especially influenced by observational learning because they are still developing their identity. Social media exposes them to countless examples of lifestyles, appearance, fitness, and personal success. When these behaviours receive many likes, comments, and shares, they are socially reinforced, making adolescents more likely to imitate them (Bandura, 1977).
           Within Bandura’s framework, likes, followers, and positive comments act as reinforcement. Receiving positive feedback may increase self-esteem and encourage further engagement with social media, while negative comments or a lack of attention may reduce confidence and contribute to emotional distress. The American Psychological Association (2023) notes that adolescents are particularly sensitive to peer evaluation because brain systems linked to reward continue to develop throughout adolescence.
             Social Learning Theory also explains how repeated exposure to idealised content can affect body image. Adolescents who frequently see edited images associated with popularity may internalise unrealistic standards of appearance and success, increasing dissatisfaction with themselves. However, these effects are not the same for everyone and depend on factors such as self-esteem, resilience, and existing mental health (Valkenburg et al., 2022).
          At the same time, observational learning can have positive outcomes. Many influencers and organisations promote mental health awareness, healthy lifestyles, and self-acceptance. By observing these role models, adolescents may develop healthier coping strategies and become more willing to seek support when needed.
           Although Bandura’s theory explains imitation and reinforcement well, it pays less attention to wider influences such as family, school, culture, and the role of recommendation algorithms. Modern social media platforms determine much of the content adolescents see, meaning that online experiences are shaped not only by personal choice but also by technology. Therefore, Social Learning Theory cannot fully explain the complexity of today’s digital environment.
         Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory offers a different perspective by emphasising the importance of social interaction and cultural context in development (Vygotsky, 1978). He argued that learning takes place through communication, collaboration, and participation in shared activities. From this perspective, social media can be viewed as a digital environment where adolescents interact, exchange ideas, and develop aspects of their identity.
          Online communities reflect many of Vygotsky’s ideas. Adolescents experiencing anxiety, depression, chronic illness, or social isolation may find understanding and encouragement from peers with similar experiences. These interactions can reduce loneliness and strengthen resilience. Best et al. (2014) suggest that supportive online communication can improve adolescents’ sense of belonging, particularly for those who receive limited support offline.   
           Social media also supports collaborative learning. Young people regularly exchange information about education, personal development, and mental health through videos, discussion forums, and peer communication. This reflects Vygotsky’s view that knowledge develops through interaction rather than individual learning.
          However, social interaction online can also have negative consequences. Harmful communities may normalise unhealthy behaviours, spread misinformation, or encourage bullying and risky activities. Adolescents who are repeatedly exposed to these environments may begin to view such behaviours as acceptable. Odgers and Jensen (2020) argue that the quality of online experiences has a greater influence on mental health than the amount of time spent using social media.
           Similarly, constant comparison with others may create pressure to appear successful, attractive, or popular, contributing to anxiety, fear of missing out (FOMO), and lower self-esteem.
        Although Vygotsky’s theory remains useful, it was developed before digital communication and therefore does not consider anonymous interactions, commercial algorithms, or platform design. It also focuses more on social environments than individual differences, making it difficult to explain why adolescents respond differently to similar online experiences. Nevertheless, the theory highlights that supportive online communities can either protect or harm adolescent mental health depending on the nature of social interactions.
          Both Bandura’s and Vygotsky’s theories offer valuable but different explanations of how social media affects adolescent mental health. Bandura focuses on observational learning and reinforcement, explaining why adolescents imitate influencers and respond strongly to online feedback. Vygotsky, in contrast, emphasises communication and the influence of social environments, helping explain the importance of online communities and peer support.
           However, neither theory fully reflects the realities of modern social media, where recommendation algorithms influence what users see and how they interact. Contemporary research supports a more balanced view. Orben and Przybylski (2019) found that the overall relationship between digital technology use and adolescent well-being is relatively small, while Valkenburg et al. (2022) argue that outcomes largely depend on personality, family support, existing mental health, and patterns of social media use. Together, Bandura’s and Vygotsky’s theories provide a broader understanding of why social media has different effects on different adolescents.
        Social media plays an important role in adolescents’ lives and can influence mental health in both positive and negative ways. Research suggests that it can strengthen friendships, provide emotional support, improve access to mental health information, and encourage self-expression. At the same time, excessive or negative online experiences may contribute to anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, body dissatisfaction, and poor sleep.
          Bandura’s Social Learning Theory explains how adolescents develop attitudes and behaviours by observing online role models and responding to social reinforcement. Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory highlights the importance of communication, relationships, and social environments in shaping psychological development. Together, these theories show that the impact of social media depends not simply on screen time but on the quality of adolescents’ online experiences and interactions.
          Overall, current research suggests that social media is neither inherently harmful nor universally beneficial. Its effects vary according to individual characteristics, patterns of use, and the nature of online relationships. Therefore, supporting positive digital engagement and reducing harmful online experiences is likely to be more effective than focusing only on limiting adolescents’ use of social media.
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