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Abstract  
 
 

The rapid proliferation of social media platforms has 
transformed the way individuals communicate, 
establish relationships, construct identities, and engage 
with the social world. While social media offers 
unprecedented opportunities for connectivity, self-
expression, information sharing, and community 
participation, growing concerns have emerged 
regarding its influence on psychological well-being, 
interpersonal relationships, cognitive functioning, and 
behavioural patterns. Existing research has largely 
examined these outcomes in isolation, resulting in a 
fragmented understanding of how social media shapes 
human behaviour. This paper presents a theoretical 
analysis of the impact of social media on human 
behaviour through the lens of Attachment Theory. 
Drawing upon contemporary literature published 
between 2020 and 2026, the study synthesizes 
evidence relating to self-esteem, identity formation, 
social interaction, mental health, emotional well-being, 
cognitive processes, and behavioural outcomes 
associated with social media use. The analysis argues 
that attachment orientations significantly influence 
how individuals engage with digital environments, seek 
validation, interpret social feedback, and regulate 
emotions online. Secure attachment is generally 
associated with healthier patterns of social media 
engagement, whereas insecure attachment styles may 
increase vulnerability to social comparison, excessive 
reassurance seeking, emotional distress, and 
problematic usage behaviours. The paper further 
discusses the positive and negative implications of 
social media engagement and highlights the relevance 
of Attachment Theory in understanding individual 
differences in online behaviour. The study contributes 
to the growing body of digital psychology literature by 
offering an integrated theoretical perspective and 
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identifying directions for future research, practice, and 
policy aimed at promoting healthier digital 
engagement. 
 

Keywords: Social Media | Attachment Theory | Human 
Behaviour | Self-Esteem | Mental Health | Psychology 
Well-Being  

I. INTRODUCTION 

Social Media as a Transformative Force in Human 
Behaviour 
The emergence and rapid expansion of social 
media have fundamentally transformed the 
landscape of human communication, interaction, 
and behaviour. Over the past two decades, 
platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, X 
(formerly Twitter), TikTok, Snapchat, LinkedIn, and 
WhatsApp have evolved from simple 
communication tools into complex digital 
ecosystems that shape how individuals perceive 
themselves, interact with others, consume 
information, and participate in society. The 
integration of these platforms into everyday life 
has created unprecedented opportunities for 
social connection, self-expression, collaboration, 
and knowledge exchange. At the same time, 
concerns have intensified regarding the 
psychological, social, and behavioural 
consequences of prolonged and pervasive social 
media engagement (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; 
Keles et al., 2020). 
 
The widespread adoption of social media has 
made digital interaction an integral component of 
contemporary human experience. Recent 
estimates suggest that billions of individuals 
worldwide engage with social media platforms 
daily, often spending several hours interacting 
with digital content, online communities, and 
social networks. This extensive engagement has 
led researchers to examine how social media 
influences various aspects of human behaviour, 
including self-esteem, emotional regulation, 
identity development, interpersonal relationships, 

attention processes, decision-making, and 
psychological well-being (Valkenburg et al., 2022). 
Consequently, social media is no longer viewed 
merely as a technological innovation but as a 
powerful social and psychological environment 
capable of shaping behavioural patterns across 
diverse populations. 
 
Social Media and Contemporary Human 
Behaviour 
Human behaviour is influenced by a complex 
interaction of biological, psychological, social, and 
environmental factors. Social media has 
introduced a new dimension to this interaction by 
creating virtual environments in which individuals 
continuously exchange information, seek social 
validation, construct identities, and establish 
relationships. Unlike traditional forms of 
communication, social media facilitates 
instantaneous feedback, public visibility, and 
continuous social comparison, thereby altering 
how individuals perceive themselves and others 
(Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016). 
 
Research has demonstrated that social media can 
generate both positive and negative behavioural 
outcomes. On the positive side, social media 
enables individuals to maintain social connections, 
access educational resources, participate in civic 
engagement, and express personal identities 
(Ellison et al., 2007; Verduyn et al., 2021). Online 
communities often provide emotional support, 
social capital, and opportunities for collaboration, 
particularly among individuals who may 
experience geographical, social, or physical 
barriers to interaction. 
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Conversely, excessive or maladaptive use of social 
media has been associated with various 
psychological and behavioural concerns. Studies 
have linked problematic social media use to 
increased levels of anxiety, depression, loneliness, 
body dissatisfaction, sleep disturbances, and 
reduced self-esteem (Keles et al., 2020; Twenge & 
Farley, 2021). Furthermore, the algorithm-driven 
architecture of social media platforms often 
encourages prolonged engagement through 
mechanisms such as notifications, personalized 
content feeds, and social reinforcement, 
potentially contributing to compulsive usage 
patterns and behavioural dependency (Montag et 
al., 2023). 
 
These contrasting findings suggest that the effects 
of social media cannot be understood solely 
through platform characteristics or usage 
frequency. Rather, individual differences play a 
critical role in determining how users experience 
and respond to digital environments. This 
observation underscores the need for theoretical 
frameworks capable of explaining why social 
media affects individuals differently despite 
exposure to similar technological conditions. 
 
Attachment Theory in the Digital Age 
Among the various theoretical approaches 
available for understanding human behaviour, 
Attachment Theory provides a particularly 
valuable framework for examining social media 
engagement. Originally developed by Bowlby 
(1969, 1988) and subsequently expanded by 
Ainsworth et al. (1978), Attachment Theory 
proposes that early relational experiences with 
caregivers influence individuals’ internal working 
models of themselves and others. These internal 
models shape expectations regarding 
relationships, emotional regulation, trust, 
security, and interpersonal behaviour throughout 
the lifespan. 

Attachment theory identifies four primary 
attachment orientations: secure, anxious, 
avoidant, and disorganized. Individuals with 
secure attachment generally possess positive 
views of themselves and others, enabling them to 
establish healthy relationships and regulate 
emotions effectively. In contrast, individuals with 
insecure attachment styles may experience 
heightened concerns regarding rejection, 
abandonment, intimacy, or trust, influencing their 
social interactions and emotional responses 
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). 
 
The relevance of Attachment Theory has 
expanded significantly in the digital era. Social 
media platforms provide environments where 
attachment-related needs, such as belongingness, 
validation, connection, and reassurance, can be 
expressed and reinforced. Features including likes, 
comments, shares, follows, and direct messaging 
create opportunities for social affirmation and 
relational maintenance. Consequently, 
attachment orientations may influence how 
individuals engage with social media, interpret 
online interactions, respond to social feedback, 
and regulate emotional experiences in digital 
contexts. 
 
Attachment Theory suggests that users do not 
engage with social media in identical ways. 
Differences in attachment orientations influence 
motivations for platform use, responses to online 
feedback, and susceptibility to psychological 
outcomes. Table 1 summarizes the characteristics 
of major attachment styles and their 
corresponding behavioural patterns within digital 
environments. 
 
Table 1. Attachment styles and their associated 
patterns of social media engagement and 
psychological outcomes.

Attachment 
Style 

Core Characteristics Typical Social Media 
Behaviour 

Potential Psychological 
Outcomes 

Secure 
Attachment 

Positive self-view and 
trust in others 

Balanced use, authentic 
self-presentation, healthy 
relationship maintenance 

Higher well-being, 
emotional stability, 
positive self-esteem 
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Anxious 
Attachment 

Fear of rejection and 
need for reassurance 

Frequent checking, 
validation seeking, 
excessive posting, 
relationship monitoring 

Anxiety, emotional 
dependence, social 
comparison, lower self-
esteem 

Avoidant 
Attachment 

Preference for 
independence and 
emotional distance 

Passive browsing, limited 
self-disclosure, low 
emotional engagement 

Reduced social support, 
emotional detachment, 
weaker online 
relationships 

Disorganized 
Attachment 

Conflicting desires for 
intimacy and 
avoidance 

Inconsistent engagement, 
alternating between 
excessive use and 
withdrawal 

Emotional instability, 
relationship difficulties, 
psychological distress 

Note. Adapted from Bowlby (1969, 1988), 
Ainsworth et al. (1978), Mikulincer and Shaver 
(2016), and contemporary digital attachment 
literature. The table represents a theoretical 
synthesis developed for the present review. 
 
Recent studies suggest that individuals with 
anxious attachment tendencies are more likely to 
seek reassurance through social media, engage in 
frequent monitoring of online relationships, and 
experience heightened emotional reactions to 
social feedback (Oldmeadow et al., 2022).  
 
Conversely, avoidantly attached individuals may 
demonstrate more detached patterns of online 
engagement while maintaining emotional 
distance in digital interactions. These findings 
indicate that attachment processes remain highly 
relevant within technologically mediated 
environments and may provide critical insights 
into understanding behavioural differences 
among social media users. 
 
Research Gap 
Despite the growing body of literature examining 
social media and psychological outcomes, several 
limitations remain evident. First, many studies 
focus on isolated outcomes such as self-esteem, 
depression, anxiety, or social connectedness, 
resulting in fragmented explanations of social 
media's broader behavioural impact. Second, 
existing research frequently emphasizes 
technological features while paying comparatively 
less attention to underlying psychological 

mechanisms that shape user experiences. Third, 
although Attachment Theory has been applied to 
specific aspects of online behaviour, relatively few 
studies have integrated attachment perspectives 
across multiple behavioural domains, including 
self-esteem, identity formation, social interaction, 
cognition, emotional well-being, and behavioural 
regulation. 
 
These limitations highlight the need for a 
comprehensive theoretical analysis that 
synthesizes existing knowledge and examines 
social media's influence through a coherent 
psychological framework. Attachment Theory 
offers a valuable lens through which diverse 
behavioural outcomes can be understood as 
interconnected manifestations of underlying 
relational and emotional processes. 
 
Purpose and Contribution of the Study 
The purpose of this paper is to provide a 
comprehensive theoretical analysis of the impact 
of social media on human behaviour from an 
Attachment Theory perspective. Specifically, the 
study examines how attachment orientations may 
influence self-esteem, identity formation, 
interpersonal relationships, mental health, 
emotional well-being, cognitive functioning, and 
behavioural patterns within digital environments. 
By integrating contemporary literature across 
multiple domains, this paper contributes to the 
emerging field of digital psychology in three ways. 
First, it provides a holistic understanding of social 
media's behavioural consequences rather than 
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focusing on isolated outcomes. Second, it 
strengthens the application of Attachment Theory 
within contemporary digital contexts. Third, it 
offers practical insights for educators, mental 
health professionals, parents, policymakers, and 
platform designers seeking to promote healthier 
patterns of social media engagement. Through 
this theoretical synthesis, the paper aims to 
advance understanding of the complex 
relationship between social media use and human 
behaviour in an increasingly interconnected digital 
world. 
 
Although numerous studies have examined social 
media and psychological outcomes, few have 
synthesized these findings through a unified 
attachment-based framework encompassing self-
esteem, identity formation, mental health, 
cognitive functioning, and behavioural outcomes 
simultaneously. This paper addresses that gap by 
offering an integrated theoretical model capable 
of explaining individual differences in digital 
engagement. 

II. THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS  

Attachment Theory 
Attachment Theory, originally developed by 
Bowlby (1969, 1988), remains one of the most 
influential frameworks for understanding human 
relationships, emotional regulation, and social 
behaviour. The theory proposes that early 
interactions between children and primary 
caregivers shape internal working models that 
influence perceptions of self, expectations of 
others, and interpersonal behaviours throughout 
life. These internal working models guide how 
individuals seek support, manage emotional 
distress, develop relationships, and respond to 
social environments (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). 
According to Attachment Theory, human beings 
possess an innate need to establish emotional 
bonds that provide security, protection, and 
psychological stability. When caregivers respond 
consistently and sensitively to a child's needs, 
secure attachment patterns are likely to develop. 
In contrast, inconsistent, neglectful, or 
unpredictable caregiving experiences may 

contribute to insecure attachment styles 
characterized by anxiety, avoidance, or 
disorganization (Ainsworth et al., 1978). 
 
Although Attachment Theory was initially 
developed to explain child-caregiver relationships, 
subsequent research has demonstrated its 
applicability across adolescence and adulthood. 
Contemporary scholars argue that attachment 
processes influence not only offline relationships 
but also interactions within digital environments, 
including social media platforms (Oldmeadow et 
al., 2022; D’Arienzo et al., 2019). Social media 
provides numerous opportunities for connection, 
validation, reassurance, and social monitoring, 
making it particularly relevant for examining 
attachment-related behaviours in modern society. 
As social interactions increasingly occur through 
digital channels, Attachment Theory offers a 
valuable framework for understanding why 
individuals differ in their patterns of social media 
engagement, emotional responses to online 
feedback, and susceptibility to problematic usage 
behaviours. 
 
Secure Attachment 
Secure attachment develops when individuals 
experience consistent emotional support, 
responsiveness, and trust in significant 
relationships. Securely attached individuals 
generally maintain positive perceptions of 
themselves and others, exhibit healthy self-
esteem, and demonstrate effective emotional 
regulation (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). 
 
Within social media environments, secure 
attachment is typically associated with balanced 
and adaptive engagement. Individuals with secure 
attachment orientations are more likely to use 
social media as a tool for communication, 
information sharing, relationship maintenance, 
and entertainment rather than as a primary source 
of self-worth or emotional validation (Blackwell et 
al., 2017). They are generally less vulnerable to 
excessive social comparison and tend to interpret 
online interactions more realistically. 
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Research indicates that securely attached 
individuals experience lower levels of problematic 
social media use and are less likely to develop 
dependency on online approval mechanisms such 
as likes, comments, and follower counts (Hart et 
al., 2015). They are also better equipped to cope 
with negative online experiences, including 
criticism, rejection, or limited social feedback. 
Consequently, secure attachment may function as 
a protective factor that promotes healthy digital 
engagement and psychological resilience in online 
environments. 
 
Anxious Attachment 
Anxious attachment is characterized by 
heightened concerns regarding rejection, 
abandonment, and interpersonal uncertainty. 
Individuals with anxious attachment often seek 
excessive reassurance from others and may 
become highly sensitive to perceived signs of 
exclusion or disapproval (Bowlby, 1988; 
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). 
 
The interactive and feedback-oriented nature of 
social media platforms makes them particularly 
attractive to anxiously attached individuals. 
Features such as likes, comments, reactions, and 
messaging systems provide immediate 
opportunities for social validation and 
reassurance. However, these same features may 
also contribute to emotional vulnerability when 
expected feedback is absent or delayed 
(Oldmeadow et al., 2022). 
 
Several studies have reported positive 
associations between anxious attachment and 
excessive social media engagement, compulsive 
checking behaviours, fear of missing out (FoMO), 
and emotional dependence on online interactions 
(Dhir et al., 2018; Marino et al., 2019). Anxiously 
attached users may repeatedly monitor social 
media activity, compare themselves with others, 
and seek confirmation of their social value through 
digital feedback mechanisms. 
 
Consequently, social media may amplify 
attachment-related insecurities by creating 
continuous opportunities for social evaluation and 

comparison. This dynamic can contribute to 
heightened anxiety, emotional distress, reduced 
self-esteem, and problematic patterns of platform 
use. 
 
Avoidant Attachment 
Avoidant attachment develops when individuals 
learn to suppress attachment needs due to 
experiences of emotional unavailability, rejection, 
or inconsistency in close relationships. Such 
individuals often value independence, self-
reliance, and emotional distance while avoiding 
excessive interpersonal dependence (Ainsworth et 
al., 1978). 
 
Within digital contexts, avoidantly attached 
individuals may engage with social media 
differently from anxiously attached users. Rather 
than seeking validation and reassurance, they 
often use social media for information gathering, 
entertainment, or passive observation while 
limiting emotional investment in online 
relationships (Blackwell et al., 2017). 
 
Research suggests that avoidantly attached 
individuals tend to disclose less personal 
information online and may prefer controlled 
forms of communication that minimize emotional 
vulnerability (Lin, 2015). While social media can 
provide opportunities for social interaction 
without the demands of face-to-face 
relationships, avoidantly attached users may 
nevertheless maintain emotional distance and 
exhibit lower levels of relational engagement. 
 
Although avoidant attachment may reduce 
vulnerability to social comparison and 
reassurance-seeking behaviours, it can also limit 
opportunities for meaningful social support and 
emotional connection. Consequently, avoidant 
attachment may contribute to patterns of digital 
disengagement, emotional suppression, and 
reduced relational satisfaction. 
 
Disorganized Attachment 
Disorganized attachment represents a complex 
pattern characterized by conflicting desires for 
both closeness and avoidance. Individuals with 
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disorganized attachment often experience 
uncertainty regarding relationships and may 
exhibit inconsistent interpersonal behaviours 
(Main & Solomon, 1990). 
 
Compared to secure, anxious, and avoidant 
attachment styles, relatively limited research has 
examined disorganized attachment in relation to 
social media use. Nevertheless, existing evidence 
suggests that individuals with disorganized 
attachment may demonstrate unstable patterns 
of online engagement, alternating between 
excessive social involvement and withdrawal from 
digital interactions (D’Arienzo et al., 2019). 
 
Such individuals may simultaneously seek 
validation and fear rejection, resulting in 
heightened emotional reactivity to online 
experiences. Exposure to social comparison, 
cyberbullying, exclusion, or interpersonal conflict 
may therefore produce stronger psychological 
effects among disorganized users than among 
securely attached individuals. 
 
As social media platforms increasingly become 
central environments for interpersonal 
interaction, understanding the role of 
disorganized attachment remains an important 
area for future investigation. 
 
Social Comparison Theory 
While Attachment Theory serves as the primary 
framework for this paper, Social Comparison 
Theory provides an important complementary 
perspective. Originally proposed by Festinger 
(1954), the theory suggests that individuals 
evaluate their abilities, opinions, and personal 
worth by comparing themselves with others. 
Social media platforms have dramatically 
increased opportunities for social comparison by 
exposing users to carefully curated portrayals of 
others' lives. Images of success, attractiveness, 
achievement, relationships, and lifestyles are 
frequently presented in idealized forms, creating 
conditions that encourage upward comparisons 
(Vogel et al., 2014). 
Research consistently demonstrates that 
excessive upward social comparison is associated 

with lower self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, 
depressive symptoms, and reduced psychological 
well-being (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016; Liu et al., 
2022). Attachment insecurity may further 
intensify these effects, as individuals with anxious 
attachment often demonstrate greater sensitivity 
to perceived social evaluation and rejection. 
 
Consequently, Social Comparison Theory 
complements Attachment Theory by explaining 
one of the psychological mechanisms through 
which social media influences behaviour and 
emotional well-being. 
 
Social Learning Theory 
Social Learning Theory, proposed by Bandura 
(1977), argues that human behaviour is learned 
through observation, imitation, and 
reinforcement. Individuals acquire attitudes, 
beliefs, and behaviours by observing role models 
within their social environments. 
 
Social media platforms provide extensive 
opportunities for observational learning. 
Influencers, celebrities, peers, content creators, 
and online communities continuously model 
behaviours, lifestyles, attitudes, and values that 
may influence users' actions and decisions. 
Exposure to such content can affect health 
behaviours, consumer choices, political attitudes, 
social norms, and interpersonal conduct (Burke et 
al., 2023). 
 
Through mechanisms of reinforcement, social 
media further strengthens behavioural learning. 
Content receiving high engagement signals social 
approval, encouraging users to replicate similar 
behaviours. This process contributes to the rapid 
diffusion of trends, beliefs, and behavioural 
patterns across digital communities. 
 
The integration of Social Learning Theory with 
Attachment Theory enhances understanding of 
how interpersonal needs and observational 
processes jointly influence social media behaviour. 
 
Uses and Gratifications Theory 
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Uses and Gratifications Theory proposes that 
individuals actively select media channels to 
satisfy specific psychological and social needs 
(Katz et al., 1973). Rather than viewing users as 
passive recipients of media influence, the theory 
emphasizes purposeful media consumption driven 
by motivations such as entertainment, 
information seeking, social interaction, identity 
development, and emotional regulation. 
 
In social media contexts, users engage with 
platforms to fulfill a variety of personal needs. 
Some seek information and knowledge, while 
others pursue social connection, self-expression, 
belongingness, or emotional support (Whiting & 
Williams, 2013). Attachment orientations may 
influence these motivations by shaping the needs 
individuals seek to satisfy through online 
engagement. 
 
For example, anxiously attached individuals may 
use social media primarily for reassurance and 
validation, whereas securely attached individuals 
may prioritize communication and relationship 
maintenance. Thus, Uses and Gratifications 
Theory provides additional insight into the 
motivations underlying social media engagement. 
 
Integrating Theoretical Perspectives 
Together, Attachment Theory, Social Comparison 
Theory, Social Learning Theory, and Uses and 
Gratifications Theory provide a comprehensive 
foundation for understanding the relationship 
between social media and human behaviour. 
Attachment Theory explains individual differences 
in emotional needs and relational expectations; 
Social Comparison Theory clarifies evaluative 
processes occurring within digital environments; 
Social Learning Theory illustrates behavioural 
acquisition through observation; and Uses and 
Gratifications Theory explains the motivations 
driving platform engagement. 
 
Among these perspectives, Attachment Theory 
offers the most comprehensive lens for 
understanding why individuals experience social 
media differently despite interacting with similar 
technologies. Consequently, the subsequent 

sections of this paper employ Attachment Theory 
as the primary framework for interpreting the 
influence of social media on self-esteem, identity 
formation, interpersonal relationships, mental 
health, cognition, and behavioural outcomes. 
 
To provide a visual representation of the 
theoretical relationships discussed in this section, 
Figure 1 illustrates how attachment orientations 
shape social media engagement and subsequently 
influence behavioural and psychological 
outcomes. The framework highlights the central 
role of attachment styles in moderating 
individuals’ interactions with digital environments 
and their responses to online experiences. 
 
Figure 1. Attachment Theory Framework for 
Understanding the Impact of Social Media on 
Human Behaviour 
 

 
 
Note. The figure illustrates the theoretical 
pathways through which attachment orientations 
influence social media engagement and 
behavioural outcomes. Attachment styles shape 
users’ motivations, emotional responses, and 
interaction patterns, which subsequently affect 
self-esteem, social relationships, mental health, 
emotional well-being, cognitive functioning, and 
behavioural tendencies. Moderating factors such 
as age, gender, culture, personality traits, and 
digital literacy may influence these relationships. 
Developed by the author based on Bowlby (1969, 
1988), Ainsworth et al. (1978), Mikulincer and 
Shaver (2016), and contemporary social media 
literature. 
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III. SOCIAL MEDIA AND HUMAN BEHAVIOUR: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Social Media and Self-Esteem 
Self-esteem refers to an individual's overall 
evaluation of self-worth and personal value. It 
represents a fundamental component of 
psychological well-being and has been widely 
examined within the context of social media use. 
Contemporary research suggests that social media 
platforms can both enhance and undermine self-
esteem depending on how individuals engage with 
digital content and interpret online interactions 
(Valkenburg et al., 2022). 
 
One of the most frequently cited explanations for 
the relationship between social media and self-
esteem is the process of social comparison. Social 
networking platforms expose users to highly 
curated and idealized representations of others' 
lives, including achievements, physical 
appearance, relationships, and lifestyles. Such 
exposure often encourages upward social 
comparisons, whereby individuals compare 
themselves to those perceived as more successful 
or attractive (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016). 
Repeated engagement in upward comparison has 
been associated with reduced self-worth, body 
dissatisfaction, and negative self-perceptions, 
particularly among adolescents and young adults 
(Liu et al., 2022). 
 
Recent studies indicate that excessive social media 
use is associated with lower levels of self-esteem 
among individuals who frequently compare 
themselves with peers online (Keles et al., 2020). 
Similarly, Appel et al. (2020) reported that 
idealized self-presentations commonly observed 
on social networking platforms contribute to 
unrealistic standards that may negatively affect 
self-evaluation. 
 
However, social media does not universally 
produce negative outcomes. Positive feedback 
mechanisms such as likes, supportive comments, 
and peer recognition may temporarily enhance 
self-esteem and reinforce positive self-
perceptions (Valkenburg et al., 2022). 
Participation in supportive online communities 
has also been associated with increased 

confidence, social acceptance, and self-expression 
among marginalized populations (Naslund et al., 
2020). 
 
From an Attachment Theory perspective, 
individuals with anxious attachment orientations 
may be particularly vulnerable to self-esteem 
fluctuations because they often rely on external 
validation to maintain positive self-perceptions. 
Conversely, securely attached individuals tend to 
possess more stable self-esteem and may 
therefore be less influenced by online feedback 
and social comparison processes (Mikulincer & 
Shaver, 2016). 
 
Social Media and Identity Formation 
Identity formation refers to the process through 
which individuals develop a coherent sense of self, 
including beliefs, values, goals, and social roles. 
Social media has become a prominent arena for 
identity exploration and self-presentation, 
particularly during adolescence and emerging 
adulthood (Manago et al., 2020). 
 
Digital platforms allow users to curate personal 
profiles, share experiences, express opinions, and 
construct desired public images. Through these 
activities, individuals actively participate in the 
formation and negotiation of identity. Social 
media enables experimentation with different 
aspects of the self while simultaneously providing 
opportunities to receive feedback from peers and 
online communities (Valkenburg & Piotrowski, 
2023). 
 
Research suggests that online self-presentation 
may contribute positively to identity development 
by facilitating self-reflection, creativity, and 
personal expression (Yang et al., 2022). Individuals 
often use social media to communicate personal 
values, interests, and achievements, thereby 
reinforcing aspects of identity that are meaningful 
to them. 
 
Nevertheless, identity development in digital 
environments is not without challenges. The 
pressure to maintain socially desirable online 
personas may create discrepancies between 
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authentic and presented selves, leading to identity 
confusion, emotional distress, and reduced 
psychological well-being (Bayer et al., 2020). 
Constant exposure to social evaluation may 
further intensify concerns regarding acceptance 
and belonging. 
 
Attachment Theory provides valuable insights into 
these processes. Securely attached individuals are 
generally more likely to present authentic 
representations of themselves, whereas anxiously 
attached individuals may alter self-presentations 
to maximize social approval and validation 
(Oldmeadow et al., 2022). Consequently, 
attachment orientations influence not only how 
identities are constructed online but also how 
individuals interpret social feedback regarding 
those identities. 
 
Social Media and Social Interaction 
Social interaction represents one of the primary 
functions of social media. Platforms facilitate 
communication across geographical boundaries, 
enabling users to maintain relationships, develop 
new connections, and participate in diverse social 
networks. As a result, social media has significantly 
altered the nature of interpersonal 
communication in contemporary society (Ellison 
et al., 2007). 
 
Research consistently demonstrates that social 
media can strengthen social capital by helping 
individuals maintain existing relationships and 
establish new social connections (Verduyn et al., 
2021). Online communication can be particularly 
beneficial for individuals experiencing social 
isolation, mobility limitations, or geographical 
separation from family and friends. During periods 
such as the COVID-19 pandemic, social media 
played a crucial role in maintaining social 
connectivity and emotional support (Marciano et 
al., 2022). 
 
At the same time, concerns have emerged 
regarding the quality of digitally mediated 
interactions. Some scholars argue that excessive 
reliance on online communication may reduce 
opportunities for meaningful face-to-face 

engagement and diminish interpersonal intimacy 
(Turkle, 2015). Digital communication often lacks 
non-verbal cues such as facial expressions, tone of 
voice, and physical presence, potentially limiting 
emotional depth and relational quality. 
 
The phenomenon of "technoference," whereby 
technology disrupts interpersonal interactions, 
has been associated with reduced relationship 
satisfaction and increased relational conflict 
(McDaniel & Coyne, 2016). Excessive social media 
engagement may also contribute to social 
withdrawal and reduced participation in offline 
social activities. 
 
Attachment Theory suggests that attachment 
styles influence how individuals navigate online 
relationships. Securely attached individuals 
typically use social media to complement existing 
relationships, whereas anxiously attached users 
may engage in excessive relationship monitoring 
and reassurance-seeking behaviours. Avoidantly 
attached individuals, in contrast, may prefer 
limited emotional involvement in digital 
interactions (Blackwell et al., 2017). 
 
Social Media and Mental Health 
The relationship between social media use and 
mental health has become one of the most 
extensively studied topics in contemporary 
psychology. Although findings remain mixed, a 
growing body of evidence suggests that certain 
patterns of social media engagement may 
influence psychological well-being in both positive 
and negative ways (Keles et al., 2020). 
 
Positive mental health outcomes have been 
observed when social media is used to access 
social support, mental health resources, 
educational information, and peer communities. 
Online support groups can facilitate coping, 
reduce stigma, and enhance feelings of belonging 
among individuals experiencing psychological 
challenges (Naslund et al., 2020). 
 
Conversely, problematic social media use has been 
associated with anxiety, depression, loneliness, 
psychological distress, and reduced life 
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satisfaction (Abi-Jaoude et al., 2020; Twenge & 
Farley, 2021). Excessive exposure to idealized 
content, cyberbullying, social exclusion, and 
misinformation may contribute to negative 
emotional experiences and psychological strain. 
 
Recent meta-analytic evidence suggests that the 
impact of social media on mental health is 
moderated by factors such as frequency of use, 
purpose of engagement, personality 
characteristics, and pre-existing psychological 
vulnerabilities (Valkenburg et al., 2022). Passive 
consumption of content appears particularly 
associated with adverse mental health outcomes, 
whereas active and purposeful engagement may 
produce more positive experiences. 
 
Attachment Theory offers a compelling 
explanation for these variations. Individuals with 
insecure attachment styles often exhibit 
heightened sensitivity to rejection, exclusion, and 
social evaluation, making them more vulnerable to 
negative online experiences (Mikulincer & Shaver, 
2016). Consequently, attachment insecurity may 
amplify the psychological risks associated with 
social media use. 
 
Social Media and Emotional Well-Being 
Emotional well-being encompasses the ability to 
experience positive emotions, manage stress 
effectively, and maintain psychological balance. 
Social media can significantly influence emotional 
experiences through social interactions, feedback 
mechanisms, and exposure to emotionally 
charged content (Verduyn et al., 2021). 
 
Positive emotional outcomes may arise when 
users receive social support, encouragement, and 
validation from peers. Online communities often 
foster belongingness and emotional connection, 
particularly among individuals who may struggle 
to access support through traditional channels 
(Naslund et al., 2020). 
 
However, social media may also trigger negative 
emotions including envy, frustration, sadness, 
anxiety, and loneliness. Exposure to idealized 
portrayals of others' lives can create unrealistic 

standards that undermine emotional well-being 
(Appel et al., 2020). Additionally, cyberbullying, 
online harassment, and social exclusion remain 
significant sources of emotional distress, 
particularly among adolescents and young adults 
(Kowalski et al., 2021). 
 
Research further suggests that emotional 
dependence on social media validation may 
contribute to mood instability and psychological 
vulnerability (Valkenburg et al., 2022). Users who 
strongly associate self-worth with online feedback 
often experience emotional fluctuations based on 
the quantity and quality of social responses they 
receive. 
 
From an attachment perspective, anxiously 
attached individuals may be particularly 
susceptible to emotional distress resulting from 
perceived rejection or insufficient validation, 
whereas securely attached individuals generally 
demonstrate greater emotional resilience in 
digital environments. 
 
Social Media and Cognitive Processes 
Cognitive processes encompass attention, 
memory, information processing, decision-
making, and critical thinking. The rapid and 
continuous flow of information characteristic of 
social media environments has raised important 
questions regarding its influence on cognitive 
functioning (Carr, 2010). 
 
Contemporary social media platforms are 
designed to maximize user engagement through 
personalized algorithms, infinite scrolling, and 
continuous content updates. While these features 
facilitate information access, they may also 
contribute to attentional fragmentation and 
cognitive overload (Montag et al., 2023). 
 
Research suggests that frequent multitasking 
across digital platforms may reduce sustained 
attention and impair deep information processing 
(Wilmer et al., 2017). Constant exposure to short-
form content may further encourage superficial 
information consumption and rapid switching 
between tasks. 
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Another important concern relates to algorithmic 
filtering. Personalized recommendation systems 
frequently expose users to information that aligns 
with existing beliefs and preferences, creating so-
called "filter bubbles" and "echo chambers" 
(Pariser, 2011). Such environments may limit 
exposure to diverse perspectives and contribute 
to biased information processing. 
 
Nevertheless, social media can also facilitate 
learning, knowledge acquisition, and information 
sharing when used intentionally. Educational 
communities, professional networks, and 
collaborative platforms provide valuable 
opportunities for cognitive development and 
lifelong learning (Greenhow & Chapman, 2020). 
 
Social Media and Behavioural Patterns 
Behavioural patterns refer to observable actions 
and habits influenced by social, psychological, and 
environmental factors. Social media platforms 
increasingly shape behaviours by providing 
continuous opportunities for observation, 
imitation, reinforcement, and social influence 
(Bandura, 1977). 
 
Influencers, content creators, celebrities, and 
peers often serve as behavioural models whose 
actions can affect users' consumption habits, 
health behaviours, lifestyle choices, and social 
attitudes (Burke et al., 2023). Through repeated 
exposure and social reinforcement, users may 
adopt behaviours perceived as desirable, popular, 
or socially rewarded. 
 
A growing concern involves problematic social 
media use and behavioural addiction. Problematic 
use is characterized by excessive engagement, 
impaired self-regulation, compulsive checking 
behaviours, and interference with daily 
functioning (Andreassen, 2022). Several studies 
have reported associations between problematic 
social media use and reduced academic 
performance, diminished productivity, sleep 
disturbances, and interpersonal difficulties 
(Montag et al., 2023). 
 

Attachment Theory suggests that behavioural 
addiction may be partly explained by unmet 
relational and emotional needs. Individuals 
experiencing attachment insecurity may use social 
media as a compensatory mechanism to obtain 
validation, connection, or emotional reassurance 
unavailable in offline relationships (Dhir et al., 
2018). 
 
Social Media and Academic and Professional 
Performance 
The impact of social media on academic and 
professional outcomes remains complex and 
multifaceted. On one hand, social media platforms 
provide access to educational resources, 
collaborative learning opportunities, professional 
networking, and knowledge exchange (Greenhow 
& Chapman, 2020). 
 
Students frequently use social media to access 
learning materials, participate in academic 
discussions, and collaborate with peers. 
Professionals similarly utilize digital platforms to 
establish networks, share expertise, and access 
career opportunities. These activities can enhance 
learning, innovation, and professional 
development. 
 
On the other hand, excessive social media use may 
negatively affect concentration, productivity, and 
task performance. Frequent interruptions caused 
by notifications and multitasking behaviours can 
reduce efficiency and contribute to cognitive 
fatigue (Wilmer et al., 2017). Research has shown 
that unregulated social media use during study or 
work periods is associated with reduced 
performance and lower task completion rates 
(Twenge & Farley, 2021). 
 
Overall, the literature suggests that the effects of 
social media on academic and professional 
performance depend largely on the purpose, 
frequency, and manner of use. Purposeful and 
regulated engagement tends to produce positive 
outcomes, whereas excessive and compulsive use 
often generates adverse consequences. 
 



 
Review Article       | ISSN: 3108-3021 

 

 

 

Vol 1 | Issue 4 | August, 2026 www.cortexplore.org 13 
 

The literature reviewed demonstrates that social 
media influences multiple behavioural and 
psychological domains. Table 2 summarizes key 
contemporary studies that collectively illustrate 
the multidimensional nature of social media's 
impact on human behaviour. 

 
Table 2. Representative contemporary studies 
examining the relationship between social media 
use and human behaviour. 

Author(s) Year Focus Area Key Findings 

Keles et al. 2020 Mental health Social media use associated with anxiety, 
depression, and psychological distress among 
youth 

Naslund et al. 2020 Online support 
communities 

Social media may provide emotional support and 
reduce perceived isolation 

Appel et al. 2020 Social comparison Idealized online content negatively affects self-
evaluation and self-esteem 

Twenge & Farley 2021 Adolescent well-
being 

Excessive social media use associated with poorer 
psychological outcomes 

Verduyn et al. 2021 Social interaction Effects vary according to active versus passive 
engagement patterns 

Liu et al. 2022 Self-esteem Upward social comparison predicts lower self-
esteem and well-being 

Valkenburg et al. 2022 Digital well-being Individual differences significantly moderate social 
media outcomes 

Oldmeadow et al. 2022 Attachment and 
social media 

Anxious attachment associated with reassurance-
seeking behaviours 

Montag et al. 2023 Cognitive effects Excessive engagement linked to attentional 
fragmentation and compulsive use 

Valkenburg & 
Piotrowski 

2023 Identity 
development 

Social media plays a significant role in identity 
exploration and self-presentation 

Note. Only representative studies most relevant to 
the objectives of the present review are 
presented. The table is intended to provide an 
overview rather than an exhaustive review of the 
literature. 

IV. INTERPRETING SOCIAL MEDIA BEHAVIOUR THROUGH 
ATTACHMENT THEORY 

Attachment Needs in Digital Environments 
Attachment Theory posits that individuals possess 
fundamental needs for security, belongingness, 
emotional connection, and interpersonal 

validation (Bowlby, 1969, 1988). Although these 
needs were originally conceptualized within the 
context of caregiver-child relationships, 
contemporary research demonstrates that 
attachment processes continue to influence social 
behaviour throughout adulthood and across 
diverse relational contexts (Mikulincer & Shaver, 
2016). The emergence of social media has created 
novel environments in which attachment-related 
needs can be expressed, satisfied, or intensified. 
Social media platforms provide continuous 
opportunities for connection, communication, 
feedback, and social monitoring. Features such as 
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likes, comments, shares, reactions, direct 
messaging, and follower counts function as digital 
indicators of social acceptance and interpersonal 
engagement. Consequently, online interactions 
often activate attachment-related processes 
similar to those observed in offline relationships 
(Oldmeadow et al., 2022). 
 
From an attachment perspective, social media 
serves not merely as a communication technology 
but as a psychological environment where 
individuals seek affirmation, reassurance, 
belonging, and relational security. The degree to 
which these needs influence behaviour varies 
according to attachment orientation. Securely 
attached individuals generally engage with social 
media in balanced and adaptive ways, whereas 
insecurely attached individuals may be more likely 
to rely on digital interactions to regulate 
emotional needs and interpersonal concerns 
(D’Arienzo et al., 2019). 
 
The increasing integration of social media into 
everyday life suggests that digital platforms have 
become important arenas for attachment-related 
behaviour. Understanding these processes is 
therefore essential for explaining individual 
differences in online engagement and 
psychological outcomes. 
 
Validation-Seeking and Online Approval 
One of the most prominent attachment-related 
behaviours observed on social media involves 
validation seeking. Validation refers to the desire 
for acknowledgement, approval, and positive 
evaluation from others. Social media platforms 
provide immediate and quantifiable forms of 
validation through likes, comments, reactions, 
shares, and follower metrics, making them 
particularly attractive to individuals seeking 
reassurance regarding their social value and self-
worth (Valkenburg et al., 2022). 
 
Attachment Theory suggests that validation-
seeking tendencies are especially pronounced 
among individuals with anxious attachment 
orientations. Because anxiously attached 
individuals often possess negative self-models and 

heightened fears of rejection, they frequently seek 
external confirmation of their worth through 
interpersonal interactions (Mikulincer & Shaver, 
2016). Social media offers an accessible 
mechanism for obtaining such reassurance. 
 
Research indicates that anxiously attached users 
are more likely to engage in frequent profile 
checking, posting behaviours designed to attract 
attention, and monitoring of social feedback 
(Oldmeadow et al., 2022). They may also 
experience greater emotional reactions to 
fluctuations in online engagement metrics, 
including the number of likes, comments, or 
responses received. 
 
Although online validation may temporarily 
enhance self-esteem, excessive dependence on 
external approval can create vulnerability to 
emotional instability and psychological distress 
(Appel et al., 2020). When anticipated validation is 
absent, individuals may experience 
disappointment, anxiety, or feelings of social 
rejection. Thus, social media can simultaneously 
satisfy and intensify attachment-related needs for 
reassurance and acceptance. 
 
Social Comparison and Attachment Insecurity 
Social comparison represents another important 
mechanism through which attachment 
orientations influence social media experiences. 
According to Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 
1954), individuals evaluate themselves by 
comparing their characteristics, achievements, 
and experiences with those of others. Social media 
environments substantially increase opportunities 
for such comparisons by providing continuous 
exposure to carefully curated representations of 
people's lives. 
 
Individuals with insecure attachment styles 
appear particularly vulnerable to the negative 
effects of social comparison. Anxiously attached 
individuals often exhibit heightened sensitivity to 
social evaluation and interpersonal status, making 
them more likely to engage in upward 
comparisons with peers, influencers, and 
celebrities (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). Exposure 
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to idealized content may reinforce feelings of 
inadequacy, inferiority, or social exclusion. 
 
Empirical research has consistently linked upward 
social comparison on social media to lower self-
esteem, depressive symptoms, body 
dissatisfaction, and reduced psychological well-
being (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016; Liu et al., 
2022). These effects may be amplified among 
individuals who already possess insecure internal 
working models characterized by self-doubt and 
fears of rejection. 
 
Securely attached individuals, by contrast, 
generally possess stronger self-concepts and 
greater emotional stability. As a result, they are 
less likely to interpret social comparisons as 
threats to self-worth and may therefore 
experience fewer negative psychological 
consequences from social media exposure (Hart et 
al., 2015). 
 
The interaction between attachment insecurity 
and social comparison highlights how 
psychological vulnerabilities influence the 
interpretation of digital experiences. Rather than 
affecting all users equally, social media outcomes 
depend significantly on underlying relational and 
emotional characteristics. 
 
Online Relationships and Attachment Patterns 
Social media has transformed the ways in which 
relationships are initiated, maintained, and 
monitored. Attachment Theory provides a useful 
framework for understanding how individuals 
navigate these digital relationships and why 
interpersonal experiences vary across users. 
 
Securely attached individuals generally approach 
online relationships in ways that complement 
their offline social networks. They tend to use 
social media as a tool for maintaining existing 
connections, sharing experiences, and facilitating 
communication without becoming overly 
dependent on digital interactions (Blackwell et al., 
2017). Their online behaviour is often 
characterized by authenticity, trust, and balanced 
engagement. 

In contrast, anxiously attached individuals may use 
social media as a means of monitoring 
relationships and reducing uncertainty regarding 
interpersonal bonds. Activities such as repeatedly 
checking messages, tracking online status 
indicators, monitoring relationship-related 
content, and seeking reassurance through 
communication may reflect attempts to manage 
fears of abandonment and rejection (Oldmeadow 
et al., 2022). 
 
Avoidantly attached individuals typically 
demonstrate different patterns of online 
engagement. Consistent with their preference for 
autonomy and emotional distance, they may limit 
self-disclosure, avoid emotionally intimate 
interactions, and engage more passively with 
social networking platforms (Lin, 2015). While 
social media allows avoidantly attached 
individuals to maintain connections without 
extensive emotional involvement, it may also 
reinforce tendencies toward relational 
disengagement. 
 
These findings suggest that social media does not 
fundamentally alter attachment patterns but 
rather provides new contexts in which established 
attachment orientations are expressed. 
Consequently, online relationships often mirror 
broader interpersonal tendencies rooted in 
attachment experiences. 
 
Attachment Styles and Mental Health Outcomes 
The relationship between attachment styles and 
mental health outcomes has been well established 
within psychological literature. Attachment 
security is generally associated with emotional 
resilience, effective coping strategies, and positive 
psychological adjustment, whereas attachment 
insecurity has been linked to anxiety, depression, 
loneliness, and emotional dysregulation 
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). 
 
Social media may either strengthen or weaken 
these psychological outcomes depending on how 
individuals engage with digital environments. 
Securely attached individuals often benefit from 
the social support, connectivity, and informational 
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resources available through online platforms. 
Their ability to maintain balanced engagement 
may protect them from many of the negative 
psychological consequences associated with 
excessive use. 
 
Conversely, insecurely attached individuals may 
experience heightened vulnerability to adverse 
mental health outcomes. Anxiously attached users 
frequently demonstrate greater sensitivity to 
online rejection, exclusion, criticism, and social 
comparison, all of which have been associated 
with increased anxiety and depressive symptoms 
(Abi-Jaoude et al., 2020; Twenge & Farley, 2021). 
Research also indicates that loneliness may persist 
despite high levels of online engagement. While 
social media can create an illusion of 
connectedness, it does not always satisfy deeper 
attachment needs for intimacy, trust, and 
emotional security (Verduyn et al., 2021). 
Consequently, individuals may remain 
psychologically distressed despite extensive digital 
interaction. 
 
Attachment Theory therefore provides an 
important explanation for the inconsistent 
findings frequently reported within social media 
and mental health research. Differences in 
attachment security help explain why similar 
online experiences may produce positive 
outcomes for some users and negative 
consequences for others. 
 
Attachment Theory as an Explanatory 
Framework 
A major contribution of Attachment Theory lies in 
its ability to integrate diverse behavioural and 
psychological outcomes within a single 
explanatory framework. Rather than viewing self-
esteem, social comparison, mental health, 
emotional regulation, and online relationship 
behaviours as isolated phenomena, Attachment 
Theory conceptualizes them as interconnected 
expressions of underlying relational processes. 
 
The literature reviewed throughout this paper 
suggests that attachment orientations influence 
how individuals use social media, what they seek 

from digital interactions, how they interpret social 
feedback, and how they respond emotionally to 
online experiences. Secure attachment generally 
promotes adaptive engagement characterized by 
balanced usage, emotional resilience, and healthy 
interpersonal functioning. In contrast, attachment 
insecurity may increase susceptibility to 
problematic usage patterns, excessive validation 
seeking, social comparison, emotional distress, 
and psychological vulnerability. 
 
Importantly, Attachment Theory does not portray 
social media as inherently beneficial or harmful. 
Instead, it suggests that the psychological 
consequences of social media use depend largely 
on the interaction between platform 
characteristics and individual attachment-related 
needs. The same digital environment may 
therefore produce vastly different outcomes 
across users depending on their relational 
histories, emotional regulation capacities, and 
interpersonal expectations. 
 
By applying Attachment Theory to social media 
behaviour, researchers gain a more nuanced 
understanding of the mechanisms underlying 
digital engagement. This perspective moves 
beyond simplistic assumptions regarding screen 
time or platform use and emphasizes the 
importance of psychological factors in shaping 
online experiences. As social media continues to 
evolve and become increasingly embedded within 
everyday life, Attachment Theory remains a 
valuable framework for understanding the 
complex relationship between digital technologies 
and human behaviour. 
 
Figure 2 synthesizes the core argument of the 
present review by illustrating how attachment 
styles influence patterns of social media 
engagement and how these engagement patterns 
contribute to a range of behavioural and 
psychological outcomes. The model further 
highlights the role of individual differences and 
platform characteristics in shaping the strength 
and direction of these relationships. 
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Figure 2. Attachment-Based Pathways Linking 
Social Media Engagement and Human Behavioural 
Outcomes 
 

 
 
Note. The figure presents a conceptual synthesis 
of the literature reviewed in this paper. 
Attachment styles influence social media 
engagement behaviours such as communication, 
information seeking, self-presentation, validation 
seeking, and relationship monitoring. These 
behaviours contribute to outcomes across 
multiple domains, including self-esteem, identity 
formation, interpersonal relationships, mental 
health, emotional well-being, cognitive 
functioning, behavioural patterns, and academic 
or professional performance. Platform 
characteristics and individual differences may 
strengthen or weaken these relationships, while 
behavioural outcomes may subsequently 
influence future patterns of digital engagement. 
 

V. DISCUSSION 

Synthesis of Findings 
The present theoretical analysis sought to 
examine the impact of social media on human 
behaviour through the lens of Attachment Theory. 
The literature reviewed throughout this paper 
demonstrates that social media has become a 
significant social and psychological environment 
that influences self-esteem, identity formation, 
interpersonal relationships, mental health, 
emotional well-being, cognitive functioning, and 
behavioural patterns. While social media offers 
substantial opportunities for communication, 
learning, self-expression, and social support, it 
also presents challenges related to psychological 

vulnerability, social comparison, emotional 
dependence, and problematic use. 
 
A central finding emerging from this review is that 
social media does not affect all individuals 
uniformly. Rather, the behavioural and 
psychological consequences of social media 
engagement are shaped by individual differences, 
particularly attachment orientations. This 
observation helps explain the contradictory 
findings frequently reported in social media 
research, where some studies highlight positive 
outcomes while others emphasize adverse effects 
(Valkenburg et al., 2022). 
 
The literature indicates that attachment-related 
processes influence how users engage with digital 
environments, interpret social feedback, regulate 
emotions, and form online relationships. 
Consequently, Attachment Theory provides a 
coherent framework for integrating diverse 
findings across multiple behavioural domains and 
offers deeper insight into the mechanisms 
underlying social media use. 
 
Positive Effects of Social Media 
The review highlights several positive 
contributions of social media to human behaviour 
and psychological functioning. One of the most 
significant benefits is enhanced social 
connectivity. Social media enables individuals to 
maintain relationships across geographical 
boundaries, communicate with diverse social 
networks, and access communities that provide 
emotional and informational support (Ellison et 
al., 2007; Verduyn et al., 2021). 
 
Social media also facilitates identity exploration 
and self-expression. Digital platforms provide 
opportunities for individuals to communicate 
personal experiences, interests, values, and 
achievements, thereby supporting identity 
development and social participation (Valkenburg 
& Piotrowski, 2023). For adolescents and 
emerging adults, these opportunities may 
contribute positively to self-discovery and social 
learning. 
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Additionally, social media serves as an important 
source of educational information, professional 
networking, and collaborative learning. Online 
communities allow users to access resources, 
exchange knowledge, and participate in 
discussions that promote personal and 
professional development (Greenhow & 
Chapman, 2020). 
 
From an attachment perspective, securely 
attached individuals appear particularly capable of 
benefiting from these opportunities. Their positive 
internal working models enable them to use social 
media as a supplementary communication tool 
rather than as a primary source of emotional 
security or self-worth. As a result, they are more 
likely to experience the advantages of digital 

engagement while avoiding many of its 
psychological risks. 
 
The findings of this review indicate that social 
media exerts a dual influence on human 
behaviour. While digital platforms create 
opportunities for communication, learning, and 
psychological support, they may also contribute to 
adverse outcomes when engagement becomes 
excessive or maladaptive. Table 3 summarizes the 
principal positive and negative effects identified in 
the literature. 
 
Table 3. Positive and negative effects of social 
media across major behavioural domains. 
 

Behavioural 
Domain 

Positive Effects Negative Effects 

Self-Esteem Social support, positive feedback, 
self-expression 

Social comparison, body dissatisfaction, 
reduced self-worth 

Identity Formation Exploration of interests and values Identity confusion, pressure for idealized 
self-presentation 

Social 
Relationships 

Enhanced connectivity and 
communication 

Reduced face-to-face interaction, 
relationship monitoring 

Mental Health Access to support communities 
and resources 

Anxiety, depression, loneliness, emotional 
distress 

Emotional Well-
Being 

Belongingness and social 
affirmation 

Emotional dependency and validation-
seeking 

Cognitive 
Processes 

Information access and knowledge 
sharing 

Cognitive overload, reduced attention, 
misinformation exposure 

Behavioural 
Outcomes 

Learning opportunities, civic 
engagement 

Compulsive use, addiction-like behaviours, 
productivity loss 

Note. The effects presented are derived from the 
integrated literature reviewed in this paper and 
should be interpreted as potential outcomes 
influenced by individual, contextual, and 
attachment-related factors. 
 
Negative Effects of Social Media 
Despite its benefits, the literature also identifies 
numerous challenges associated with social media 
use. Among the most frequently reported 

concerns are anxiety, depression, loneliness, 
reduced self-esteem, emotional distress, and 
problematic usage behaviours (Keles et al., 2020; 
Twenge & Farley, 2021). 
 
Social comparison emerges as a particularly 
influential mechanism contributing to negative 
outcomes. Continuous exposure to idealized 
portrayals of others' lives may encourage 
unrealistic comparisons that undermine self-
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worth and psychological well-being (Fardouly & 
Vartanian, 2016). These effects appear especially 
pronounced among individuals who already 
possess attachment-related insecurities and 
heightened sensitivity to social evaluation. 
 
Another significant concern involves excessive 
reliance on digital validation. The pursuit of likes, 
comments, and social approval can create 
dependency on external sources of affirmation, 
contributing to emotional instability and reduced 
psychological resilience (Appel et al., 2020). In 
extreme cases, social media engagement may 
become compulsive, interfering with academic, 
professional, and interpersonal functioning 
(Andreassen, 2022). 
 
Furthermore, online environments expose users 
to cyberbullying, misinformation, social exclusion, 
and algorithmically amplified content that may 
intensify psychological distress. These challenges 
underscore the importance of understanding 
individual vulnerabilities when evaluating the 
effects of social media. 
 
Theoretical Implications 
The findings of this review contribute to the 
growing body of digital psychology literature by 
demonstrating the continued relevance of 
Attachment Theory within contemporary 
technological environments. While much social 
media research focuses on platform 
characteristics, screen time, or specific 
behavioural outcomes, Attachment Theory 
emphasizes the underlying relational and 
emotional processes that shape digital 
experiences. 
 
The analysis suggests that social media platforms 
function as attachment-relevant environments 
where needs for belongingness, validation, 
reassurance, and social connection are 
continuously activated. Consequently, attachment 
orientations influence not only patterns of 
engagement but also the interpretation of online 
experiences and their psychological 
consequences. 

This perspective extends traditional applications 
of Attachment Theory beyond face-to-face 
relationships and highlights its utility in 
understanding technologically mediated 
interactions. The theory provides a 
comprehensive explanation for why some 
individuals experience social media as supportive 
and beneficial while others encounter distress, 
dependency, and dissatisfaction despite similar 
levels of exposure. 
 
Additionally, the review demonstrates the value of 
integrating Attachment Theory with 
complementary perspectives such as Social 
Comparison Theory, Social Learning Theory, and 
Uses and Gratifications Theory. Together, these 
frameworks provide a multidimensional 
understanding of social media behaviour that 
incorporates motivational, cognitive, emotional, 
and relational factors. 
 
Practical Implications 
The findings have important implications for 
educators, mental health professionals, parents, 
policymakers, and technology developers. 
 
Educational institutions should prioritize digital 
literacy initiatives that encourage responsible 
social media use and promote awareness of social 
comparison, misinformation, and online 
behavioural risks. Such programs can help 
individuals develop critical thinking skills and 
healthier patterns of digital engagement. 
 
Mental health professionals may benefit from 
considering attachment orientations when 
addressing social media-related concerns. 
Interventions aimed at improving self-esteem, 
emotional regulation, interpersonal functioning, 
and attachment security may reduce vulnerability 
to problematic social media use and associated 
psychological difficulties. 
 
Parents and caregivers play a crucial role in 
fostering secure attachment relationships that 
support healthy digital behaviours. Open 
communication, emotional responsiveness, and 
balanced technology practices may help children 
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and adolescents develop resilience in online 
environments. 
 
Policymakers and platform designers should also 
recognize the psychological implications of social 
media architecture. Features intentionally 
designed to maximize engagement through social 
reinforcement mechanisms may inadvertently 
contribute to problematic usage patterns. Ethical 
platform design that prioritizes user well-being, 
transparency, and safety may help mitigate these 
risks. 
 
Overall, the practical implications of this review 
emphasize the importance of viewing social media 
not solely as a technological issue but as a 
psychological and relational phenomenon 
requiring multidisciplinary approaches to 
intervention and policy development. 

VI. FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 

The rapid evolution of digital technologies and 
social media platforms presents numerous 
opportunities for future research. Although 
substantial progress has been made in 
understanding the psychological and behavioural 
effects of social media, several important 
questions remain unanswered. Future 
investigations should seek to address these gaps 
through more comprehensive, culturally diverse, 
and theoretically integrated approaches. 
 
First, longitudinal studies are needed to examine 
how social media influences behavioural and 
psychological development over time. Much of 
the existing literature relies on cross-sectional 
designs, limiting the ability to establish causal 
relationships between social media use and 
outcomes such as self-esteem, mental health, 
identity formation, and interpersonal functioning 
(Valkenburg et al., 2022). Longitudinal research 
would provide greater insight into how digital 
engagement shapes developmental trajectories 
across different life stages. 
 
Second, future studies should explore cross-
cultural variations in social media behaviour. 
Cultural values, social norms, and communication 

practices may influence how individuals engage 
with digital platforms and interpret online 
experiences. Comparative research across diverse 
cultural contexts would contribute to a more 
globally representative understanding of social 
media's impact on human behaviour. 
 
Third, platform-specific investigations are 
warranted. Social media is often treated as a 
homogeneous phenomenon despite substantial 
differences among platforms such as Instagram, 
TikTok, Facebook, LinkedIn, Snapchat, and X. 
Future studies should examine how unique 
platform characteristics influence attachment 
processes, social comparison, emotional well-
being, and behavioural outcomes. 
 
Fourth, greater attention should be given to 
emerging technologies, including artificial 
intelligence-driven recommendation systems, 
virtual influencers, augmented reality 
environments, and immersive digital experiences. 
These developments may fundamentally alter 
patterns of social interaction, attachment 
formation, and psychological engagement within 
digital environments. 
 
Finally, intervention-based research is necessary 
to identify strategies that promote healthy social 
media use. Programs focused on digital literacy, 
emotional regulation, attachment security, and 
psychological resilience may help reduce the 
negative consequences associated with excessive 
or maladaptive social media engagement. Such 
evidence-based interventions would have 
significant implications for educators, mental 
health practitioners, policymakers, and 
technology developers. 
 
Collectively, these future research directions 
highlight the importance of continuing to examine 
social media through multidisciplinary and 
theoretically informed perspectives. As digital 
technologies become increasingly embedded in 
everyday life, ongoing research will be essential 
for understanding their evolving influence on 
human behaviour and psychological well-being. 
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Attachment-Informed Digital Well-Being 
Framework 
The literature reviewed in this paper supports an 
Attachment-Informed Digital Well-Being 
Framework, which proposes that the impact of 
social media depends not only on usage patterns 
but also on individuals’ attachment orientations. 
Securely attached individuals typically engage 
with social media in balanced ways, using digital 
platforms for communication, learning, 
relationship maintenance, and self-expression. 
Such engagement is generally associated with 
positive outcomes including social connectedness, 
healthy self-esteem, and psychological well-being. 
In contrast, individuals with insecure attachment 
styles may use social media to satisfy unmet 
emotional and relational needs. Anxiously 
attached users often seek validation and 
reassurance through online interactions, 
increasing vulnerability to social comparison, fear 
of missing out, emotional dependence, and 
psychological distress. Avoidantly attached 
individuals may engage more superficially, limiting 
opportunities for meaningful social support and 
connection. 
 
The framework further suggests that platform 
features such as social feedback mechanisms and 
algorithm-driven content can amplify attachment-
related behaviours. Therefore, promoting digital 
well-being requires more than managing screen 
time; it also involves strengthening attachment 
security, emotional regulation, self-awareness, 
and digital literacy. This framework provides a 
practical foundation for understanding online 
behaviour and guiding future research and 
intervention efforts. 
 
The proposed framework underscores the 
importance of considering attachment-related 
mechanisms when evaluating the benefits and 
risks of social media engagement, thereby 
providing a practical bridge between theory, 
research, and digital well-being interventions. 

VII. CONCLUSION 

Social media has emerged as one of the most 
influential technological developments of the 
twenty-first century, fundamentally transforming 
the ways individuals communicate, build 
relationships, acquire information, and construct 
personal identities. Its integration into everyday 
life has created unprecedented opportunities for 
social connectivity, self-expression, learning, and 
participation in global communities. At the same 
time, concerns regarding its influence on 
psychological well-being, interpersonal 
relationships, cognitive functioning, and 
behavioural patterns have generated substantial 
scholarly attention. Understanding these complex 
and often contradictory effects requires 
theoretical frameworks capable of explaining not 
only what outcomes occur, but also why 
individuals respond differently to similar digital 
experiences. 
 
This paper examined the impact of social media on 
human behaviour through the lens of Attachment 
Theory. Drawing upon contemporary literature, 
the analysis explored the relationships between 
social media use and self-esteem, identity 
formation, social interaction, mental health, 
emotional well-being, cognitive processes, 
behavioural patterns, and academic and 
professional functioning. The review 
demonstrated that social media exerts both 
beneficial and adverse influences, with outcomes 
varying according to patterns of engagement, 
individual characteristics, and underlying 
psychological processes. 
 
A key contribution of this paper lies in highlighting 
the explanatory value of Attachment Theory in 
understanding digital behaviour. The findings 
suggest that attachment orientations significantly 
shape how individuals engage with social media, 
seek social connection, interpret online feedback, 
regulate emotions, and respond to interpersonal 
experiences in digital environments. Securely 
attached individuals generally demonstrate 
healthier and more balanced patterns of social 
media use, characterized by adaptive 
communication, emotional resilience, and 
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reduced dependence on external validation. In 
contrast, individuals with insecure attachment 
styles, particularly anxious attachment, may be 
more vulnerable to excessive reassurance seeking, 
social comparison, emotional distress, and 
problematic platform engagement. 
 
The analysis further revealed that social media 
functions as a modern attachment-relevant 
environment where needs for belongingness, 
validation, security, and interpersonal connection 
are continuously activated. Features such as likes, 
comments, reactions, follower counts, and direct 
communication channels provide opportunities 
for social affirmation while simultaneously 
creating conditions that may intensify 
attachment-related insecurities. Consequently, 
social media should not be viewed solely as a 
technological tool but also as a psychological and 
relational space in which existing attachment 
dynamics are expressed and reinforced. 
 
From a theoretical perspective, the study extends 
the application of Attachment Theory to 
contemporary digital contexts and demonstrates 
its capacity to integrate diverse behavioural 
outcomes within a unified explanatory framework. 
The findings also underscore the importance of 
considering individual psychological differences 
when evaluating the effects of social media. 
Simplistic assumptions that social media is either 
inherently beneficial or inherently harmful fail to 
capture the complexity of user experiences and 
the role of underlying attachment processes. 
 
The practical implications of this review are 
equally significant. Educators, mental health 
professionals, parents, policymakers, and 
platform designers must recognize that healthy 
digital engagement involves more than regulating 
screen time. Efforts to promote digital well-being 
should also address emotional regulation, self-
esteem, interpersonal functioning, attachment 
security, and critical digital literacy. Such 
approaches may enhance the positive potential of 
social media while reducing risks associated with 
excessive use, social comparison, and 
psychological vulnerability. 

In conclusion, social media continues to shape 
human behaviour in profound and multifaceted 
ways. Its influence extends beyond 
communication and information sharing to affect 
emotional experiences, identity development, 
social relationships, and psychological well-being. 
Attachment Theory provides a valuable 
framework for understanding these influences by 
illuminating the relational and emotional 
processes underlying digital engagement. As social 
media technologies continue to evolve, a deeper 
appreciation of attachment-related mechanisms 
will remain essential for fostering healthier, more 
meaningful, and psychologically sustainable 
interactions within the digital world. 
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