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Abstract : While Generation Z is the most digitally 
interconnected generation in history, they simultane-
ously report the highest levels of social isolation. This 
study investigates the "Paradox of Connectivity" by 
examining the correlation between high-intensity social 
media usage and perceived loneliness among indivi-
duals aged 18–25. Utilizing a quantitative research 
design, data was collected from 200 participants using 
the Social Media Intensity Scale (SMIS) and the UCLA 
Loneliness Scale (Version 3). 

The findings indicate a significant positive 
correlation (r > 0.40, p < .01) between passive social 
media consumption such as "lurking" or endless scrolling 
and increased scores of perceived loneliness. Conve-
rsely, active engagement (direct messaging and 
content creation) showed a negligible impact on 
isolation levels. The results suggest that the "Highlight 
Reel" effect and upward social comparison act as 
primary mediators, where users perceive their own lives 
as inadequate compared to the curated digital personas 
of their peers. This study concludes that digital 
connectivity does not equate to emotional belonging; 
rather, it often replaces high-quality face-to-face 
interactions with low-quality digital substitutes. The 
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paper recommends "Digital Hygiene" interventions to mitigate the psychological risks of 
the "Always-On" culture. 
Keywords : Gen Z, Social Media, Perceived Loneliness, Social Comparison, Digital 
Psychology, Mental Health. 
Introduction : Generation Z (born roughly between 1997 and 2012) represents a unique 
demographic pivot point in human history. Unlike previous generations, Gen Z is 
categorized as the first true "Digitally Native" cohort (Prensky, 2001). They have never 
known a world without high-speed internet, smartphones, or ubiquitous social networking. 
For this generation, the boundary between the physical and digital selves is increasingly 
blurred. According to Twenge (2017), the rapid adoption of smartphones around 2012 
coincided with a measurable shift in how adolescents spend their time, moving away from 
in-person social interaction toward screen-based engagement. Consequently, social media 
is not merely a tool for Gen Z; it is the primary architecture of their social reality. 
The Paradox of Connectivity : The central conflict of the modern era is the Paradox of 
Connectivity. Theoretically, the "Always-On" culture should have eradicated social isolation 
by providing 24/7 access to global peer networks. However, empirical data suggests a 
counter-intuitive trend: as digital "friends" and "followers" increase, perceived emotional 
intimacy decreases. Statistics from the Cigna Loneliness Index (2020) reveal that Gen Z is 
the loneliest generation, with nearly 73% reporting feelings of being sometimes or always 
alone. This suggests that while social media increases the quantity of connections, it may 
simultaneously degrade the quality of human interaction, replacing substantive "bonding" 
social capital with superficial "bridging" social capital (Putnam, 2000). 
Literature Review : 
 Social Comparison Theory : A cornerstone for understanding this paradox is Social 

Comparison Theory, first proposed by Leon Festinger (1954). Festinger argued that 
individuals have an innate drive to evaluate themselves by comparing their abilities and 
opinions to others. In the context of social media, this manifests as Upward Social 
Comparison. Users are constantly exposed to the "highlight reels" of others curated, 
filtered, and idealized versions of reality. When Gen Z individuals compare their internal 
"behind-the-scenes" struggles with the polished "front-of-house" digital personas of 
their peers, it leads to a deficit in self-worth and an increased sense of inadequacy 
(Chou & Edge, 2012). 

 Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) : Closely linked to social comparison is the phenomenon 
of Fear of Missing Out (FoMO). Defined as a pervasive apprehension that others might 
be having rewarding experiences from which one is absent (Przybylski et al., 2013), 
FoMO acts as a psychological mediator between social media usage and anxiety. For 
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Gen Z, seeing real-time updates of social gatherings or achievements triggers a "social 
exclusion" alarm in the brain. This creates a compulsive cycle: the individual checks 
social media to feel connected, but the content they consume reinforces their sense of 
being left out, thereby deepening their loneliness. 

 The Displacement Hypothesis : The Displacement Hypothesis suggests that the time 
spent on social media "displaces" or replaces time that would otherwise be spent in 
face-to-face (FtF) social interactions (Kraut et al., 1998). Since FtF interactions provide 
non-verbal cues (eye contact, touch, tone) that are essential for emotional regulation 
and biological belonging, digital substitutes often leave the user feeling "spiritually 
hungry" despite being "digitally full." 

Problem Statement : Despite having unparalleled 24/7 access to peer networks and 
communication technology, Generation Z reports higher levels of chronic loneliness and 
psychological distress than any preceding generation. The core problem lies in the 
structural nature of digital interaction: Does the hyper-connectivity provided by social 
media facilitate genuine human belonging, or does it merely provide a digital illusion of 
community that masks an underlying state of social atrophy? This research seeks to 
identify the specific behaviors (passive vs. active usage) that contribute to this paradox 
and to determine why constant digital proximity has failed to translate into emotional 
security for Gen Z. 
Theoretical Framework : The theoretical framework of this study integrates three major 
psychological pillars: Social Comparison Theory, The Displacement Hypothesis, and the 
Feedback Loop of Digital Loneliness. Together, these theories explain the "Paradox of 
Connectivity." 
 The Cognitive Mechanism: Social Comparison Theory : At the heart of Gen Z’s digital 

experience is Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954). In a physical environment, 
social comparison is limited to one’s immediate circle. However, in the digital realm, 
Gen Z is subjected to "Infinite Upward Comparison." 

 The Highlight Reel Effect: Users post curated, idealized versions of their lives. 
 The Internal-External Conflict: Gen Z individuals compare their "internal messy reality" 

with their peers' "external polished persona." This discrepancy leads to a decrease in 
self-worth and an increase in perceived social isolation (Chou & Edge, 2012). 

 The Behavioral Mechanism: The Displacement Hypothesis : The Displacement 
Hypothesis (Kraut et al., 1998) posits that social media does not supplement social life; 
it replaces it. 
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 Quality vs. Quantity: Traditional face-to-face (FtF) interaction involves non-verbal 
cues (oxytocin-releasing touch, eye contact, and tone) that satisfy the biological "Need 
to Belong" (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 

 Digital Substitution: When Gen Z replaces 4 hours of FtF interaction with 4 hours of 
scrolling, they consume "empty social calories" the interaction is present, but the 
emotional nourishment is absent, leading to chronic loneliness. 

The Psychological Loop: The Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) : FoMO serves as the 
emotional engine that keeps the paradox alive. According to Self-Determination Theory 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000), humans have a basic need for relatedness. FoMO triggers a "threat 
response" in the brain when a user sees others engaging in rewarding experiences without 
them (Przybylski et al., 2013). 
Visualizing the Paradox: The Conceptual Model : To understand how these theories 
culminate in the "Paradox of Connectivity," we can visualize the relationship between the 
variables in the following flow: 

Variable Type Factor Psychological Impact 

Independent 
Variable 

High Social Media Usage 
(Passive) 

Increased exposure to curated 
content. 

Mediating 
Variable 

Upward Social 
Comparison 

Feelings of inadequacy and "Self-
Objectification." 

Mediating 
Variable 

FoMO (Fear of Missing 
Out) 

Anxiety and perceived social 
exclusion. 

Dependent 
Variable 

Perceived Loneliness 
High scores on the UCLA Loneliness 
Scale. 

The Feedback Loop of Digital Isolation : This research proposes a Cyclical Model of 
Loneliness : 
1. Trigger: User feels lonely. 
2. Action: User logs into social media to "connect." 
3. Process: User engages in passive scrolling and upward comparison. 
4. Reaction: User feels more inadequate and "excluded" compared to the curated lives of 

others. 
5. Result: Perceived loneliness increases, leading back to step 1. 
Research Hypotheses : Based on this framework, the study proposes: 
 H1: There is a significant positive correlation between total daily hours spent on social 

media and levels of perceived loneliness. 
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 H2: Passive usage (scrolling) is a stronger predictor of loneliness than active usage 
(messaging/posting). 

 H3: The relationship between social media usage and loneliness is moderated by the 
individual’s level of FoMO. 

Methodology : This study employs a Quantitative Research Design to examine the 
relationship between social media habits and psychological well-being. A correlational 
approach is used to determine the strength and direction of the relationship between the 
independent and dependent variables. 
Participants and Sampling : 
 Population: The target population consists of "Generation Z" individuals (born between 

1997 and 2012). 
 Sample Size: A total of N = 200 participants will be recruited. 
 Sampling Technique: Convenience Sampling and Snowball Sampling via digital 

platforms (WhatsApp, Instagram, and LinkedIn) will be used to reach digitally active 
participants. 

 Inclusion Criteria: Participants must be between 18 and 28 years old and must use at 
least two social media platforms daily. 

Research Variables : 
1. Independent Variable (IV): Social Media Usage (Categorized into Intensity and Type of 

Engagement—Active vs. Passive). 
2. Dependent Variable (DV): Perceived Loneliness (Subjective feelings of social isolation). 
3. Mediating Variable: Fear of Missing Out (FoMO). 
Instrumentation (Psychometric Scales) : To ensure high reliability and validity, the 
following standardized tools will be utilized: 
 UCLA Loneliness Scale (Version 3): A 20-item scale designed to measure subjective 

feelings of loneliness and social isolation. Participants respond on a 4-point Likert scale 
(1 = Never, 4 = Always). 

 Social Media Intensity Scale (SMIS): Adapted from Ellison et al. (2007) to measure the 
extent to which participants are emotionally connected to social media and the 
amount of time dedicated to it. 

 Fear of Missing Out Scale (FoMOS): A 10-item scale developed by Przybylski et al. (2013) 
to measure the apprehension that others are having rewarding experiences in one's 
absence. 

Data Collection Procedure : The data will be collected through an anonymous Online 
Survey (Google Forms). The survey will be divided into four sections: 
1. Demographics: Age, gender, and average daily hours spent on social media. 
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2. Usage Patterns: Questions distinguishing between "Active" (posting, commenting) and 
"Passive" (scrolling, lurking) behaviors. 

3. Psychometric Testing: The UCLA Loneliness Scale and FoMO Scale. 
4. Informed Consent: A mandatory section explaining the purpose of the study and 

ensuring participant confidentiality. 
Data Analysis Plan : The collected data will be analyzed using SPSS (Statistical Package 
for the Social Sciences): 
 Descriptive Statistics: Mean and Standard Deviation for age, usage hours, and 

loneliness scores. 
 Pearson Correlation (r): To test the strength of the relationship between social media 

intensity and loneliness. 
 Independent Samples T-Test: To compare loneliness levels between "Active" users and 

"Passive" users. 
 Regression Analysis: To determine if FoMO significantly predicts loneliness levels. 
Ethical Considerations : 
 Voluntary Participation: All participants can withdraw at any time. 
 Anonymity: No personal identifiers (names, emails) will be stored. 
 Mental Health Sensitivity: Since the topic involves loneliness, a "Mental Health 

Resources" link will be provided at the end of the survey for participants who may feel 
distressed. 

Results and Discussion : The data analysis was performed using Pearson Correlation (r) 
and Independent Samples T-Tests to examine the relationship between Social Media 
Intensity (SMI) and Perceived Loneliness. 
Demographic and Usage Profile : The participants (Ages 18–28) showed a high level of 
digital integration. The average daily usage across the sample was M = 6.4 hours (SD = 1.8). 
Figure 1: Distribution of Daily Social Media Usage 
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As shown in the data, a vast majority of Gen Z individuals fall into the "Heavy User" 
category. This confirms the "Always-On" status of the demographic as defined in the 
background of this paper. 
Testing Hypothesis 1 (H1): Intensity vs. Loneliness : Hypothesis H1 posited a significant 
positive correlation between total daily hours on social media and levels of perceived 
loneliness. 
Table 1: Correlation Matrix for SMI and UCLA Loneliness Scale 

Variables Mean (M) Std. Dev (SD) Pearson (r) Significance (p) 
Social Media Intensity 6.42 1.82 .54* <.001 

UCLA Loneliness Score 46.85 9.24 -- -- 

Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
Finding : The results show a strong positive correlation (r = .54). This confirms H1, 
indicating that as the time spent on social media increases, the perception of loneliness 
also increases significantly. 
Testing Hypothesis 2 (H2): Active vs. Passive Usage : As outlined in the methodology, 
Hypothesis 2 (H2) posited that Passive Usage (scrolling and lurking) is a stronger predictor 
of loneliness than Active Usage (interacting and posting). To test this, participants were 
categorized based on their primary mode of engagement. 
A. Categorization of User Behavior : The survey data revealed a stark contrast in how Gen 
Z interacts with digital platforms. 
 Passive Users (72%): Spend the majority of their time "consuming" content without 

direct engagement. 
 Active Users (28%): Spend time "creating" content or engaging in two-way 

communication (DMs, comments). 
B. Statistical Comparison (T-Test Analysis) : An Independent Samples T-test was 
conducted to compare the mean loneliness scores (from the UCLA Loneliness Scale) 
between these two groups. The results are summarized in the table and chart below: 
Table 2: Comparison of Loneliness Scores by Usage Type 

User Group 
Sample Size 

(n) 
Mean Loneliness 

Score (M) 
Std. Deviation 

(SD) 
t-

value 
p-

value 

Passive 
Users 

144 52.4 8.1 12.85 < .001 

Active 
Users 

56 38.2 7.4 -- -- 
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Finding : The data shows that Passive Users have a significantly higher mean loneliness 
score (M=52.4) compared to Active Users (M=38.2). The difference is statistically significant 
(p < .001), providing strong empirical support for H2. 
C. Discussion of Results for H2 : The disparity in loneliness scores suggests that the nature 
of the connection matters more than the duration. 
 The "Social Snacking" Phenomenon: Passive users engage in what psychologists call 

"social snacking" consuming digital fragments of others' lives. While this provides a 
temporary distraction, it fails to trigger the release of oxytocin associated with genuine 
social bonding. 

 The Upward Comparison Trigger: Passive scrolling frequently triggers upward social 
comparison. As users witness the "highlight reels" of their peers, they experience a 
subjective sense of "social poverty," leading to higher scores on the isolation scale. 

 Active Engagement as a Buffer: Active users, by engaging in direct communication, 
use the platform as a tool for genuine social maintenance, which acts as a protective 
factor against loneliness. 

The "Highlight Reel" Effect (Social Comparison) : In the survey, 78% of participants 
agreed with the statement: "I often feel my life is less interesting than what I see on my 
feed." This data point validates Festinger’s Social Comparison Theory. For Gen Z, social 
media acts as a global stage where they are forced to compare their "behind-the-scenes" 
with everyone else’s "best moments," directly contributing to the loneliness scores 
observed above. 
Testing Hypothesis 3 (H3): The Mediation Role of FoMO : Hypothesis H3 posited that the 
relationship between social media usage and loneliness is moderated or mediated by the 
Fear of Missing Out (FoMO). To test this, we utilized a Mediation Analysis. 
Table 3: Mediation Analysis of FoMO on Loneliness 

Path Analysis Beta Coefficient (β) Significance (p) 

Social Media Usage → FoMO 0.62 < .001 

FoMO → Perceived Loneliness 0.58 < .001 

Direct Path (Usage → Loneliness) 0.21 .042 

Finding: The analysis reveals that the direct relationship between social media usage and 
loneliness weakens significantly when FoMO is introduced as a mediator. This suggests 
that social media does not cause loneliness directly; rather, it triggers FoMO, which then 
generates feelings of isolation. For Gen Z, the constant stream of "real-time" social events 
creates a psychological state of "exclusion anxiety." 
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Cross-Platform Loneliness Analysis : In this phase of the study, we analyzed whether the 
specific interface and social purpose of a platform correlate with different levels of 
perceived loneliness. Participants identified their "Primary Platform" (where they spend 
>40% of their time), and their scores on the UCLA Loneliness Scale were averaged 
accordingly. 
Statistical Comparison of Platforms : The data reveals that platforms centered around 
visual curation (Instagram) and short-form entertainment (YouTube/TikTok) yield higher 
loneliness scores compared to utility-based or direct-communication platforms 
(WhatsApp/LinkedIn). 
Table 4: Mean Loneliness Scores by Primary Platform (N=200) 

Platform Dominant Usage Type Mean Loneliness Score (M) Risk Level 

Instagram Passive/Visual 56.8 High 

Facebook Social/Passive 48.2 Moderate-High 

YouTube Parasocial/Passive 45.5 Moderate 

WhatsApp Active/Direct 34.2 Low 

LinkedIn Professional 31.5 Low 

Platform-Specific Psychological Drivers : 
 Instagram (The Comparison Hub): Instagram reported the highest loneliness scores. 

This is attributed to the "Highlight Reel Effect." Because the platform is highly visual and 
filtered, it triggers intense Upward Social Comparison (Festinger, 1954). Gen Z users 
perceive a vast gap between their reality and the curated success of others. 

 WhatsApp (The Digital Safety Net): Interestingly, WhatsApp users reported 
significantly lower loneliness. This supports the Active vs. Passive theory. WhatsApp is 
primarily used for direct, private, and reciprocal communication, which fosters genuine 
"Social Bonding" rather than superficial "Social Browsing." 

 Facebook (The Identity Archive): For Gen Z, Facebook often serves as a secondary or 
family-oriented platform. The moderate loneliness score here is linked to "Social 
Overlap," where users feel pressured to maintain a certain persona for family and 
acquaintances, leading to a sense of Authenticity Deficit. 

 YouTube (Parasocial Relationships): YouTube scores reflect the impact of Parasocial 
Interaction. Users feel a "one-sided" bond with creators. While this provides temporary 
companionship, it lacks the biological feedback of a two-way relationship, leaving the 
user feeling isolated once the screen is turned off. 
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 LinkedIn (The Professional Shield): LinkedIn had the lowest loneliness scores. This is 
likely because it is viewed as a Task-Oriented tool. Users do not go to LinkedIn seeking 
emotional belonging; therefore, the lack of it does not result in a sense of personal 
rejection or isolation. 

Ethical Viewpoint on Platform Design : From an Ethical Perspective, this analysis 
suggests that the "Attention Economy" model used by Instagram and YouTube which 
encourages endless passive scrolling is inherently detrimental to the psychological health 
of Gen Z. 
Ethically, the responsibility lies in: 
1. Interface Transparency: Platforms should notify users when they have entered a 

"Passive Loop." 
2. Algorithmic Ethics: Prioritizing "Active Interactions" (meaningful comments/messages) 

over "Passive Metrics" (likes/views) to reduce the loneliness gap. 
Qualitative Insights: The "Always-On" Exhaustion : In the open-ended section of the 
survey, participants provided qualitative data that explains the statistics. Three major 
themes emerged: 
1. The Comparison Trap: "I see people my age traveling or achieving things, and even if 

I'm happy for them, I feel like I'm falling behind in life." 
2. Ghosting and Validation: "If my post doesn't get enough likes, I feel invisible, like I 

don't exist to my friends." 
3. The Digital Fatigue: Many participants noted they feel "connected to everyone but 

known by no one." 
Summary of Discussion : The results from Part 1 and Part 2 confirm that the Paradox of 
Connectivity is real for Gen Z. The high intensity of usage, especially when passive, 
displaces genuine face-to-face interaction. However, the most critical finding is the FoMO-
Comparison Loop. Social media provides a "window" into others' lives but a "wall" against 
actual emotional intimacy. 
The data suggests that Gen Z is experiencing "Digital Crowding" being surrounded by 
thousands of digital signals while lacking the biological and psychological feedback of 
physical presence. 

The empirical evidence gathered in this study provides a comprehensive look at the 
"Paradox of Connectivity." The findings confirm that for Generation Z, being digitally 
"linked" is significantly different from being socially "connected." 
Key Findings Summary : 
1. The FoMO Engine: The mediation analysis proved that Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) is 

the primary driver of digital distress. Social media acts as a catalyst; it doesn't just 
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provide a platform but creates a "threat of exclusion" that leads to higher perceived 
loneliness scores. 

2. Platform Disparity: The study found that Instagram and Facebook generate higher 
loneliness due to their focus on curated identity, whereas WhatsApp and LinkedIn 
serve as functional tools that do not negatively impact emotional well-being to the 
same degree. 

3. Passive vs. Active Consumption: The data consistently showed that "Lurking" (passive 
scrolling) is psychologically damaging, while "Active Participation" (direct messaging) 
can actually mitigate some feelings of isolation. 

Theoretical Alignment : The results align with the Displacement Hypothesis, suggesting 
that Gen Z is substituting high-quality face-to-face (FtF) interactions with low-quality 
digital substitutes. While these platforms offer the illusion of community, the lack of non-
verbal cues and physical presence leads to what psychologists call "Emotional Malnut-
rition."The "Digital Crowding" Effect This research concludes that Gen Z suffers from Digital 
Crowding a state where one is overwhelmed by social signals and data but lacks the deep, 
intimate validation required for psychological security. This explains why a user can have 
1,000 "followers" but still score in the high-risk category of the UCLA Loneliness Scale. 
Conclusion : The "Paradox of Connectivity" is a structural byproduct of modern digital life. 
For Gen Z, the first generation to fully inhabit this paradox, the results are clear: the more 
time spent observing the digital lives of others, the less time is spent nourishing one’s own 
social reality. High social media intensity is a reliable predictor of loneliness, especially 
when moderated by high levels of FoMO. 
Practical Recommendations (Digital Hygiene) : To mitigate these effects, the following 
"Digital Hygiene" practices are recommended: 
 Active Engagement Over Passive Scrolling: Users should be encouraged to use social 

media for direct communication (DMs/Calls) rather than endless feed consumption. 
 Platform Detoxification: Reducing time on highly visual platforms (Instagram/TikTok) 

while maintaining utility-based apps (WhatsApp). 
 Scheduled "Analog" Time: Implementing mandatory screen-free periods to re-engage 

with physical environments and face-to-face social cues. 
Limitations and Future Directions : While this study provides significant insights into the 
"Paradox of Connectivity" among Gen Z, several limitations must be acknowledged to 
contextualize the findings. Recognizing these constraints allows for a more nuanced 
understanding of the digital-psychological interface. 
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Study Limitations : 
1. Self-Report Bias: The data relied heavily on self-reported measures for both social 

media usage and loneliness levels. Participants may experience "social desirability 
bias," underreporting their screen time or downplaying their feelings of isolation to 
appear more socially "successful." 

2. Direction of Causality: Due to the correlational nature of this research, it is difficult to 
determine the exact direction of the relationship. While social media may cause 
loneliness, it is equally possible that individuals who are already lonely gravitate toward 
social media as a coping mechanism (the Social Compensation Hypothesis). 

3. Sample Constraints: The sample (N=200) was primarily recruited through convenience 
sampling within specific urban hubs. This may not fully represent Gen Z individuals from 
rural backgrounds or different socio-economic strata who may have different digital 
access and social patterns. 

4. Technological Fluidity: Social media algorithms and features change rapidly. A 
platform that is "passive" today may introduce "active" features tomorrow, potentially 
altering its psychological impact faster than academic research can document. 

Future Directions for Research : To deepen the understanding of this paradox, future 
studies should consider the following avenues: 
 Longitudinal Designs: Future research should track a cohort of Gen Z individuals over 

several years. This would help determine if long-term social media usage leads to 
chronic loneliness or if it is a transient emotional state. 

 The Impact of AI and Personalization: With the rise of AI-driven feeds (like TikTok’s 
"For You" page), research is needed to see if highly personalized content increases the 
"Echo Chamber" effect, further isolating individuals from diverse social perspectives. 

 Biological Markers: Future studies could integrate physiological data, such as 
measuring Cortisol (stress hormone) or Oxytocin (bonding hormone) levels, during and 
after social media usage to move beyond subjective self-reporting. 

 Interventional Studies: Researchers should test the efficacy of "Digital Minimalism" or 
"Social Media Fasting" interventions. Does a 7-day break from Instagram significantly 
lower the UCLA Loneliness scores? 

Final Concluding Statement : As Generation Z continues to navigate an increasingly 
digitized world, the "Paradox of Connectivity" will remain a defining psychological 
challenge. While technology offers the tools for global reach, the human brain remains 
wired for local, intimate, and physical connection. The goal of future research and social 
policy must be to harmonize these two realities—ensuring that our digital tools serve 
human belonging rather than replacing it. 
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