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ABSTRACT

Objectives: The rapidly shifting landscape of social media technology presents challenges to
researchers and clinicians attempting to understand the impact of such technology on indivi-
duals’ psychosocial development. In this paper, we provide a historical perspective on research
exploring the relationship between social media use and loneliness and belonging among
adolescents and young adults.

Method: Rather than attempting an exhaustive review of literature in this area, we provide a
narrative review on the evolution of social media technology over the past 20 years and its
impact on socialization experiences of adolescents and young adults.

Results: Our narrative review, based on three prominent theoretical models in the field, reveals
somewhat divergent findings, which may, to a large extent, reflect the remarkable evolution
over the past few years in how youths use communication media technology. In this review, we
consider individual, societal, and cultural factors that may explain preferences for various forms
of online communication and related social outcomes such as belonging and loneliness.
Conclusions: Rather than asking whether social media involvement leads to feelings of lone-
liness and isolation for youth or opens a new frontier for connectedness and belonging, a more
useful question is under what circumstances and for whom do these outcomes occur. Social
media technology can be both a deterrent and a boost to youths’ sense of social well-being,
depending on the nature of its use. We provide some cautions and guidelines for utilizing
social media to promote psychological well-being among youth.
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KEY POINTS
What is already known about this topic:

(1) Social media is a primary means of communication for adolescents and young adults in
developed countries around the world. More than 90% of youth regularly subscribe to
social media platforms.

(2) Previous research suggests that use of social media may be detrimental to more
intimate social relationships that are dependent on face-to-face interactions.

(3) Excessive use of social media may ultimately lead to feelings of loneliness and isolation
among youth.

What this topic adds:

(1) Social media communication is a legitimate means of developing social connections
and can foster a sense of belonging among youth.

(2) Whether social media serves as a boost or deterrent to positive social relationships is
dependent upon a wide range of factors including personality style, extent of use, and
responses from others.

(3) Social media use and its impact on socialization among youth is a rapidly evolving field,
deserving of the attention of social scientists and mental health professionals. In
particular, there is a need for time-series or longitudinal studies and studies addressing
cultural differences in social media use.

Extant research indicates that online communication media platforms such as Snapchat, Instagram,

has emerged as a primary means of youths’ (15 to
24 years) social interactions throughout the developed
world. In Australia, the United States, and other devel-
oped nations, upwards of 95% of youths use social

YouTube, TikTok, WeChat, or Twitter daily (Tankovska,
2021). Interestingly, within this social media use land-
scape, it is also clear that a sizeable portion of adoles-
cents and young adults report experiencing feelings of
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loneliness and social isolation regularly. Recent surveys
conducted in the U.S., Australia, and the UK. indicate
that about one-third of youths and young adults report
feeling lonely, and more than 20% feel lonely often or
always (“Australian Loneliness Report,” 2018; Kaiser
Family Foundation/The Economist, 2018; Office for
National Statistics [ONS], 2018). Given these circum-
stances, questions naturally arise about the relation-
ship between pervasive feelings of loneliness and
isolation and widespread social media use among
today’s youths. Does reliance on social media as
a primary communication tool somehow limit relation-
ship building and maintenance and ultimately lead to
isolation and loneliness? Some studies suggest that
online communication, by its very nature, is devoid of
the richness and complexity of face-to-face social inter-
actions, thereby resulting in less fulfiling social encoun-
ters and, ultimately, heightened risks for loneliness
(Putnam, 2000; Spears et al, 2002). However,
a growing body of research suggests that social
media technology enables the formation of interac-
tions with individuals and groups well outside the
bounds of face-to-face encounters; that is, social con-
nections expand. Furthermore, users have opportu-
nities to deepen connections and foster an enduring
sense of identity and purpose (Valkenburg & Peter,
2011; Verduyn et al., 2017; Vincent, 2016).

In this paper, we review research investigating the
effects of social media on youths’ experiences of lone-
liness and belonging. Much of the existing research is
based on overly simplistic main effects models that
examine, for example, the frequency of social media
use on well-being. Our review focuses primarily on stu-
dies that offer some perspective on the mechanisms
that underlie relationships between youths’ social
media use and perceptions of belonging and loneliness.
Our review addresses these questions: Does social
media detract from or facilitate social interactions
among youths, and in what way does it impact the
quality of their social relationships? Are some youths,
based upon personal attributes, dispositions, circum-
stances, or cultural considerations, more inclined to
gravitate towards social media as a primary means of
socialization? Is there a point at which social media
usage can become excessive and detrimental? If so,
what effect does this have on other important life
endeavours, including school, family, and work? These
questions assume even greater significance during the
current Covid-19 pandemic conditions, which mandate
greater physical distancing and the likelihood of even
more reliance upon social media to connect with others.

This review's results focus on understanding how
social media promotes youths’ social well-being. To
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that end, we will summarize the risks and rewards of
social media as a means for establishing relationships
with others, and provide suggestions and recommen-
dations for reducing potential harm and maximizing its
positive effects.

Perspectives on loneliness, belonging, and
social media use among youth

Loneliness

Loneliness is a subjective experience of distress
occurring when one’s social relationships are per-
ceived to be less than desired (Hawkley &
Cacioppo, 2010). Although loneliness may be related
to both the quantity and quality of relationships with
others, research suggests that lonely people often
feel misunderstood and that their relationships lack
meaning (Lim et al., 2016). Weiss (1973) conceptua-
lized loneliness as resulting from unmet needs for
attachment, social isolation, nurturance,
a reassurance of worth, a sense of reliable alliance,
and guidance in stressful situations. His model (more
recently expanded upon by others) differentiated
between emotional, relational, and collective dimen-
sions of loneliness. Emotional or intimate loneliness
refers to the perceived lack of a significant other or
others to depend on for emotional support (Dunbar,
2014; Weiss, 1973). Relational loneliness refers to the
perceived absence of family or friend connections on
whom to count for instrumental support (e.g., advice,
assistance with projects, and loans; Buys & Larson,
1979; Dunbar, 2014). Finally, collective loneliness
refers to one’s lack of sense of inclusion in
a network of others with common interests or values
(e.g, clubs, hobbies, recreational pursuits;
Granovetter, 1973; Hawkley et al., 2005).

For both practical and ethical considerations, few
controlled experimental studies attempt to manip-
ulate loneliness levels to identify causal factors or
associated outcomes. Given its subjective nature,
most of the research relies upon self-report mea-
sures, such as the Revised UCLA Loneliness Scale
(Russell et al.,, 1980), to examine individual differ-
ences in overall reports of loneliness, as well as
feelings of social isolation. A large and growing
body of research attests to relationships between
loneliness and personality characteristics such as
shyness, low self-esteem, external locus of control,
and feelings of isolation (Booth et al., 1992; Vanhalst
et al., 2013), as well as negative emotional states
such as depression and life dissatisfaction (Cacioppo
et al., 2006; VanderWeele et al., 2011).
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Belonging

Belongingness, or sense of belonging, has a rich his-
tory in the psychological and educational literature,
dating back to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs model
(Maslow, 1968). Belonging is a fundamental emotional
need to feel accepted by others and be part of a group
(Maslow, 1968). According to Baumeister and Leary
(1995) belongingness model, humans have “a perva-
sive drive to form and maintain at least a minimum
quantity of lasting, positive, and significant interperso-
nal relationships” (p. 497). Rather than just a desire for
contact with others, belonging implies a desire to
bond with others in stable, meaningful, and emotion-
ally supportive ways. In some sense, achieving a sense
of belonging takes us beyond our boundaries and
allows us to develop a life in concert with others
(Lambert et al., 2013). When the need for belonging
is unmet, feelings of isolation, rejection, and alienation
are likely to ensue (Baumeister & Leary, 1995).

Several self-report instruments measure the subjective
sense of belonging. These include the Sense of Belonging
Instrument (Hagerty & Patusky, 1995), the General
Belongingness Scale (Malone, Pillow, & Osman, 2012),
and the Need to Belong Scale (Leary et al., 2013). There
is also interest in measuring a sense of belonging or
connectedness in specific environments, including work
and school settings. Goodenow and Grady (1993) define
school belonging as “the extent to which students feel
personally accepted, respected, included, and supported
by others in the school social environment” (p. 80). Some
popular instruments for measuring belongingness in
school settings include the Psychological Sense of
School Membership (Goodenow, 1993), the School
Connectedness Scale (Lohmeier & Lee, 2011), and the
School Engagement Instrument (Appleton et al., 2006).

Like loneliness, a sense of belonging links to several
social, emotional, and behavioural outcomes in adoles-
cents and young adults (Arslan et al.,, 2020). Numerous
studies indicate that sense of belonging is negatively
associated with distressing mood states such as depres-
sion and anxiety (Cockshaw & Shochet, 2010; Pittman &
Richmond, 2007). Other studies suggest that belonging
may be a protective factor against adolescents’ externa-
lizing problem behaviours (Newman et al, 2007).
Achieving a sense of belonging strengthens social
bonds with others and results in an increased feeling of
adequacy and self-worth (Walton et al., 2012). A growing
body of research suggests that belonging enhances aca-
demic performance and motivation (Allen & Kern, 2017;
Neel & Fuligni, 2013). It also leads to increased feelings of
satisfaction at school and other positive emotions related
to school (Jose et al., 2012; Pittman & Richmond, 2007).

Social media

Social media refers to computer-based technology that
allows for the sharing of ideas, information, and perso-
nal content within virtual communities. It includes social
networking sites such as Facebook and Google+, micro-
blogging sites such as Twitter, and photo and video
aharing sites such as Instagram, Snapchat, and
YouTube. Research examining associations between
social media technology activities and youths’ psycho-
social well-being has evolved rapidly over the past two
decades. Most of the research has been cross-sectional,
with only a handful of studies tracking social media
usage and perceptions of loneliness or belonging over
time. These studies’ results are far from conclusive and
suggest somewhat disparate viewpoints concerning
how social media and social well-being are related and
underlying explanatory mechanisms. Three major theo-
retical frameworks that appear most prominently in the
literature organized this review: social displacement, rich-
get-richer, and social compensation. Although various
other models continue to be developed to better under-
stand social media’s role in facilitating or inhibiting
social relationships, we selected these three based on
their extensive research and their explicit focus on
a social media framework. In the following sections, we
review research explicating each of those viewpoints.

Social displacement model

The social displacement model posited by Kraut et al.
(1998) hypothesized that the use of social media and
the internet displaces, or takes the place of, face-to-
face, deeper social interactions. Although their study
was conducted on families, not youths exclusively, the
data offers informative findings that might generalize
to the population we are concerned with - adolescents
and young adutls. In a seminal HomeNet study of 93
new computer user households (not previously owning
a computer), Kraut et al. (1998) tracked internet use
over a one- to two-year period assessing its impact on
social well-being indices. The key findings were that
increased internet use was associated with declines in
family communication and the overall size of partici-
pants’ social networks in the real world. More impor-
tantly, for this review, increased internet use was also
associated with self-reports of increased stress, depres-
sion, and loneliness. The association between
increased internet use and loneliness, and declines in
social support, was even more pronounced for teen
versus adult participants in the study. Based on their
study’s panel design, Kraut and colleagues inferred
that increases in internet use were related to decreases



in social support and accompanying feelings of
loneliness.

Two possible interpretations of the data were put
forth by Kraut and colleagues, reflecting the quantita-
tive and qualitative impacts of online communication.
The first was that time spent on the internet likely
displaces time traditionally spent in face-to-face social
interactions with family and friends, thereby lessening
the influences of these contacts. A second possibility is
that the types of social connections established and
maintained online are qualitatively different and per-
haps inferior to those taking place in person. From this
perspective, internet relationships lack the depth and
intimacy of face-to-face encounters and are less fulfil-
ing to participants. With more time spent in seemingly
shallow, less fulfiling online relationships at the
expense of more meaningful face-to-face contact
with others, heavy internet communication involve-
ment decreases the sense of social involvement and
increases loneliness. The term “internet paradox” was
used to describe the effect, whereby a medium
intended to provide greater access to social commu-
nication results in lower social well-being.

Although the Kraut et al. (1998) study is impress-
ive in its design and attempt to provide a causal
connection between internet use and feelings of
loneliness, it presents some limitations. The first is
that all the participants were selected on the basis of
having a previous connection to a school or neigh-
bourhood group. Hence, it is likely that the sample
was skewed positively in terms of initial loneliness. It
is unknown whether significantly lonelier individuals
would have experienced further increases in loneli-
ness due to increased computer use. A second con-
founding factor is that, at the time of the study,
“internet” use was operationalized in terms of either
“informational” or “communication” purposes, with
communication being further restricted to include
only electronic mail and various types of web chat
lines. Virtual social networking platforms were una-
vailable at the time of the study and may influence
social communication in significant ways. In their
discussion, Kraut and colleagues suggest that newer
technologies, on the horizon at the time, might pro-
vide greater support for building social communities
online, thus perhaps enhancing the depth of these
relationships.

A few other cross-sectional studies (e.g., Ahn & Shin,
2013; Ellison & Vitak, 2015; Dunbar, 2016) provide lim-
ited support for online communication media displa-
cing close friends and family relationships, thereby
increasing loneliness and other social distress
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symptoms. A recent meta-analysis of 9000 youth and
adult Facebook users by Song et al. (2014) found
a weak but positive relationship between the extent
of use and reported feelings of loneliness (r = .13).
Taken as a whole, these studies do not provide suffi-
cient evidence that these outcomes are due to
a decline in intimate face-to-face encounters with
others, as postulated by the social displacement
model.

Two recent longitudinal studies by Hall et al. (2018)
with a sizeable sample of participants from the
Longitudinal Study of American Youth (Miller, 2016)
examined changes in social media use over time and
its relationship to changes in the frequency of face-to-
face contacts with close others including family and
friends, along with reported increases or decreases in
subjective well-being. Using a series of structural equa-
tion panel models, the research provided little support
for the hypothesis that social media use displaces
direct social contacts with close others and suggested
just the opposite - increased social media use was
associated with positive well-being changes. More
recent studies, including one by Houghton et al.
(2018), also suggest that broad conclusions on the
negative effects of social media use and screen time
on social relationships and mental health may not be
justified. In their study, Houghton et al. (2018) exam-
ined Australian school youths’ social media usage and
screen time using latent growth trajectory models and
again found little support for the idea that increased
use was related to loneliness and depression within
this sample.

Although the social displacement model served as
one of the earliest frameworks to examine the role of
internet and social media use on loneliness experi-
ences, research results have not yielded an unambig-
uous and linear relationship between these two
variables. Alternatively, some scholars have posited
a Goldilocks Hypothesis (Przybylski & Weinstein,
2017), whereby moderate social media screen use
can be a viable and positive means of connecting
with others.

Rich-get-richer model

The rich-get-richer model presents the idea that indi-
viduals with high social capital and personal assets
maximize the benefits of social media. Social capital
is a term used to describe “the benefits one receives
from one’s relationship with other people” (Steinfield
et al., 2008, p. 434). This is juxtaposed with low capital
and assets individuals who while experiencing social
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anxiety, isolation or other social/relational concerns
fare worse in online communication (Kraut et al., 2002).

In a follow-up paper to the HomeNet study, Kraut
et al. (2002) reported significant shifts in their partici-
pants’ reports of how internet use impacted their social
lives. Interestingly, over a two to three year period of
internet use, the relationship between time spent com-
municating online and perceptions of increased lone-
liness and depression all but disappeared in the
sample. Although internet use over the extended per-
iod tested was associated with increased stress, lone-
liness was not related to the extent of internet use, and
depressive symptoms declined as a function of time
spent online. Kraut et al. (2002) speculated that these
observed changes over time might be due to their
participants better integrating the internet into their
lives as they became more computer savvy.
Additionally, more and more of their family and friends
also began utilizing the internet, thus increasing the
prospect of communicating with their social network.

A second longitudinal study reported by Kraut et al.
(2002) compared individuals who recently purchased
a home computer with a control group of recent tele-
vision buyers. This study compared groups in terms of
a broader range of social and psychological outcome
variables than those collected in the HomeNet study.
The 406 respondents completed extraversion and per-
ceived social support measures, two variables consid-
ered to mediate the relationship between online
communication media usage and psychological well-
being. Results indicated overall increases in partici-
pants’ social involvement as a function of internet
use. Those using the internet more expanded their
local and distant social circles, communicated more
with family and friends, and reported higher levels of
community involvement. These results became more
compelling when considering the impact of individual
differences in extraversion and perceived social sup-
port. In terms of community and personal involve-
ment, extraverts and those with initially high social
support increased their involvement as a function of
internet usage. On the other hand, introverts
decreased community involvement as their internet
use increased. Notably, in terms of psychological and
social well-being, extraverts who reported using the
internet extensively also reported decreases in lone-
liness and other negative emotions. The opposite was
true for introverts; increased internet use correlated
with increased loneliness, depression, and lowered
self-esteem.

Kraut et al. (2002) interpreted these findings as
supportive of a rich-get-richer model, linking online
communication with various social and emotional

adjustment indices. For those who already have exten-
sive and satisfying social networks, the internet and
other communication media tools broadened these
networks and enhanced psychological well-being per-
ceptions. These individuals may be better positioned
to utilize the benefits of online communication in
furthering their social agendas.

Further supporting the rich-get-richer model,
a study by Valkenburg et al. (2017) used a cross-
lagged panel model to test the longitudinal relation-
ship between social media use and social self-esteem
in a Dutch sample. Findings indicated that youths high
in social self-esteem showed increased social media
use, and social media use resulted in further improve-
ments in self-esteem. The authors suggested that
youths high in self-esteem might be less hesitant to
communicate online and share positive information
about themselves. Doing so might increase the like-
lihood that they received positive feedback from
others, which, in turn, boosted their self-esteem.

The argument in favour of the rich-get-richer model
has continued to evolve over the years. Cheng et al.
(2019) meta-analysis reviewed social network site
queries to examine how variables, such as social anxi-
ety and loneliness, affected individuals’ social media
use benefits. After a review of over 150 studies with
global samples, the authors noted that online social
capital, or the skill to manoeuvre and leverage the
benefits of social media space, played a pivotal role
in social media response. Cheng et al. (2019) conclude
that extraverted individuals with significant online
social capital maximized social media’s resources and
accumulated more capital over time. Individuals with
low online social capital and existing loneliness feel-
ings leveraged fewer resources.

Social Compensation Model

The social compensation model posits that social media
technology might reduce the loneliness of isolated indi-
viduals because they see this as a safer, more desirable
option for creating social contacts. Ellison et al. (2007)
found that level of self-esteem moderated the relation-
ship between social network site use (Facebook) and
perceptions of social capital in a sample of college
students.Social capital may accrue either due to an
extensive network of friends and acquaintances (weak
ties) or a smaller group of close friends and family
(strong ties). In the Ellison et al. (2007) study, online
communication has a disinhibiting effect on interactions
with others. Thus, it may be particularly advantageous
for individuals who are socially anxious, introverted, or
less likely to self-disclose.



In the past several years, several studies have
expanded the social compensation model’s tenets and
sought to identify some of the personal and environmen-
tal circumstances that help to explain in a more nuanced
way how social media may impact outcomes related to
loneliness and belonging. Some of these studies employ
a cultural lens to understand how personality factors and
preferences may mediate these outcomes. In one such
study conducted in Japan, Ando et al. (2008) investigated
the bidirectional causal relationships between internet
use and psychological variables (e.g., loneliness) among
Japanese youths. The researchers were interested in
understanding the relationship between internet use
and depression, loneliness, and aggression and whether
youths prefer the internet to face-to-face communication.
The study followed a group of middle school youths to
assess internet use within their natural settings. Students'’
reports of internet usage, loneliness, depression, aggres-
sion, and internet communication preference were col-
lected at two different points during a school year to
assess changes in internet use and psychological disposi-
tions (loneliness, depression, aggression). Although the
authors could not conclude that internet use had a causal
effect on loneliness, they suggest a rich-get-richer effect
on participants (Takahira et al., 2008). Students who initi-
ally experienced low levels of loneliness tended to use the
internet more frequently to communicate with family and
friends and establish stronger personal relationships.

In agreement with earlier studies conducted mainly
with young adult and adult populations (e.g., Kraut et al,,
2002), Takahira et al. (2008) conclude that the internet has
positive effects in boosting social capital for younger,
more socially adept students. Conversely, those students
who initially reported depressed moods appeared to be
adversely affected by internet use, as depressed mood
increased following their opportunities to communicate
(synchronous or asynchronous) via the internet. Takahira
etal. (2008) suggest that these students’ inability to access
nonverbal cues via internet communication, immature
social skills, and negative experiences on the internet
(e.g., cyber harassment) are stressors that may increase
depressed moods. In addition, students manifesting
depressed moods engaged in more non-social internet
use, such as information searches for school assignments
and entertainment, instead of communicating with
others. The authors conclude that there is a vicious cycle
between youths’ preferences for online communication
and internet use levels in which the two reinforce one
another (Takahira et al., 2008). Regardless of the tool or
purpose, youths' internet use reinforces a preference for
internet-based communication. In turn, the reinforced
preference for internet-based communication increases
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the level of internet usage. The authors suggest that this
cycle of frequent internet use may become pathological
but do not conclude whether youths identified as
depressed preferred online communication over face-to-
face, as suggested by other studies (e.g., Griffiths, 2000).
The authors’ overall conclusions suggest that there are
both positive and negative effects of internet use on
youths’ psychological well-being and social behaviours.
They suggest that further research needs to identify spe-
cific strategies that may increase the benefits of internet
use among while minimizing harmful effects.

Two studies further examined processes that might
mitigate social media effects on adolescents’ well-
being from a social compensation model. Valkenburg
and Peter (2007, 2009) proposed the “internet-
enhanced self-disclosure hypothesis,” that is, social
media use promotes a sense of belonging by offering
enhanced opportunities for self-disclosure. Online self-
disclosure includes communication about one’s feel-
ings, worries, and vulnerabilities, topics that are not
often easily disclosed by adolescents and young
adults. According to the hypothesis, social media, due
to its reduced visual, auditory, and contextual cues,
serves to stimulate self-disclosure because participants
become less concerned about how others perceive
them. Research by Valkenburg and Peter (2009) and
Tidwell and Walther (2002) support the finding that
online communication results in increased intimate
self-disclosure among participants. A second assump-
tion of the hypothesis is that enhanced self-disclosure
enhances the quality of relationships. The longitudinal
study by Valkenburg and Peter (2009) demonstrated
that, within one year, adolescents’ online self-
disclosure resulted in higher quality friendships.
Online self-disclosure mediated the relationship
between communication and quality friendships.

Vincent (2016) analysed social media’s applicability
to facilitate a sense of belonging in college students.
The research specifically looked at the use of social
media as a therapeutic modality used by college coun-
sellors to help college students create a sense of
belonging on campus. Vincent's (2016) reflection on
the importance of a sense of belonging to students’
college success recognized it as essential to making
progress towards a degree. Experiencing a sense of
belonging to a community, both socially and academi-
cally, helped to better integrate students into campus
life and navigate barriers to gaining their education.
The popularity of social media use among college
students made it a potentially useful tool for facilitat-
ing a sense of belonging among students who are
struggling to integrate into the campus community.
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Connecting with others positively on social media
can help create a sense of belonging, which improves
well-being and encourages the continued use of social
media. Alternatively, experiencing isolation on social
media can harm a person’s sense of belonging and
subsequently diminish their well-being. A study by
Schneider et al. (2017) looked at how experienced
ostracism via the ostracism online tool on a social
media platform could impact fundamental human
needs and mood. The research found that the partici-
pants reported a negative impact on their sense of
belonging, the meaning of their existence, self-
esteem, and mood when they experienced social
ostracism online. This study highlights the potential
risk to a person’s sense of self-worth and mood state
if they experience ostracism online (Schneider et al.,
2017). Social media platforms can help build a sense of
belonging and community or create a sense of ostra-
cism and isolation, depending on how others receive
them on the platform. Recognizing social media as
a tool with the potential to either build community or
isolate users based on how the tool is managed is
essential to accurately understanding social media’s
potential to help facilitate a sense of belonging.

A more nuanced view of social media
involvement and its effects

In this review of loneliness, belonging, and social
media literature, it is evident that a linear and causal
relationship among the three variables cannot be
easily established. Although each of the models dis-
cussed previously offers unique perspectives into the
motivations and influences on youths’ social media
use, the models’ are not mutually exclusive. In other
words, it is plausible that each of the models explains
various facets of the more extensive experience of
youths’ social media use. A more nuanced review of
the models and the data associated with each indicate
that social media users’ motivation plays a pivotal role
in their experience of loneliness and belonging. The
emotional experience of a sense of belonging is not
a time-limited positive emotion but rather a long-term
experience that permeates into other aspects of life.
A study by Liu et al. (2018) found that when belonging
was a central motivating factor for social media users,
positive feelings and a sense of community was likely to
increase.The study went on to show that social media
habit formation is an important consideration in its con-
tinued use. Social media usage habit formation is not due
solely to instant gratification. Instead, it develops on the
basis of the user’s feelings of belonging, which extend
beyond the time when the user is actually using the

platform. By experiencing a sense of belonging, which
stays with the user after they have moved on to other
activities, the user is encouraged to use the social media
platform again. At this point, they re-experience a sense of
belonging and thus continue the cycle. The stronger the
belonging feeling, the more likely the user returns to the
social media platform. While past use frequency seemed
to impact later use frequency, establishing a sense of
belonging moderated past frequency trends. It is essential
to acknowledge that other moderating factors at play
contribute to an individual’s likelihood of using a social
media platform. However, a sense of belonging is a crucial
component for sustained frequent use.

Furthermore, how social media as a tool is used is not
the only determining factor. While social media is an
umbrella term for describing many different social
media platforms, there is a natural variance between
social media platforms and what most impacts a user’s
sense of belonging. Zhou et al. (2019) examined the
difference between what impacted a user’s sense of
belonging on social networking sites (SNS) versus micro-
blogging sites. The article intentionally split social net-
working sites and micro-blogging sites as distinct forms
of social media. SNS users were more focused on com-
munication and relationship cultivation with individual
acquaintances. In contrast, micro-bloggers tended to
take a more global view by following overall trends and
opinions rather than individual ones. One of the unique
aspects of this study was that instead of creating an
artificial SNS or micro-blogging site to conduct the
research, they used real social media sites to collect the
data. The study found that a sense of belonging and
satisfaction impacted the users’ likelihood of continuing
to use the social media platform positively and that both
peer influence and self-image regulated the users’ emo-
tional experience of belonging. Importantly, while both
self-image and peer influence impacted SNS and micro-
bloggers’ sense of belonging, the study found that self-
image was more of a determinate for SNS users. In con-
trast, peer influence had a more significant impact on
micro-bloggers’ sense of belonging (Zhou et al., 2019).
Regardless of the motivation, experiencing a sense of
belonging is essential to continued social media use
across platforms.

Summary and Conclusions

Overall, research examining loneliness, sense of
belonging, and social media involvement among ado-
lescents and young adults suggests the relationships
between these variables are multifaceted and com-
plex. The landscape in which youths communicate
and develop social relationships is rapidly changing



with the advent of newer technologies with advanced
features that offer some intriguing possibilities for con-
necting with others.

Changes in social media over time dictate the man-
ner and process whereby social interactions are estab-
lished and maintained. As social networking
technologies are better able to mimic the key compo-
nents of face-to-face interactions, they presumably
lead to more satisfying encounters and reduced feel-
ings of loneliness. Also, the increasing popularity of
mobile media devices increases social media accessi-
bility and provides increased accessibility for social
interactions and the development of social supports.
The variety of social media available may also allow for
individual and cultural preferences for communicating,
for example, with or without visual options.

Whether social media relieves or exacerbates lone-
liness feelings and social isolation is related primarily to
user characteristics, such as introversion/extraversion,
social anxiety, self-esteem, and need to belong - rela-
tively stable traits and dispositions. The majority of
studies included in this review suggest that social
media may offer a somewhat more hospitable path
towards social engagement for those with limited
interpersonal skills and/or confidence. Social network-
ing sites such as Instagram and Snapchat provide sup-
port through various indirect and direct messaging
options, which presumably create a friendlier and less
risky environment for interactions to occur.

Our review of social media’s impact on youths’ psy-
chosocial development suggests that these technolo-
gies vastly expand social engagement’s breadth and
depth. On the one hand, socially introverted and
reserved youths seemingly have a great opportunity,
via social media technology, to establish social rela-
tionships in less demanding and perhaps less threaten-
ing social contexts. Extraverts and those with high
social support levels may also benefit by bridging
social capital; that is, by expanding their range of
weaker social ties and cultivating and cementing stron-
ger ties. On the other hand, research suggests that
social media’s potential advantages depend upon
a wide range of user characteristics and variables
related to purposes and extent of social media use,
accessibility options, and other factors.

Kraut et al. (1998), Kraut et al. (2002) conducted some
of the earliest studies on loneliness and internet use in
psychology and understanding human behaviour. The
researchers in these studies acknowledge that it is chal-
lenging to pinpoint the exact effects of the internet and
social media use. However, some factors emerged that
may help users determine what the potential conse-
quences of the same could be. For instance, Kraut
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et al. (2002) suggested that an individual’s extraver-
sion/introversion personality characteristics influence
their sense of belongingness. Extraverts may enjoy inter-
net use, which allows them to engage in social interac-
tions in diverse manners, while introverts may
experience more loneliness, depression, and lowered
self-esteem. Considering Kraut's finding, introverts may
cautiously use social media, especially if their psycholo-
gical well-being is vulnerable. For introverts, smaller and
more intimate group interactions on social media may
be better suited, ensuring an emotionally safe experi-
ence (Steinfield et al.,, 2008). Introverts’ unique social
media experiences have implications for universities
and schools attempting to encourage a sense of belong-
ingness among their vulnerable members.

This review shows that mattering on social media is
essential to foster a meaningful sense of belonging
(Costin & Vignoles, 2020). Mattering and meaning in
life invite individuals to experience a welcoming, inclu-
sive sense of social media belonging. Even within this
idea of mattering, it is crucial to understand the unique
effects of positive and negative empathy. Andreychik
and Migliaccio (2015) noted that fostering a supportive
sense of empathy was more likely to foster belonging.
Individuals seeking to find affiliations and a sense of
community in the online space of social media may
want to initiate posting materials that encourage and
stimulate positive empathy among their circles, conse-
quently inviting more connection. Such empathic ges-
tures may also have implications for those engaging in
social justice work seeking to offer safe spaces to indivi-
duals from marginalized backgrounds. The types of
materials they share on social media (e.g., materials
that stimulate positive empathy versus that which sti-
mulates negative empathy) can have implications for
the responses they evoke among their readers, includ-
ing prosocial behaviour (Andreychik & Migliaccio, 2015).

A sense of belongingness and connection is so
powerful that Liu et al. (2018) found it a significant factor
in predicting habit formation using social media. Thus,
users’ sense of mattering and having a meaningful pre-
sence can be critical in helping individuals form a habit.
Thus, community experience and belonging may have
critical applications in the treatment of psychological
disorders based on habits such as obsessive-
compulsive disorder, self-harm, and addictions.

Even as individuals prepare themselves to be inten-
tional participants and social media users, there are
certainly concerns that may be out of an individual’s
control, including the negative experiences of cyber-
bullying, cyberstalking (e.g., Al-Rahmi et al., 2020), and
toxic ostracism (Schneider et al., 2017). These chal-
lenges can result in a painful sense of low self-esteem
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and low positive mood for individuals. Additionally,
Bettmann et al. (2020) indicated that young adults in
the typical college age range may be susceptible to
increased depression and anxiety as their social media
use increases. In this context, college counselling cen-
tres working with youths with depression and anxiety
might need to offer caution and recommendations on
appropriate social media use.

Future directions

An important research direction is understanding
how and under what circumstances social media use
and social media technology influences adolescents’
sense of loneliness and belongingness. Given the
technology-heavy lives most people lead, it is impera-
tive that social media consumers become aware of its
impact on their well-being. This literature review dis-
cussed several influencing factors that determined
individuals’ experience on social media and how it
contributed to their sense of belongingness and
loneliness.

More research is needed to clarify the long-term
effects of social media usage on adolescents’ and
young adults’ social outcomes. At this point, the
mechanisms through which online communication
media affects psychological well-being remain unclear.
In particular, there is a need to examine outcomes from
complex and inclusive causal modelling strategies. Also,
longitudinal studies are needed to clarify the direction-
ality and causality of the relationships among youths'’
social media use, loneliness, and belongingness.

Although much is known about the potential fac-
tors that influence social media users’ experience of
belonging and loneliness, little is known about how
demographics impact the same. For instance, are there
differences in how men, women, and nonbinary indi-
viduals experience belongingness in social media?
Additionally, does the purpose and experience of
belonging evolve as the users’ chronological age
increases? Knowing about the influences of demo-
graphics variables (e.g., gender identification, sociocul-
tural identification, socioeconomic circumstances)
could help users frame social media experiences
accordingly. A limitation of the current review is that
it used search platforms mostly grounded in the devel-
oped world. The literature on belonging and social
media use of developing nations and cultures where
English is not the predominant language of academia
is an additional research focus.

There is a need for additional efforts to help social
media users become intelligent consumers of platforms.

Given therrise in cyberbullying and hate messages, users
may need information on potential social media use
adverse effects. When seeking belongingness on social
media, users may experience counterintuitive experi-
ences such as ostracism.

With the inevitability of mass infusion of online
communication globally, research focused on online
communication and strategies that maximize youths’
social engagement benefits appears to be a promising
direction. Newer social networking platforms support
online linkages with a wide range of people, thus
presumably creating easy access to weak ties that
may be easily maintained.

Although the extent of research on loneliness and
belongingness in social media use is increasing rapidly,
users may have to determine for themselves the
appropriate and safe social media levels of use. Social
media and sense of belonging may be especially rele-
vant in global crises, such as the ongoing COVID-19
pandemic. For instance, Mucci et al. (2020) note that as
individuals maintain social distance, they may experi-
ence an aggravated sense of isolation. In this context,
social media may become an especially relevant plat-
form to seek belonging. With the inevitability of mass
infusion of online communication globally, research
focused on the beneficial uses of online communica-
tion and strategies that maximize the benefits for
youths’ social engagement appears to be a promising
direction. Newer social networking platforms support
online linkages with a wide range of people, thus
presumably creating access to weak ties that may be
easily maintained.

Although we attempted to conduct a narrative lit-
erature review on social media use and its relevance to
youths’ well-being from a comparative models per-
spective, this is a rapidly evolving field. The current
world pandemic and resulting social isolation add
a significant new dimension. Social media has become
the preferred and perhaps only way to communicate
with those outside our immediate social circle for
many people. The extent to which this will constitute
new normal is unknown, but it certainly provides
a new frontier for social media research.
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