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Abstract 
The present narrative review aims to explore the relationship between attachment styles, adverse childhood 

experiences (ACEs) and problematic technological behaviors (PTBs) among adolescents aged between 12 to 

18 years old, with a specific focus on gender differences.  

PTBs, which include problematic gaming, binge-watching, cyberbullying and dysfunctional Internet and so-

cial media use, manifest as difficulties in emotional regulation and interpersonal relationships.  

According to recent research, insecure attachment styles and ACEs represent key risk factors, influenced by 

contextual variables such as gender. Insecure attachment and ACEs contribute to PTBs by impairing emo-

tional regulation and interpersonal relationships. However, protective factors such as social support can 

buffer these negative effects, promoting healthier digital behaviors.  

Furthermore, gender may influence these behaviors: generally, girls are more prone to social media overuse 

and emotional distress, while boys favor gaming as a coping tool.  

Effective interventions should integrate these factors, emphasizing emotional regulation, resilience and digi-

tal awareness, with future research exploring cultural and contextual influences. 
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Introduction 

Attachment styles and adverse childhood ex-

periences (ACEs) are fundamental determi-

nants of an individual's psychophysical devel-

opment and health across the lifespan. At-

tachment theory, formulated by Bowlby 

(1978), offers a comprehensive framework for 

understanding how early caregiver interac-

tions influence relational patterns, emotional 

regulation, and psychological resilience later 

in life.  

Within this framework, Bowlby identified 

three primary attachment styles: secure, anx-

ious, and avoidant. A secure attachment style 

promotes a healthy balance between inti-

macy and independence, allowing individuals 

to establish stable, supportive relationships 

and to navigate social interactions effectively, 

even in digital environments. Instead, anxious 

and avoidant attachment styles, both classi-

fied as insecure, are associated with impaired 

emotional regulation and difficulties in form-

ing and maintaining close, meaningful rela-

tionships. Adolescents with an anxious at-

tachment style often crave intimacy but strug-

gle with persistent fears of rejection, making it 

challenging for them to create genuine con-

nections. On the other hand, those with an 

avoidant attachment style tend to distance 

themselves from intimacy, feeling uncomfort-

able with close relationships and finding it dif-

ficult to express emotions openly.  

ACEs refer to traumatic and stressful events 

during childhood, including abuse, neglect, 

domestic dysfunction, and other forms of ad-

verse childhood experiences. These experi-

ences have been consistently linked to a 

broad spectrum of negative health outcomes 

that persist into adulthood. Physically, ACEs 

are associated with an increased risk of con-

ditions such as cardiovascular disease, obe-

sity, diabetes, and autoimmune disorders 

(Dube et al., 2009; Heerman et al., 2016; 

Suglia et al., 2018). Psychologically, ACEs 

contribute to mental health disorders, such 

as depression, anxiety, and psychosis (Va-

rese et al., 2012).  

In a meta-analysis conducted by Hughes et 

al. (2017), there’s compelling evidence that 

ACEs disrupt the normal functioning of the 

nervous, endocrine, and immune systems, 

highlighting the profound physiological and 

psychological impacts of these early experi-

ences. Furthermore, research consistently 

reveals a dose-response relationship, in 

which the likelihood of adverse health out-

comes increases with the number of ACEs ex-

perienced (Bethell et al., 2014; Heerman et 

al., 2016).  

The interaction between ACEs and attach-

ment styles plays a crucial role in shaping de-

velopmental trajectories and health out-

comes. Children and adolescents exposed to 

ACEs are significantly more likely to exhibit in-

secure attachment styles, which exacerbate 
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emotional dysregulation and hinder rela-

tional stability. In this context, Verrastro et al. 

(2024) emphasize how early trauma in-

creases the likelihood of maladaptive coping 

strategies, such as problematic technology 

use. This insight is consistent with further 

findings, which indicate that approximately 

80% of children and adolescents with mental 

health disorders demonstrate insecure at-

tachment styles, compared to only 20% who 

have a secure attachment (Stefini et al., 

2013). Attachment disruptions, in fact, often 

manifest in behavioral problems, emotional 

instability, and impaired relational competen-

cies. For instance, Derin et al. (2022) ob-

served a higher prevalence of social anxiety 

disorder among adolescents with a history of 

ACEs. Similarly, Amendola et al. (2020) found 

out that childhood mistreatment is linked to 

emotional dysregulation in adulthood, often 

manifesting through maladaptive coping 

strategies, including excessive and problem-

atic use of technology.  

However, emotional intelligence has been 

identified as a significant moderator in the re-

lationship between ACEs and attachment 

styles. Dewi (2022) emphasizes the role of 

emotional intelligence in reducing the nega-

tive effects of early adversities, pointing out 

the capacity of targeted interventions to en-

hance resilience in affected individuals.  

In conclusion, the extensive evidence linking 

ACEs to insecure attachment styles and fu-

ture adverse health outcomes highlight the 

critical need for early interventions and com-

prehensive support systems. As Kalmakis 

and Chandler (2014) suggest, a holistic 

framework that integrates psychological, 

physiological, and social dimensions is es-

sential. This approach should not only ad-

dress the long-term consequences of ACEs 

but also promote protective factors to effec-

tively mitigate their impact. This is particularly 

crucial for adolescents, as effective interven-

tion strategies may help reducing problem-

atic technology use and other maladaptive 

behaviors by addressing the underlying emo-

tional regulation and attachment challenges 

stemming from early adversity. 

 

Materials and Methods 

This narrative review was conducted through 

a systematic search of peer-reviewed litera-

ture in PubMed, APA PsycNet, and ScienceDi-

rect. The search focused on the interaction 

between attachment styles, adverse child-

hood experiences (ACEs), and problematic 

technology behaviors (PTBs) in adolescents 

aged 12–18 years, with particular attention to 

gender differences. Studies were identified 

using relevant keywords and selected based 

on the following inclusion criteria: articles 

published in English, full-text availability, 
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publication within the last 20 years, and a fo-

cus on adolescent populations. Empirical re-

search, including both quantitative and qual-

itative studies, as well as systematic reviews, 

were considered. Research on adult popula-

tions or non-psychological aspects of tech-

nology use was excluded. The selected stud-

ies were analyzed thematically to identify key 

trends, risk factors, and protective factors in-

fluencing PTBs, with a focus on the moderat-

ing role of gender and the impact of emotion 

regulation difficulties. 

 

Results  

Problematic Technological Behaviors 

(PTBs) 

PTBs refer to the excessive and maladaptive 

use of technology that disrupts proper psy-

chosocial functioning. Specifically, the litera-

ture identifies various PTBs, including prob-

lematic Internet use (PIU), problematic social 

media use, gaming disorder, binge-watching, 

and cyberbullying. These behaviors are often 

characterized by excessive involvement in 

online platforms, resulting in impaired daily 

functioning, mental health, and social rela-

tionships. Research indicates that addictive 

use of social media and online gaming can 

present symptoms resembling those of psy-

chiatric disorders, including anxiety and de-

pression, suggesting a complex interaction 

between these behaviors and mental health 

outcomes (Andreassen et al., 2016; Gonzá-

lez-Bueso et al., 2018). In this context, Sala-

dino et al. (2024b) provide a crucial perspec-

tive by linking problematic social media use to 

emotional regulation deficits. They argue that 

individuals with difficulties in managing emo-

tional responses are more prone to engage 

maladaptive digital behaviors, particularly 

when online activities serve as a compensa-

tory mechanism for unfulfilled psychological 

needs. Specifically, the study identifies fear of 

missing out (FoMO) as a pivotal factor that 

amplifies the risk of developing dependency 

on social media platforms (Ibid).  

Online gaming disorder is characterized by a 

loss of control over gaming activities, leading 

to significant impairment in personal, social, 

and academic functioning. Symptoms of this 

disorder may include neglect of personal re-

sponsibilities, social withdrawal, and adverse 

physical health effects such as sleep disturb-

ances and poor nutrition (Columb et al., 

2022). The prevalence of online gaming disor-

der has been associated to various psycho-

logical factors, including underlying mental 

health issues such as anxiety and depression, 

which can both contribute to and result from 

excessive gaming behaviors (Andreassen et 

al., 2016; González-Bueso et al., 2018). In ad-

dition, the recognition of Gaming Disorder as 

a diagnosable mental disorder by the World 

Health Organization (WHO) in the 11th revi-
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sion of the International Classification of Dis-

eases (ICD-11) in 2018, and the inclusion of 

Internet Gaming Disorder (IGD) in the re-

search appendix of the Diagnostic and Statis-

tical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) by 

the American Psychiatric Association (APA) in 

2013, highlights the growing concerns regard-

ing problematic gaming behaviors.  

Furthermore, cyberbullying, an offense de-

rived from problematic Internet use, involves 

the use of digital platforms to harass, 

threaten, or humiliate individuals who cannot 

easily defend themselves. Although similar to 

traditional bullying, cyberbullying has its own 

psychological characteristics. A key differ-

ence is that physical bullying occurs in set-

tings such as schools and ceases when the 

victim is away from the bullies, whereas in 

cyberbullying the victim can potentially be 

reached anywhere, anytime via the Internet, 

increasing feelings of insecurity and vulnera-

bility (Sourander et al., 2010). Studies have 

shown that victims of cyberbullying often ex-

perience heightened emotional sensitivity 

and psychological distress, which can nega-

tively affect their performance in various ar-

eas, including work and education. Normaliz-

ing such behaviors through repeated expo-

sure can perpetuate a cycle of victimization 

and aggression, further complicating social 

dynamics within online environments (Barlett 

et al., 2017).  

Binge-watching refers to the consumption of 

multiple episodes of television series or video 

content in a single sitting. The design features 

of streaming platforms often encourage 

binge-watching by automatically playing back 

subsequent episodes, which can exacerbate 

the compulsive nature of this behavior 

(Flayelle et al., 2020; Saladino et al., 2024a). 

Research indicates that excessive binge-

watching can have a negative impact on psy-

chological well-being, particularly among ad-

olescents, who may struggle to maintain a 

balance between online and offline life 

(George & Odgers, 2015). In addition, binge-

watching has been linked to symptoms of 

anxiety and depression, especially when used 

as a coping method to manage stress and 

negative emotions. Individuals who watch TV 

series continuously, often find themselves 

trapped in a vicious cycle of addiction similar 

to other behavioral addictions, with a ten-

dency to spend more time watching TV series 

than initially planned (Panda & Pandey, 

2017).  

In conclusion, problematic Internet and so-

cial media use, which includes cyberbullying, 

binge-watching, and online gaming disorder, 

presents significant challenges to mental 

health and social functioning, especially 

among young people. For this reason, re-

searchers and professionals should under-

stand these behaviors through a clinical lens 
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to develop effective strategies of prevention 

and treatment. 

 

Attachment theory and ACEs as precursors 

of PTBs in adolescents 

Contemporary research has shown a signifi-

cant correlation between insecure attach-

ment styles, characterized by anxiety or 

avoidance, and the development of maladap-

tive behaviors related to the use of digital 

technologies. Lancaster et al. (2019) demon-

strated how avoidant attachment signifi-

cantly increases vulnerability to negative out-

comes in technology-mediated relationships, 

affecting the link between cyber abuse and 

the quality of interpersonal connections. This 

correlation is manifested through specific be-

havioral patterns, including excessive social 

media use, compulsive gaming, and various 

forms of dysfunctional online behaviors.  

Adverse childhood experiences emerge as a 

crucial vulnerability factor in exacerbating 

these behavioral patterns. These vulnerabili-

ties result in an increased propensity to de-

velop behavioral addictions and difficulties in 

technology-mediated interpersonal relation-

ships. Eichenberg et al. (2024) highlighted 

how anxious attachment, marked by fear of 

rejection, can lead to problematic Internet 

and social media use, aimed at seeking emo-

tional validation.  

Social media platforms have also been iden-

tified as potential triggers for problematic be-

haviors. The nature of these platforms, often 

encouraging continuous engagement 

through notifications and algorithm-driven 

content, can lead to addictive patterns of use. 

Research has indicated that short-form video 

watching, a prevalent activity among adoles-

cents, can be particularly addictive due to 

features like auto-scrolling and personalized 

content delivery (Yang et al., 2024). These 

mechanisms contribute to a cycle of rein-

forcement that can intensify problematic us-

age patterns.  

An in-depth analysis of problematic techno-

logical behaviors has revealed specific mech-

anisms through which insecure attachment 

contributes to the development of gaming 

disorder. These mechanisms include using 

gaming as a strategy to avoid confronting neg-

ative emotions, pursuing immediate gratifica-

tion, and efforts to establish a sense of com-

petence and control within the virtual environ-

ment. Individuals with insecure or avoidant 

attachment styles, as documented by Lim et 

al. (2019), often tend to refuge in gaming as a 

strategy to avoid emotional intimacy, using 

immersion in gaming as a mechanism to dis-

sociate from painful emotional experiences 

and perceived threatening interpersonal rela-

tionships. 
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 These patterns of avoidance highlight how in-

secure attachment contributes to the vulner-

ability of adolescents in developing gaming 

disorders, compounding the challenges al-

ready posed by their developmental stage.  

The phenomenon of cyberbullying also 

emerges as a particularly complex manifesta-

tion of the interplay between insecure attach-

ment and problematic technological behav-

iors. Mishna et al. (2020) pointed out that this 

behavior is perceived by young people primar-

ily as a relational issue, rooted in attachment 

dynamics and emotional regulation difficul-

ties. Adolescents with anxious or avoidant at-

tachment styles show greater difficulties in 

establishing empathic relationships, increas-

ing their vulnerability as both perpetrators 

and victims of cyberbullying. These individu-

als tend to exhibit higher online aggression, 

use cyberbullying as a maladaptive strategy 

to manage feelings of inadequacy, anger, and 

frustration.  

Additionally, binge-watching emerges as an-

other problematic behavior that is signifi-

cantly influenced by attachment styles. Esté-

vez et al. (2017) conducted extensive studies 

showing that adolescents with insecure at-

tachment tend to use maladaptive coping 

strategies, increasing their risk of developing 

compulsive digital content viewing behaviors. 

This tendency manifests itself through spe-

cific patterns of media consumption, charac-

terized by prolonged viewing sessions, diffi-

culty controlling time spent in front of the 

screen, and using compulsive viewing as an 

avoidance strategy for negative emotions. Re-

search has identified specific mechanisms 

through which insecure attachment contrib-

utes to the development of binge-watching, 

including the tendency to use media content 

as a form of emotional self-medication and as 

a substitute for meaningful interpersonal re-

lationships. 

Research on protective factors has provided 

valuable insights into mechanisms that pro-

mote resilience and mitigate the impact of ad-

verse experiences. Reflective functioning has 

emerged as a significant protective resource. 

Borelli et al. (2014) demonstrated that en-

hanced reflective functioning can buffer the 

negative effects of adverse childhood experi-

ences (ACEs) and insecure attachment on 

problematic behaviors. This mechanism op-

erates by fostering mentalization, a capacity 

that enables individuals to develop a nuanced 

understanding of their own mental states and 

those of others, thus supporting emotional 

and relational stability. Secure interpersonal 

relationships also play a crucial role in pro-

moting adaptive outcomes. For instance, 

Murphy et al. (2017) highlighted the im-

portance of secure peer relationships in re-

ducing aggressive behaviors and enhancing 

emotional regulation. These positive interac-
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tions contribute to the development of effec-

tive coping strategies, offering a foundation 

for long-term psychological well-being.  

Furthermore, evidence underscores the role 

of secure attachment to caregivers as a key 

protective factor. Studies have shown a nega-

tive correlation between secure parental at-

tachment and the emergence of problematic 

behaviors, such as video game addiction, 

suggesting that a secure attachment bond 

can act as a safeguard against maladaptive 

outcomes (Estévez et al., 2017). However, it 

is important to point out that some research 

argues that the relationship between ACEs, 

insecure attachment styles, and PTBs is par-

ticularly complex and nonlinear. Widom et al. 

(2018) conducted extensive research high-

lighting that not all adverse experiences nec-

essarily lead to negative outcomes, empha-

sizing the protective role of adaptive coping 

strategies and a supportive social environ-

ment. These findings suggest the importance 

of considering specific moderating factors 

and mediators to understand the relationship 

between early traumatic experiences and the 

development of problematic technological 

behaviors. Understanding these complex in-

teractions is critical to the development of ef-

fective interventions. Lim et al. (2019) have 

emphasized the importance of therapeutic 

and educational programs aimed at promot-

ing emotional regulation and enhancing indi-

vidual and social resources. These interven-

tions must necessarily consider the multifac-

torial nature of problematic technology be-

haviors, integrating approaches that address 

both attachment-related vulnerabilities and 

the consequences of early traumatic experi-

ences.  

The literature thus highlights how insecure at-

tachment styles and adverse childhood expe-

riences represent significant risk factors for 

the development of problematic technology 

behaviors, operating through specific mecha-

nisms that include difficulties in emotional 

regulation, dysfunctional relational patterns, 

and maladaptive coping strategies. (Grady et 

al., 2018). However, the identification of pro-

tective factors and the development of tar-

geted interventions offer promising prospects 

for preventing and treating these behaviors. 

This in-depth understanding of the underlying 

dynamics of PTBS suggests the importance of 

integrated approaches that consider the 

complexity of interactions between risk fac-

tors and protective resources in the context of 

problematic use of digital technologies. 
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Gender differences in PTBs 

The scientific literature suggests that gender 

differences in technology use are more com-

plex than commonly believed and reflect not 

only sociocultural influences, but they are 

also deeper psychological and relational dy-

namics. Although girls are often described as 

more likely to use social media to maintain re-

lationships and seek social approval, evi-

dence suggests that boys may also be influ-

enced by similar dynamics, though they man-

ifest these in different ways. For example, girls 

tend to use social media as a means of social 

confrontation, a behavior associated with de-

pressive symptoms (Nesi & Prinstein, 2015); 

boys, although less prone to direct confronta-

tion, may also use humor or aloof attitudes to 

cope with insecurities, reflecting gender 

norms that discourage vulnerability. How-

ever, gender identity is not limited to the tradi-

tional binary categories. Transgender and 

non-binary adolescents also display specific 

patterns of technology use influenced by their 

unique social experiences. Research indi-

cates that transgender and non-binary ado-

lescents face heightened risks associated 

with digital interactions, particularly due to 

experiences of social rejection, discrimina-

tion, and victimization (McInroy et al., 2019; 

Selkie et al., 2020). These challenges contrib-

ute to an increased likelihood of using tech-

nology as a coping mechanism, often leading 

to problematic behaviors such as excessive 

social media use or online gaming (Kaltiala et 

al., 2023). Such gender differences in tech-

nology use are closely related to socialization 

processes. Gender socialization, which 

shapes roles and expectations from child-

hood onward, encourages children to exhibit 

strength and control, repressing emotions 

such as sadness or vulnerability. This often 

leads to externalization of distress, expressed 

through aggressive or competitive behaviors, 

which may manifest in online games or com-

petition on social media (Maschi et al., 2008). 

Girls, on the other hand, tend to internalize 

distress, developing problems such as anxi-

ety, low self-esteem and depression. For 

transgender and non-binary adolescents, so-

cialization pressures can be particularly com-

plex. Many experience difficulties in finding 

safe spaces for self-expression, and digital 

platforms often serve as both a refuge and a 

source of stress. While social media can offer 

a sense of community and validation, it also 

exposes them to heightened risks of cyber-

bullying and online harassment, which nega-

tively impact their mental health (Taliaferro et 

al., 2018). Moreover, attachment insecurity-

more common in transgender and non-binary 

youth due to familial rejection-has been 

linked to greater vulnerability to problematic 

technology use (Kaltiala et al., 2023).This vul-

nerability is amplified by social media dynam-

ics, where the pressure to conform to aes-

thetic and relational standards can intensify 
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personal insecurities and make adolescent 

girls more susceptible to a phenomenon such 

as cyberbullying (Marciano et al., 2020). Alt-

hough often victims of online aggression, girls 

may also resort to relational forms of aggres-

sion, such as indirect cyberbullying, to man-

age personal conflicts or respond to social 

pressures. This cycle of victimization and per-

petration reflects a complex interplay be-

tween emotional vulnerabilities and problem-

atic coping strategies. Similarly, transgender 

and non-binary adolescents report signifi-

cantly higher rates of online victimization 

compared to their cisgender peers, further ex-

acerbating mental health challenges (Arcelus 

et al., 2016; Amendola et al., 2020). However, 

digital platforms also provide opportunities 

for resilience. Peer support, particularly 

through online communities, has been identi-

fied as a key protective factor that mitigates 

the effects of discrimination and psychologi-

cal distress (Schimmel and Bristow et al., 

2018). Regardless, gender differences in 

technological behaviors are not rigid or uni-

versal but they vary based on cultural and so-

cial factors. For example, while boys are often 

drawn to online games for reasons related to 

competition and intense sensation seeking, 

girls may participate in online games for rea-

sons of socialization, challenging the stereo-

type that gaming is a male prerogative (Mi-

callef et al., 2021; López-Fernández et al., 

2019). Similarly, social media, although pri-

marily used by girls to maintain relationships, 

can also be a means of exploring and affirm-

ing their identities, sometimes leading to 

problematic usage (Savcı et al., 2019).  For 

transgender and non-binary adolescents, 

video games may serve as a tool for escap-

ism, assisting them in navigating gender dys-

phoria and external stressors. However, they 

also face risks such as exclusion from gaming 

communities or exposure to gender-based 

harassment (Cho et al., 2013). In this context, 

insecure attachment styles emerge as a 

cross-cutting factor influencing problematic 

technology use in both sexes. For adoles-

cents, online gaming can serve as a coping 

strategy for unmet emotional needs, provid-

ing a sense of control and an escape from dis-

tress. For girls, social media becomes a tool 

for coping with social anxiety, but overuse of 

these platforms often proves counterproduc-

tive, contributing to increased mental health 

issues such as anxiety and depression (Shek 

& Yu, 2016; Estévez et al., 2017). In 

transgender and non-binary youth, the inter-

section of insecure attachment and digital 

behavior is particularly evident. Many turn to 

social media and online platforms to seek val-

idation and connection in ways that their of-

fline environments may not provide. While 

this can foster resilience and community-

building, excessive reliance on digital spaces 
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can also lead to social isolation and difficul-

ties in forming real-world relationships 

(Rimes et al., 2017). The link between per-

sonal insecurities, social pressure and prob-

lem behaviors is particularly evident in ado-

lescents with insecure attachment styles, 

who use social networks to navigate complex 

interpersonal dynamics. The connection be-

tween intensive use of digital platforms and 

negative experiences such as cyberbullying 

underscores the need for targeted interven-

tions. Adolescent girls who experience or per-

petrate acts of online aggression often report 

significant emotional symptoms, highlighting 

the urgency of promoting greater awareness 

of the risks of cyberbullying and encouraging 

the healthier use of technologies (D'Arienzo et 

al., 2019). Similarly, interventions aimed at 

transgender and non-binary adolescents 

should focus on fostering digital literacy, re-

silience, and supportive online spaces while 

minimizing the risks of cyberbullying and digi-

tal harassment. Parent training programs and 

awareness campaigns can enhance family 

acceptance, thereby reducing attachment in-

security and lowering the likelihood of prob-

lematic technology use (Meanley et al., 

2021). Creating safe digital environments and 

educational strategies tailored to non-binary 

and transgender adolescents can promote 

healthier interactions with technology while 

supporting mental well-being (Giordano et 

al., 2021). 

 

Discussion 

This narrative review offers insights into the 

complex relationships between attachment 

styles, adverse childhood experiences 

(ACEs), gender differences, and technologi-

cal problem behaviors (PTBs) among adoles-

cents. The literature reviewed underscores 

that PTBs do not occur in isolation but rather 

arise from a dynamic interplay of psychologi-

cal, relational, and contextual factors. Specif-

ically, difficulties in emotional regulation and 

maladaptive coping strategies, insecure at-

tachment patterns and peer relationships, as 

well as broader sociocultural influences - 

such as gender norms and exposure to ad-

verse childhood experiences - collectively 

shape the emergence and manifestation of 

problematic technological behaviors. Inse-

cure attachment styles emerge as significant 

predictors in the development of PTBs. Ado-

lescents with anxious attachment tend to use 

social media compulsively, often to seek 

emotional validation and alleviate feelings of 

insecurity. Studies have clearly shown how 

obsessive monitoring of online interactions 

and emotional dependence on others' re-

sponses are typical manifestations of these 

individuals. On the other hand, avoidant at-

tachment is associated with problematic 

gaming, where immersive gaming is used as a 

strategy to avoid intimacy and dissociate from 
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difficult emotional experiences. ACEs repre-

sent another key determinant of PTBs. Their 

influence operates through complex mecha-

nisms, including alterations in emotional reg-

ulation and difficulties in building functional 

interpersonal relationships. However, the re-

lationship between ACEs and PTBs is neither 

linear nor deterministic. As pointed out by 

Widom et al. (2018), protective factors such 

as social support and mentalization skills can 

significantly mitigate the impact of adverse 

experiences. Borelli et al. (2014) demon-

strated that increased mental reflective ca-

pacity contributes to emotional and relational 

stability, reducing the risk of problematic be-

haviors. One particularly significant finding 

concerns the role of gender differences as 

moderators in PTBs. Girls are more vulnera-

ble to dysfunctional use of social media, of-

ten driven by social comparison and the de-

sire to maintain relationships. This exposes 

them to a higher risk of developing internaliz-

ing symptoms, such as anxiety and depres-

sion (Nesi & Prinstein, 2015; López-Fernán-

dez et al., 2019). Boys, on the other hand, 

show a greater predisposition toward prob-

lematic gaming, using it as a tool to cope with 

distress or seek intense experiences (Micallef 

et al., 2021). Binge-watching also exhibits dif-

ferentiated dynamics: girls predominantly 

use it as a strategy to manage negative emo-

tions, while boys perceive it to escape from 

external pressures (Estévez et al., 2017). Fi-

nally, cyberbullying reflects specific gender 

dynamics, with girls often involved in rela-

tional forms of aggression and boys prone to 

display more direct aggression (Marciano et 

al., 2020). 

The risk of cyberbullying itself can be influ-

enced by gendered behaviors. For example, 

girls may be more susceptible to relational 

aggression online, such as exclusion or 

spreading rumors, due to social expectations 

surrounding female behavior. Boys, con-

versely, may experience more direct forms of 

aggression, such as threatening messages or 

physical intimidation, as their behavior is of-

ten shaped by societal norms that emphasize 

competition and dominance. Additionally, in-

dividuals who identify as transgender, non-bi-

nary, or gender non-conforming may face 

unique risks on digital spaces, often stem-

ming from societal rejection or discrimination 

based on their gender identity. These individ-

uals might experience both relational and di-

rect forms of aggression, which can be com-

pounded by prejudice and lack of under-

standing regarding gender diversity. These 

gendered and identity-based patterns of be-

havior underscore the importance of consid-

ering a broader range of gender experiences 

when addressing vulnerability to cyberbully-

ing and its impact on digital interactions. 
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Implications for Clinical Practice and Fu-

ture Directions 

Preventive and therapeutic interventions 

should consider an integrated approach, sim-

ultaneously assessing the influence of at-

tachment styles, ACEs, and gender differ-

ences. 

Attachment theory provides a solid founda-

tion for developing clinical programs focused 

on emotional regulation and relational resili-

ence. Furthermore, the implementation of 

school programs aimed at promoting digital 

awareness and reducing problematic tech-

nology use could provide an important pre-

ventive tool.  

From a research perspective, a crucial step 

will be to investigate the causal dynamics un-

derlying these interactions through longitudi-

nal studies exploring the evolution of PTBs 

over time and the effectiveness of targeted in-

terventions. Particular attention must be paid 

to assessing cultural and contextual influ-

ences, as well as to understanding how social 

norms and specific environments affect the 

relationship between risk factors and prob-

lematic behaviors. 
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