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Globally, loneliness is rising at the same time that social media usage (SMU) (e.g., Facebook, Instagram, 

TikTok) is increasing. However, drawing conclusions about the impact of SMU on loneliness has been 

difficult due to: 1) a lack of focus on loneliness outcomes (as opposed to general well-being outcomes), 

2) an overreliance on simplistic, time-based measurements, and 3) the lack of a single theoretical 

perspective that can make sense of contradictory findings from the literature. The current research aims 

to fill in these gaps by using loneliness as an outcome measure and measures that capture time usage, type 

of use, purpose of use, and online network familiarity, in conjunction with the interpersonal-connection-

behaviors (ICB) framework proposed by Clark et al. (2018). The ICB framework suggests that when 

SMU is focused on promoting connection, it is linked with positive outcomes, but that when SMU is not 

focused on promoting connection, it is linked to negative outcomes. Using this theoretical approach, I 

will further our understanding of how SMU impacts loneliness using Facebook usage data of young adults 

living in Bangladesh in 2021. Since the majority of studies looking at the impact of SMU on mental health 

have been done on western populations (U.S and Europe), this research will help to further our 

understanding of how SMU may be impacting loneliness in a non-western context, allowing for 

comparison across different cultural environments. By better understanding which online behaviors are 

more likely to lead to connection as opposed to loneliness, this research could potentially help users 

maximize the benefits of social media and help to avoid its pitfalls. 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Loneliness, defined as a perceived discrepancy between one’s desired and one’s actual level of 

social relationships (Peplau & Perlman, 1982), is increasing. Even before the onset of the global 

COVID-19 pandemic, approximately half of U.S. adults reported experiencing measurable levels of 

loneliness. Today, more than half of U.S. adults (58%) are considered lonely (The Cigna Group, 2023). 

This is not just an issue in the U.S., as one meta-analysis found that worldwide average loneliness in 

young adults increased between 1976 and 2019 (Buecker et al., 2021). Loneliness is a problem because 

it has major effects on our mental, physical, and societal health (Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2003; Erzen & 

Çikrikci, 2018; McClelland, Evans, Nowland, Ferguson & O'Connor, 2020; Li & Xia, 2020; Kanbay, 

Tanriover, Copur, Peltek, Mutlu, Mallamaci & Zoccali, 2023; Prescott, 2023; Hackett, Hamer, 

Endrighi, Brydon & Steptoe, 2012). In terms of mortality, loneliness and social isolation can be as 

harmful as smoking 15 cigarettes a day (Holt-Lunstad, Smith, Baker, Harris, Stephenson, 2015). Indeed, 

loneliness presents such a problem to health that in May of 2023, U.S. Surgeon General Dr. Vivek 

Murthy published an advisory on our epidemic of loneliness and isolation (U.S. Department of Health 

and Human Services, 2023). While loneliness is often associated with depression and social isolation, 

they are in fact separate constructs (Weeks, Michela, Peplau & Bragg, 1980; Lam et al., 2021): indeed, 

loneliness is a distinct psychological phenomenon in that it is uniquely a social pain (Hawkley & 

Cacioppo, 2010). 

The rise of loneliness and lack of social connection is perplexing given the constant stream of 

new communication technologies that offer unlimited opportunities for socializing. Indeed, the global 

increase in loneliness is happening at the same time people are spending more time than ever before on 
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social media platforms, defined as communication technologies that provide opportunities to engage in 

social interactions with one or many audiences (e.g., Facebook, Instagram, TikTok and Twitter) (Bayer, 

Triệu,& Ellison, 2020). In the last ten years, the number of social media users has rapidly increased 

from 0.97 billion in 2010 to 3.40 billion in 2019 (eMarketer, 2017; Statista, 2021). Today, 60% of the 

world's population uses social media with the average daily usage at 2 hours and 24 minutes (April 

2023, Statista; Digital 2023 Global Overview Report). It makes sense that people are turning to online 

platforms to stay connected with others, because humans are social creatures who require connection 

with others to thrive (Leary & Baumeister, 1995; Leary & Baumeister, 2000). But is social media 

helping to reduce loneliness or contributing to the problem? Early research on the connection between 

time spent on social media and well-being generally found a negative association between the two 

(Steers et al., 2014; Lin et al., 2016; Labrague 2014; Feinstein et al., 2013; Chou and Edge 2012; Twenge 

and Campbell 2019; Kross et al., 2013; Sagioglou and Greitemeyer, 2015). However, more recent 

reviews and meta- analyses, looking at the effects of social media use (SMU) on overall well-being have 

reported mixed or inconclusive results (Valkenburg et al., 2022; Valkenburg, 2022; Meier & Reinecke, 

2021; Appel et al., 2020). 

Why has previous research found such mixed results on the effect of SMU on overall well- 

being? The main reason is that much of the previous research has focused solely on measuring the 

amount of time spent on social media platforms without considering more nuanced measures of how 

people engage with social media. This is problematic because time does not capture the person- 

specific nuances that can have large effects on how SMU impacts well-being outcomes; for instance, 

nuances like the content being viewed, purpose and motivation for using social media, and person-

specific susceptibilities (like personality traits, social skills, and offline social network support 

systems). For example, three hours spent on social media may have vastly different impacts on mental 
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health if the three hours are spent messaging family members and close friends, versus spending the 

same amount of time leaving hateful comments on stranger’s posts. This has led to a growing 

consensus that SMU does not have an unambiguously good or bad impact on overall well- being, but 

rather that associations between SMU and well-being are inherently complex and nuanced and 

dependent upon person specific susceptibilities and the different ways people engage with social 

media. 

Previous research on SMU is also limited in the conclusions that can be drawn about the connections 

between SMU and loneliness for three key reasons: a lack of focus on loneliness as an outcome (as 

opposed to general measures of ill-being), simplistic measures and associations (i.e., time spent online), 

and a dearth of a unifying theory. Firstly, most of the literature has been focused on measuring the 

impacts of SMU on overall well-being/ill-being outcomes (such as life satisfaction, happiness, self-

esteem, anxiety, and depression) as opposed to loneliness. Given that loneliness is a distinct 

psychological phenomenon that is related to, but separate from, well-being or even ill-being (Meier & 

Reinecke, 2018; Valkenburg et al., 2021; Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010), this represents a significant gap 

in our understanding of the relationship between SMU and loneliness. 

Secondly, most of these studies use simplistic time-based measures without specifying how people 

interact with such sites when they are on them. This obscures differences in how individuals use social 

media, which may mediate the impact of time spent on SMU on well-being. For instance, one user may 

spend two hours on social media looking at and responding to photos of family members and close 

friends, while another spends two hours browsing posts from celebrities who portray an idealized 

lifestyle and unrealistic body standards. Thirdly, there is no single theoretical perspective that has 

organized the association of SMU and loneliness making it difficult to establish whether using SM is 

generally good or bad for mental health. 
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The current research proposes to fill in this gap–and further our understanding of the connection 

between SMU and loneliness–by using the interpersonal-connection-behaviors (ICB) framework 

proposed by Clark et al. (2018), in conjunction with measures that capture time usage, type of use 

(passive vs active), purpose of use, and online network familiarity (whether you personally know 

your online “friends”). The ICB framework offers a lens to better understand the mixed and 

contradictory findings of past research and offers direction for future research on SMU and its effects 

on loneliness. This framework suggests that when social media use is centered on promoting 

connection, it is linked with positive outcomes; when it is not centered on promoting connection, it 

is linked with negative outcomes. In other words, “whether behavior on social media platforms is 

good or bad for well-being depends on whether the behavior advances or thwarts innate human 

desires for acceptance and belonging” (Clark et al., 2018 p. 33). If connection-promoting use of 

social media is beneficial–but non-connection promoting use is detrimental–studying specific 

behaviors would allow researchers to better understand how the nuances of SMU impacts loneliness. 

I will use the ICB framework to make predictions about how SMU impacts loneliness outcomes 

using data about Facebook use and well-being for young adults living in Bangladesh. Facebook is 

still the most widely used social networking site globally, with over 2.9 billion monthly active users. 

As of 2022, 32.7 percent of Bangladesh’s population were using Facebook and this number continues 

to grow (Statista, 2023). 

This research will expand our understanding on the contours of the relationship between 

SMU and loneliness by using more nuanced measures of SMU such as type of use (active vs. 

passive), specific purposes and motivations for use, and online network familiarity. It will also be, 

to the best of my knowledge, the first research to use the ICB framework to make predictions about 

how SMU is connected to loneliness outcomes. Finally, because most studies have focused on 
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western populations, this research will allow for a comparison of findings on the associations 

between SMU and loneliness between western and nonwestern contexts which could lead to more 

accurate generalizations of global trends in SMU and mental health. 

Practically speaking, this research could potentially help users choose behaviors that avoid the 

pitfalls of social media and maximize its benefits. Social networking sites have fundamentally changed 

the nature of online communication and human interaction. If we want these platforms to serve as assets 

of social connection versus liabilities, researchers need to focus on identifying and differentiating 

beneficial and detrimental behaviors for users of these sites and publicize this information to inform 

their actions and decisions. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

Social Media Use and Mental Health Overview 

Until recently, research on the association between SMU and mental health has focused almost 

exclusively on how the duration of time spent on social media platforms is related to general measures 

of subjective well-being (e.g., life satisfaction, self-esteem, happiness, social trust), ill- being 

(depression, anxiety, addiction, loneliness, stress) or a combination of both. In general, studies have 

shown that time spent on social media is negatively associated with subjective well- being (Lin et al., 

2016; Twenge and Campbell, 2019; Sampasa-Kanyinga & Lewis, 2015), with the vast majority of this 

research focusing on Facebook usage (Steers et al., 2014; Labrague 2014; Chou and Edge 2012; Kross 

et al., 2013; Sagioglou and Greitemeyer, 2015; Allcott, Hunt, Braghieri, Eichmeyer & Gentzkow. 2020; 

Twenge, 2019; Tromholt, 2016). Of particular note, a quasi-experiment by Braghieri et al. (2022) looked 

at the impact that the introduction of Facebook in 2004-2006 had on U.S. college students’ mental 

health. The quasi-experimental nature of this study allowed researchers to not only look at associations 

between SMU and mental health, but to assess causality. They found that the rollout of Facebook had 

an overall negative effect on student’s mental health and academic performance. 

Why might SMU have a negative impact on well-being? Research suggests that upward social 

comparison and envy mediate the relationship between social media use and subjective well- being. 

There are two forms of social comparison–upward and downward comparison (Buunk & Gibbons, 

1997; Wills, 1981). Upward comparisons occur when one perceives another as better on a particular 

dimension, whereas the opposite occurs for downward comparisons. Envy, defined as an unpleasant 

and often painful feeling characterized by inferiority, hostility, and resentment, is often a consequence 
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of upward social comparison and can result in decreases of subjective well-being (Smith & Kim, 

2007; Verduyn et al., 2017; Cohen-Charash, 2009). SMU can foster upward comparison and envy 

when users compare themselves with others in terms of work, leisure, travel, health and/or 

appearance. As users typically present a positively-biased, or idealized version of themselves online 

(Schreurs, Meier, & Vandenbosch, 2023), upward comparisons are expected to be more frequent and 

harmful on social media (Verduyn, Gugushvili, Massar, Täht, Kross, 2020). This is supported by the 

aforementioned research by Braghieri et al. (2022) which suggested that the negative effects of 

Facebook usage were due to Facebook fostering unfavorable social comparisons. Another study by 

Steers et al. (2014) investigated how social comparison on Facebook impacted users’ mental health 

and found that the relationship between the amount of time spent on Facebook and depressive 

symptoms was mediated by upward, nondirectional, and downward social comparisons. Feinstein et 

al. (2013) also found that negatively comparing oneself with others on Facebook may place 

individuals at risk for depressive symptoms. 

Despite the evidence that SMU is correlated with ill-being, some research has found that SMU 

is associated with well-being. For instance, many studies have shown a positive correlation between 

Facebook use and subjective well-being (Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe, 2007; Deters & Mehl, 2013; 

Liu & Yu, 2013; Valenzuela, Park & Kee, 2009). Why might this be? Research suggests that SMU 

can increase social capital (sometimes referred to as social support) and social connectedness, both 

of which increase well-being (Steinfield et al., 2008; Burke & Kraut, 2014; Burke, Kraut & Marlow, 

2011). Social capital is distinguished between two different types– bridging and bonding (Putnam, 

2000). Bridging social capital refers to having access to new information, being exposed to diverse 

perspectives and feeling part of a broader community, whereas bonding social capital refers to 

receiving emotional support, instrumental support and companionship (Verduyn et al, 2017). One 
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way social media platforms provide opportunities for users to increase their social capital and feelings 

of social connection is by staying connected to friends, family, and romantic partners through social 

contact behaviors (Coundouris, Tyson, & Henry, 2021). These behaviors are communicative acts 

directed at specific people, such as reacting to their posts or commenting on them. This can help 

sustain satisfaction, commitment, and intimacy in close relationships because social contact 

behaviors signal a sense of presence and participation in each other's lives (Taylor et al., 2022). Social 

media platforms can also serve as ‘virtual communities’ where like-minded individuals form online 

social clubs and groups based around similar interests, hobbies, opinions and ideas which fosters a 

traditional sense of community and are not bound by geographic proximity (Hampton & Wellman, 

2003). Fostering new relationships in this way enables total strangers to connect with others, creating 

the possibility of forming “new, long-term social ties” (Hampton, Sessions & Ja Her E, 2011, p.134) 

giving them a sense of belonging, friendship and support if needed (Delanty, 2018). 

Thus, the existing research makes it clear that the relationship between SMU and mental health 

is nuanced and dependent upon how individuals engage with social media. Indeed, the evidence 

suggests that it is not the duration of time spent on social media that matters as much as how a person 

interacts with these platforms. (Valkenburg et al., 2022; Valkenburg, Meier & Beyens, 2022). This 

has led to a turn away from research that simply uses time spent on social media platforms to predict 

mental health outcomes and towards research that uses more nuanced measures of how individuals 

are engaging with social media, including passive vs. active use, purpose/ motivation for use, and 

online network familiarity. 

 Passive versus Active Social Media Use and Well-Being 

Recently, more nuanced conceptualizations of the ways users spend their time on social media 

has led to differentiating between active social media use (ASMU) and passive social media use 
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(PSMU). ASMU refers to actions that promote social exchanges with others, such as sending direct 

messages, commenting on others’ content, and broadcasting one’s own (e.g., posting a status update). 

PSMU describes the consumption of social media content without direct engagement in social 

interactions, such as browsing other users’ profiles, stories, or comments (Verduyn et al., 2017; 

Verduyn et al., 2020). Distinguishing between the different types of online engagement has allowed 

researchers to better predict which users are more likely to experience positive versus negative 

outcomes. Several cross-sectional studies have linked PSMU with reduced levels of subjective well-

being (Krasnova et al., 2015, 2013; Tandoc, Ferrucci, and Duffy, 2015; Shaw, Timpano, Tran, & 

Joorman, 2015). In contrast, ASMU has been found to be positively correlated with subjective well-

being (Kim and Lee, 2011; Kim, Chung & Ahn, 2013; Lee, Lee, & Kwon, 2011; Wang, 2013). In 

one diary study, active Facebook use was positively related to life satisfaction, whereas the opposite 

was found for passive Facebook use (Wenninger, Krasnova & Buxmann, 2014). 

How might this play out on social media? For example, a user who actively shares parts of their 

life online by posting photos and status updates is in a position to receive feedback from their online 

network of friends. This kind of connection promoting behavior would put this user in a better 

position to perceive social support and a feeling of social connection, and therefore, more likely to 

increase their sense of well-being. In contrast, a user who spends lots of time passively browsing and 

viewing others' feeds, but never contributing or sharing their own, would be in a better position to 

experience social comparison and feelings of envy, thereby decreasing their sense of well-being. This 

kind of passive use would not be connection promoting, ultimately leading to worse outcomes than 

users who engage in connection promoting behavior. 

Recently, studies have started to provide direct evidence for the mediating role that social 

capital and social connectedness play in the connection between ASMU and well-being. A study by 
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Frison and Eggermont (2015b) found that active Facebook use positively predicted perceived 

support, which in turn predicted a decrease in depressive symptoms at the following assessment. 

Similarly, Kim and Lee (2011) found that ASMU had a positive effect on subjective well-being 

mediated by perceived social support. This evidence suggests that the positive impact of ASMU on 

subjective well-being is partially due to an increase in social capital and the associated feelings of 

social connectedness. For PSMU, cross-sectional studies provide evidence of the role that upward 

social comparison and envy play in mediating the links between PSMU and decreased well-being 

(Krasnova et al., 2013, 2015; Tandoc et al., 2015). Moreover, a longitudinal study by Verduyn et al. 

(2015) found that the negative effect of passive Facebook use on subjective well-being is mediated by 

envy (Verduyn et al., 2017). 

In sum, a sizable amount of the literature on SMU has found that active use generally leads to 

increased well-being whereas passive use leads to decreased well-being. However, researchers have 

begun to criticize the active/passive dichotomy, stating that these concepts may be too coarse to lead 

to meaningful associations with well/ill-being. Some critiques relate to a lack of valid instruments to 

measure ASMU and PSMU and lack of a standardized operationalization of each concept 

(Valkenburg & Beyens, 2022). Others argue that the active/passive dichotomy needs refinement due 

to findings that some types of ASMU lead to decreases rather than increases in well- being (Kross et 

al., 2021) and PSMU cannot only lead to envy but also to inspiration and other positive effects on 

well-being (Meier et al., 2020). So under what conditions would we expect ASMU and PSMU to 

predict well-being? The ICB framework offers insights into these relationships. 

The ICB Framework and Social Media Use 

The ICB framework can help us understand the nuances between SMU and its outcomes, as the ICB 

framework proposes that when SMU is centered on promoting connection it is more likely to be linked 
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to positive outcomes, whereas SMU that is not centered on promoting connection is more likely to be 

linked with negative outcomes. This framework suggests that, “...social network sites benefit their users 

when they are utilized to make meaningful social connections and harm their users through pitfalls such 

as social comparison when they are not,” (Clark et al., 2018 p. 32). The evidence put forth for the 

passive/active hypotheses align with the ICB framework, as active use (e.g., promoting connection) is 

linked with positive outcomes, while passive use (e.g., not promoting connection) is linked with 

negative consequences (Clark et al., 2018). 

In addition, this framework can help us predict the impacts of a specific type of SMU on 

well-being by forcing us to consider whether the usage is promoting connection or disconnection. 

For instance, frequently posting status updates and frequently commenting on other users’ 

photos/statuses are both considered ASMU. However, this doesn’t necessarily mean that both types 

of ASMU (frequent posting and frequent commenting) will both predict higher well-being outcomes. 

This is because one type of ASMU may be used to promote connection, while the other is motivated 

by promoting disconnection. For example, frequently posting status updates may be an attempt to 

keep family members updated on life events and offer them a chance to have daily social interactions 

with friends and family, thereby increasing connection and well-being. On the other hand, frequently 

making negative comments on others posts (another form of ASMU) may lead to disconnection and 

ill-being if the comments are negative and hateful. 

SMU in Western vs. Non-Western Context 

Of course, an important question is whether the research on SMU and well-being translates 

to a non-Western context, as the majority of studies on SMU and mental health outcomes have been 

done in Western countries. While there is far less research on the effect of SMU in non-Western 

populations, the existing research suggests that the effects of SMU on well-being are largely 
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consistent across cultural contexts. For instance, cross-sectional studies in non-western populations 

have examined the effects of problematic internet use (Islam, Sujan, Tasnim, Ferdous, Masud, Kundu 

& Griffiths, 2020; Bisen & Deshpande, 2020; Xu, Lok, Liu, Cao, Hall & Xiang, 2020) and Facebook 

addiction (Sayeed, Hassan, Rahman, El Hayek, Al Banna, Mallick & Kundu, 2020; Rajesh & 

Rangaiah, 2020; Ho, 2021) on various outcomes such as quality of life, loneliness, self- esteem, 

psychological distress, depression, and sleep quality. Results from these studies show similarities to 

Western populations, as they find a negative correlation between internet/ social media addiction and 

psychological outcomes. 

While it is still unclear whether non-Western users will see the same effects as Western users 

in terms of loneliness outcomes, this existing evidence suggests that trends in the U.S. will carry over 

to non-Western contexts. 

Passive/Active Social Media Use and Loneliness 

While few studies have tested the passive/active use dichotomy on how SMU impacts loneliness 

specifically, the findings from these studies align with existing research on the connection between 

passive/ active SMU and well-being. Active Facebook use has been shown to be negatively related to 

loneliness, whereas passive Facebook use has been positively related to loneliness (Matook, Cummings 

& Bala, 2015; Ryan & Xenos, 2011). Another study that observed server logs of users’ activity on 

Facebook found active use to be associated with greater feelings of bonding social capital and lower 

levels of loneliness (Burke et al., 2010). Finally, an experimental study by Deters and Mehl (2013) tested 

whether posting Facebook status updates increased or decreased levels of loneliness. For 1 week, 

participants in the experimental condition were asked to post more than they usually do, whereas 

participants in the control condition received no instructions. Results indicated that those in the 

experimental condition increased their feelings of social connectedness and reduced loneliness. 
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While all of these studies were based on Western populations (i.e., Americans and 

Europeans), I believe these results will generalize to the Bangladeshi population given the two 

studies I could find on internet use and loneliness in Bangladesh, as the results of these studies are 

consistent with results from Western populations. The first is a study from 2020 by Mamun et al., 

which examined the prevalence of problematic internet use and its associated risk factors including 

loneliness, self-esteem, and psychological distress. Results showed loneliness and psychological 

distress were positively correlated with problematic internet use. More recently, a study by Kumar 

& Islam (2023) looked at how in-person social networks and social media use are related to 

loneliness among university students in Bangladesh. Results showed a significantly positive 

relationship between SMU (Facebook use) and loneliness, and a significantly negative relationship 

between real life social network and loneliness. 

Thus, I would expect that passive/ active SMU impacts loneliness in Bangladeshi and 

Western populations in similar ways, as the existing literature gives us no reason to believe that 

cultural differences would create differences in outcomes. More specifically, I propose the following 

hypothesis: 

H1: People who use Facebook more actively (i.e. posting more frequently) will be less lonely than 

those who use it more passively 

Purpose and Motivations of Social Media Use, Well-Being, and Loneliness 

Beyond the active/ passive dichotomy, recent findings suggest that an individual’s purpose and 

motivation for using social media may also be an important factor in determining how SMU impacts 

their well-being (Brandtzæg and Heim, 2009, Jung et al., 2007, Raacke and Bonds-Raacke, 2008). So 

why do people use social media? Some of the most commonly cited purposes for logging on to social 

media have been for social interaction, information seeking, passing time, entertainment, expression of 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0747563210002736?casa_token=6YKKsekx1EkAAAAA%3Ar8jB4VpqAqNRcj2yGglqpMA8Plij6vqp2toDlCcxH3R9WR8AqKQqkPnIDNcPu6Hi5caZTGBn9A&b0030
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0747563210002736?casa_token=6YKKsekx1EkAAAAA%3Ar8jB4VpqAqNRcj2yGglqpMA8Plij6vqp2toDlCcxH3R9WR8AqKQqkPnIDNcPu6Hi5caZTGBn9A&b0125
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0747563210002736?casa_token=6YKKsekx1EkAAAAA%3Ar8jB4VpqAqNRcj2yGglqpMA8Plij6vqp2toDlCcxH3R9WR8AqKQqkPnIDNcPu6Hi5caZTGBn9A&b0205
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0747563210002736?casa_token=6YKKsekx1EkAAAAA%3Ar8jB4VpqAqNRcj2yGglqpMA8Plij6vqp2toDlCcxH3R9WR8AqKQqkPnIDNcPu6Hi5caZTGBn9A&b0205
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opinion, information sharing, and surveillance/knowledge about others (Whiting & Williams, 2013). 

But how might the reason for using social media impact well-being? Rae and Lonborg (2015) found 

that Facebook usage was associated with higher levels of subjective well-being when it was used to 

maintain existing relationships (e.g., keeping in touch with current friends) but was negatively 

associated with subjective well-being when used for the purposes of creating new relationships (e.g., 

making new friends). Moreover, a longitudinal study by Teppers, Luyckx, Klimstra & Goossens (2014) 

examined how Facebook motives and peer-related loneliness are associated longitudinally. Their study 

revealed that using Facebook for making new friends reduced peer-related loneliness over time, whereas 

using Facebook for social skills compensation increased peer-related loneliness over time. These 

findings suggest that well-being outcomes are influenced not only by how individuals engage with social 

media, but also why people are using social media. 

Despite the plethora of possible motivations for SMU, Nadkarni and Hofmann (2012) argue that 

motivations for using Facebook can be boiled down to two basic social needs—the need to belong 

(i.e. the intrinsic drive to affiliate with others and gain social acceptance) and the need for self-

presentation (i.e. the process by which we portray ourselves to others to make a desired impression 

(Strimbu & O'Connell, 2019). Using the lens of the ICB framework, we would expect that using 

social media to belong would lead to higher levels of well-being because using social media to belong 

is a connection-promoting motivation. Whereas motivations of portraying oneself in an idealized 

way–in order to form a desired impression–would more likely lead to lower levels of well-being 

because focusing on self-presentation is a non-connection promoting motivation. For example, an 

individual who uses Facebook to join a running club may participate online by staying up to date on 

meet up locations and times, as well as to communicate with group members outside of in-person 

meetings. The motivation to use Facebook in this case is to reinforce their sense of belonging in that 
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social group and therefore increase their sense of social connection. On the other hand, an individual 

who is motivated to use Facebook as a means to present themselves in a way they deem socially 

desirable–but not actually reflective of their offline life–is more likely to experience feelings of 

disconnection. For example, another individual may be motivated to join the same running group but 

with the purpose of presenting themselves online as someone who runs without actually engaging 

offline with group members. In this case, the main purpose is to present themselves in a socially 

desirable way to others that is not actually reflective of their lifestyle. The existing research suggests 

that this non-connection promoting purpose would lead to very different well-being outcomes 

compared to the first individual. In both these cases, we can see how the motivations associated with 

SMU could potentially have profound effects on well-being outcomes. 

So how might motivations for using social media be linked with loneliness outcomes? Currently, 

there remains a lack of research on how the purpose and motivation of social media use is associated 

with loneliness. Indeed, the previously mentioned longitudinal study by Teppers, Luyckx, Klimstra & 

Goossens (2014) on Facebook motives and loneliness in adolescents is the only one I could find. 

However, given what we know from the previous studies and what we would predict using the ICB 

framework, we would expect that users with motivations to stay connected with people (e.g., 

connection promoting purpose) would result in lower levels of self-reported loneliness when compared 

to users whose motivations for using social media are not motivated by belonging or focused on social 

connection such as viewing entertainment or passing time. Again, there is no reason to believe that 

cultural differences between Western societies and Bangladesh would impact the aforementioned 

social processes. Thus, I hypothesize that SMU purpose and loneliness will be related in the following 

ways: 
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H2: People who use Facebook to promote connection (i.e., staying connected to people, making new 

friends) will be less lonely than people who use Facebook in a non-connection promoting way (i.e., 

updates on current affairs, entertainment, time passing). 

SMU, Offline Social Networks, Well-Being, and Loneliness 

Beyond the active/ passive dichotomy and motivation of use, there is also reason to believe that the 

interaction between a user's online and offline social networks may play an important role in mediating 

the effects of SMU on loneliness, as users may not reap the benefits of SMU unless there is overlap 

between their online and offline social interactions. Why might this be the case? Firstly, one of the 

consistent benefits of social media use is increasing social capital by maintaining contact with friends 

and family when in person interaction is not possible (Kross et al., 2013; Lampe, Ellison & Steinfield, 

2006; Winstone et al., 2021; Marciano et al., 2022c). There is often a vast overlap between online and 

offline social networks (Amichai-Hamburger & Hayat, 2011; Jacobson & Forste, 2011; Valkenburg & 

Peter, 2007b), and evidence suggests that communication technologies can offer opportunities to enrich 

one’s face-to-face social life. But if you do not know most of your online contacts in an offline context, 

you would not receive the benefits of strengthening existing offline relationships. 

Secondly, since individuals only have a given number of hours in a day, online SMU may 

displace meaningful offline relationships (Hood, Creed, & Mills, 2018; Nowland et al., 2018; 

Reissmann et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2018). This is supported by research by Pollet, Roberts, and 

Dunbar (2010), which suggested that SMU may be negatively impacting our social relationships by 

displacing the time and energy we put into our offline relationships. The study examined the 

relationships between social media use, network size, and emotional closeness. They found that time 

spent using social media was associated with a larger number of online social network “friends.” 

However, time spent using social media was not associated with larger offline networks, or feeling 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1092109/full#ref49
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emotionally closer to offline network friends. Social media users, as compared to non- users, did not 

have larger offline networks and were not emotionally closer to offline network friends. This is 

problematic because offline relationships may be more protective against loneliness than online 

relationships (Pea et al., 2012; Steptoe et al., 2013), while online relationships may be lower quality 

and less fulfilling forms of interaction (Pittman & Reich, 2016) and provide less robust social support 

(Rains, Brunner, Akers, Pavlich & Goktas, 2017) than in-person relationships. Indeed, about 65 

percent of the social meaning of a situation in a two-person setting is conveyed nonverbally 

(Birdwhistell, 1970), which makes up a very large part of information in any human communication. 

“Without sufficient support of nonverbal cues, digital communication cannot fully perform the 

function of face-to-face communication (Lee, Leung, Lo, Xiong, & Wu, 2010, p. 385). In sum, 

offline relationships may offer more protection against loneliness than online relationships, and SMU 

may increase loneliness by displacing offline relationships with online relationships. 

And indeed, existing research suggests that individuals may only receive the full benefits of 

social connection through SMU when used in combination with in-person social interactions (Nowland 

et al., 2018). A study by Liu et al. (2020) with a sample of 872 Chinese adolescents found that active 

social media use positively influenced adolescents’ flourishing, but this effect was mediated by online 

and offline social capital, suggesting that social capital has evolved in two forms today (Marciano, & 

Viswanath, 2023). According to the authors, “the online environment still needs to find a foothold in 

offline life to influence individuals,” (Liu et al. (2020, p. 6). Another study found that people who 

spend more time on Facebook and have more strangers as Facebook “friends” are more likely to engage 

in upward social comparison, which in turn is associated with higher levels of depression (Blease, 

2015). While loneliness was not measured as an outcome in this study, we can infer that if users have 

more strangers as Facebook ‘friends’ as opposed to online friends they know personally, they may be 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1092109/full#ref46
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1092109/full#ref46
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1092109/full#ref46
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1092109/full#ref46
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more likely to engage in upward social comparison and therefore suffer from higher levels of 

loneliness. 

Given this evidence on the interaction between a user's online and offline social networks in 

impacting loneliness, we can infer that users who personally know more of their online friends (i.e. 

have an offline relationship with them) would be less likely to experience loneliness than those who 

do not personally know the majority of their online friends. Moreover, using the ICB framework as 

a lens, we can hypothesize that individuals who use social media to enhance or supplement their 

offline social relationships (connection promoting behavior) would be less likely to experience 

loneliness than individuals who do not (non-connection promoting behavior). Again, there is no 

reason to believe that cultural differences between Western societies and Bangladesh would impact 

the aforementioned social processes. Therefore, I propose the following hypotheses: 

H3: People who have more overlap between their on-line and off-line networks (i.e., personally 

knowing more of your Facebook friends) will be less lonely than those who have less overlap 

between their on-line and off-line networks 
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CHAPTER III 

Analytic Approach and Methods 

To examine the impact of SMU on loneliness outcomes, I will utilize data collected from 

Bangladeshi adults in 2021 about their Facebook use. I will use regression analysis to predict 

loneliness (i.e., the dependent variable) controlling for activeness of use, purpose of use, network 

familiarity, daily time spent on Facebook, network size, age, marital status, and gender. This will 

allow me to test the aforementioned hypotheses; namely, 1) Does active social media use predict 

loneliness? 2) Does the purpose of use predict loneliness? 3) Does network familiarity predict 

loneliness? 

Data 

This research will utilize data from a 2021 cross-sectional study about the associations between 

the use of social networking sites and mental health in Bangladesh (Islam, Jannath, Moona, Akter, Hossain 

& Islam, 2021). Data was collected from February 4, 2021, to March 18, 2021 using a self-reported 

questionnaire that was sent to participants through email, Facebook, Messenger, WhatsApp, Instagram, 

etc. Inclusion criteria were social media users. This sample includes responses from 791 people (369 men, 

422 women) between the ages of 15 and 40 who were of Bangladeshi ethnicity and living in Bangladesh. 

Responses were collected in order to examine the relationship between social networking site (SNS) use 

and four dimensions of psychological distress (including depression, anxiety, loneliness, and sleep 

disturbances). The survey contained items focusing on usage patterns of social networking sites, 

assessment of mental health problems, and demographics. Responses were collected from all across the 

country regardless of sociodemographic background. 
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Measures 

Loneliness (dependent variable): Loneliness is measured using the UCLA Loneliness Scale-8 (Russell, 

1996). Respondents were asked to indicate their agreement with eight statements (exemplary item: in the 

last 30 days, I lack companionship) on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = “never” to 5 = “often.” 

Responses were averaged to create a loneliness index with a mean value of 18.2 and an alpha of .82 

Activeness of SMU (independent variable): Active use is conceptualized using the variable for 

frequency of posting. Frequency of posting was a single-item question asking respondents how 

frequently do you post (update status or add photos/videos) on social media? I recoded their responses 

to create four dummy variables: 

Less than 1 per day (reference category) includes those who responded to the question with, 

 

“less than once a day” (recoded as ‘1’; all other responses recoded as ‘0’). The mean value 

was .50. 

1-2 times per day includes those who responded to the question with, “1-2 times per day,” 

 

(recoded as ‘1’; all other responses recoded as ‘0’). The mean value was .19. 

 

3-5 times per day includes those who responded to the question with, “3-5 times per day,” 

 

(recoded as ‘1’; all other responses recoded as ‘0’). The mean value was .16. 

 

More than 5 times per day includes those who responded to the question with, “more than 5 

 

times per day” (recoded as ‘1’; all other responses recoded as ‘0’). The mean value was .15. 

Purpose of SMU (independent variables): Respondents were asked “What is your main purpose for 

using social media?”1 I recoded their responses to create three dummy variables: 

Connection-promoting purpose (reference category) includes those who responded to the 

 

question with, “to make new friends,” or “to stay connected with people,” (recoded as ‘1’; 

all other responses recoded as ‘0’). The mean value was .70. 
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Non-connection purpose includes those who responded to the question with, “to pass time,” 

 

(recoded as ‘1’; all other responses recoded as ‘0’). The mean value was .26. 

 

Running a business purpose includes those who responded to the question with, “running a 

 

business,” (recoded as ‘1’; all other responses recoded as ‘0’). The mean value was .03. 

Online Network Familiarity (independent variable): To assess participants' personal familiarity with 

their online social network, respondents were asked “How many friends do you know personally?” 

Responses included “few of them” (recoded as ‘1’), “many of them” (recoded as ‘2’), and “all of 

them” (recoded as ‘3’). The mean value was 1.97. 

Online Network Size (control): To assess the size of one's online social network, respondents were 

asked “How many friends do you have on social media?” Responses included “less than 500” (recoded 

as ‘1’), “between 500 and 4,000” (recoded as ‘2’), and “more than 4000” (recoded as ‘3’). The mean 

value was 1.60. 

Daily time spent on Facebook (control): To assess daily time spent on Facebook, respondents were 

asked “How much time do you spend daily on social media?” Responses included “less than 1 hour” 

(recoded as ‘1’), “between 1-3 hours” (recoded as ‘2’), “between 3-5 hours” (recoded as ‘3’), and 

“more than 5 hours” (recoded as ‘4’), with a mean value of 2.6 hours. 

Age (control): Age may be an important factor for loneliness, with the most recent research 

suggesting that young people may be at the highest risk for loneliness today. A 2018 study by Cigna 

Group found that Generation Z had the highest loneliness levels, versus people 72 and older who had 

the lowest levels of loneliness. Ages ranged from 14 to 65, with a mean value of 24.6. 

Woman (control): Gender will be included as a control, as gender has been found to predict loneliness, 

albeit with mixed results. Statistically significant gender differences, when found, generally show men 
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having typically higher levels of loneliness when compared to women However, in terms of self-

labeling, women more frequently admit to being lonely than men. This supports the view that women 

are more likely to acknowledge their loneliness than men because the negative consequences for 

admitting loneliness are less for women (Borys & Perlman, 1985). 

Gender will be dummy coded with men coded as ‘0’ and women coded as ‘1,’ as respondents were 

only given two gender options. The mean value is 0.53. 

Married (control): Marital status will be included as a control, as marriage has been associated with 

substantially less loneliness for both men and women (Stack, 1998). Marital status will be dummy 

coded with unmarried people coded as ‘0’ and married people coded as ‘1.’ The mean value is 0.29. 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics 

Variable Obs. Mean S.D. Min. Max. 

Loneliness 781 18.3 4.97 8 32 

Active Facebook Use 
     

less than 1 per day 781 .50 .50 0 1 

1-2 per day 781 .19 .39 0 1 

3-5 per day 781 .16 .16 0 1 

more than 5 per day 781 .15 .35 0 1 

Purpose of Facebook Use 

connection-promoting 781 0.71 0.46 0 1 
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use 

non-connection 

promoting use 

781 0.26 0.44 0 1 

running a business 

purpose 

781 0.03 0.18 0 1 

Online Network Familiarity 781 1.97 0.54 1 3 

Online Network Size 781 1.6 0.54 1 3 

Daily Time Spent on Facebook 

(hours) 

781 2.6 1 1 4 

Age (years) 781 24.6 6.4 14 65 

Woman 781 0.53 0.5 0 1 

Married 781 0.29 0.45 0 1 
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Table 2: Linear Regression Model Examining the Effects of Social Media Use on Loneliness 

(n=781) Coefficient (Std. Dev.) 

Activeness of Use (reference 

category = less than 1 per day) 

1-2 posts per day 

3-5 posts per day 

more than 5 per day 

 

 

.82 (.49) 

1.1*  (.52) 

.49 (.54) 

Purpose of Use (reference 

category = connection-promotion) 

non-connection 

run a business 

 

 

.29 (.41) 

-1.1  (.97) 

Network familiarity -.36  (.33) 

Network size -.25  (.34) 

Daily time spent on Facebook .48* (.19) 

Age .13*** (.03) 

Woman (reference category = 

man) 

.88*  (.37) 

Married (reference category = 

not married) 

-1.4** (.44) 
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Intercept  14.4 

R Squared .05 

Adjusted R Squared .04 

  p≤.05* p≤.01** p≤.001**
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

I did not find support for my three main hypotheses; however, results showed that 

demographic characteristics, including age, being married, and being a woman were all positively 

associated with loneliness. Daily time spent on Facebook was also a significant predictor of loneliness 

in a non-western context which lends evidence that time spent on social media may be negatively 

associated with well-being, despite differences in cultural context. 

H1: People who use Facebook more actively (i.e posting more frequently) will be less lonely than 

those who use it more passively 

I did not find any evidence that supports Hypothesis 1 and even found some evidence against it. 

Results suggest a curvilinear relationship between active Facebook use and loneliness, as I found that 

individuals posting 3-5 times per day are significantly lonelier than those posting less than once a 

day. This is the opposite of what I expected to find. However, there are no statistically significant 

differences in loneliness between those posting less than 1 time per day, 1-2 times per day, or more 

than 5 times per day. In other words, I find some evidence that as active Facebook posting increases, 

loneliness may also increase, but that loneliness may decrease once at high levels of posting activity. 

H2: People who use Facebook to promote connection (i.e., staying connected to people, 

making new friends) will be less lonely than people who use Facebook in a non- connection 

promoting way (i.e., updates on current affairs, entertainment, time passing). 

I did not find evidence to support Hypothesis 2, as there is no statistically significant difference in 

loneliness between people who use Facebook for a non-connection promoting purpose or to run a 

business in comparison to those who use it for a connection-promoting purpose. 
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H3: People who have more overlap between their on-line and off-line networks (i.e., personally 

knowing more of your Facebook friends) will be less lonely than those who have less overlap between 

their on-line and off-line networks 

I did not find evidence that supports hypothesis 3, as results showed a non-significant relationship 

between both network familiarity, network size, and loneliness. 

Effects of Controls 

Results showed that demographic characteristics, including daily time spent on social media, were 

more important predictors of loneliness in this dataset than the specific ways people use social media. I 

found a statistically significant, positive relationship between daily time spent on Facebook and 

loneliness. This means that the more time a user spends on Facebook, the lonelier they are. In terms of 

demographic effects, I found a statistically significant positive relationship between age and loneliness, 

meaning that older individuals tend to be lonelier than younger individuals. I also found that women were 

significantly lonelier than men. Finally, married people were significantly less lonely than people who 

were not married. 
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

This study used the ICB Framework to evaluate whether the ways people use Facebook in terms 

of their activeness, purpose, network familiarity and network size would influence levels of 

loneliness. I did not find evidence to support my three hypotheses or the ICB framework— 

specifically, I did not find evidence that activeness of use, purpose of use, online social network 

familiarity and size are factors that influence the loneliness of Facebook users in Bangladesh. I 

actually found some evidence against my hypothesis, as users who post 3-5 times per day are 

significantly lonelier than users who post less than once a day. This is the opposite of what I predicted 

using the ICB framework, which would predict that more active use would reduce loneliness. While 

this result does not support the hypothesis that people who use more actively will be less lonely than 

those who use more passively, I did find some evidence for a curvilinear relationship between active 

use and loneliness. This would mean that as active Facebook posting increases, loneliness also 

increases, but only up to a certain point, after which as posting continues to increase, loneliness may 

start to decrease. 

However, while my hypotheses were not supported, I did replicate an important finding on 

SMU in a non-western context. I found that the relationship between daily time spent on Facebook 

and loneliness was positive, replicating findings from the U.S. and Europe in a non-western context. 

This suggests that, broadly speaking, more time spent on social media may be negatively affecting the 

well-being of users regardless of cultural differences and/or where they live. This is important because 

it suggests that increasing time spent on social media may not be a sufficient way to fulfill needs for 

social interaction in any cultural context. This supports the previous research that suggests individuals 

may only receive the full benefits of social connection through SMU when used in combination with 



29 
 

in-person social interactions (Nowland et al., 2018). In other words, increasing time spent on social 

media may not be an adequate way to deal with the rise in loneliness for individuals in both western 

and non-western countries. 

I was also able to replicate the effect that marriage has on loneliness in a non-western context; 

however, my findings on the effects of age and gender on loneliness were less consistent with 

findings in western contexts. I found that married individuals were significantly less lonely than non-

married individuals, which lends further support that marriage provides an important buffer against 

loneliness, likely due to the extra social support marriage offers (Stack, 1998). 

However, this study found that older individuals tend to be lonelier than younger individuals, 

which does not align with previous age studies in the U.S., which found that loneliness is highest in 

young adults and then declines throughout adulthood until the very oldest age (85+) at which time it 

increases and can surpass the prevalence and frequency seen in young adults (e.g., Cigna U.S. 

Loneliness Index, 2018; Perlman, 1990; Pinquart & Sörensen, 2003; Qualter et al., 2015). And finally, 

while results from previous research on gender differences in loneliness are consistently mixed (Maes 

et al., 2019), this study found evidence that women were significantly lonelier than men, perhaps 

because men in a non-western context are particularly unlikely to admit being lonely. 

Limitations 

This study has a few important limitations to address. The first is the lack of control variables 

available in the data set to account for other factors that may be influencing social media users’ levels 

of loneliness. The lack of control variables reduced my ability to discern the effects of how SMU 

impacts loneliness, as a very small portion of loneliness was explained by my model (adjusted r-square 

value of .04). In particular, there was no measure of perceived social support which is problematic as 

research finds that social support is an important predictor of subjective well-being (Hombrados-
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Mendieta et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2018; Hutten et al., 2021; Caba Machado et al., 2023). Thus, my 

inability to account for users’ social support networks was a crucial limitation of the analysis. Secondly, 

the cross-sectional nature of the data does not allow for conclusions to be made about causality. Future 

studies on SMU and loneliness could benefit from more longitudinal data in order to assess causality 

between variables. And finally, the study only included individuals who use social media, which means 

I was not able to make any comparisons between those who used and those who abstained from SMU. 

Conclusion and Future Considerations 

We are living in a time of rapid technological advancement which has created more 

opportunities for communication and social connection across time and space, and yet we are in the 

midst of an epidemic of loneliness. Social media is one of the most prevalent forms of digital 

communication used today, especially among younger generations, making it crucial that research 

continues to analyze its impacts on loneliness. The goal of this study was to identify and differentiate 

beneficial versus detrimental behaviors in order to better inform user’s actions and decisions when 

using social networking sites. While results did not find evidence to support the ICB framework, as 

activeness of use, purpose of use, online social network familiarity and size were not found to impact 

loneliness levels, there was some evidence that more time spent on social media may affect how 

lonely its users feel in their day to day lives. Given that this study was done in a non-western context, 

this lends some evidence that more time spent on social media may negatively affect well-being 

regardless of cultural context. More research is needed in non-western contexts to determine whether 

the effects of SMU are consistent with mental health outcomes in western contexts. Furthermore, 

given that rates of loneliness have steadily been increasing, especially among young people (Pearce 

et al., 2021), who are coincidentally the same group who are most likely to use social media, it is 

important that researchers continue to study loneliness as its own separate construct in order to create 
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more effective interventions for its users.  
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