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Adolescence, Social Media, Freud and Bowlby:
 
Adolescence is defined by the World Health Organization [WHO] (2023) as the transitional phase of physical and psychological development between childhood and adulthood from ages 10 and 19. In the 21st century, adolescence is a critical stage of development during which social media has become one of the most influential environmental factors shaping adolescent lives emotional wellbeing, relationships and identity formation.  Social media provides opportunities for connection and learning but also poses risks to adolescent’s mental health and wellbeing, (Orben et al., 2022).   This explains adolescent experiences of social media through two contrasting frameworks: Sigmund Freud’s psychosexual theory and John Bowlby’s attachment theory. Freud’s perspective focuses on internal drives, developmental stages and unconscious mental processes, while Bowlby emphasizes early caregiving relationships and the human need for safety and secure connection. By applying both theories to key issues including anxiety, social comparison, and cyberbullying, this essay will contrast their explanations and evaluate which offers greater practical value for modern health and social care practice.
 
Therefore, social media is widely used by young people in the UK, with 90% of 12–17-year-olds using at least one platform daily (Ofcom, 2024). But frequently use is associated with anxiety, social comparison, emotional distress, poorer mental health, cyberbullying, and lower self-esteem, where individuals measure their own lives and encounter challenges against the curated idealized content of others. (Twenge et al., 2023). These issues can also lead young people to experience peer pressure in their daily lives.  All these effects can be understood differently according to the psychosexual theory being used.
 
  
Freud (1905) suggests that adolescence is the genital stage of development where individuals focus on forming mature relationships, developing their sexual identity, and balancing personal desires with society’s expectations. During this stage, the primary focus shifts from earlier sources of gratification to mature relationships, sexual identity, and balancing personal desires with social expectations. According to (Freud, 1923), behavior is understood as the product of interactions between three components of the mind, the id (instinctual, pleasure-seeking impulses), the ego (the rational mediator between desires and reality), and the superego (internalized moral rules and values).
 
However, In the context of social media, Freud’s psychodynamic theory suggests that adolescents use the media to satisfy the id’s desire for attention, approval, and instant gratification through likes, shares, comments and followers. When this validation is absent, the ego may experience frustration, anxiety, and insecurity leading to the use of defense mechanisms such as rationalization, and identification. Furthermore, Freud’s theory helps explain internal motivations which have been criticized for preventing or addressing social media-related problems. (Cramer, 2022). When this gratification is lacking, for example, when posts receive little engagement, the ego may experience managing the resulting frustration, anxiety, or insecurity. To reduce all this, the ego responds using defense mechanisms (Freud, 1937). For instance, ignoring negative comments or dismissing the impact of harmful comparisons, rationalization that can be used to justify excessive use or risky online behavior and identification may lead adolescents to adopt the appearance, values or behaviors of popular influencers or peers in an attempt to feel accepted and valued (Fonagy, 2023). While this framework helps explain some internal motivations and coping responses, critics note that Freud’s theory is largely based on adult case studies case, lacks strong empirical support, and gives limited attention to the influence of real social environments or relationships (Cassidy, 2022). For health and social care, it offers some insight into internal conflicts, but it provides little practical guidance for prevention or intervention.
 
 
In comparison, Bowlby (1969, 1988) proposed that human development is based on how early caregiver bonds shape lifelong expectations, security, and relationships. Consistent care build security, while inconsistent care leads to insecure attachment styles. These early caregiving relationships build an internal working mode, a mental framework that shapes how people seek safety, connect with others, and manage emotions across the lifespan. A child who experiences consistent, responsive care builds a secure base, fostering confidence to explore, seek support and form trusting relationships (Bowlby, 1988). However, where care is inconsistent, unresponsive care can lead to anxious-preoccupied or avoidant-dismissive attachment styles, each affecting how they interact with others both offline and online (Fearon et al., 2022).
 
 Moreover, Attachment patterns, social media use, and Theoretical perspectives established in early life strongly shape how young people engage with social media, respond to online risks, and form relationships in both digital and physical spaces.                                                             For adolescents with secure attachment, social media acts as a beneficial tool. It helps to maintain bonds with family, friends, fosters a sense of belonging, and provides comfort during stress, a concept described as digital reassurance (Levy et al., 2021). In contrast, those with an anxious attachment style often turn to digital platforms to seek constant validation, repeatedly checking notifications or posts to reduce fears of rejection or abandonment, a behavior closely tied to anxiety, low self-esteem and fear of missing out (FOMO), (Kansy, 2023). People with an avoidant dismissive attachment may use social media to keep emotional distance, presenting polished, idealized versions of themselves rather than engaging in open genuine emotional connection.      
These differences also affect how young people cope with online harm.                                   Regarding cyberbullying, research shows that securely attached individuals are more likely to seek support and recover more quickly from negative experiences, while those with insecure attachment histories face greater long-term impacts and far less likely to reach out for help (Cassidy et al., 2022). 
This study draws clear distinctions between major psychological frameworks.                 Unlike a critical perspective on Freud’s theories were based mainly on adult clinical cases, which invites critical evaluation and comparison with modern theories. It centers on internal instincts, unconscious drives, and psychological conflict, and Bowlby’s attachment theory prioritise the role of early caregiving, relationships, and external nurturing influences. Framework is supported by robust longitudinal and empirical research, and Bowlby’s model is widely applied in evidence based into practice. It underpins more interventions in health and social care, mental health therapies, and official guidance for reducing online harm (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence [NICE], 2023).
 
 Whereas the most fundamental difference lies in their focus, social media itself profoundly impacts adolescent development and critical thinking due to algorithmic echo chambers (limiting diverse perspectives, fostering unquestioning acceptance) and amplified peer pressure, whiles also presents a complex interplay between these digital conditions and individual attachment styles continues to define how young people grow and relate to others. These digital environmental factors act as powerful elements of nurture. Freud’s psychology theory frames social media use as driven by innate, unconscious drives and intrapsychic conflict, managed via defense mechanisms with development seen as universal and biological determined (Freud, 1923).  Bowlby, by contrast, centers relationships and the social context, explaining online behavior as an expression of attachment needs and internal working models, and views development as dynamic and experience dependent (Bowlby, 1969). While Freud can account for impulsive gratification and psychological defensive responses to digital stress, it neglects the influence of early and ongoing relationships (Freud, 1936). Bowlby’s theory, meanwhile, approach better explains individual's differences in online reactions and offers actionable strategies to foster secure, healthy digital engagement (Bowlby, 1973). Freud’s concepts remain largely theoretical and difficult to apply directly in care settings. All thses factors prove that individuals react very differently to identical online experiences, rooted in their unique relational histories. If this were only nature, everyone would respond the same way, because we all share the same basic biological instincts. The fact that reactions vary based on past relationships or experience proves nurture shapes behaviour. Furthermore, behaviour comes from learned patterns, not just innate drives, e.g. Online activity as an expression of behaviour internal working model of connection formed through early caregiving experiences. And working models are learned from how we were raised, therefore they are not something we are born with, so this essay structure is pure nurture not nature.
 
 
 

 
 Finally, in summary, both theories offer some insight into adolescent experiences of social media. Freud’s psychosexual approach highlights the role of internal drives, the search for gratification, and the ego’s use of defense mechanisms when facing anxiety or comparison online. However, it lacks robust empirical support and limited practical application for modern care. Bowlby’s attachment theory, by contrast, provides an evidence-based framework that links early care experiences, attachment styles and digital behaviors, clearly explaining issues such as digital reassurance, anxiety and vulnerability to cyberbullying. It also offers clear guidance for assessment, intervention, and prevention. Bowlby’s attachment theory, by contrast, centres nurture, demonstrating that digital interactions are shaped by learned expectation from early caregiving, ongoing relationships, and life experiences. For these reasons, Bowlby’s theory is significantly more useful for real word guidance and applicable within health and social care practice when supporting adolescents navigating the digital world.
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