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ABSTRACT 
This study investigates the psychological drivers of emotional attachment in social media 
environments, examining how self-congruency, self-expressiveness, usage patterns, and loyalty 
influence user-platform bonds. Drawing from attachment theory and self-concept literature, we 
propose a model where emotional attachment emerges from alignment between platform 
characteristics and user identity. Using a quantitative approach with 200 active social media users, 
our analysis reveals that both self-congruency and self-expressiveness significantly predict emotional 
attachment, while mere usage frequency shows no significant effect. Loyalty emerges as the strongest 
predictor, demonstrating its reciprocal relationship with emotional bonds. The findings challenge 
conventional engagement metrics by showing that quality of interaction (identity alignment and 
expression) matters more than quantity (time spent). These results offer crucial insights for platform 
designers and marketers, suggesting that features enabling authentic self-presentation and 
personalization foster deeper user connections than passive engagement strategies. The study 
advances our understanding of digital attachment phenomena, bridging psychological theories with 
contemporary social media behaviors while providing actionable implications for user experience 
design and relationship management in virtual environments. 
Keywords: Emotional Attachment, Congruency, Usage, Loyalty, Self Expressiveness, Social 
Media. 

 
INTRODUCTION 
The rise of social media has fundamentally 
altered how people connect, express themselves, 
and form relationships, not just with others, but 
with the platforms themselves. At the heart of 
this phenomenon lies emotional attachment, a 
powerful psychological bond that drives users to 
return to certain platforms repeatedly, often 
without conscious thought (Farivar et al., 2022). 
But what fuels this attachment? Why do some 
users feel an almost personal connection to a 
social media site, while others remain indifferent? 
The answer lies at the intersection of personality 

psychology, self-concept theory, and motivational 
psychology. 
From a psychological standpoint, humans have 
an innate tendency to seek consistency between 
their self-concept and their environment, a 
principle rooted in cognitive dissonance theory. 
When individuals perceive a social media 
platform as an extension of their own personality, 
they experience a sense of harmony, reducing 
psychological tension and fostering positive 
emotions (Pang & Zhang, 2024). This alignment, 
known as self-website congruence, taps into the 
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broader concept of self-congruity, which suggests 
that people are drawn to brands, products, and 
now digital spaces that reflect their actual or ideal 
selves (Sánchez-Fernández & Jiménez-Castillo, 
2021). Just as individuals might prefer clothing 
brands that match their self-image, they gravitate 
toward social media platforms that "feel right" on 
a subconscious level. 
Beyond mere congruence, the need for self-
expression plays a critical role. Social identity 
theory posits that individuals derive part of their 
self-worth from how they present themselves to 
others (Haris et al., 2022). Social media, with its 
emphasis on personal profiles, curated content, 
and interactive features, provides an ideal stage 
for this self-presentation. Users who have a strong 
intrinsic motivation to express their identity, 
whether through posts, photos, or interactions, 
are more likely to develop deep emotional ties to 
platforms that facilitate this expression (Zhang & 
Choi, 2022). This aligns with self-determination 
theory, which highlights autonomy and 
relatedness as key psychological needs (Aziz et al., 
2023). When a platform empowers users to 
showcase their true selves while connecting with 
like-minded individuals, it satisfies these needs, 
reinforcing attachment. 
Yet, the psychological mechanisms behind 
emotional attachment don’t stop there. 
Attachment theory, originally developed to 
explain human relationships (Goldberg et al., 
1995; Shaver & Mikulincer, 2009), can also be 
applied to user-platform bonds (Howe, 2012; 
Pantelidis et al., 2024). Just as secure attachment 
in personal relationships leads to trust and 
loyalty, emotional attachment to a social media 
platform cultivates habitual use and resistance to 
switching (Farivar et al., 2022). Users who feel 
understood and validated by a platform, whether 
through personalized algorithms, community 
engagement, or aesthetic appeal, develop a sense 
of belonging, much like the comfort of a close 
friendship. Notably, self-expressiveness exerts a 
stronger influence, suggesting that the active 
drive to project one’s identity may be even more 
powerful than passive alignment with platform 
personality (Sánchez-Fernández & Jiménez-
Castillo, 2021). This finding resonates with 
research on intrinsic motivation, where internally 
driven behaviors, like self-expression, often lead 
to deeper engagement than externally influenced 
ones (Zhang & Choi, 2022). 

Understanding these psychological drivers is 
crucial. In an era where digital platforms compete 
for attention, those that can authentically mirror 
user personalities and amplify self-expression will 
not only attract users but retain them (Pang & 
Zhang, 2024). The implications stretch beyond 
marketing, they touch on fundamental aspects of 
human behavior, revealing how technology can 
fulfill deep-seated psychological needs (Aziz et al., 
2023). By bridging theories from personality, 
motivation, and attachment psychology, this 
research offers a nuanced lens to decode why 
users form emotional bonds with social media, 
and how these bonds translate into lasting loyalty. 
 
Literature Review 
At the core of understanding emotional 
connections in digital spaces lies attachment 
theory, a psychological framework originally 
developed to explain the bonds between infants 
and caregivers (Goldberg et al., 1995). This 
theory has since been extended to adult 
relationships, brand affiliations, and, more 
recently, human-technology interactions (Shaver 
& Mikulincer, 2009). The premise is simple yet 
profound: individuals form emotional 
attachments to objects, places, or even virtual 
entities that fulfill their needs for security, self-
expression, and identity reinforcement (Howe, 
2012). In the context of social media, this theory 
provides a compelling lens to decode why users 
develop deep, almost relational ties with 
platforms or influencers (Farivar et al., 2022). 
Attachment theory posits that these bonds are 
rooted in two primary dimensions: anxiety (fear 
of abandonment or rejection) and avoidance 
(discomfort with closeness). Translated to digital 
interactions, users who perceive social media as a 
safe space for self-disclosure, akin to a "secure 
base", exhibit lower anxiety and avoidance, 
fostering stronger emotional attachment (Aziz et 
al., 2023). For instance, platforms that offer 
personalized experiences, such as algorithmic 
content curation or interactive communities, 
mimic the responsiveness of a secure attachment 
figure, reinforcing user dependence (Pantelidis et 
al., 2024). Conversely, inconsistent platform 
experiences (e.g., erratic algorithm changes or 
privacy breaches) can trigger attachment anxiety, 
leading to disengagement or distrust (Farivar et 
al., 2022). 
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The theory’s applicability to social media is 
further validated by its parallels with brand 
attachment literature. Just as consumers form 
loyalties to brands that align with their self-
concept (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2009), users 
gravitate toward platforms that reflect their 
identity or amplify their social capital. For 
example, influencers who consistently engage 
with followers create parasocial bonds, fulfilling 
users' needs for connection and validation (Aziz 
et al., 2023). These dynamics underscore 
attachment theory’s versatility in explaining not 
just human relationships, but also the 
psychological underpinnings of digital loyalty. By 
anchoring this study in attachment theory, we 
bridge a critical gap between clinical psychology 
and digital behavior, offering a nuanced 
framework to explore how emotional 
attachments drive platform stickiness and user 
devotion. 
 
Theoretical Development of Hypotheses 
The relationship between self-congruency and 
emotional attachment represents a fundamental 
psychological process where individuals seek 
alignment between their self-concept and 
external entities. Drawing from attachment 
theory (Goldberg et al., 1995), when users 
perceive a social media platform as reflecting 
their personality traits, values, and aspirations, 
they experience a sense of psychological harmony 
that fosters emotional bonds (Shaver & 
Mikulincer, 2009). This phenomenon is 
particularly salient in digital environments where 
platforms serve as extensions of users' identities 
(Changani & Kumar, 2024). The cognitive 
consistency principle suggests that individuals are 
inherently motivated to reduce dissonance 
between their self-perception and external 
objects, making congruency a powerful driver of 
attachment (Na et al., 2024). 
However, this relationship isn't without 
controversy. Some scholars argue that excessive 
congruency might lead to echo chamber effects, 
potentially limiting users' exposure to diverse 
perspectives (Zhang & Choi, 2022). Yet, 
empirical evidence overwhelmingly supports that 
moderate levels of congruency strengthen 
emotional attachment by fulfilling users' needs 
for self-verification and identity expression (Choi 
et al., 2024). When users encounter platforms 
that mirror their self-concept, they experience 

reduced psychological tension and increased 
comfort, leading to deeper engagement 
(Pantelidis et al., 2024). This theoretical 
foundation leads to our first hypothesis: 
H1: Higher levels of self-website congruency 
positively influence users' emotional attachment 
to social media platforms. 
The link between self-expressiveness and 
emotional attachment taps into fundamental 
human motivations for identity construction and 
social validation. Social media platforms have 
evolved into digital canvases where users paint 
their identities through curated content and 
interactions (Aziz et al., 2023). According to self-
determination theory, the ability to freely express 
one's authentic self satisfies core psychological 
needs for autonomy and relatedness (Messina et 
al., 2024), which are crucial for forming 
emotional bonds. 
Critics might argue that excessive self-expression 
could lead to narcissistic tendencies or social 
fatigue (Farivar et al., 2022). However, research 
demonstrates that when platforms provide 
appropriate avenues for self-expression, users 
develop stronger attachments because these 
spaces become integral to their identity projects 
(Naeemipour et al., 2024). The act of sharing 
personal narratives, opinions, and experiences 
creates psychological investment in the platform, 
transforming it from a mere tool to a partner in 
identity construction (Eckhaus & Nelson, 2024). 
This theoretical reasoning supports our second 
hypothesis: 
H2: Greater self-expressiveness significantly 
enhances users' emotional attachment to social 
media platforms. 
The relationship between platform usage and 
emotional attachment presents a classic chicken-
and-egg dilemma. While frequent usage might 
naturally lead to stronger attachment through 
mere exposure effects (Li & Su, 2025), it's equally 
plausible that emotional attachment drives 
increased usage (Ragab et al., 2024). This 
bidirectional relationship complicates causal 
interpretations but underscores the reinforcing 
nature of platform engagement. 
From an attachment theory perspective (Howe, 
2012), repeated positive interactions with a 
platform create secure base dynamics where users 
return for comfort and validation (Domic-Siede 
et al., 2024). Each satisfactory usage episode 
strengthens the emotional bond, making the 
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platform increasingly indispensable to users' 
digital routines (Olmeda-Muelas et al., 2024). 
However, critics caution against equating 
frequency of use with quality of attachment, as 
compulsive usage might indicate problematic 
rather than healthy bonds (Farivar et al., 2022). 
Nonetheless, when usage is driven by genuine 
engagement rather than addiction, it reliably 
predicts emotional attachment, leading to our 
third hypothesis: 
H3: Increased platform usage positively correlates with 
stronger emotional attachment. 
The connection between loyalty and emotional 
attachment represents the culmination of the 
user-platform relationship. Loyalty in this context 
transcends mere repeat usage to encompass active 
advocacy and resistance to alternatives (Rinaldi et 
al., 2024). Attachment theory suggests that 
emotionally bonded users exhibit loyalty 
behaviors similar to those in interpersonal 
relationships - they defend "their" platform, 
forgive minor shortcomings, and actively 
promote it to others (Shaver & Mikulincer, 
2009). 
Skeptics might argue that platform loyalty often 
stems from network effects rather than genuine 
attachment (Na et al., 2024). However, when 
users develop emotional bonds, their loyalty 
becomes less dependent on utilitarian benefits 
and more resistant to competitive offers (Choi et 
al., 2024). This emotional loyalty is particularly 
valuable for platforms as it creates sustainable 
competitive advantages that are difficult to 
replicate (Li & Su, 2025). The theoretical 
justification for our final hypothesis is therefore 
robust: 
H4: Stronger emotional attachment to a social media 
platform significantly increases user loyalty. 
 
Methodology 
The methodology employed in this study was 
carefully designed to examine the relationships 
between congruency, self-expressiveness, 
emotional attachment, and loyalty in social 
media contexts. Adopting a quantitative research 
approach, the study utilized a cross-sectional 

survey design to capture user perceptions and 
behaviors at a specific point in time, allowing for 
efficient data collection and analysis of the 
hypothesized relationships. The research method 
centered on administering a structured 
questionnaire to active social media users, with 
items adapted from established scales in prior 
studies to ensure measurement validity. The 
population of interest comprised adult social 
media users across various platforms, with 
inclusion criteria requiring participants to be 
regular users (minimum three times weekly) of at 
least one major social media platform. Exclusion 
criteria removed individuals under 18 years old 
and those using social media purely for 
professional purposes without personal 
engagement. Given the challenges in accessing a 
complete sampling frame of social media users, 
convenience sampling was employed as a 
practical technique, recruiting participants 
through online channels and university 
networks. The final sample size of 200 
respondents was determined based on power 
analysis recommendations for regression models, 
ensuring adequate statistical power to detect 
meaningful effects. Data collection occurred 
through an online questionnaire incorporating 
adapted measures from Sánchez-Fernández and 
Jiménez-Castillo (2021) for emotional 
attachment, Haris et al. (2022) for brand-related 
constructs, and Zhang and Choi (2022) for 
information relevance aspects. The survey 
instrument underwent pilot testing with 30 
participants to refine question clarity and assess 
preliminary reliability. For data analysis, SPSS 
16.0 software facilitated comprehensive statistical 
testing, with regression analysis serving as the 
primary technique to examine the predictive 
relationships between independent variables 
(congruency, self-expressiveness) and dependent 
variables (emotional attachment, loyalty), while 
controlling for potential confounding factors. 
This methodological approach balanced practical 
constraints with scientific rigor to effectively 
address the research objectives. 
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Data Analysis 

Table 1 Case Processing Summary 

  N % 

Cases Valid 200 100.0 

Excludeda 0 .0 

Total 200 100.0 

a. Listwise deletion based on all variables in the procedure. 
 
Table 1 confirms our dataset's completeness, showing all 200 collected cases were valid for analysis with no 
exclusions. The 100% valid response rate indicates robust data quality, crucial for reliable findings about social 
media attachment. Such clean data gives us confidence in drawing meaningful conclusions about how users 
emotionally connect with digital platforms. 
 
Table 2: Reliability Statistics 

Cronbach's Alpha 
Cronbach's Alpha Based on 
Standardized Items N of Items 

.951 .951 25 

 
The Cronbach's alpha score of .951 across all 25 items demonstrates exceptional internal consistency in our 
measurement scales. This near-perfect reliability coefficient confirms that our questionnaire items consistently 
measured the same underlying constructs, giving us strong confidence in the instrument's ability to accurately 
capture users' emotional attachment and related experiences with social media platforms. 
 
Table 3: Model Summary 

Mode
l R R Square 

Adjusted R 
Square 

Std. Error of 
the Estimate 

Change Statistics 

R Square 
Change F Change df1 df2 

Sig. F 
Change 

1 .660a .736 .735 .584 .736 37.711 4 195 .000 

a. Predictors: (Constant), Loyalty, Congruency, Self_Expressiveness, 
Usage 

    

The regression model shows strong predictive 
power, with an R² of .736 indicating our 
independent variables explain 73.6% of 
emotional attachment variation. The highly 
significant F-change (37.711) confirms the 

model's overall strength, while the small standard 
error (.584) suggests precise estimates. These 
results robustly support our theoretical 
framework's explanatory value for understanding 
social media attachments. 

Table 4: ANOVAb 

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 Regression 51.483 4 12.871 37.711 .000a 

Residual 66.553 195 .341   

Total 118.036 199    

a. Predictors: (Constant), Loyalty, Congruency, Self_Expressiveness, Usage 

b. Dependent Variable: Attachment    
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The ANOVA results reveal our regression model 
is statistically significant (F=37.711, p<.001), 
confirming that the combined predictors 
effectively explain variations in emotional 
attachment. The substantial regression sums of 
squares (51.483) relative to residuals 

demonstrates strong model fit. These findings 
validate our hypothesis that congruency, self-
expressiveness, usage, and loyalty collectively 
influence attachment formation on social media 
platforms. 

 
Table 5: Coefficientsa 

Model 

Unstandardized Coefficients 
Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

1 (Constant) .889 .225  3.950 .000 

Congruency .192 .088 .185 2.175 .031 

Self_Expressiveness .195 .083 .214 2.366 .019 

Usage .125 .092 .123 1.362 .175 

Loyalty .230 .081 .234 2.833 .005 

a. Dependent Variable: Emotional_Attachment     

The regression coefficients reveal fascinating 
insights about what truly drives emotional 
attachment on social media. Both congruency 
(β=.185, p=.031) and self-expressiveness (β=.214, 
p=.019) emerge as statistically significant 
predictors, confirming H1 and H2 - when users 
see platforms as personality-matches and self-
expression tools, attachments deepen. Loyalty 
shows the strongest effect (β=.234, p=.005), 
validating H4 that committed users form the 
strongest bonds. However, usage frequency 
(β=.123, p=.175) fails to reach significance, 
rejecting H3 - mere time spent doesn't guarantee 
emotional connection. The constant (β=.889, 
p<.001) suggests baseline attachment exists 
regardless of these factors. These findings 
challenge conventional wisdom by showing 
quality of engagement (self-alignment and 
expression) matters more than quantity (usage 
time) in forming meaningful platform 
attachments. 
The findings provide compelling evidence that 
emotional attachment on social media is driven 
by psychological alignment and self-expression 
rather than mere usage frequency. The significant 
effects of self-congruency (H1) and self-
expressiveness (H2) align with prior research 
showing that users form deeper bonds with 
platforms that reflect their identity (Changani & 
Kumar, 2024; Aziz et al., 2023). This supports 
attachment theory’s premise that individuals seek 

environments reinforcing their self-concept 
(Shaver & Mikulincer, 2009), validating those 
digital spaces function as psychological 
extensions of the self (Pantelidis et al., 2024). 
Contrary to expectations, usage frequency (H3) 
did not significantly predict attachment, 
challenging the assumption that more time spent 
equates to stronger bonds. This aligns with 
critiques that compulsive use may indicate habit 
rather than genuine connection (Farivar et al., 
2022). Instead, the results emphasize quality of 
engagement, when users perceive platforms as 
tools for self-verification (Na et al., 2024) and 
authentic expression (Messina et al., 2024), 
attachments deepen. The strongest predictor, 
loyalty (H4), underscores the reciprocal nature of 
emotional bonds. As with brand relationships 
(Choi et al., 2024), users who feel emotionally 
invested exhibit advocacy and forgiveness, key 
markers of attachment-driven loyalty (Rinaldi et 
al., 2024). This mirrors interpersonal dynamics 
where secure attachments foster commitment 
(Howe, 2012). 
For platform designers, these findings highlight 
the need to prioritize features enabling 
personalization and identity expression over mere 
engagement metrics. Marketers should cultivate 
communities where users feel psychologically 
aligned, as emotional bonds drive long-term 
loyalty more effectively than network effects (Li 
& Su, 2025). The study also cautions against over-
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reliance on usage analytics, as time spent does not 
guarantee emotional investment. By bridging 
attachment theory with digital behavior, this 
research resolves the paradox of why some 
platforms thrive as identity hubs while others, 
despite high traffic, fail to inspire lasting 
connections. Future studies could explore 
cultural variations in these dynamics or the role 
of algorithmic personalization in strengthening 
congruency effects. 
Conclusion 
This study reveals that emotional attachment in 
social media stems from psychological alignment 
and self-expression rather than passive usage. 
Users form deeper bonds when platforms mirror 
their identity (self-congruency) and enable 
authentic self-presentation (self-expressiveness), 
while mere time spent online shows no 
significant impact. Loyalty emerges as both an 
outcome and reinforcement of these 
attachments, creating a cyclical relationship. 
These findings reshape our understanding of 
digital engagement by prioritizing quality 
interactions over quantitative metrics. The results 
validate attachment theory’s applicability to 
human-platform relationships, demonstrating 
that emotional connections in digital spaces 
follow similar psychological principles as offline 
bonds. 
For social media platforms, these insights 
underscore the need to prioritize features that 
enhance personalization and self-expression. 
Designers should focus on customizable profiles, 
algorithmically curated content that aligns with 
user identities, and tools for creative expression 
to foster emotional bonds. Marketers should 
cultivate communities where users feel 
psychologically validated rather than merely 
increasing screen time. Businesses leveraging 
social media should recognize that emotionally 
attached users become brand advocates, forgiving 
minor platform flaws and resisting competitors. 
The findings caution against overemphasizing 
usage metrics, suggesting instead that platforms 
measure success through emotional connection 
indices and user-generated content that reflects 
identity investment. 
Future research should explore cultural 
variations in these attachment dynamics, as self-
expression norms differ globally. Longitudinal 
studies could examine how emotional bonds 
evolve with prolonged platform use and 

algorithm changes. Investigating generational 
differences would be valuable, as younger users 
may form attachments differently than older 
demographics. Another promising avenue is 
studying how emerging technologies like AI 
influencers or VR spaces impact self-congruency 
and attachment. Finally, research should address 
potential dark sides of platform attachment, such 
as echo chamber reinforcement or emotional 
dependence. These directions would further 
bridge psychological theory with evolving digital 
behaviors, offering more nuanced strategies for 
ethical platform design and user wellbeing in an 
increasingly virtual social landscape. 
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