
Associations between Social Media Use and Loneliness, Body Image and 

Disordered Eating: A Qualitative Study of British Young Adults  

Bianca Fox 

 

Introduction  

Decades of research have focused on analysing the effects of media exposure on 

health and well-being with contradictory and inconclusive results. As more people 

worldwide are becoming active Internet and social media users every year (see Kemp 

2020), a burgeoning interest in examining if and how the media effects theories apply 

to social media has emerged. 

 

The enhanced online connectivity doubled by increased use of mobile technology has 

generated numerous individual and societal benefits but also many shortcomings. 

Indeed, social media has brought more people together from around the world than 

any other Internet activity, but its popularity has been somewhat shadowed by claims 

that its excessive use can lead to various physical and mental health problems. Despite 

the countless advantages of using social media, including social support (LaRose et al. 

2001), or a feeling of perceived belonging (Seabrook et al. 2016; Mackson et al. 

2019), most research to date tends to emphasise the potentially negative consequences 

associated with frequent or excessive social media use. These include, for example, 

addictive or problematic use (Blackwell et al. 2017), anxiety and depression 

(Seabrook et al. 2016; Vannucci et al. 2017; Shensa et al. 2018), weight or shape 

concerns and increased risk of body image issues and eating disorders (Tiggemann 



and Slater 2013; Mabe et al. 2014) or frequent social comparison (Seabrook et al. 

2016). 

 

While it is a documented fact that images promoting unattainable beauty ideals of 

incredibly thin women are a daily occurrence often disseminated through traditional 

and new media outlets alike (Tiggemann and Zaccardo 2011), social media is believed 

to exacerbate the effects of these images on users (Andsager 2014) and strongly 

influence their perception and understanding of beauty (Mills et al. 2017). Moreover, 

it is believed that images promoting a strict fitness regime and food deprivation have 

also found their way to social media and subsequently can reach anyone, often 

contributing to the perpetuation of body dissatisfaction and a risk of developing an 

eating disorder (Bair et al. 2012) from a very young age. 

 

Drawing on a cluster of theories on the effects of social media on body image and 

eating disorders and the social repercussions of Internet use, this chapter examines the 

link between the use of social networking sites (SNSs) and loneliness, poor body 

image and disordered eating in young British people (aged 18–24). The chapter starts 

with an exploration of the link between loneliness, poor body image, eating disorders 

and social media use through a brief review of the existing theoretical frameworks 

and then progresses to examine young adults’ stories of loneliness through a 

qualitative approach, connecting these three conditions with the excessive and 

unchallenged use of SNSs. The results show that daily exposure to food images, thin 

bodies and unattainable lifestyles and fitness regimes on SNSs leads to self-

comparison and pressure to conform to a distorted perception of the norm. One’s 

inability to conform to this norm often results in increased loneliness, body 



dissatisfaction and disordered eating (progressing in some cases to eating disorders), 

followed by periods of digital detox. Building on this and other findings, this chapter 

argues for an extension of Rodgers’ (2016: 131) integrated theoretical model to 

include loneliness with a dual effect—as a predictor for social media use and as an 

aggravating factor for those at risk of developing an eating disorder. Loneliness, 

therefore, was found to mediate the association between excessive SNS use, body 

image dissatisfaction and eating disorders. 

 

From the start, it is imperative to provide conceptual clarification on the choice of 

terms used throughout this chapter. The term “disordered eating” is preferred over 

“eating disorders” to refer to an array of irregular eating behaviours that “may or may 

not warrant a diagnosis of a specific disorder” (Anderson 2018), such as overeating, 

frequent dieting or preoccupation with food and body image (see Anderson 2018). 

This choice was primarily dictated by the data reported here that did not allow 

identification of participants previously diagnosed with an eating disorder like 

anorexia nervosa or bulimia nervosa. Moreover, social media is a very broad term, 

thus a focus will be sustained on social networking websites, defined as a “web-based 

service that allows individuals to: 1) construct a public or semi-public profile within a 

bounded system, 2) articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, 

and 3) view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the 

system. The nature and nomenclature of these connections may vary from site to site” 

(Boyd and Ellison 2007, 211). Although two terms (social network sites and social 

networking sites) are used interchangeably in the literature, this chapter employs the 

term “social networking sites” to emphasise the networking possibilities facilitated by 

these websites. Finally, it is equally important to note that the purpose of this chapter 



is to neither negate nor dismiss the benefits of using social media. On the contrary, in 

light of recent research (e.g. see McLean et al. 2017; Mackson et al. 2019), this 

chapter makes a case for loneliness prevention and risk elimination through social 

media literacy interventions.  

 

Exploring the link between social media use and loneliness, poor body image and 

disordered eating 

 

In an era that calls for social connectivity, loneliness has become more prevalent than 

ever. Only in the UK, over 9 million people consider themselves always or often 

lonely (Kantar Public 2016). Year 2019 saw a rise in loneliness everywhere in the 

world followed by a newfound scholarly interest in detection, prevention, and 

treatment interventions. With 83% of 18-34-year-olds feeling often, always or 

sometimes lonely (ACEVO 2015), Great Britain became the first country to appoint a 

Minister for Loneliness to oversee the eradication of this modern phenomenon.  

 

Loneliness is a universal emotion, and it is often described as “an enduring condition 

of emotional distress that arises when a person feels estranged from, misunderstood, 

or rejected by others and/ or lacks appropriate social partners for desired activities, 

particularly activities that provide a sense of social integration and opportunities for 

emotional intimacy” (Rook 1984: 1391). Numerous studies have found that loneliness 

affects the quality of life (Shiovitz-Ezra et al., 2009), life satisfaction (Fiori and 

Consedine 2013), well-being (Chen and Feeley 2014), or self-esteem (Güloglu and 

Karairmak 2010; Yaacob et al. 2009). Furthermore, loneliness has long been 

established to increase vulnerability to an addiction (Nikmanesh, Kazemi and 



Khosravi 2015; Bozoglan, Demirer and Sahin 2013) and is typically associated with 

addictive behaviour (recently, technology-related addiction) such as Internet addiction 

(Özdemir, Kuzucu and Ak 2014; Sharifpoor, Khademi and Mohammadzadeh 2017), 

smartphone addiction (Bian and Leung 2014; Jiang, Yan and Volha 2018; Tan, Pamuk 

and Dönder 2013) or food addiction (Tatsi et al. 2019). In addition, loneliness is 

considered a predictor of unhealthy eating behaviours or eating disorders (see, for 

example, Mason et al. 2016; Levine 2012; Southward et al. 2014; Rotenberg and 

Flood 1999).  

 

Up to date academic literature on the social and health repercussions of Internet use is 

dominated by a dualistic approach and is fragmented by highlights and challenges 

alike. While some studies warn against excessive Internet use (e.g. Nie 2001), others 

praise its beneficial effects on social capital (Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe 2007; 

Steinfield, Ellison, and Lampe 2008), social support (LaRose et al., 2001), well-being 

(Valkenburg and Peter 2007) and loneliness (Fokkema and Knipscher 2007). Overall, 

it remains largely unclear what the actual effects of Internet and social media use are 

on individual well-being. Nonetheless, more recent studies consider loneliness to be a 

determinant of how people interact with the digital technologies (Nowland, Necka, 

and Cacioppo 2017), meaning that the lonelier people are, the more likely they are to 

overuse social media. It is therefore not Facebook, Instagram or Twitter which make 

people feel lonely; rather it is lonely people who turn to the use of these social 

networking sites for comfort (Song et al. 2014). 

 

Extensive research has resulted in several theoretical frameworks being frequently 

used in the literature to conceptualise the effects of media (and social media) on body 



image and eating disorders (for a review, see Perloff 2014 and Rodgers and Melioli 

2016). Some of these theories assign central importance to the media and its ability to 

convey and spread messages related to appearance that are internalised by individuals 

(such as Social Cognitive Theory, Sociocultural Theory or (Self-)Objectification 

Theory), while others focus on one’s desire to gain social acceptance by conforming 

to certain appearance ideals (such as Impression Management Theory or Social 

Identity Theory). 

 

Both Albert Bandura’s (1986, 2009) Social Cognitive Theory and Sociocultural 

Theory (see Thompson et al. 1999 and Rodgers 2016) assign significant importance to 

the media and argue that media and other social agents (family, friends, colleagues) 

contribute to spreading messages that promote a contemporary acclaimed beauty 

ideal. It is believed that through frequent consumption of media messages, these 

beauty ideals are internalised by media consumers, which generates appearance 

comparison and a strong desire to conform to them (Brown and Bobkowski 2011; 

Thompson et al. 1999) no matter how unrealistic they may seem. Furthermore, 

constant self-comparison to these ideals and the perceived discrepancy between the 

media-ideal and one’s appearance is considered to generate body dissatisfaction, 

leading to a risk of developing eating disorders (Bearman et al. 2006; Thompson et al. 

1999). In contrast, Gratifications Theory, also commonly used in the literature, assigns 

central importance to the individual and empowers media consumers by positing that 

they have the power to choose and tailor their media outlets to their needs. 

 

(Self-)Objectification Theory advances the idea that in contemporary image-centric 

societies women are frequently being evaluated for their appearance. This theory 



suggests that, as a result of daily media dissemination of messages focused on 

appearance, both women and men have stopped being treated as entities and are 

increasingly being seen and thought of only as “bodies” (Fredrickson and Roberts 

1997). Moreover, the pervasiveness of appearance-related and sexualised media 

content is believed to trigger self-objectification through individual internalisation of 

beauty ideals (Karsay et al. 2017). Feminist theoretical perspectives on objectification 

also advance the idea that Western societies, in particular, tend to focus on female 

appearance as a way to control and disempower women (Brown 1989). 

 

Impression Management Theory suggests that social acceptance acts as a motivator 

for some individuals to control their image by portraying themselves in a way that is 

believed socially accepted or appealing. Furthermore, according to Higgins (1987), 

the gap between what is portrayed (the constructed self) and reality (the actual self) is 

often perceived by individuals as a failure, subsequently resulting in low self-esteem, 

increased body dissatisfaction, eating disorders, anxiety, depression and other related 

behaviours that individuals resort to as a solution to decrease the previously identified 

discrepancy. 

 

Similar to Impression Management Theory, Social Identity Theory focuses on social 

acceptance and a sense of belonging to a particular group. This theory proposed by 

Tajfel (1978) and refined in later studies (see Tajfel and Turner 1979) argues that 

individuals’ desire to belong to a particular social group often prompts them to engage 

in unhealthy social comparisons (with other social groups, “us” vs. “them” 

dichotomy) and rely on stereotypical characteristics (promoted within their group) as 

means of maintaining positive social identity. 



In an attempt to find a theoretical model that accurately describes the complex 

relationship between Internet and social media use and body image and disordered 

eating, Rodgers (2016) proposes an integrative framework based upon five of the 

theoretical frameworks described above: Sociocultural Theory, Self-Objectification 

Theory, Impression Management Theory, Social Identity Theory and Gratifications 

Theory. This integrated theoretical model comprises some of the useful aspects of 

each theoretical framework, acknowledging and eliminating their limitations, and is 

based on three levels of Internet usability: low, moderate, or heavy (Rodgers 2016; 

see Fig. 1). The model is, therefore, contingent upon the way in which individuals 

may use the Internet and social media, as follows: 

- Some may use the Internet as an impersonal tool that does not typically 

involve online interaction with others. 

- Others may use the Internet as a social platform that enables them to create 

and share content online usually through the use of SNSs. 

- A third category of users may use the Internet as a participatory platform that 

allows them to join and participate in group discussions and online 

communities (like pro-eating disorder communities). 

 

According to Rodgers (2016: 132), this “type of Internet use may be related to the 

most severe forms of eating disorders, but may also be associated with the greatest 

protective factors among online communities promoting positive body image and 

healthy eating attitudes.” The connection that this chapter makes is that excessive 

SNS use is associated with feelings of loneliness that lead to overeating or comfort 

eating and a poor body image generated by the constant self-comparison with other 

people online. Although there is voluminous literature on the effects of social media 



on body image and eating disorders (e.g. see Tiggemann and Slater 2013; Cohen and 

Blaszczynski 2015; Holland and Tiggemann 2016), there are only a few studies on 

loneliness and eating disorders (Pritchard and Yalch 2009; Lasgaard et al. 2011; 

Levine 2012; Sidani et al. 2016) or loneliness and body dissatisfaction (Zinovyeva et 

al. 2016) and no studies connecting all these conditions with the excessive use of 

SNSs. In addition, so far research analysing the effects of social media use on body 

image or eating disorders has primarily focused on one platform, Facebook (e.g. see 

Cohen and Blaszczynski 2015; Song et al. 2014; Stronge et al. 2015), with little 

published research on image-based platforms, such as Instagram (Cohen et al. 2017) 

or Snapchat. This chapter aims to address this gap in the literature by including in the 

analysis five SNSs (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat and TikTok) and argues 

for an extension of Rodgers’ (2016: 131) integrated theoretical model to include 

loneliness as a predictor for social media use and as an aggravating factor for those at 

risk of developing an eating disorder.  

 

Method 

The overriding aim of this chapter is to find a working theoretical model to explain 

and analyse the effect of excessive social media use on loneliness, body image and 

disordered eating. As such, existing models had to be tested and adapted. Based on the 

results generated by a qualitative analysis of data generated by 241 participants, 

Rodgers’ (2016: 131) integrated theory model was adapted to include loneliness as a 

motivator for excessive SNS use but also as an aggravating factor of body 

dissatisfaction and eating disorders symptoms (see Figure 1).  



Data for this project was collected using an online questionnaire that generated 1,400 

responses (49% women and 51% men) from people aged 18-24, living in the UK (see 

Table 20.1.). Incomplete responses were removed, which resulted in a total of 1,343 

valid responses. In addition to contacting major local employers and student unions, 

and posting a link to the survey on the University of Wolverhampton’s website, 

participants were also recruited via Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. The online 

questionnaire included open and closed questions and used the 6-item de Jong 

Gierveld’s loneliness scale (de Jong Gierveld and van Tilburg 2006) to measure 

participants’ levels of loneliness (see Table 1.). The responses to all the open 

questions were analysed employing a thematic analysis.  

 

Table 1. Characteristics of the total sample  

Variables N % 

Total sample 1,343  100 

Gender 

Men 688 51 

Women 655  49 

Loneliness levels measured by the short 6-item De Jong Gierveld’s “Loneliness 

Scale” (De Jong Gierveld and Van Tilburg 2006) 

Score Frequency 

 N % 

No loneliness 500 37.2 

1 150 11.3 

2 80 5.9 

3 95 7.1 



4 167 12.4 

5 110 8.2 

Severe loneliness 241 17.9 

 

To revise Rodgers’ (2016: 131) integrated theoretical model, data selected for this 

chapter is from 241 participants that reported high levels of loneliness (see Table 1.). 

Incidentally, these participants also reported excessive use of social media of 7-12 

hours or more daily (see Table 2.). Responses to the questionnaire’s open questions 

were analysed using NVivo 12.5 (QSR International), and thematic analysis was 

employed to interpret the data, which allowed for the discovery of “patterns or themes 

within qualitative data” (Maguire and Delahunt 2017: 3352). In analysing the data, 

Braun and Clarke’s (2006) guide was followed consisting of six phases, as follows: 

become familiar with the data, generate initial codes, search for themes, review 

themes, define themes, write-up.  

All participants reported being avid Internet users, having access to the Internet both 

at home and at work/university and having used social networking websites for more 

than ten years. Moreover, all participants are social media users and use social 

networking sites, with 93% having used social networking sites for more than ten 

years. The most popular device to access social networking sites is the smartphone, 

with 93.4% of the respondents using it to access their SNSs accounts, while 58.9% 

use laptops (see Table 2.). 

 

Table 2: Characteristics of the sample included in the analysis  

General characteristics of the sample  

 N % 



Total sample  241 100 

Demographics 

Age  

18- 24 241 100 

Gender 

Women 153 63.5 

Men  88 36.5 

Internet and Social Media Use 

 N % 

Frequency of Internet Use 

More than 10 hours/day  101 42 

5-10 hours/day  85 35.3 

I’m always online 55 22.7 

Social Networking Sites (SNSs) Use 

Facebook  175 72.6 

Twitter  110 45.6 

Instagram  139 57.7 

Snapchat 93 38.6 

TikTok 58 24.1 

Frequency of SNSs use 

7-12 hours/day 153 63.5 

All the time (more than 12 hours/day) 88 35.5 



Devices used to access SNSs  

Smartphone  225 93.4 

Laptop  142 58.9 

I-Pad 37 15.4 

Tablet  30 12.4 

PC 8 3.3 

Motivation to use SNSs 

Loneliness/To fill a void 208 86.3 

The need to belong and feel part of a 

community   

191 79.3 

To make friends 158 65.6 

To keep in touch with friends and family 139 57.7 

To find out news/information  107 44.4 

For professional and/or business contacts  59 24.5 

Leisure and entertainment  50 20.7 

Number of friends on SNSs 

More than 1000 friends 87 36 

500-1000 friends 86 35.6 

200-500 friends  68 28.2 

 

 

 

 



Results 

Results show that overall young people have an open-minded approach to using social 

networking sites (SNS) and are aware of their pretended reflection of reality. To 

explore the relation between SNS use, loneliness, and disordered eating behaviour 

(emotional eating, body dissatisfaction and bulimic symptoms), an understanding of 

what young people perceive as loneliness was required. Therefore, the first theme 

identified in the data captures young people’s attempts to define loneliness and its 

prerequisites. The second theme explores the association between young people’s 

overexposure to food images, unrealistic fitness regimes and thin bodies on SNSs and 

loneliness, emotional eating and body dissatisfaction. The third theme explores young 

people’s attempts to avoid social comparisons and exposure to unrealistic lifestyles 

and appearance ideals by temporarily or permanently disconnecting from SNSs 

(digital detox). 

 

        Young adults’ understanding of loneliness  

Participants commonly articulated that loneliness means to feel isolated and not 

having someone to talk to, often considering loneliness to mean isolation. Being 

isolated is the first thing young people think about in relation with loneliness.   

“Some people think it’s sadness, others think it’s depression. To me I guess 

loneliness is feeling like no one is available to you and a sense of isolation 

within yourself. // Feeling isolated as if I am nobody’s first choice to hang out 

with. Basically, feeling isolated to the world, unwanted and unappreciated” 

(Woman, 23). 

“Feeling isolated, with no one you can properly communicate with. // You 

could be around people yet not engaging with them in a meaningful way. So, I 



guess that leads to a feeling of sadness when you’re unable to talk to people 

and be accepted by them” (Man, 24). 

This feeling of isolation reported by the respondents is also perceived as a continuous 

never-ending feeling, loneliness being identified as a situation that people who 

experience it cannot escape from.  

“A feeling of being isolated from others. Feeling that you are alone in the 

world, with nobody to share experiences with or turn to for help. And a 

possible added feeling that you cannot exit your loneliness, that there is an 

invisible barrier between you and the rest of the world that you can't cross so 

even if you are craving for the company of other people, you are not able to 

see or talk to them, you are not able to reach out to them nor are you able to 

ask for help” (Man, 21).  

Furthermore, loneliness is also associated with a sense of dissatisfaction with one’s 

existing social relationships:  

“I guess loneliness is when you are not feeling happy with the connections you 

have. Not having many friends, feeling isolated and not being able to 

socialise” (Woman, 19).  

The lack of human companionship (particularly family or friends) or meaningful face-

to-face interaction is perceived as increasing loneliness.  

“I feel lonely when I am by myself and when I am by myself I overthink 

everything, you know?” (Man 21). 

“To me it’s the physical presence of people. I always feel lonely in the evening 

in my room when I am by myself, it makes me feel like no matter how much I 

try during the day to reach out to people, I am still very lonely” (Woman 20).  



Loneliness is also perceived as a feeling of disconnection from community and a lack 

of belonging. This lack of belonging often leads to excessive social media use that 

ultimately results in increased loneliness when one becomes aware of the discrepancy 

between online and offline social relationships. Furthermore, becoming aware of the 

discrepancy between the number of online and real friends generates isolation.   

“To me loneliness is a lack of companionship or a sense of belonging. // It’s 

when you have people around but you don’t feel like you belong anywhere, 

you know? // You feel like no one cares about you and you don’t really fit in 

and that's when you start being more active on social media // you see it as a 

safe place when you can belong to a community even if it's an online 

community and you'll never meet those people in person. // In a way it's a 

vicious circle, because when you realize that these people are not part of your 

real, offline life, you feel even lonelier…” (Man, 20). 

“Some people live a false life through Instagram, giving false representations 

of themselves and their lifestyle. Looking at pictures online of people's perfect 

lives and perfectly shaped bodies make me feel isolated. That's when I realise 

that I actually don't know these people that are my online friends, but I have 

no real friends to turn to either” (Man, 21).   

 

Overexposure to appearance-related images coupled with peer feedback on 

SNSs often trigger loneliness, emotional eating, body dissatisfaction and 

bulimic symptoms.   

 

Results derived from the data show correlations between exposure to appearance-

related images and posts on SNSs and loneliness and disordered eating behaviours 



(mainly body dissatisfaction, emotional eating and bulimic symptoms). Moreover, the 

exposure to unrealistic fitness regimes and beauty ideals corroborated with peer 

feedback on SNSs exerts a constant pressure to conform to body ideals disseminated 

via SNSs. The prevalence of food images and thin bodies, the promotion of quick 

fixes through plastic surgery leads to constant pressure among young adults and self-

comparison with others that have a two-folded result: 65% of the participants declared 

that this resulted in emotional eating and feelings of anxiety, body dissatisfaction and 

impossibility to reach the desired body ideal, whilst 45% reported to take time away 

from social media in search of brief periods of positive loneliness. According to 

Fromm-Reichmann (1959), positive loneliness is a form of voluntary loneliness, and 

refers to a self-induced temporary period of solitude, which is valued for its 

constructive potential, especially when used for creative work or reflection. 

“I am trying not to look at these images on Instagram anymore because I can’t 

look at them. // They are perfect and these images are everywhere. There’s a 

constant pressure to look perfect. It does make you feel like you will never be 

as attractive as them and therefore you’re not worth the attention of others and 

this is an alienating feeling.” (Woman, 22). 

“People portray a perfect body image on social media, and even if you know 

that those photos may not be real, they still make you think you need to do 

something about your body. // It is too much, and it makes you think you need 

plastic surgery. I’ve seen on Instagram girls as young as nine think that 

something is wrong with their body” (Man, 21).  

Increased loneliness generated by constant self-comparisons leads to emotional eating 

followed by guilt and search for quick solutions. 80% of the participants reported to 

follow social media influencers and be part of online communities that promote 



weight-loss and thin bodies. Moreover, 91% reported to be overwhelmed by the 

amount of food images posted online which often makes them compare their lifestyle 

to others and feel a sense of disconnection and loneliness. 85% reported that watching 

others eat or seeing food images as well as following people who promote various 

diets has often resulted in increased feelings of isolation followed by episodes of 

disordered eating.   

“I’ve often found myself overeating because I get really anxious when I see 

people posting photos of delicious food. // It makes me think ‘Why can they 

eat everything they want and still have a perfect body?’” (Woman, 21).  

“I often find comfort in food. You are bombarded with messages, and you get 

into following who likes or dislikes what you're posting every day and you 

start questioning your life and then you think… well, I can’t look like this 

bloke, but at least I can enjoy food, I have food to comfort me” (Man, 23).  

In some cases, emotional eating led to a feeling of guilt, resulting in increased 

loneliness, body dissatisfaction and bulimic symptoms. 32% of the respondents 

reported always or often feeling guilty and alone after experiencing recurrent episodes 

of overeating triggered by overexposure to appearance-related content on SNSs. This 

guilt was associated with the feeling of being fat and unattractive.  

“The pressure it’s just too much. // So, I logout from all my socials for the day 

and find comfort in food but then I feel guilty about eating too much and I see 

myself getting fat and that’s when I get anxious again because I don’t know 

how to undo all the eating// It can make you feel very lonely because it’s 

embarrassing and you don’t want anyone to know and this is how I ended up 

vomiting almost every day. I’m over it now but I am not looking at these 



pictures on social media anymore, nor am I following any influencers or 

seeking approval from friends… I just try to stay away” (Woman, 21). 

“It’s a feeling of guilt that takes over and if you happen to see your friends 

posting a picture of them working out in the gym you feel ashamed and you 

suddenly feel fat and unattractive and you feel you have to do something about 

it quick” (Man 23).  

Likes and peer-feedback are being closely monitored, contributing to one’s enhanced 

self-esteem. In contrast, the pervasiveness of negative or mean comments leads to 

enhanced social isolation and desire to quit social media.  

 

“The constant competition for likes makes you check your Instagram and 

Facebook a million times a day. I don’t know, it’s something we all do. If your 

picture doesn’t get liked and nobody comments on it, then you feel sad and 

isolated; it’s like nobody cares that you lost weight” (Female, 21).  

“What people say about your posts and pictures is important. They all seem to 

have better lives than me so it’s important to hear what they have to say. 

Reading negative comments from other people can make you feel very 

isolated” (Man, 22).  

“I hate looking up to people and thinking "I wish I had that". It makes me 

ungrateful, and not notice what I already have. I quit social media for a month 

and felt so much happier, but it was challenging to stay involved with things” 

(Man, 19).  

 

 The need for frequent digital detox and positive loneliness.  



Despite its acknowledged usefulness, almost all participants have considered, at least 

once, deleting all of their social media accounts. In fact, 80% of them reported to 

having deleted at least one social media account. The most frequent reason to 

deactivate their SNS accounts was because of the need for digital detox and positive 

loneliness.  

“I periodically quit social media just because on Instagram I can get a bit 

carried away by what people are posting. // I hate this constant pressure to 

look in a certain way. A detox did me good, and I was also productive in the 

time I wasn't on the app” (Man, 22).  

“I have deactivated all my social networks before to take a break and focus on 

myself without having to always compare myself to other women online. Now 

I don't need to because I don't use it as often as I used to. // I mainly browse 

for entertainment now” (Woman, 24).  

“Yes, social media can sometimes project only the best moments of a person's 

life, and reality gets distorted. With constant posts about how you look, what 

to buy, it can promote things that are not obtainable, (material things and 

relationships) to some, therefore causing isolation etc.” (Woman, 18).  

 “People bother me a lot of asking for things so I deleted my Facebook 

account. Also, I don’t like all of the fairness online with people caring so much 

about their appearance. They are narcissistic and vain and it’s becoming a real 

problem with the younger generations” (Man, 24).  

 

Quitting SNSs is always temporary. 85% of the participants reported relapsing after a 

few weeks or a month of non-use because using SNSs is something a young person is 



supposed to be seen doing, and not being on SNSs equates to not being seen, which 

also leads to increased loneliness and the feeling that one is missing out on something.  

“I guess it’s our generation; we make stories in our heads. I don't know 

half of the people I befriended on Facebook, but it is a trend to have as many 

friends as possible. It’s about popularity. You must have thousands of 

followers but never talk to them, and most of them don't know you either. // I 

want to delete my social media apps because it gets too much, it’s so much 

damaging content and it builds up over time. You need a break, but you can’t 

stay away from it too long. After a while you feel lonely without your online 

friends, feel you're missing out on things” (Man, 21).  

However, results also show that using SNSs in a creative and meaningful way is 

considered to be a solution to help reduce loneliness. Young adults consider SNSs to 

be a necessary evil and think more should be done to educate younger generations on 

how to make sense and dispose of them in innovative ways, enhancing healthy social 

interactions.  

“Everyone is so busy working that we don't have time to talk to each 

other anymore. Mentally to talk to people is getting harder and harder. It’s 

good that the new technologies have come in but we shouldn’t overuse them, 

they should not replace face-to-face communication. People should be thought 

how to use new technologies to improve their lives” (Woman, 24).  

 

Discussion  

In line with previous studies (Song et al. 2014), the results of this research indicate 

that nearly 90% of the participants list loneliness as a motivation to use social media 



(SNSs in particular – see Table 20.2). SNSs are not seen as a friend, instead they are 

seen as a temporary solution, as a sort of helpline where one can always find someone 

willing to talk to (even if sometimes that is not the person one actually needs). At the 

same time, consistent with previous findings (see Grieve et al. 2013; Allen et al. 

2014), results show that SNSs are considered a valuable tool for support that make 

young adults feel they belong to a community. However, left unchallenged then SNS 

use can have the opposite effect to what the user believes it is providing them, 

resulting in increased loneliness, body dissatisfaction and emotional eating and a risk 

of developing eating disorders.  

 

Results agreed with previous scholarly work in identifying a strong link in the 

association between excessive SNS use and unwanted social comparisons that make 

young people believe that others live better lives (Vannuci et al., 2017), as opposed to 

their life that is perceived as unfair (Chou and Edge, 2012), unsuccessful and less 

adventurous. The results confirm that appearance self-comparison often leads to body 

dissatisfaction as found by Fardouly et al. (2015), emotional eating and constant 

search for quick fixes (such as plastic surgery). Moreover, results recorded a high 

comparative rate between young adults’ constant exposure to images promoting 

fitness regimes and healthy diets and increased body dissatisfaction (in agreement 

with, for example, Tiggemann and Zaccardo 2015).  

 

Similar to Perloff (2014), this chapter argues that social media is just a tool, and the 

simple ‘exposure to social media or to Facebook-instigated social comparisons with 

thin, attractive friends will not lead to body dissatisfaction' (Perloff 2014: 367), or 

loneliness and a risk to develop eating disorders. Instead, it is a series of 



psychological factors associated with the excessive use of social media that leads to 

extreme vulnerability to appearance-related posts, images, or peer comments. The 

discrepancy between what is shared or experienced on social media and one’s own 

life was identified to trigger feelings of social isolation. Individuals feel they do not 

belong in their online community and try to reach out and find satisfaction in offline 

relationships where people place less importance on appearance (or at least is not that 

obvious that people care about appearance).  

 

Results also show that loneliness, body dissatisfaction and disordered eating have in 

common a perceived deficit in relationships, usually generated by an ideal that cannot 

be attained. These three conditions influence each other reciprocally. One's 

dissatisfaction with the quality of social relationships is believed to lead to low self-

esteem and overeating/emotional eating. In this case food “takes on an emotional 

quality and is used to numb feelings, including that of loneliness” (Levine, 2012: 

243). Moreover, eating replaces the social relationships that one cannot have or find in 

life. The fact that individuals tend to eat more when they are sad or lonely is not new; 

previous studies, such as, Rotenberg and Flood (1998), found that individuals who 

experience loneliness consume more food than those who do not. Emotional hunger 

leads to body dissatisfaction and a risk to develop eating disorders. A feeling of guilt 

takes over after overindulging episodes that makes individuals resort to easy fixes, the 

most common being bulimic symptoms which in time can lead to the development of 

an eating disorder. At the same time, eating disorders once developed also generate 

isolation and increased loneliness (Treasure et al. 2011). 

 



Building on the above results, this chapter argues for broadening Rodgers’ (2016) 

integrated theory model to include and acknowledge the importance that loneliness 

plays in the relation between SNS use, poor body image and eating disorders. The 

revised version of Rodgers’ (2016: 131) model (see Figure 1) includes loneliness as a 

motivation for both excessive SNSs use and temporary periods of digital detox. At the 

same time, the revised model links online exposure to weight-related content, thin-

body ideal and peer feedback to emotional eating and increased loneliness or positive 

loneliness. This updated model is informed by the results of the above analysis and is 

only valid in the case of excessive social media use and exposure to negative peer 

feedback online (see Figure 1). 

 

Fig. 1. A proposed revised integrated model of the influence of Internet on body 

image concerns and eating pathology (based on Rodgers, 2016: 131) 

 



 

 

 

 

Limitations 

There are several limitations that may have influenced the results of this study. First, 

the data were collected using an online questionnaire which limited significantly the 

number of open questions that were included in the questionnaire design. However, 

the use of an online questionnaire had its advantages as it allowed participants to 

report their experiences of loneliness and struggles with poor body image and eating 



disorders more accurately and sincerely. Second, using a self-reporting loneliness 

measure coupled with the cross-sectional nature of the study limits the ability to 

generalise the findings. 

Despite these obvious limitations, there are several ways our findings can inform 

future research. First, this chapter suggests that loneliness may be a mediator in the 

relation between SNS use, body image and disordered eating but also a motivation to 

use SNSs. Future research should explore this relation further and help inform novel 

approaches to protect users from harmful appearance-related content on SNSs (such 

as pro-anorexia images). 

Second, the chapter proposes an updated integrated theoretical model for excessive 

use of social media that could inform a novel targeted support strategy. More focused 

efforts to understand the effects of SNS use on loneliness, body image issues and 

eating disorders could contribute to better social media literacy programmes for 

young people.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter explored the link between SNS use and loneliness, poor body image and 

disordered eating in young British adults. The chapter argued for an expansion of 

Rodgers and Melioli’s (2016: 131) integrated theoretical model to include loneliness as 

a predictor for social media use and a mediator in the relation between SNS use, body 

image and eating disorders.  

Future studies utilising a mixed-method research design that allows statistical 

correlations may wish to investigate this issue further for a more nuanced 

understanding of the effects of social media on loneliness, body image issues and 



eating disorders. Furthermore, although some social media literacy interventions to 

reduce the risk of body dissatisfaction and eating disorders have started to emerge 

(see, for example, McLean et al., 2017), future research should concentrate on 

piloting, testing and developing more social media literacy intervention programmes 

for young people.   
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	unchallenged use of SNSs. The results show that daily exposure
	 
	to food im
	ages, thin 
	bodies and unattainable lifestyles and fitness regimes
	 
	on SNSs leads to self
	-
	comparison and pressure to conform to a distorted
	 
	perception of the norm. One’s 
	inability to conform to this norm
	 
	often results in increased loneliness, body 

	dissatisfa
	dissatisfa
	ction and disordered
	 
	eating (progressing in some cases to eating disorders), 
	followed by periods
	 
	of digital detox. Building on this and other findings, this chapter 
	argues
	 
	for an extension of Rodgers’ (2016
	: 
	131) integrated theoretical model to
	 
	include lon
	eliness with a dual effect
	—
	as a predictor for social media use
	 
	and as an 
	aggravating factor for those at risk of developing an eating disorder.
	 
	Loneliness,
	 
	therefore, was found to mediate the association between
	 
	excessive SNS use, body 
	image dissatisfactio
	n and eating disorders.
	 

	 
	 

	From the start, it is imperative to provide conceptual clarification on
	From the start, it is imperative to provide conceptual clarification on
	 
	the choice of 
	terms used throughout this chapter. The term “disordered
	 
	eating” is preferred over 
	“eating disorders” to refer to an array of irregular
	 
	eating be
	haviours that “may or may 
	not warrant a diagnosis of a specific
	 
	disorder” (Anderson 2018), such as overeating, 
	frequent dieting or preoccupation
	 
	with food and body image (see Anderson 2018). 
	This choice was
	 
	primarily dictated by the data reported here that
	 
	did not allow 
	identification
	 
	of participants previously diagnosed with an eating disorder like
	 
	anorexia nervosa or bulimia nervosa. Moreover, social media is a very
	 
	broad term, 
	thus a focus will be sustained on social networking websites,
	 
	defined as a “we
	b
	-
	based 
	service that allows individuals to: 1) construct a
	 
	public or semi
	-
	public profile within a 
	bounded system, 2) articulate a list
	 
	of other users with whom they share a connection, 
	and 3) view and traverse
	 
	their list of connections and those made by ot
	hers within the 
	system.
	 
	The nature and nomenclature of these connections may vary from site to
	 
	site” 
	(Boyd and Ellison 2007, 211). Although two terms (social network
	 
	sites and social 
	networking sites) are used interchangeably in the literature,
	 
	this 
	chapter employs the 
	term “social networking sites” to emphasise the
	 
	networking possibilities facilitated by 
	these websites. Finally, it is equally
	 
	important to note that the purpose of this chapter 

	is to neither negate nor
	is to neither negate nor
	 
	dismiss the benefits of using soc
	ial media. On the contrary, in 
	light of
	 
	recent research (e.g. see McLean et al. 2017; Mackson et al. 2019), this
	 
	chapter makes a case for loneliness prevention and risk elimination through
	 
	social 
	media literacy interventions.
	 
	 

	 
	 

	Exploring the link between s
	Exploring the link between s
	ocial media use and loneliness, poor body image and 
	disordered eating
	 

	 
	 

	In an era that calls for social connectivity, loneliness has become more prevalent than 
	In an era that calls for social connectivity, loneliness has become more prevalent than 
	ever. 
	Only in the UK
	, over 
	9
	 
	million people consider themselves 
	always or often 
	lonely (
	Kantar Pu
	blic
	 
	201
	6
	).
	 
	Year 
	2019 saw a rise in loneliness everywhere in the 
	world followed by a newfound scholarly interest in detection, prevention
	,
	 
	and 
	treatment interventions. With 83% of 
	18
	-
	34
	-
	year
	-
	olds
	 
	feeling often, always or 
	sometimes lonely (ACEVO 2015),
	 
	Grea
	t Britain b
	ecame the first country to appoint a 
	Minister for Loneliness to oversee the eradication of this modern phenomenon. 
	 

	 
	 

	Loneliness is a universal emotion, and it is often described as “an enduring condition 
	Loneliness is a universal emotion, and it is often described as “an enduring condition 
	of emotional distress that arises 
	when a person feels estranged from, misunderstood, 
	or rejected by others and/ or lacks appropriate social partners for desired activities, 
	particularly activities that provide a sense of social integration and opportunities for 
	emotional intimacy” (
	Rook 19
	84: 1391).
	 
	Numerous studies have found that loneliness 
	affects the quality of 
	life (Shiovitz
	-
	Ezra et al., 2009),
	 
	life satisfaction (Fiori and 
	Consedine 2013), well
	-
	being (Chen and Feeley 2014), or self
	-
	esteem (G
	ü
	loglu and 
	Karairmak 2010; Yaacob et al. 200
	9). Furthermore, loneliness has long been 
	established
	 
	to increase vulnerability to an addiction (Nikmanesh, Kazemi and 

	Khosravi 2015; Bozoglan, Demirer and Sahin 2013) and is typically associated with 
	Khosravi 2015; Bozoglan, Demirer and Sahin 2013) and is typically associated with 
	addictive behaviour (recently
	,
	 
	technology
	-
	related addic
	tion) such as 
	I
	nternet addiction 
	(Özdemir, Kuzucu and Ak 2014; Sharifpoor, Khademi and Mohammadzadeh 2017), 
	smartphone addiction (
	Bian and Leung 2014; Jiang
	, Yan and Vol
	h
	a
	 
	2018; Tan
	, Pamuk
	 
	and 
	Dönder
	 
	2013
	) or food addiction (
	Tatsi
	 
	et al. 2019). In addition, loneliness is 
	considered a predictor of unhealthy eating behaviours or eating 
	disorders (see, for 
	example, Mason et al. 2016; Levine 2012; Southward et al. 2014; Rotenberg and 
	Flood 1999).
	 
	 

	 
	 

	Up to date academic literature on the
	Up to date academic literature on the
	 
	social and health repercussions of Internet use is 
	dominated by a dualistic approach and is fragmented by highlights and challenges 
	alike. While some 
	studies warn
	 
	against excessive Internet use (e.g. Nie 2001), others 
	praise its beneficial effects on soci
	al capital (Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe 2007; 
	Steinfield, Ellison, and Lampe 2008), social 
	support (LaRose et al., 2001),
	 
	well
	-
	being 
	(Valkenburg and Peter 2007) and loneliness (Fokkema and Knipscher 2007).
	 
	Overall, 
	it remains largely unclear what the ac
	tual effects of Internet and social media use are 
	on individual well
	-
	being.
	 
	Nonetheless
	, m
	ore recent studies consider loneliness to be a 
	determinant of how people interact with the digital technologies (Nowland, Necka, 
	and Cacioppo 2017), meaning that the 
	lonelier people are, the more likely 
	they are 
	to 
	overuse social media. It is therefore not Facebook, Instagram or 
	T
	witter wh
	ich
	 
	make 
	people feel lonely; rather it is lonely people who turn to the use of these social 
	networking sites for 
	comfort (Song et al
	. 2014).
	 

	 
	 

	Extensive research has resulted in several theoretical frameworks
	Extensive research has resulted in several theoretical frameworks
	 
	being frequently 
	used in the literature to conceptualise the effects of media
	 
	(and social media) on body 

	image and eating disorders (for a review, see
	image and eating disorders (for a review, see
	 
	Perloff 2014 and Rodgers and Melioli 
	2016). Some of these theories
	 
	assign central importance to the media and its ability to 
	convey and spread
	 
	messages related to appearance that are internalised by individuals 
	(such as
	 
	Social Cognitive Theory, Sociocultur
	al Theory or (Self
	-
	)Objectification
	 

	Theory), while others focus on one’s desire to gain social acceptance by
	Theory), while others focus on one’s desire to gain social acceptance by
	 
	conforming 
	to certain appearance ideals (such as Impression Management
	 
	Theory or Social 
	Identity Theory).
	 

	 
	 

	Both Albert Bandura’s (1986, 2009) Socia
	Both Albert Bandura’s (1986, 2009) Socia
	l Cognitive Theory and
	 
	Sociocultural 
	Theory (see Thompson et al. 1999 and Rodgers 2016) assign
	 
	significant importance to 
	the media and argue that media and other social
	 
	agents (family, friends, colleagues) 
	contribute to spreading messages that
	 
	promote a co
	ntemporary acclaimed beauty 
	ideal. It is believed that
	 
	through frequent consumption of media messages, these 
	beauty ideals are
	 
	internalised by media consumers, which generates appearance 
	comparison 
	and a strong desire to conform to them (Brown and Bobkowsk
	i 2011;
	 
	Thompson et al. 1999) no matter how unrealistic they may seem.
	 
	Furthermore, 
	constant self
	-
	comparison to these ideals and the perceived
	 
	discrepancy between the 
	media
	-
	ideal and one’s appearance is considered
	 
	to generate body dissatisfaction, 
	leading 
	to a risk of developing eating
	 
	disorders (Bearman et al. 2006; Thompson et al. 
	1999). In contrast,
	 
	Gratifications Theory, also commonly used in the literature, assigns 
	central
	 
	importance to the individual and empowers media consumers by positing
	 
	that 
	they 
	have the power to choose and tailor their media outlets to
	 
	their needs.
	 

	 
	 

	(Self
	(Self
	-
	)Objectification Theory advances the idea that in contemporary
	 
	image
	-
	centric 
	societies women are frequently being evaluated for their
	 
	appearance. This theory 

	suggests that, as a
	suggests that, as a
	 
	result of daily media dissemination
	 
	of messages focused on 
	appearance, both women and men have
	 
	stopped being treated as entities and are 
	increasingly being seen and
	 
	thought of only as “bodies” (Fredrickson and Roberts 
	1997).
	 
	Moreover, the pervasiveness of
	 
	appearance
	-
	related and sexualised media
	 
	content is believed to trigger self
	-
	objectification through individual internalisation
	 
	of 
	beauty ideals (Karsay et al. 2017). Feminist theoretical perspectives
	 
	on objectification 
	also advance the idea that Western s
	ocieties, in
	 
	particular, tend to focus on female 
	appearance as a way to control and
	 
	disempower women (Brown 1989).
	 

	 
	 

	Impression Management Theory suggests that social acceptance acts as
	Impression Management Theory suggests that social acceptance acts as
	 
	a motivator 
	for some individuals to control their image by portraying
	 
	t
	hemselves in a way that is 
	believed socially accepted or appealing.
	 
	Furthermore, according to Higgins (1987), 
	the gap between what is portrayed
	 
	(the constructed self) and reality (the actual self) is 
	often perceived
	 
	by individuals as a failure, 
	subsequently resulting in low self
	-
	esteem,
	 

	increased body dissatisfaction, eating disorders, anxiety, depression and
	increased body dissatisfaction, eating disorders, anxiety, depression and
	 
	other related 
	behaviours that individuals resort to as a solution to decrease
	 
	the previously identified 
	discrepancy.
	 

	 
	 

	Similar to Impression
	Similar to Impression
	 
	Management Theory, Social Identity Theory
	 
	focuses on social 
	acceptance and a sense of belonging to a particular group.
	 
	This theory proposed by 
	Tajfel (1978) and refined in later studies (see
	 
	Tajfel and Turner 1979) argues that 
	individuals’ desire to belon
	g to a particular
	 
	social group often prompts them to engage 
	in unhealthy social
	 
	comparisons (with other social groups, “us” vs. “them” 
	dichotomy) and
	 
	rely on stereotypical characteristics (promoted within their group) as
	 

	means of maintaining positive socia
	means of maintaining positive socia
	l identity.
	 

	In an attempt to find a theoretical model that accurately describes the
	In an attempt to find a theoretical model that accurately describes the
	 
	complex 
	relationship between Internet and social media use and body
	 
	image and disordered 
	eating, Rodgers (2016) proposes an integrative
	 
	framework based upon five of the 
	the
	oretical frameworks de
	s
	cribed above:
	 
	Sociocultural Theory, Self
	-
	Objectification 
	Theory, Impression
	 
	Management Theory, Social Identity Theory and Gratifications 
	Theory.
	 
	This integrated theoretical model comprises some of the useful aspects of
	 
	each theoretic
	al framework, acknowledging and eliminating their limitations,
	 
	and is 
	based on three levels of Internet usability: low, moderate, or
	 
	heavy (Rodgers 2016; 
	see Fig. 1). The model is, therefore, contingent
	 
	upon the way in which individuals 
	may use the Interne
	t and social media,
	 
	as follows:
	 

	- 
	- 
	- 
	- 
	Some may use the Internet as an impersonal tool that does not typically
	 
	involve online interaction with others.
	 


	- 
	- 
	- 
	Others may use the Internet as a social platform that enables them to
	 
	create 
	and share content online usually th
	rough the use of SNSs.
	 


	- 
	- 
	- 
	A third category of users may use the Internet as a participatory platform
	 
	that 
	allows them to join and participate in group discussions and
	 
	online 
	communities (like pro
	-
	eating disorder communities).
	 



	 
	 

	According to Rodgers (2016
	According to Rodgers (2016
	: 
	132)
	, this “type of Internet use may be
	 
	related to the 
	most severe forms of eating disorders, but may also be
	 
	associated with the greatest 
	protective factors among online communities
	 
	promoting positive body image and 
	healthy eating attitudes.”
	 
	The connection t
	hat this chapter makes is that excessive 
	SNS use is
	 
	associated with feelings of loneliness that lead to overeating or comfort
	 
	eating and a poor body image generated by the constant self
	-
	comparison
	 
	with other 
	people online. Although there is voluminous lite
	rature on the
	 
	effects of social media 

	on body image and eating disorders (e.g. see
	on body image and eating disorders (e.g. see
	 
	Tiggemann and Slater 2013; Cohen and 
	Blaszczynski 2015; Holland and
	 
	Tiggemann 2016), there are only a few studies on 
	loneliness and eating
	 
	disorders (Pritchard and Yalch 200
	9; Lasgaard et al. 2011; 
	Levine 2012;
	 
	Sidani et al. 2016) or loneliness and body dissatisfaction (Zinovyeva et 
	al.
	 
	2016) and no studies connecting all these conditions with the excessive
	 
	use of 
	SNSs. In addition, so far research analysing the 
	effects of social
	 
	media use on body 
	image or eating disorders has primarily focused on one
	 
	platform, Facebook (e.g. see 
	Cohen and Blaszczynski 2015; Song et al.
	 
	2014; Stronge et al. 2015), with little 
	published research on image
	-
	based
	 
	platforms, such as In
	stagram (Cohen et al. 2017) 
	or Snapchat. This chapter
	 
	aims to address this gap in the literature by including in the 
	analysis five
	 
	SNSs (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat and TikTok) and argues
	 
	for an extension of Rodgers’ (2016
	: 
	131) integrated theor
	etical model to
	 
	include 
	loneliness as a predictor for social media use and as an aggravating
	 
	factor for those at 
	risk of developing an eating disorder.
	 
	 

	 
	 

	Method
	Method
	 

	The overriding aim of this chapter is to find a working theoretical model to explain 
	The overriding aim of this chapter is to find a working theoretical model to explain 
	and analys
	e the effect of excessive social media use on loneliness, body image and 
	disordered eating. As such, existing models had to be tested and adapted. Based on the 
	results generated by a qualitative analysis of data generated by 241 participants, 
	Rodgers
	’ 
	(
	201
	6
	: 131
	) integrated
	 
	theory model was adapted to include loneliness as a 
	motivator for excessive SNS use but also as an aggravating factor of body 
	dissatisfaction and eating disorders symptoms (see Figure 
	1
	). 
	 

	Data for this project w
	Data for this project w
	as
	 
	collected using an online questionnaire that generated 1,400 
	responses (49% women and 51% men) from people aged 18
	-
	24, living in the UK (see 
	Table 20.1.). Incomplete responses were removed, which resulted in a 
	total
	 
	of 1,343 
	valid responses. In addition t
	o contacting major local employers and student unions, 
	and posting a link to the survey on the 
	U
	niversity
	 
	of Wolverhampton’s
	 
	website, 
	participants were also recruited via Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. The online 
	questionnaire included open and closed qu
	estions and used 
	the 6
	-
	item 
	de Jong 
	Gierveld’s loneliness scale
	 
	(de Jong Gierveld and van Tilburg 2006) 
	to measure 
	participants’ levels of loneliness (see Table 1.). The responses to 
	all 
	the open 
	questions were analysed employing a thematic analysis. 
	 

	 
	 

	Table 1. Characteristics of the total sample 
	Table 1. Characteristics of the total sample 
	 

	Variables
	Variables
	Variables
	Variables
	Variables
	Variables
	 


	N
	N
	N
	 


	%
	%
	%
	 



	Total sample
	Total sample
	Total sample
	Total sample
	 


	1,343 
	1,343 
	1,343 
	 


	100
	100
	100
	 



	Gender
	Gender
	Gender
	Gender
	 



	Men
	Men
	Men
	Men
	 


	688
	688
	688
	 


	51
	51
	51
	 



	Women
	Women
	Women
	Women
	 


	655 
	655 
	655 
	 


	49
	49
	49
	 



	Loneliness levels measured by the short 6
	Loneliness levels measured by the short 6
	Loneliness levels measured by the short 6
	Loneliness levels measured by the short 6
	-
	item De Jong Gierveld’s “Loneliness 
	Scale” (De Jong Gierveld
	 
	and Van Tilburg 2006)
	 



	Score
	Score
	Score
	Score
	 


	Frequency
	Frequency
	Frequency
	 



	 
	 
	 
	 


	N
	N
	N
	 


	%
	%
	%
	 



	No loneliness
	No loneliness
	No loneliness
	No loneliness
	 


	500
	500
	500
	 


	37.2
	37.2
	37.2
	 



	1
	1
	1
	1
	 


	150
	150
	150
	 


	11.3
	11.3
	11.3
	 



	2
	2
	2
	2
	 


	80
	80
	80
	 


	5.9
	5.9
	5.9
	 



	3
	3
	3
	3
	 


	95
	95
	95
	 


	7.1
	7.1
	7.1
	 





	4
	4
	4
	4
	4
	4
	 


	167
	167
	167
	 


	12.4
	12.4
	12.4
	 



	5
	5
	5
	5
	 


	110
	110
	110
	 


	8.2
	8.2
	8.2
	 



	Severe loneliness
	Severe loneliness
	Severe loneliness
	Severe loneliness
	 


	241
	241
	241
	 


	17.9
	17.9
	17.9
	 





	 
	 

	To 
	To 
	revise
	 
	Rodgers
	’
	 
	(2016
	: 131
	) integrated theoretical model, data selected for this 
	chapter is from 241 participants that reported high levels of loneliness (see Table 1.). 
	Incidentally, these participants also reported excessive use of social media of 7
	-
	12 
	hours or more daily (see Ta
	ble 2.). 
	Responses to the questionnaire’s open questions 
	w
	ere
	 
	analysed using N
	V
	ivo 12.5 (QSR International), and thematic analysis was 
	employed to interpret the data, which allowed for the discovery of “patterns or themes 
	within qualitative data” (Maguire 
	and Delahunt 2017
	:
	 
	3352). In 
	analysing
	 
	the data, 
	Braun and Clarke’s (2006) guide 
	was followed
	 
	consisting of six phases, as follows: 
	become familiar with the data, generate initial codes, search for themes, review 
	themes, define themes, write
	-
	up. 
	 

	All participants reported being avid Internet users, having access to the Internet both 
	All participants reported being avid Internet users, having access to the Internet both 
	at home and at work/university and having used social networking websites for more 
	than ten years. Moreover, all participants are social media users and use social 
	netw
	orking sites, 
	with 
	93% hav
	ing
	 
	used social networking sites for more than ten 
	years. The most popular device to access 
	social networking sites
	 
	is the smartphone
	, 
	with
	 
	93
	.
	4% of the respondents us
	ing
	 
	it to access their SNSs accounts, while 58
	.
	9% 
	use laptops (
	see Table 2.).
	 

	 
	 

	Table 2: Characteristics of the sample included in the analysis 
	Table 2: Characteristics of the sample included in the analysis 
	 

	General characteristics of the sample 
	General characteristics of the sample 
	General characteristics of the sample 
	General characteristics of the sample 
	General characteristics of the sample 
	General characteristics of the sample 
	 



	 
	 
	 
	 


	N
	N
	N
	 


	%
	%
	%
	 





	Total sample 
	Total sample 
	Total sample 
	Total sample 
	Total sample 
	Total sample 
	 


	241
	241
	241
	 


	100
	100
	100
	 



	Demographics
	Demographics
	Demographics
	Demographics
	 



	Age 
	Age 
	Age 
	Age 
	 



	18
	18
	18
	18
	-
	 
	24
	 


	241
	241
	241
	 


	100
	100
	100
	 



	Gender
	Gender
	Gender
	Gender
	 



	Women
	Women
	Women
	Women
	 


	153
	153
	153
	 


	63.5
	63.5
	63.5
	 



	Men 
	Men 
	Men 
	Men 
	 


	88
	88
	88
	 


	36.5
	36.5
	36.5
	 



	Internet and Social Media Use
	Internet and Social Media Use
	Internet and Social Media Use
	Internet and Social Media Use
	 



	 
	 
	 
	 


	N
	N
	N
	 


	%
	%
	%
	 



	Frequency of Internet Use
	Frequency of Internet Use
	Frequency of Internet Use
	Frequency of Internet Use
	 



	More than 10 hours/day 
	More than 10 hours/day 
	More than 10 hours/day 
	More than 10 hours/day 
	 


	101
	101
	101
	 


	42
	42
	42
	 



	5
	5
	5
	5
	-
	10 hours/day 
	 


	85
	85
	85
	 


	35.3
	35.3
	35.3
	 



	I’m always online
	I’m always online
	I’m always online
	I’m always online
	 


	55
	55
	55
	 


	22.7
	22.7
	22.7
	 



	Social Networking Sites (SNSs) Use
	Social Networking Sites (SNSs) Use
	Social Networking Sites (SNSs) Use
	Social Networking Sites (SNSs) Use
	 



	Facebook 
	Facebook 
	Facebook 
	Facebook 
	 


	175
	175
	175
	 


	72.6
	72.6
	72.6
	 



	Twitter 
	Twitter 
	Twitter 
	Twitter 
	 


	110
	110
	110
	 


	45.6
	45.6
	45.6
	 



	Instagram 
	Instagram 
	Instagram 
	Instagram 
	 


	139
	139
	139
	 


	57.7
	57.7
	57.7
	 



	Snapchat
	Snapchat
	Snapchat
	Snapchat
	 


	93
	93
	93
	 


	38.6
	38.6
	38.6
	 



	TikTok
	TikTok
	TikTok
	TikTok
	 


	58
	58
	58
	 


	24.1
	24.1
	24.1
	 



	Frequency of SNSs use
	Frequency of SNSs use
	Frequency of SNSs use
	Frequency of SNSs use
	 



	7
	7
	7
	7
	-
	12 hours/day
	 


	153
	153
	153
	 


	63.5
	63.5
	63.5
	 



	All the time (more than 12 hours/day)
	All the time (more than 12 hours/day)
	All the time (more than 12 hours/day)
	All the time (more than 12 hours/day)
	 


	88
	88
	88
	 


	35.5
	35.5
	35.5
	 





	Devices used to access SNSs 
	Devices used to access SNSs 
	Devices used to access SNSs 
	Devices used to access SNSs 
	Devices used to access SNSs 
	Devices used to access SNSs 
	 



	Smartphone 
	Smartphone 
	Smartphone 
	Smartphone 
	 


	225
	225
	225
	 


	93.4
	93.4
	93.4
	 



	Laptop 
	Laptop 
	Laptop 
	Laptop 
	 


	142
	142
	142
	 


	58.9
	58.9
	58.9
	 



	I
	I
	I
	I
	-
	Pad
	 


	37
	37
	37
	 


	15.4
	15.4
	15.4
	 



	Tablet 
	Tablet 
	Tablet 
	Tablet 
	 


	30
	30
	30
	 


	12.4
	12.4
	12.4
	 



	PC
	PC
	PC
	PC
	 


	8
	8
	8
	 


	3.3
	3.3
	3.3
	 



	Motivation to use SNSs
	Motivation to use SNSs
	Motivation to use SNSs
	Motivation to use SNSs
	 



	Loneliness/To fill a void
	Loneliness/To fill a void
	Loneliness/To fill a void
	Loneliness/To fill a void
	 


	208
	208
	208
	 


	86.3
	86.3
	86.3
	 



	The need to belong and feel part of a 
	The need to belong and feel part of a 
	The need to belong and feel part of a 
	The need to belong and feel part of a 
	community  
	 


	191
	191
	191
	 


	79.3
	79.3
	79.3
	 



	To make friends
	To make friends
	To make friends
	To make friends
	 


	158
	158
	158
	 


	65.6
	65.6
	65.6
	 



	To keep in touch with friends and family
	To keep in touch with friends and family
	To keep in touch with friends and family
	To keep in touch with friends and family
	 


	139
	139
	139
	 


	57.7
	57.7
	57.7
	 



	To find out news/information 
	To find out news/information 
	To find out news/information 
	To find out news/information 
	 


	107
	107
	107
	 


	44.4
	44.4
	44.4
	 



	For professional and/or business contacts 
	For professional and/or business contacts 
	For professional and/or business contacts 
	For professional and/or business contacts 
	 


	59
	59
	59
	 


	24.5
	24.5
	24.5
	 



	Leisure and entertainment 
	Leisure and entertainment 
	Leisure and entertainment 
	Leisure and entertainment 
	 


	50
	50
	50
	 


	20.7
	20.7
	20.7
	 



	Number of friends on SNSs
	Number of friends on SNSs
	Number of friends on SNSs
	Number of friends on SNSs
	 



	More than 1000 friends
	More than 1000 friends
	More than 1000 friends
	More than 1000 friends
	 


	87
	87
	87
	 


	36
	36
	36
	 



	500
	500
	500
	500
	-
	1000 friends
	 


	86
	86
	86
	 


	35.6
	35.6
	35.6
	 



	200
	200
	200
	200
	-
	500 friends 
	 


	68
	68
	68
	 


	28.2
	28.2
	28.2
	 





	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	Results
	Results
	 

	Results show that overall young people have 
	Results show that overall young people have 
	an open
	-
	minded approach to using social 
	networking sites
	 
	(SNS)
	 
	and are aware of their pretended reflection of reality. To 
	explore the relation between SNS use, loneliness
	,
	 
	and disordered eating behaviour 
	(emotional eating, body dissatisfaction and bulimic 
	symptoms), an understanding of 
	what young people perceive as loneliness was required. 
	Therefore, the first theme 
	identified in the data
	 
	captures young people’s attempts to define loneliness and its 
	prerequisites.
	 
	The second theme explores the association b
	etween young people’s 
	overexposure
	 
	to food images, unrealistic fitness regimes and thin bodies on
	 
	SNSs and 
	loneliness, emotional eating and body dissatisfaction. The third
	 
	theme explores young 
	people’s attempts to avoid social comparisons and
	 
	exposure to u
	nrealistic lifestyles 
	and appearance ideals by temporarily or
	 
	permanently disconnecting from SNSs 
	(digital detox).
	 

	 
	 

	        
	        
	Young adults’ understanding of loneliness 
	 

	Participants commonly articulated that loneliness means to feel isolated and not 
	Participants commonly articulated that loneliness means to feel isolated and not 
	having s
	omeone to talk to, often considering loneliness to mean isolation. Being 
	isolated is the first thing young people think about in relation with loneliness.  
	 

	“Some people think it’s sadness, others think it’s depression. To me I guess 
	“Some people think it’s sadness, others think it’s depression. To me I guess 
	loneliness is feeling 
	like no one is available to you and a sense of isolation 
	within yourself. // Feeling isolated as if I am nobody’s first choice to hang out 
	with. Basically, feeling isolated to the world, unwanted and unappreciated” 
	(Woman, 23).
	 

	“Feeling isolated, with no o
	“Feeling isolated, with no o
	ne you can properly communicate with. // You 
	could be around people yet not engaging with them in a meaningful way. So, I 

	guess that leads to a feeling of sadness when you’re unable to talk to people 
	guess that leads to a feeling of sadness when you’re unable to talk to people 
	and be accepted by them” (Man, 24).
	 

	This feeling of 
	This feeling of 
	isolation reported by the respondents is also perceived as
	 
	a continuous 
	never
	-
	ending feeling, loneliness being identified as a situation
	 
	that people who 
	experience it cannot escape from. 
	 

	“
	“
	A feeling of being isolated from others. Feeling that you are alone
	 
	in the 
	world, with nobody to share experiences with or turn to for help. And a 
	possible added feeling that you cannot exit your loneliness, that there is an 
	invisible barrier between you and the rest of the world that you can't cross so 
	even if you are cr
	aving for the company of other people, you are not able to 
	see or talk to them, you are not able to reach out to them no
	r
	 
	are you able to 
	ask for help” (Man, 21). 
	 

	Furthermore, 
	Furthermore, 
	loneliness is also associated with a sense of dissatisfaction
	 
	with one’s 
	existi
	ng social relationships
	: 
	 

	“I guess loneliness is when you are not feeling happy with the connections you 
	“I guess loneliness is when you are not feeling happy with the connections you 
	have. Not having many friends, feeling isolated and not being able to 
	socialise” (Woman, 19). 
	 

	The lack of human companionship (particularly family or 
	The lack of human companionship (particularly family or 
	friends) or meaningful face
	-
	to
	-
	face interaction is perceived as increasing loneliness. 
	 

	“I feel lonely when I am by myself and when I am by myself I overthink 
	“I feel lonely when I am by myself and when I am by myself I overthink 
	everything, you know?” (Man 21).
	 

	“To me it’s the physical presence of people. I always feel lonel
	“To me it’s the physical presence of people. I always feel lonel
	y in the evening 
	in my room when I am by myself, it makes me feel like no matter how much I 
	try during the day to reach out to people, I am still very lonely” (Woman 20). 
	 

	Loneliness is also perceived as a feeling of disconnection from community and a lack
	Loneliness is also perceived as a feeling of disconnection from community and a lack
	 
	of belonging. This lack of belonging often lead
	s
	 
	to excessive social media use that 
	ultimately 
	results in
	 
	increased loneliness when one becomes aware of the discrepancy 
	between online and offline social relationships. Furthermore, becoming aware of the 
	di
	screpancy between the number of online and real friends generates isolation.  
	 

	“To me loneliness is a lack of companionship or a sense of belonging. // It’s 
	“To me loneliness is a lack of companionship or a sense of belonging. // It’s 
	when you have people around but you don’t feel like you belong anywhere, 
	you know? // You feel like
	 
	no one cares about you and you don’t really fit in 
	and that's when you start being more active on social media // you see it as a 
	safe place when you can belong to a community even if it's an online 
	community and you'll never meet those people in person. 
	// In a way it's a 
	vicious circle, because when you realize that these people are not part of your 
	real, offline life, you feel even lonelier…”
	 
	(Man, 20).
	 

	“
	“
	Some people live a false life through Instagram, giving false representations 
	of themselves and thei
	r lifestyle. Looking at pictures online of people's perfect 
	lives and perfectly shaped bodies make me feel isolated. That's when I realise 
	that I actually don't know these people that are my online friends, but I have 
	no real friends to turn to either” (Ma
	n, 21).  
	 

	 
	 

	Overexposure to a
	Overexposure to a
	ppearance
	-
	related images 
	coupled with
	 
	peer feedback on 
	SNSs often 
	trigger
	 
	loneliness, emotional eating, body dissatisfaction and 
	bulimic symptoms.  
	 

	 
	 

	Results derived from the data show correlations between exposure to appearance
	Results derived from the data show correlations between exposure to appearance
	-
	related images and posts on SNSs and loneliness and disordered eating behaviours 

	(mainly body dissatisfaction, emotional eating and bulimic symptoms). Moreover, the 
	(mainly body dissatisfaction, emotional eating and bulimic symptoms). Moreover, the 
	exposure to 
	unrealistic fitness regimes and beauty ideals corroborated with peer 
	feedback on SNSs 
	exerts
	 
	a constant pressure to conform to body ideals disseminated 
	via SNSs. 
	The prevalence of food images and thin bodies, the promotion of quick 
	fixes through plastic su
	rgery leads to constant pressure among young adults and self
	-
	comparison with others that have a two
	-
	folded result: 65% of the participants declared 
	that this 
	resulted in
	 
	emotional eating and feelings of anxiety, body dissatisfaction and 
	impossibility to re
	ach the desired body ideal, whilst 45% reported to take time away 
	from social media in search of brief periods of positive loneliness. 
	According to 
	Fromm
	-
	Reichmann (1959), positive loneliness is a form of voluntary loneliness, and 
	refers to a self
	-
	induced 
	temporary period of solitude, which is valued for its 
	constructive potential, especially when used for creative work or reflection.
	 

	“I am trying not to look at these images on Instagram anymore because I can’t 
	“I am trying not to look at these images on Instagram anymore because I can’t 
	look at them. // They are perfect and these im
	ages are everywhere. There’s a 
	constant pressure to look perfect. It does make you feel like you will never be 
	as attractive as them and therefore you’re not worth the attention of others and 
	this is an alienating feeling.” (Woman, 22).
	 

	“People portray a p
	“People portray a p
	erfect body image on social media, and even if you know 
	that those photos may not be real, they still make you think you need to do 
	something about your body. // It is too much, and it makes you think you need 
	plastic surgery. I’ve seen on Instagram girls 
	as young as nine think that 
	something is wrong with their body” (Man, 21). 
	 

	Increased loneliness generated by constant self
	Increased loneliness generated by constant self
	-
	comparisons leads to emotional eating 
	followed by guilt and search for quick solutions.
	 
	80% of the participants reported to 
	follow s
	ocial media influencers and be part of online communities that promote 

	weight
	weight
	-
	loss and thin bodies. Moreover, 91% reported to be overwhelmed by the 
	amount of 
	food images posted online which often makes them compare their lifestyle 
	to others and feel a sens
	e of disconnection and loneliness. 85% 
	reported that watching 
	others eat or seeing food images as well as
	 
	following people who promote various 
	diets has often resulted in
	 
	increased feelings of isolation followed by episodes of 
	disordered eating.
	  
	 

	“
	“
	I’ve of
	ten found myself overeating because I get really anxious when I see 
	people posting photos of delicious food. // It makes me think ‘Why can they 
	eat everything they want and still have a perfect body?’” (Woman, 21). 
	 

	“I often find comfort in food. You are bombarded with messages, and you get 
	“I often find comfort in food. You are bombarded with messages, and you get 
	into following who likes or dislikes what you're posting every day and you 
	start questioning your life and then you think… well, I can’t look like this 
	bloke, but at least I can en
	joy food, I have food to comfort me” (Man, 23). 
	 

	In some cases, emotional eating le
	In some cases, emotional eating le
	d
	 
	to a feeling of guilt, resulting in 
	increased 
	loneliness, 
	body dissatisfaction and bulimic symptoms.
	 
	32% of the respondents 
	reported always or often feeling guilty and alone after experiencing recurrent episodes 
	of overeating
	 
	triggered by overexposure to appearance
	-
	related content on SNSs
	. This 
	guilt was associated with the feeling of being fat
	 
	and unatt
	ractive
	.
	 
	 

	“The pressure it’s just too much. // So, I logout from all my socials for the day 
	“The pressure it’s just too much. // So, I logout from all my socials for the day 
	and find comfort in food but then I feel guilty about eating too much and I see 
	myself getting fat and that’s when I get anxious again because I don’t know 
	how to u
	ndo all the eating// It can make you feel very lonely because it’s 
	embarrassing and you don’t want anyone to know and this is how I ended up 
	vomiting 
	almost 
	every day. I’m over it now but I am not looking at these 

	pictures on social media anymore, nor am I
	pictures on social media anymore, nor am I
	 
	following any influencers or 
	seeking approval from friends… I just try to stay away” (Woman, 21).
	 

	“It’s a feeling of guilt that takes over and if you happen to see your friends 
	“It’s a feeling of guilt that takes over and if you happen to see your friends 
	posting a picture of them working out in the gym you feel ashamed and you 
	sudd
	enly feel fat and unattractive and you feel you have to do something about 
	it quick” (Man 23). 
	 

	Likes and p
	Likes and p
	eer
	-
	feedback 
	are
	 
	being closely monitored
	,
	 
	contributing to one’s enhanced 
	self
	-
	esteem. In contrast, the pervasiveness of negative or mean comments lea
	ds to 
	enhanced social isolation and desire to quit social media. 
	 

	 
	 

	“The constant competition for likes makes you check your Instagram and 
	“The constant competition for likes makes you check your Instagram and 
	Facebook a million times
	 
	a day
	. I don’t know, it’s something we all do. If your 
	picture doesn’t get liked and nobody c
	omments on it, then you feel sad and 
	isolated; it’s like nobody cares
	 
	that you lost weight
	” (Female, 21). 
	 

	“What people say about your 
	“What people say about your 
	posts and 
	pictures is important. 
	They all seem to 
	have better live
	s
	 
	than me so it’s important to hear what they have to say. 
	Reading negative comments from other people can make you feel very 
	isolated” (Man, 22).
	 
	 

	“I hate looking up to people and thinking "I wish I had that". It makes me 
	“I hate looking up to people and thinking "I wish I had that". It makes me 
	ungrateful, and not notice what I 
	already have. I quit social media for a month 
	and felt so much happier, but it was challenging to stay involved with things” 
	(Man, 19). 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 
	The need for frequent digital detox and positive loneliness. 
	 

	Despite its acknowledged usefulness, almost all partici
	Despite its acknowledged usefulness, almost all partici
	pants have considered, at least 
	once, deleting all of their social media accounts. In fact, 80% of them reported to 
	ha
	ving
	 
	deleted at least one social media account. The most frequent reason to 
	deactivate their SNS accounts was because of the need for digi
	tal detox and positive 
	loneliness. 
	 

	“I periodically quit social media just because on Instagram I can get a bit 
	“I periodically quit social media just because on Instagram I can get a bit 
	carried away by what people are posting. // I hate this constant pressure to 
	look in a certain way. A detox did me good, and I was also producti
	ve in the 
	time I wasn't on the app” (Man, 22). 
	 

	“
	“
	I have deactivated all my social networks before to take a break and focus on 
	myself without having to always compare myself to other women online. Now 
	I don't need to because I don't use it as often as I us
	ed to. // I mainly browse 
	for entertainment now” (Woman, 24). 
	 

	“
	“
	Yes, social media can sometimes project only the best moments of a person's 
	life, and reality gets distorted. With constant posts about how you look, what 
	to buy, it can promote things that ar
	e not obtainable, (material things and 
	relationships) to some, therefore causing isolation etc.” (Woman, 18). 
	 

	 
	 
	“People bother me a lot of asking for things so I deleted my Facebook 
	account. Also
	,
	 
	I don’t like all of the fairness online with people caring 
	so much 
	about their appearance. They are narcissistic and vain and it’s becoming a real 
	problem with the younger generations”
	 
	(Man, 24). 
	 

	 
	 

	Quitting SNSs is always temporary. 
	Quitting SNSs is always temporary. 
	85%
	 
	of the participants
	 
	reported relapsing after a 
	few weeks or a month of 
	non
	-
	use
	 
	because using SNSs is something a young person is 

	supposed to be seen
	supposed to be seen
	 
	doing, and not being on SNSs equates to not being seen, which 
	also
	 
	leads to increased loneliness and the feeling that one is missing out on
	 
	something. 
	 

	“I guess it’s our generati
	“I guess it’s our generati
	on; we make stories in our heads. I don't know 
	half of the people I befriended on Facebook, but it is a trend to have as many 
	friends as possible. It’s about popularity. You must have thousands of 
	followers but never talk to them, and most of them don't kn
	ow you either. // I 
	want to delete my social media apps because it gets too much, it
	’s
	 
	so much 
	damaging content and it builds up over time. You need a break, but you can’t 
	stay away from it too long
	.
	 
	A
	fter a while you feel lonely without your online 
	friend
	s, feel you're missing out on things” (Man, 21). 
	 

	However, results also show that using SNSs in a creative and meaningful
	However, results also show that using SNSs in a creative and meaningful
	 
	way is 
	considered to be a solution to help reduce loneliness. Young adults
	 
	consider SNSs to 
	be a necessary evil and think more should 
	be done to
	 
	educate younger generations on 
	how to make sense and dispose of them
	 
	in innovative ways, enhancing healthy social 
	interactions. 
	 

	“Everyone is so busy working that we don't have time to talk to each 
	“Everyone is so busy working that we don't have time to talk to each 
	other anymore. Mentally to talk to people is ge
	tting harder and harder. It’s 
	good that the new technologies have come in but we shouldn’t overuse them, 
	they should not replace face
	-
	to
	-
	face communication. People should be thought 
	how to use new technologies to improve their lives” (Woman, 24). 
	 

	 
	 

	Discuss
	Discuss
	ion 
	 

	In line 
	In line 
	with previous 
	studies (Song et al. 2014),
	 
	the results of this research indicate 
	that 
	nearly 
	90% of the participants list loneliness as a motivation to use social media 

	(SNSs in particular
	(SNSs in particular
	 
	–
	 
	see Table 20.2
	). SNSs are not seen as a friend, instead they are 
	seen as a temporary solution, as a sort of helpline where 
	one 
	can always find someone 
	willing
	 
	to talk to (even if sometimes that
	 
	i
	s not the person one 
	actually 
	needs). 
	At the 
	same time, 
	consistent with previous findings 
	(
	see 
	Grieve et al. 2013; Allen et al. 
	2014)
	, results show that 
	SNSs are considered a valuable tool for support that make 
	young ad
	ults feel they belong to a 
	community.
	 
	However, 
	left unchallenged then SNS 
	use can have the opposite effect to what the user believes it is providing them, 
	resulting in increased loneliness, body dissatisfaction and emotional eating and 
	a risk 
	of developing
	 
	eating disorders. 
	 

	 
	 

	R
	R
	esults 
	agreed with previous scholarly work in 
	identif
	yi
	ng
	 
	a
	 
	strong link in the
	 
	association
	 
	between 
	excessive SNS use 
	and
	 
	unwanted social comparisons that make 
	young people
	 
	believe that others live better lives (Vannuci et al., 2017), 
	as 
	opposed to 
	their
	 
	life
	 
	that is perceived as
	 
	unfair (Chou and Edge, 2012), unsuccessful and less 
	adventurous. 
	The results 
	confirm
	 
	that a
	ppearance self
	-
	comparison often leads to body 
	dissatisfa
	ction 
	as found by 
	Fardouly et al.
	 
	(
	2015)
	, emotional eating
	 
	and constant 
	search for quick fixes (such as plastic surgery). 
	Moreover, results recorded a 
	high 
	comparative rate
	 
	between young adults’ constant exposure to images promoting 
	fitness regimes 
	and hea
	lthy diets 
	and increase
	d
	 
	body dissatisfaction (
	in agreement 
	with, for example, 
	Tiggemann and Zaccardo 2015)
	. 
	 

	 
	 

	Similar to Perloff (2014), this chapter argues that social media is just a tool, and the
	Similar to Perloff (2014), this chapter argues that social media is just a tool, and the
	 
	simple ‘exposure to social media or to Facebook
	-
	instigated social comparisons with 
	thin, attractive friends will not lead to body dissatisfaction'
	 
	(Perloff 2014
	:
	 
	367)
	, or 
	loneliness and a risk to develop eating disorders. Instead, it is a series of 

	psycho
	psycho
	logical factors associated with the excessive use of social media that leads to 
	extreme vulnerability to appearance
	-
	related posts, images
	,
	 
	or peer comments. The 
	discrepancy between what is shared or experienced on social media and one’s own 
	life 
	was identi
	fied to trigger
	 
	feelings of social isolation
	. Individuals
	 
	feel they do
	 
	not
	 
	belong in their online community and try to reach out and find satisfaction in offline 
	relationships where people place less importance on appearance (or at least is not that 
	obviou
	s that people care about appearance). 
	 

	 
	 

	Results also show that loneliness, body dissatisfaction and disordered eating have in 
	Results also show that loneliness, body dissatisfaction and disordered eating have in 
	common a perceived deficit in relationships, usually generated by an ideal that cannot 
	be attained. These three conditions influen
	ce each other reciprocally. One's 
	dissatisfaction with the quality of social relationships is believed to lead to low self
	-
	esteem and overeating/emotional eating. In this case food “takes on an emotional 
	quality and is used to numb feelings, including that
	 
	of loneliness” (Levine, 2012: 
	243). Moreover, eating replac
	es
	 
	the social relationships that one cannot have or find in 
	life. The fact that individuals tend to eat more when they are sad or lonel
	y
	 
	is not new
	;
	 
	previous studies, such as, Rotenberg and Flood 
	(1998)
	,
	 
	found that individuals who 
	experience loneliness consume more food than those who do
	 
	not.
	 
	Emotional hunger 
	leads to body dissatisfaction and a risk to develop eating disorders. A feeling of guilt 
	takes over after overindulging episodes that makes i
	ndividuals resort to easy fixes, the 
	most common being bulimic symptoms which in time can lead to the development of 
	an eating disorder. 
	At the same time, eating disorders once developed also
	 
	generate 
	isolation and increased loneliness (Treasure et al. 201
	1).
	 

	 
	 

	Building on the above results, this chapter argues for broadening Rodgers’ (2016) 
	Building on the above results, this chapter argues for broadening Rodgers’ (2016) 
	integrated theory model to include and acknowledge the importance that loneliness 
	plays in the relation between SNS use, poor body image and eating disorders. The 
	revise
	d version of 
	Rodgers’ (2016
	: 131
	) model 
	(see Figure 1) 
	includes loneliness as a 
	motivation for both excessive SNSs use and temporary periods of digital detox. At the 
	same time, the 
	revised
	 
	model links online exposure to weight
	-
	related content, thin
	-
	body ideal and peer feedback to emotional eating and increased
	 
	loneliness or positive 
	loneliness. 
	This updated model is informed by the results of the
	 
	above analysis and is 
	only valid in the case of excessive social media use and
	 
	exposure to negative peer 
	feedback online (see Fig
	ure 
	1).
	 

	 
	 

	Fig. 
	Fig. 
	1
	. A proposed 
	revised 
	in
	tegrated model of the influence of Internet on body 
	image concerns and eating pathology (based on 
	Rodgers
	, 
	2016
	: 131
	)
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	Limitations
	Limitations
	 

	There are several limitations that may have influenced the results of this
	There are several limitations that may have influenced the results of this
	 
	study. First, 
	the data were 
	collected using an online questionnaire which
	 
	limited significantly the 
	number of open questions that were included in
	 
	the questionnaire design. However, 
	the use of an online questionnaire had
	 
	its advantages as it allowed participants to 
	report their exper
	iences of loneliness
	 
	and struggles with poor body image and eating 

	disorders more accurately
	disorders more accurately
	 
	and sincerely. Second, using a self
	-
	reporting loneliness 
	measure
	 
	coupled with the cross
	-
	sectional nature of the study limits the ability to
	 

	generalise the findings
	generalise the findings
	.
	 

	Despite these obvious limitations, there are several ways our findings
	Despite these obvious limitations, there are several ways our findings
	 
	can inform 
	future research. First, this chapter suggests that loneliness may
	 
	be a mediator in the 
	relation between SNS use, body image and disordered
	 
	eating but also a motivation to 
	u
	se SNSs. Future research should
	 
	explore this relation further and help inform novel 
	approaches to protect
	 
	users from harmful appearance
	-
	related content on SNSs (such 
	as pro
	-
	anorexia
	 
	images).
	 

	Second, the chapter proposes an updated integrated theoretical mo
	Second, the chapter proposes an updated integrated theoretical mo
	del
	 
	for excessive 
	use of social media that could inform a novel targeted support
	 
	strategy. More focused 
	efforts to understand the effects of SNS use
	 
	on loneliness, body image issues and 
	eating disorders could contribute to
	 
	better social media literacy prog
	rammes for 
	young people.
	 
	 

	 
	 

	Conclusion
	Conclusion
	 

	This chapter explore
	This chapter explore
	d the link between SNS use and loneliness, poor body image and 
	disordered eating in 
	young 
	British adults. The chapter argued for an expansion of 
	Rodgers
	 
	and Melioli
	’s (2016
	:
	 
	131) integrated theoretical model to include loneliness as 
	a predictor for social media use and a mediator in the relation between 
	SNS
	 
	use, body 
	image and eating
	 
	disorders
	. 
	 

	Future studies utilising a mixed
	Future studies utilising a mixed
	-
	method research design that allows statistical 
	c
	orrelations may wish to investigate this issue further
	 
	for a more nuanced 
	understanding of the effects of social media on loneliness, body image issues and 

	eating disorders
	eating disorders
	. Furthermore, although some social media literacy interventions to 
	reduce the risk 
	of body dissatisfaction and eating disorders have started to emerge 
	(see, for example, 
	McLean et al.
	,
	 
	2017
	), future research should concentrate on 
	piloting, testing and developing more social media literacy intervention programmes
	 
	for young people
	.  
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