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Feeling Lonely? Too Much Time on Social Media 

May be Why 

By Katherine Hobson, March 6, 2017 

Adapted from http://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2017/03/06/518362255/feeling-lonely-too-much-time-

on-social-media-may-be-why  

 

1 For young adults, social media may not be so social after all. A new study shows that 
among people in that age group, heavy use of platforms such as Facebook, Snapchat and 
Instagram was associated with feelings of social isolation. The results surprised study co-
author Brian Primack. "It's social media, so aren't people going to be socially connected?" he 
says. He's director of the Center for Research on Media, Technology and Health at the 
University of Pittsburgh. And while his team's previous research connecting social media use 
and depression in young adults wasn't terribly surprising, these new results seemed to be the 
opposite of what they expected. 

2 Face-to-face social connectedness is strongly associated with well-being, but it's not clear 
what happens when those interactions happen virtually. To investigate, Primack and his 
colleagues surveyed 1,787 U.S. adults ages 19 to 32 and asked them about their usage of 11 social 
media platforms outside of work. The survey also examined social isolation by asking 
participants questions such as how often they felt left out. It turns out that the people who 
reported spending the most time on social media — more than two hours a day — had twice the 
odds of perceived social isolation than those who said they spent a half hour per day or less on 
those sites. In addition, people who visited social media platforms most frequently, 58 visits per 
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week or more, had more than three times the odds of perceived social isolation than those who 
visited fewer than nine times per week.  

3 However, this study cannot determine the cause of social isolation. Maybe when people 
feel socially isolated, they go online a lot in an attempt to feel less lonely. Or maybe spending a 
lot of time on social media makes people feel isolated. "You might watch all these interactions 
where it seems like everyone else is connecting," Primack says. That could lead to feeling 
excluded. The images of other people's perfect vacations, homes and lives can make you feel like 
you're missing out, even if those posts do not really represent reality. Maybe influence goes both 
ways — isolation drives social media use and vice versa. Or there might be some unknown factor 
that is leading to both social isolation and social media use.  

4 Primack says the results don’t mean that we should get rid of our social media accounts, 
but there's a lot to examine to see how best to use them. For example, future research could 
focus on how people are using social media – if they are using social media actively or passively, 
for political disagreements, or to click "like" on puppy pictures, and to extend their in-person 
social network or as an end in itself. "What we know at this point is that we have evidence that 
replacing your real-world relationships with social media use is bad for your well-being," 
says Holly Shakya, who is an assistant professor in the division of global public health at the 
University of California, San Diego. "But we need more research.” 
 
5 Shakya was an author of a study published in January that tracked Facebook use and 
well-being over time and found that the use of the social network was negatively associated with 
factors including physical health, mental health and life satisfaction. Offline interactions, 
meantime, had positive effects. “We want to be careful,” she says, “We don’t want the sound of a 
voice or a cup of coffee with friends to be replaced with ‘likes’ on a post.” 
 
6 Primack says that his study was conducted in a specific age group, and shouldn't be 
generalized to older or younger people. Both social isolation and social media use are very 
different across the age spectrum; for example, young adults generally have a lot of different 
opportunities for in-person experiences and so social media use may represent a retreat from 
that, while older adults are more likely to feel socially isolated and might benefit from having 
opportunities to connect online. 
 

 

Pre-Reading 

1. Which social media websites do you use? How often do you check these websites? How often 

do you post on these websites? 

2. How do you feel when someone on social media posts about something really exciting, such as 

getting engaged or going on an expensive vacation? 

3. Does social media help you feel closer to your friends and family? Or does it make you feel 

farther away? Why? 
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Active Reading 

Complete this article as a time reading. Give yourself four minutes to read at a speed that is 

comfortable to you. When four minutes is finished, circle the last word you read. Read the article 

a second time – give yourself four minutes and try and get past the word you circled. OR, if you 

finished the article in four minutes, give yourself three minutes and see if you can read the entire 

article. 

Now, see if you can complete the post-reading questions without using the article for reference. 

How much information did you remember while reading quickly? 

 

Vocabulary 

Based on the reading, write a definition (in your own words) of the phrase ‘social isolation’. 

Then draw a word map – what words and ideas are related to social isolation? Share your word 

map with a partner or small group. 

Definition: __________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Word Map: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Post-Reading 

Decide if each statement is true or false. If the statement is false, find a way to make it correct. 

Check answers with a partner. 

1. People who use social media a lot often feel isolated or alone. 

2. It is very easy to figure out why people feel isolated after using social media. 

3. Primack believes that we should get rid of social media. 
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4. People should not be replacing real-world interactions with social media use. 

5. People often feel negative after online interactions and positive after real-world interactions. 

6. Young people and old people use social media in the same ways. 

 

Research/Extension 

We know it’s hard to put your phone down, but try to stop using social media for five days. Did 

anything change about how you interacted with people in your life? What were the benefits of 

staying away from social media? What were the disadvantages of staying away from social 

media? Share your experience in writing or in a short presentation. 
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