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Objective of the study and its significance:  
 
Lonelier young people are more likely to use digital technology in compulsive or maladaptive ways 
(Matthews et al, 2019). However, to infer a straightforward linear association between greater technology 
use and feelings of loneliness may be an oversimplification. Instead, the literature indicates that the role of 
technology use in loneliness depends on why, and for what purpose, it is used: individuals who use social 
media to build social connection and enhance offline relationships experience reductions in loneliness, 
while increases are observed in those who use it as a coping mechanism or passively scroll through their 
news feeds (Berryman et al, 2018; Teppers et al, 2014). Moreover, while it is assumed that technology 
habits influence people’s feelings of loneliness, a prior history of loneliness could shape how individuals 
approach technology in the first place. 
 
However, research has often used ‘social media’ (and, similarly, ‘screen time’) as a blanket term, without 
consideration of how the various social media platforms differ in their dynamics. Early platforms such as 
Myspace and Facebook placed an emphasis on connecting with friends and cataloguing shared activities; 
more recent platforms such as Instagram and TikTok have placed emphasis on the individual user 
cultivating a personal ‘brand’ or ‘aesthetic’ before an audience, with attendant pressures to impress and 
live up to expectations. As such, 4 hours speaking to friends on Facebook could have quite different 
implications for loneliness compared to 4 hours spent trying to perfect an Instagram shot. In this study, 
we are able to look at associations between young adults’ levels of reported loneliness and their 
engagement with different types of social media and online activities. We are also uniquely 
positioned to ask whether prior levels of loneliness, as measured across childhood and into 
adolescence, predict different types of online engagement and social media use.  
 
The types of encounters people have with others online may also be an important determinant of how use 
of technology impacts feelings of loneliness. In previous research we have identified ‘cybervictimization’ as 
a risk factor for young adult loneliness (Matthews, 2020). Indeed, offline risks are the strongest predictors 
of online risks, including experiencing online harassment (George & Odgers, 2015; Odgers et al, 2020). 
Cybervictimization is a broad category, that can include threats, humiliation, sexual harassment and 
invasion of privacy, and it can also have consequences that spill out into offline life. A detailed examination 
of what particular types of online encounters are particularly salient for loneliness is warranted. In this 
study we ask whether individuals who have experienced prior and/or current episodes of 
loneliness are at increased risk for cybervictimization and online harassment in young adulthood 
and whether loneliness is a unique predictor of these online risks (above other forms of 
psychopathology, such as depression and anxiety, for example).  
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The lockdowns imposed by the UK government in response to COVID-19 created an unprecedented 
scenario in which virtually all social contact beyond one’s own household was moved onto digital 
platforms. This was a critical test of technology’s ability (or inadequacy) to satisfy the social needs of the 
population. Although it was arguably a vital lifeline, it was also argued that technology could not 
adequately replace the richness of face-to-face contact and physical touch, and that this would be felt 
acutely as lockdowns persisted. Moreover, patterns of social media use that are strongly associated with 
loneliness in ‘normal’ times may have become even more so during the pandemic. This could be 
particularly true on platforms which became breeding grounds for conspiracy theorist communities, as 
these may have been particularly alluring to individuals already feeling alienated and wishing for a sense 
of belonging. In this study, we ask whether the associations between loneliness and online 
experiences differ before versus during the COVD-19 pandemic. 
 
The proposed study seeks to address the following research questions: 
1. Is loneliness (both current and past episodes) associated with specific patterns of social media use? 
2. Is loneliness associated with more positive or negative online encounters? 
3. Did the associations between loneliness and online experiences differ under lockdown conditions 
compared to pre-pandemic times? (And does past history of loneliness predict these differences?) 
 
Data will be drawn from the Social Media and Social Mobility (SM2) study, an online survey of the E-Risk 
cohort conducted between 2019 and 2020 when participants were aged 25-26. 73% (N = 1,632) of the 
original E-Risk sample completed the survey. The COVID-19 pandemic began midway through data 
collection, with 40% of surveys completed after the introduction of lockdown measures in March 2020. The 
measure of loneliness from the age-18 E-Risk assessment, which also appears in the SM2 survey, will be 
used to capture prior history of loneliness in study members. 
 
 
 
 
Statistical analyses: 
 
 
1. Is loneliness associated with specific patterns of social media use? 
 
Linear regression models will be used to test whether greater feelings of loneliness are associated with (a) 
greater or less use of specific social media platforms; (b) emotional states attributed to use of social 
media; (c) adaptive vs maladaptive uses of social media. These associations will be assessed concurrently 
in the SM2 survey, and also longitudinally using the age-18 measure of loneliness. 
 
 
2. Is loneliness associated with more positive or negative online encounters? 
 
We will test whether lonelier individuals are more or less likely to have had negative encounters with 
others online (e.g. threats, sexual harassment, and incidents that had negative consequences for their 
offline lives.) As with aim 1, both concurrent and past loneliness will be examined in the context of these 
analyses. 
 
 
3. Did the associations between loneliness and online experiences differ under lockdown conditions 
compared to pre-pandemic times? 
 
The sample will be divided into two subgroups: the ‘pre-pandemic’ sample, and the ‘pandemic’ sample. 
The latter will be defined as all participants who completed the survey on or after 23 March 2020 (the first 
day of full lockdown in the UK). We will then enter group membership as a moderating variable in each of 
the analyses tested in steps (1) and (2). Analyses will be adjusted for any differences between the groups 
pre versus post lockdown that may have resulted from “lower risk” individuals completing the survey first 
(pre-lock-down) and more “hard to reach” participants completing the survey during the lockdown.  
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Sensitivity analyses. 
 
The SM2 survey concluded on 18 October 2020. It should be noted that lockdown measures were 
incrementally eased before this date. Key milestones were the reopening of hospitality venues on 4 July, 
and the introduction of the ‘rule of six’ on 14 September. 40% and 13% respectively of the ‘pandemic’ 
sample completed their surveys after these dates, and therefore cannot be considered to have done so 
under full lockdown conditions. Therefore, for the purpose of sensitivity analyses, associations will be 
tested with these groups omitted. 
 
 
 
Variables Needed at Which Ages (names and labels): 
 
E-RISK 
 
Age 5: 
FAMILYID ID Family 
ATWINID ID Twin 1 
BTWINID ID Twin 2 
SAMPSEX Sex of twins 
SESWQ35 Social Class Composite 
 
+ IMD Variables (for sample description) 
 
Age 12: 
lonelye12 Loneliness age 12 
 
 
Age 18: 
Lonelye18 Loneliness age 18 
Dxmdee18 Depression age 18 
Dxgade18 Anxiety age 18 
Teche18 Technology use age 18 
 
 
SM2 survey responses on loneliness and social media use. 
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