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The relationship between social media use and loneliness: 

an existential exploration 

 

Abstract: This study investigates a possible link between social media use and existential 

loneliness. Firstly, social media use is defined and understood alongside definitions of 

existential loneliness. Secondly, specific features of existential loneliness are analysed through 

the work of three existential philosophers: Kierkegaard, Buber and Heidegger. These features 

of existential loneliness are then linked to recent research on the implications of social media 

use on our well-being and behaviours, specifically those features found within the experience 

of existential loneliness. Finally, these links are applied to a clinical setting with suggestions 

for future research. 

 

Keywords: existentialism, loneliness, existential loneliness, social media, disconnection, 

disembodiment, functionality, Kierkegaard, Buber, Heidegger 
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1. Introduction 

 

In a world where we are spending increasing amounts of time connecting through the 

experience of social media, research continues on the impact of this new way of being in the 

world. In 2018, 3.2 billion of the world population of 7.6 billion were classified as active social 

media users, an increase of 13% year on year (Chaffey, 2019). This qualitative literature review 

will look at current research, examining links between social media use and loneliness, 

specifically existential loneliness. This experience will be analysed through both clinical 

research and its philosophical grounding in the writings of Kierkegaard, Buber and Heidegger. 

Through this, it may then be possible to discuss the complex relationship between social 

media use and loneliness, by a greater understanding of the specific features of existential 

loneliness. Deeper therapeutic options will then be explored and further research suggested 

to help clients suffering from existential loneliness or who feel a sense of disconnect from 

their social media use. 

 

1.1 Loneliness and social media use: current research 

 

The UK charity, Age UK, has compiled statistics showing that loneliness can increase the risk 

of premature death by 25%, be as harmful to health as smoking, double the risk of Alzheimer’s  

and increase the risk of coronary heart disease and stroke (Age UK, 2017). Loneliness has been 

linked to decreased mental health (Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010), particularly links with longer 

periods of more chronic depression (Wang, J. Mann, F. Lloyd-Evans, B. Ma, R. Johnson, S. 

2018). It is also linked to increased mortality (Holt-Lunstad, Smith, Baker, Harris & Stephenson, 

2015), with recent research showing a 27% increase in mortality in lonely people, as opposed 

to non-lonely people (Henriksen, J. Larsen, E. Mattisson, C. Andersson, N. 2019) With some 

studies now showing increased levels of loneliness following social media use (Jin, 2013; 

Primack et al, 2017) there is a growing need to examine the implications of these findings. 

 

Loneliness is a subjective and multi-faceted experience, with distinctions generally drawn 

between: objective physical loneliness, as a lack of relationships with others; subjective 

feelings of social loneliness, as a sense of dissatisfaction with the quantity or quality of one's 

existing relationships; and existential loneliness, commonly defined as a sense of non-
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belonging regardless of one's actual or perceived relationships (Bolmsjö & Tengland, 2018). 

Existential loneliness can be seen as an uncomfortable pairing of both objective loneliness, 

with its sense of interpersonal aloneness, and subjective loneliness, with its emphasis on 

dissatisfaction with the nature of our connections. Both these elements are present in 

existential loneliness, creating a devastating experience of meaninglessness and disconnect 

with the world. This study will analyse the experience of existential loneliness through the 

lens of social media use. 

 

Social media use is defined as the use of online platforms which are co-created and consumed 

through user-generated content (Aarts, 2018). The main sites are currently YouTube, 

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat (Smith & Anderson, 2018). There is increasing 

research showing that social media use decreases relationship satisfaction (Roberts & David, 

2016); increases adolescent loneliness (Teppers, Luyckx, Klimstra, & Goossens, 2014) replaces 

'real life' relationships for online versions (Huang, 2010); decreases real life interaction (Nie & 

Hillygus, 2002); and causes higher perceived social isolation (Primack et al., 2017).  

 

These results may be because time online is supplanting other ways of being with others. 

Some findings show that social media use increases physical isolation, brought about by 

increased time online and its implied reduction in face-to-face time spent on relationships 

(Roberts & David, 2016). It may also be that connectivity online is inherently dissatisfying in 

some way. Some research points to increased loneliness caused by a sense of dissatisfaction 

with one's online social relationships, creating a perceived social isolation (Huang, 2010). 

 

There is, however, contradictory research, which shows that social media use can decrease 

loneliness levels. Some findings show that physical isolation is reduced by new connections 

being made online, allowing for a greater chance of making 'real life' friends (Baker & Oswald, 

2010); subjective isolation is reduced by the chance to meet friends online with whom one 

has a specific connection, for example, minority groups or special interest groups (Mittelstadt, 

2016); social media sites may provide a refuge for socially isolated people (Song, 2014) and 

social networking may form a valuable source of social capital for teenagers (Apaolaza, 

Hartmann, Medina, Barrutia, & Echebarria, 2013). 
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These contrasting findings have led some researchers to look for an explanation by examining 

how we use social media, for example, active use vs passive consumption (Yang, 2016) and 

the specific platforms that are used (Primack et al., 2017). These new studies on how we use 

social media allow for a broadening of the discussion to involve how we are in the world, how 

we interact with others, rather than a narrower focus on the number of social connections 

and the amount of time spent online. 

 

1.2 How we use social media and its impact on loneliness 

 

With some research showing increased loneliness and others showing decreased loneliness 

linked to social media use, analysis of how the platforms are used and the pre-existing state 

of the user may help to explain the different findings. 

 

Research by Teppers (2014) suggests that how we use social media might have a strong 

outcome on our feelings of loneliness. This reflects the work of existential psychotherapist, 

Yalom, who argues that those who fear isolation are the most likely to try to avoid it by total 

immersion in interpersonal relationships (Yalom, 1980). Research reflects this by showing that 

lonely people who use Facebook to compensate for their alone-ness are more likely to 

experience an increase in loneliness (Teppers et al, 2014), linking to Yalom's idea that those in 

the most need are least likely to achieve interpersonal connections of a satisfying nature. 

 

As stated by Song (2014), lonely people use social media more for social compensation, which, 

Teppers argues, makes them feel more isolated still, creating an unsatisfying cycle. Social 

media use appeals to our lonely traits, as an easy means of swift social connection, but fails 

ultimately to satisfy our need for authentic connections with others. In contrast, non-lonely 

people (who have pre-existing 'real life' social networks) who use social media to create new 

friends are made less lonely through its use (Teppers et al, 2014) This links to the research that 

shows the positive effects of social media use on loneliness (Baker & Oswald, 2010). 

 

Jin (2013) studied the relationship between loneliness and, specifically, Facebook use. His 

study showed that those people with a higher ratio of offline to online friends had lower levels 

of loneliness, with the converse also being true. This indicates that there is something intrinsic 
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in the nature of online connections, as opposed to offline relationships, which may frustrate 

our sense of connectivity with others. Interestingly, Jin also discovered that those people with 

higher levels of loneliness were also more dissatisfied with Facebook as a social media 

platform. This may show a sense of frustration in those trying to alleviate their loneliness 

through online connectivity (Jin, 2012, 2013). This may be caused by limitations inherent in 

the software and which then create limitations for our ability to communicate with others; an 

idea explored in the next subsection. 

 

A tentative conclusion of current research on social media use and loneliness might be that 

an active use of social media can create increased opportunities to connect with others; a use 

which becomes problematic when it displaces face to face connections or is engaged with in 

a passive, observatory role (Teppers et al., 2014). This passive consumption of social media is 

most clearly seen in YouTube, with the Pew Research Centre showing that 73% of adults 

engage with it (Smith & Anderson, 2018). This recent increase in popularity supercedes social 

media platforms more traditionally used for connectivity (e.g. Facebook) with YouTube's more 

passive consumption of videos. In conclusion, it is therefore, not currently possible to state 

conclusively if social media use enhances or ameliorates either physical isolation or perceived 

social loneliness. Although increasingly research is focusing on how we use social media to 

explain its impact on our sense of loneliness.  

 

1.3 The distinctive style of communication in social media use and its effects on loneliness 

 

The differences in findings on social media use and loneliness may not solely be caused by 

how it is used or who is using it. Another factor may lie in the very nature of social media and 

its offered methods of interacting with others.  

 

There is little research, as yet, on the link between loneliness, social media use and its nature 

of connectivity, particularly the quality of connections available on the platforms. The chances 

of immediate, brief, selective, temporary and superficial relationships are increased by the 

very nature of social media as containing these inherent qualities (Turkle, 2011). Social media 

encourages a style of communication which uses short, typed messages to be picked up and 

dropped as convenient. Similarly, it encourages, through its visual medium, a curated and 
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studied way of presenting oneself, through constructed personal profiles and selective cover 

photos (Jin, 2013). These elements are joined by an emphasis on immediacy: both in engaging 

with others, seen in the use of thumbs up or emojis, and easy disengagement with others, for 

example blocking or snoozing posts as seen on Facebook. These features encourage a 

superficial and immediately gratifying connection, which is designed to function for the user. 

Through this, one can engage only those preferred aspects of oneself and from which one can 

disengage with little personal discomfort. 

 

One may feel bodily and emotional disconnect with the world when primarily using this style 

of convenience communication, which focuses on engaging and disengaging with swiftness 

and ease. This can be seen clearly in the logging in/logging off nature of online connections, 

highlighting the fundamental human tension between connectivity and disconnection. This 

focus on disconnection picks up a specific feature of one experience of loneliness: existential 

loneliness. Here, disconnection and alienation are primary features of a fundamental and 

universal experience of loneliness. 
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2. Methodology 

 

The research question is unique in investigating a link between existential loneliness and social 

media use. This is a timely and relevant analysis which looks at the phenomena of increasing 

loneliness and increasing social media use, whilst discussing possible links between the two 

experiences. Applying this research to a clinical setting can further inform our psychotherapy 

practice in a world where we are increasingly likely to encounter clients with high levels of 

social media use.  

 

To analyse this possible link, this integrative literature review uses a synthesis of quantitative 

research particularly in the area of social media use, qualitative work looking at existential 

loneliness and the original philosophical texts for three primary existential philosophers. For 

each philosopher, their main text was analysed, alongside various academic articles and 

critical reviews of their work. To explore possible links between the experience of existential 

loneliness and social media use, recent academic articles were found in previous academic 

journals over the last twenty years, including issues of Computers in Human Behaviour, 

Nursing Ethics and American Journal of Preventative Medicine. Using these papers, more 

research was then analysed through their referenced papers to ensure that sources for 

research were critically analysed, as well as the published results. Using Google Scholar and 

Elsevier, quantitative studies were found on various features of social media use and also on 

medical research on existential loneliness. Qualitative studies on social media use were found 

in journals such as Information, Communication and Technology. Research papers that 

featured more general internet use were included if they gave background illumination to a 

specific impact on loneliness levels. Research papers on specific platform use, for example 

Snapchat or Facebook, were included and their findings were then applied to the experience 

of existential loneliness. Papers on how people use social media, for example active vs passive 

use, were analysed to gain greater clarity on the discrepancy in findings amongst research on 

social media use and loneliness. An ethics review was not needed as there was no research 

conducted on human participants. 

 

There are few papers on the specific experience of existential loneliness, and none linking it 

to social media use. This literature review looked at all papers analysing existential loneliness 
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and also looked at wider reports on loneliness levels, both objective and subjective. Both 

quantitative and qualitative research was included, as well as research indicating both the 

positive and negative impacts of social media use, in order to create the broadest possible 

methodology.  

 

This study adds to the literature on existential loneliness and creates new links between the 

experience and modern social media use. This allows for possible areas of research to 

investigate the specific features of existential loneliness, highlighted in this paper, and how 

social media use interacts with them. By writing a literature review synthesising two 

previously unlinked phenomena, this study suggests new areas of research by offering 

thorough evaluations of the concepts and drawing new conclusions on a subject of relevance 

to us all. 
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3. Literature Review 

 

3.1 Existential loneliness 

 

Social media use embodies our recent and increasing focus on connectivity. Yet studies show 

a disparity between being more connected with others and feeling more connected with 

others (for example, Huang, 2010; Nie, N., Hillygus, 2002; Primack et al 2017; Teppers et al., 

2014) Amongst the different incarnations of loneliness, existential loneliness focuses most 

purely on this feeling of disconnection and fundamental alienation with others. An 

understanding of this experience may therefore shed light on this dichotomous experience of 

connectivity and disconnection found in research on social media use.  

 

3.1.2 Existential loneliness: current research 

 

The experience of existential loneliness embodies this feeling of connection and 

disconnection. Its emphasis on a fundamental disconnect contrasts strikingly with social 

media's focus on immediate and surface/screen level connections. An analysis of the impact 

of time spent on social media, its particular style of connecting with others, and the particular 

features of existential loneliness may shed light on this aspect of social media use and 

loneliness, and also the implications of this on our ways of connecting with others. 

 

The vast majority of research on existential loneliness focuses on end of life care, for example, 

among the elderly or those suffering from life threatening illnesses. This echoes the 

philosophical focus on existential loneliness as an experience in which we actively anticipate 

our own death (Kierkegaard, 1974). This may be an unconscious awareness of our mortality, 

through a sense of the fundamental meaninglessness of our own existence. The fact that our 

being in the world is something of profound indifference to it causes us to question all 

meanings in our life. From this, we question those things that previously held meaning, 

including our connections with others. This leads to a sense of the uncanny, when the 

previously comforting becomes something alien to us (Freud, 1919). From here, we are left 

feeling inherently alone in a world in which we previously felt at home.  
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During research with people nearing the end of their lives, participants discuss their feelings 

of being socially disconnected and wanting to achieve a more profound level of 

communication (Sundstrom,  Edberg, Ramgard & Blomqvist, 2018). Research identifies 

existential loneliness as consisting of a sense of disembodiment (Sjöberg, Beck, Rasmussen & 

Edberg, 2017) whereby we are disconnected from an ultimately indifferent world causing us 

to become aware of our life's meaninglessness. Ettema's (2010) thorough analysis of the 

concept focuses on the three part aspect of existential loneliness as: a universal condition of 

human nature; an experience of disconnect, “a total absence of any relatedness (Ettema, 

Derksen, & Leeuwen, 2010, p.151) and a process of facing oneself anew through a recognition 

of this condition and experience. 

 

The latter aspect highlights the complex duality at the heart of existential loneliness, whereby 

it is a painful, immediately negative experience but one which ultimately may create a positive 

and rewarding outcome. This gives a sense that humans prefer to avoid feelings of existential 

loneliness and yet need the experience in order to relate to others and to oneself in a more 

profoundly satisfying way. This need for a more profound sense of connectivity, resting less in 

the quantity of our contacts and more in the quality of our connection (Turkle, 2011) has 

interesting implications for our increased use of social media as our means of establishing and 

maintaining our social connections. Similarly, research on the inherent sense of 

disembodiment and futility within a social setting, found in research on existential loneliness 

in end of life care, has direct applications to social media use and its intrinsic disembodiment 

of communication. 

 

A consensus of research defines existential loneliness as a deep sense of disconnection within 

one's social world; a feeling of disembodiment and rootlessness in one's social context; and 

an unwilling focus on the futility of one's role in society (Pinel, Long, Murdoch & Helm, 2016; 

Bolmsjö & Tengland, 2018; Ettema et al, 2010). This differentiates it from objective loneliness, 

whereby a person may be lacking sufficient social contacts and subjective loneliness, whereby 

a person feels themselves to be lacking sufficient social contacts.  

 

In existential isolation, the feeling is that one is profoundly disconnected from one's social 

world, irrespective of how many social connections one has. This less defined and less tangible 
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feeling of frustration and dissatisfaction is at the core of the experience of existential 

loneliness and may help to shed light on the researched phenomenon whereby social media 

users can spend a large amount of their time participating in an inherently social environment 

(the definition of social media) and yet come away feeling more lonely than before (Primack 

et al, 2017; Roberts & David, 2016; Teppers et al., 2014). 

 

3.1.3 Existentialism and Social Media Use 

 

Focusing on the existential form of loneliness may illuminate some of the contradictions in the 

research on social media use and loneliness, by analysing this different form of loneliness. The 

existential approach is concerned with understanding the individual and personalised human 

condition. This stance positively reflects social media’s focus on the details of our everyday 

lives. This focus on the lived experience is seen in existentialism's focus on the individual, as 

removed from a more general abstract focus on humanity as a group. Existentialism places an 

individual's experience of life at centre stage, just as social media does (Qi, Monod, Fang & 

Deng, 2018) with its inherent focus on self-presentation and an individual's identity 

construction, yet within the context of collective social influences and the prevailing sense of 

belonging to a wider community of online users. 

 

Existential thought links to research showing the positive benefits of social media use. Its focus 

on individuality can be seen in social media use, which encourages creative outlets and 

expressions of individual choice. Social media could be seen as allowing for a more varied and 

inclusive expression of individuality. With a place for everyone regardless of their actual 

physical surroundings, social media's inherent disembodiment could be seen as a positive step 

towards self-expression. In cyberspace, rather than a vacuum of expression, users can 

transcend their cultural and physical milieu and find expression and rapport with other users 

who share their interests (Mittelstadt, 2016). This confirmation of individuality can counter 

the sense of personal isolation brought about by feeling alone in one's interests or ideas. Here, 

social media emphasises the pursuit of self, the seizing of the individual from within the many, 

more than previous forms of connectivity which may have had more physical and geographical 

boundaries. 
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Existentialism can also illuminate the negative impact of social media use as seen in some 

research, through its analysis of the individual as belonging to a social collective. Here, social 

media could be seen as offering a ready-made consensus opinion, and therefore disallowing 

opportunities for alternative individual expression within the common group. The difficulties 

of maintaining individuality within a wider social group is a fundamental feature of existential 

thought, shown in Sartre's famous emphasis on the almost unbearable weight of our freedom 

to choose our own path through life (Sartre, 2007). Here social media can be seen as reducing 

the personal responsibility for our freedom by allowing immediate access to the group 

consensus. Decisions can then be made in the light of others’ choices, rather than through 

one’s own deliberation. This can be seen as a prominent feature of social media use, with a 

freedom of expression found in its potential anonymity and yet also a curtailment of our 

freedoms through the constant influence of its expressed social and cultural values and 

expectations. This persistent background noise of prevailing social views can make it harder 

for the individual to realise their freedom and consciously determine their life choices. 

 

This danger of mass distraction was highlighted by Kierkegaard who believed that our 

existence was being made increasingly meaningless by our engagement in multiple but 

superficial interests, with which we are preoccupied but never fully engaged. A deeper 

philosophical analysis of the concept of existential loneliness and its relevance to social media 

use follows. 
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3.2. Kierkegaard 

 

Whilst Sören Kierkegaard (1813-1855) is not considered an existentialist, a label rejected by 

other philosophers widely regarded as existentialists, his ideas influenced the philosophical 

foundations of what would become existential thought. Kierkegaard's dichotomous take on 

existential loneliness highlights its dualistic nature and can also shed light on the tension in 

research on social media use and loneliness. Research showing social media as helping to 

alleviate loneliness would be regarded by Kierkegaard as showing its superficial distraction 

with the present moment of 'being'. Rather than being a positive rebuttal of loneliness, he 

would regard this as a distraction from one's personal project of 'becoming' a true self 

(Kierkegaard, 1974). 

 

Kierkegaard's philosophical thought was profound and wide-ranging. However two of his 

concepts are of particular interest to the analysis of a link between social media use and the 

experience of existential loneliness. Firstly, one of his core ideas is that we are all 

fundamentally seeking our authentic self. We then suffer from feelings of despair when we 

fail to find it; a challenge he called 'willing to be one's self'. Secondly, Kierkegaard examines 

the way we identically consume large amounts of different information. He critically analyses 

the inclination to treat both the profound and the trivial as of equal importance, a concept he 

labelled ‘levelling’ (Kierkegaard, 1974). 

 

3.2.1 Kierkegaard's concept of 'willing to be one's self' 

 

Kierkegaard believed that a fundamental anxiety, or alienation from self, occurred because of 

a tension between our state of being and our optimal state of becoming. Humans have a dual 

nature of 'being' existing things in a world and wanting to 'become' their true boundless selves 

(Watts, 2003). This synthesis of two natures causes a tension between our existing selves and 

our desire to transcend our being, and become more than our impulses to exist as only social 

animals (Prosser, B.T. & Ward, 2000). We try to hide from the despair caused by this tension 

by immersing ourselves in our present world of being. This false identity (or over identification 

with the 'being' aspect of our nature) is a theme which will re-appear through philosophical 

writings on existential loneliness, and can shed light on the contrasting research showing that 
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increased time spent with online connections can both alleviate and exacerbate loneliness. 

 

Kierkegaard sees humans as trapped in two life states: an unconscious despair, when we are 

wholly unaware of our individual potentiality and our current state of being a false, socially 

proscribed self; and despair not to will to be oneself, when we are aware of this false state but 

are too anxious to change it and embark on a process of self-discovery. Kierkegaard likens 

despair to tuberculosis (Watts, 2003), something of which one can be unaware in the early 

stages and then appears as feelings of tiredness and depression. This despair, a sense of 

alienation from one's true self, operates both as a signal that something about one's situation 

needs to change and also operates as an impetus to make the change, in order to release 

oneself from despair. 

 

To be free is our greatest pleasure, describes Kierkegaard in 'The Sickness Unto Death' 

(Kierkegaard, 1974) and yet anxiety is the inevitable by-product of this freedom. The form of 

this freedom is our inherent desire as humans to be our selves, unique individuals within the 

world. Yet this is also the root of our deepest anxiety, for to be an individual means to remove 

yourself from the safety of the crowd and be one's self, alone. Every moment, we are forced 

to distract ourselves from the awareness of the staggering possibilities open to us and 

therefore the inherent uncertainty in our lives. When nothing is certain, we cling to the 

everyday normality of life as our anchor. The anxiety inducing power of our freedom was a 

theme taken up by later existentialist thinker, Jean Paul Sartre, and is at the heart of the 

experience of existential anxiety. This sense of anxiety at our inherent isolation from others is 

at the heart of existential loneliness, with its focus on alienation and disconnection. 

 

This anxiety can leave us feeling alienated and alone in our terror. Kierkegaard believes that, 

once we realise our freedom to choose, we are then ready to leap from our hopeless sense of 

despair into the unknown. Only when we reach this level of hopelessness does the prospect 

of the unknown become the lesser of two evils (despair to will to be oneself) and therefore 

provides the impetus needed to go in pursuit of our authentic self (Nielsen, 2017).  This 

unknown, for Kierkegaard, is religious faith, in which he sees our salvation. But this leap into 

our possibilities can also be seen as a move towards authentic individuality. This individual 

self is one that makes the unique qualities of humans pre-eminent (Watts, 2003). We focus 
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our human existence on 'becoming' our selves, rather than being the self given to us by the 

crowd, the heart of existential thought. Rejecting this pursuit of one's potential self (not 

willing to be one's self) or losing one's self in the distractions of society (unconscious despair) 

are a human's greatest temptations. These will lead to alienation from self, a state akin to 

existential loneliness. 

 

3.2.2 The will to be one's self and existential loneliness 

 

Existential loneliness research tends to focus on end of life care or 'limit situations', as 

introduced by Karl Jaspers, for it is here that our sense of meaning is shaken. By viewing the 

imminence of our own non-being, we become aware of the meaninglessness of life, our life. 

We no longer see the meaning in ourselves or the world and are shut off from it. We 

experience this as an extreme sense of alienation from our selves and our world, the root of 

existential loneliness. 

 

Existential loneliness is also a feeling of non-functionality in the world, as highlighted by a 

study into existential loneliness amongst people suffering from aphasia (Nystrom, 2006). 

Here, participants who are no longer able to communicate with others, find themselves 

feeling non-functional within society. There is a sense of pointlessness in their existence, if 

they are not able to 'work' within a wider world. Kierkegaard's philosophy emphasises this 

functionality of society and our relations in it. We relate to, and define ourselves by, roles 

dictated by society in the form of in-groups or social media groups. These perform a function 

in our lives, for example, distraction or protection, and we then function within its comforting 

security. When emotions or perceptions emerge which have no functional role, we gain 

nothing from society and it has no role for us. Existential loneliness is a confrontation with 

these more profound, non-functional moments, and exposes the non-functional needs that 

are unmet by our social selves (here, our connected selves), triggering the “despair of not 

willing to be oneself” (Nielsen, 2017). 

 

When experiencing existential loneliness, in-group identification is lost and we feel rootless 

or isolated from our social selves. This existential loneliness pushes us towards our authentic 

selves, but through the painful experience of existential loneliness. For Kierkegaard, a relief 
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from this experience is found via an awareness of our inner selves but not a subsumation of 

ourselves in others. Research on end of life care and existential loneliness highlights this sense 

of non-functional social selves, with participants often finding themselves marginalised from 

a functioning society around them. Research on existential loneliness amongst the elderly in 

Sweden (Sundstrom, M; Edberg, A; Ramgard, M; Blomqvist, K., 2018) reported the experience 

as being composed of “expressions of feeling useless, no longer significant to others, and 

alienated from contemporary society” (Sundstrom, M; Edberg, A; Ramgard, M; Blomquist, K, 

2018, p.8). This in turn draws their attention towards their own sense of non-functional 

identity and increased inclinations towards a loss of self and its resulting feelings of existential 

loneliness.  Self-identity over multiple platform use can become fractured. As researched by 

Primack et al (Primack et al., 2017), use of multiple social media platforms was seen to cause 

increased symptoms of depression and anxiety, compared to single platform use. The clinical 

implications of discontinuity of self-identity could be an interesting area of future research. 

 

This tension is sometimes highlighted in a resentment towards a superficial style of 

communication when their own thoughts tend towards existential doubts and insecurities. 

Pinel et al’s (2016) research on existential loneliness focuses on this sense of isolation from a 

“dominant social reality” or wider social collective (Pinel, Long, Murdoch and Helm, 2016, 

p.55). Here, existential loneliness is a lack of belonging to a wider group and the resulting loss 

of meaning. For Kierkegaard, this awareness would be the first step towards willing to be one's 

self. In the Existential Isolation Scale developed by Pinel et al, existential loneliness is linked to 

a sense of disconnect with others. This removal of the individual from the crowd is, for 

Kierkegaard, essential to the pursuit of an authentic self. Whilst a painful experience, it is both 

a signal that we are disconnected from others and ourselves and also the impetus we need to 

search for our authentic self. 

 

Kierkegaard describes despair as 'the sickness unto death'. Through experiencing this sense 

of 'sickness' or inauthentic being, one wishes for the death of this self, in order to find one's 

true self. When situations make us stop and consider our lives as finished projects, we are 

then forced to consider what we could have been, and in these moments we see the 

possibilities of our authentic self as a project unpursued. It is here that existential loneliness 

takes on the spin from a negative to potentially positive experience. Ettema (Ettema et al., 
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2010) highlights this duality in his research, where existential loneliness is both the alienation 

that comes from being a separate self and the potential value of this uniqueness. Ettema's 

description of existential loneliness as a 'total lack of relatedness' (Ettema et al., 2010, p.157) 

shows the potentially positive nature of this awareness. By no longer relating to a collective 

whole, we are more able to discover our individual self. Ettema et al refer to this element of 

existential loneliness as “an affirmative experience of one's lonely human nature by which one 

arrives at unique and thrilling sensations of being an individual” (Ettema et al., 2010, p.157.) 

Here, and for Kierkegaard, existential loneliness is a positive process of meaning construction, 

leading ultimately to the development of a true sense of self. 

 

End of life situations are the moments when we feel rootless from society because here we 

are alone in the experience of our imminent death. This rootlessness is also the freedom we 

need to leap into the unknown and towards our selves. It is in these moments that we cease 

to be distracted from our pursuit of self. It is this desire for distraction that Kierkegaard 

examines in his analysis of our role as individuals in society. 

 

3.2.3 The idea of levelling and social media use 

 

Kierkegaard regarded the 19th Century Danish press to be an example of a form of 

communication that had achieved a reach that made it too powerful. Its circulation gave it a 

disproportionate influence in society and one whose focus was on the innocuous or trivial 

(Nielsen, 2017). This can be scaled up to global levels with modern day social media platforms, 

presaged by Kierkegaard in his discussion of a “convenient little talking tube which could be 

heard over the whole land” (Stokes, 2018, p.1), with the internet playing the role of the global 

connectivity device, or 'little talking tube'. Kierkegaard was deeply suspicious of any means of 

mass consumption of information and opinion regarding these disproportionate means of 

communication as destructive to the individual. Irrespective of the content, Kierkegaard 

criticised the sheer scale of this style of super-sized communication as offering us varied 

information, packaged in the same way and presented with the same level of importance. He 

called this the 'levelling' of information, whereby the trivial, personal, global and meaningful 

were all given equal weighting and presented next to each other, with no differentiation. 
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Levelling's uniform display of information, regardless of its scale or importance, can be seen 

in the modern phenomena of the Facebook feed. Here, the trivial, private, mass produced, 

globally relevant and highly personal are all shown in a linear and unprioritised stream of 

'information events', connected through our ability to rate, 'like' or swiftly respond and move 

on. Passive consumption of this homogenised information anaesthetises us into the role of 

passive spectator. Idle consumption, for Kierkegaard, leads to a sluggish interaction with life. 

This numbing experience via immersion in society-driven information leads to the despair of 

not being one's self, at the heart of Kierkegaard's philosophy of self-actualisation through 

individuality. 

 

3.2.4 Passive social media use 

 

Dreyfus, in his essay 'Kierkegaard on the Information Highway' (Dreyfus, 1997) highlights the 

importance of our style of communicating and receiving information. Research on the positive 

link between the passive use of social media and higher levels of loneliness (Teppers et al., 

2014); Yang, 2016) highlights findings that connect decreased loneliness with active 

interaction with the platform (through actively making new connections, maintaining 

friendships and socialising with others). This contrasts to increased levels of loneliness and 

passive consumption of information and news on social media (by consuming the content of 

others and not interacting with it) which is a more prominent feature of the most popular 

social media platform, youTube (Smith & Anderson, 2018). 

 

This passive consumption of uploaded content links back to Kierkegaard's concern with the 

removal of the relevance and significance of our consumed information (Kierkegaard, 1974), 

meaning that the trivial and the meaningful are all accessed and consumed in the same way. 

 

“The temptation is to live in a world of stimulating images and 

simulated commitment and thus to lead a simulated life”. (Dreyfus, 

1997, p.4) 

 

The simulation discussed by Dreyfus here reflects the sense of a simulated, virtual world, 

whereby the illusion may seem more relevant to us than our physical reality. This concept is 
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seen later in Heidegger's notion of the significance of connection as dictating our sense of 

spatiality, set out in more detail below. 

 

Kierkegaard's 'public sphere' is a place where people absorb information and can react with 

an opinion but are powerless to act within it, consumed by the sheer mass of information. He 

emphasises the passive nature of receiving information and then expressing communal shows 

of approbation or approval, without needing to give any commitment to act. This passivity of 

involvement again echoes recent research into the link between passive consumption of social 

media (Yang, 2016) whereby well-being and loneliness are negatively impacted by passively 

receiving information or opinion from social media sites but not actively interacting with 

them, through uploading content or commenting on the content of others. Research in 2015 

by Verduyn (2015) links the drop in feelings of subjective well-being after passively using 

Facebook to a rise in envy. Here we can see a link between a desire to connect to others, a 

subsequent loss of connection through the experience of envy and the resulting impact on 

our sense of well-being, as shown in some research findings linking lowered well-being with 

social media connectivity (Verduyn, 2015). 

 

For Kierkegaard, this disembodied nature of consumption (communally dictated response and 

movement on to the next piece of news) threatens our existence as authentic selves. This 

disconnect creates a dislocated identity. Turkle (2011) regarded this phenomenon as being 

prominent during technology use, with some of our identity being in 'real life' and another 

version of it (or often many versions of it) being in a virtual, disembodied world. Continuity of 

self becomes impossible and therefore so does Kierkegaard's pursuit of the project of 

becoming one's self, causing a disconnection within one's self and one's world which is at the 

heart of existential loneliness. 

 

3.2.5 Anonymity and social media use 

 

Kierkegaard's criticism of the anonymity of his contemporary media also presages the 

anonymity of social media sites. His concern was less the hiding of an identity, via a 

pseudonym (a common practice in the 19th century and in modern social media use of 

manufactured profiles), and more the removal of a person's authentic self from their 
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comments. Kierkegaard highlights the potential lack of authenticity in any form on non face-

to-face communication. It is too easy, according to Kierkegaard, for one simply to not mean 

what you say, when communicating through the typed word. Anonymity here is a covering up, 

rather than a hiding from. This artificial fragmentation of self is an idea pursued later by Buber, 

as set out below. 

 

3.2.6 Triviality and Snapchat use 

 

The prominence given to the trivial, as seen by Kierkegaard, can be seen in the recent rise in 

popularity of ephemeral social interaction, whereby communication 'self destructs' on being 

read. Social media platforms which offer non-persistent communication are increasingly 

popular amongst young people (Smith & Anderson, 2018). One example, Snapchat, places 

ephemerality as the core of the experience. Conversations are automatically deleted, sending 

photos can only be done within the platform and are not stored, the sender is alerted when a 

message is read and if a post is screenshotted. Here, disposability is the primary function, 

creating a temporality within the platform and dictated by the platform. 

 

This 'in the moment' means of communicating has led to Snapchat being used primarily as a 

means of charting the everyday, trivial moment. Research on Snapchat describes it as “a space 

for exchanging small, context-rich moments”, contained a focus on fleeting instances of 

temporary meaning (Bayer, Ellison, Schoenebeck and Falk, 2019 p.26). Participants describe 

Snapchat entries as mundane and 'carefree', “they were just literally a picture of my face and 

a couple were, just something, I don't know exactly what it was but it was nothing” (Bayer, 

Ellison, Schoenebeck and Falk, 2019. p.19) 

 

This triviality is the emodiment of Kierkegaard's rejection of the trivial as a distraction from 

the authentic pursuit of self. However, research into Snapchat use shows it as generating a 

more positive mood than other social media platforms, but a more negative mood compared 

to face to face interactions (Bayer, Ellison, Schoenebeck and Falk, E, 2019). Whilst the 

ephemeral may not compare to real life interactions in enhancing mood, it may be a more 

enhancing means of communicating than the passive consumption of other social media sites. 

The nature of ephemeral social media platforms, like Snapchat, are that the user is engaged, 
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if only briefly. They are present, in that moment, and the other person is aware of this (through 

read message alerts, for example). Here, whilst trivial, we are fully connected to the other 

person, if only united over the amusement of a selfie. 

 

Here, we are able to see a possible criticism of Kierkegaard's work. His antipathy to the trivial 

in communication can be seen as the perspective of a white, Western male academic. By 

recommending all people to spend their time eschewing the everyday, Kierkegaard could be 

seen as belittling the lives of all those for whom daily life is a struggle of existence. Immersion 

in the trivial could be interpreted instead as a necessary focus on the everyday. For women in 

19th Century Denmark, it was not possible for them to release themselves from the 'trivialities' 

of everyday life. As a wealthy Western male, Kierkegaard's rejection of the distractions of the 

everyday can be seen as both impractical and patronising to those without the social privilege 

to spend their time rejecting everyday life for a pursuit of authenticity. 

 

It is also important to highlight the necessary social bonding experience of sharing the trivia 

of each other's lives, seen in Snapchat use. It is both possible and, in regards our state of well-

being, perhaps preferable for us to both share the 'small moments' of our lives (Bayer, Ellison, 

Schoenebeck, and Falk, 2019) whilst not becoming so lost in our social selves as to be 

permanently distracted from a pursuit of an authentic self. Here, the choices Kierkegaard 

made for himself, in rejecting marriage and social normality, can be seen as regarded by him 

to be the only routes to authenticity. Kierkegaard, like Sartre and Heidegger after him, made 

a personal choice about how to live his life, one that was convenient for a person in his 

situation, and extrapolated that to become a philosophical ideal for all people. 

 

Kierkegaard's minimisation of our role as social being is countered by the ideas of Buber who, 

in contrast, made our status as relational creatures a primary feature of his philosophy. For 

him it is through our connections with others that we are able to reach an authentic self and 

therefore find a route through the alienation of existential loneliness. Buber was perhaps the 

existentialist thinker most concerned with how humans relate to each other and therefore an 

analysis of his work can inform our understanding of how we successfully connect with others 

and the impact social media use may have on that connectivity. 
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3.3 Buber 

 

Buber's understanding of human relations focuses on the importance of quality in 

relationships. He, like Kierkegaard, understood the human need to be part of a collective, but, 

for Buber, the mindless immersion of self in the communal could be authentically challenged 

by removing the barrier of meaningless, collective communication (I-It) and forging authentic 

encounters between individuals (I-Thou) (Buber, 1971). 

 

3.3.1 I-It and I-Thou relations 

 

I-It relations are never spoken by the whole self, but instead regard the world as made up of 

separate things, boundaried from us. We are separated yet bound up within this world. I-Thou 

relations are spoken with the whole self and remove the barriers between beings, synthesising 

and merging, whilst still retaining our uniqueness. The I-Thou “goes beyond thoughts of how 

that person might be useful” (Ravenscroft, 2017, p.10) and instead meets in a spirit of faith 

and openness. The risks inherent in these unbounded, open encounters emphasise why, in 

life, we often feel more comfortable inhabiting bounded, separate I-It relations. 

 

Buber gives primacy to humans as relational beings fundamentally shaped by our perceptions 

of, and interactions with, our fellow humans. The meaning in our lives, our sense of self and 

our awareness of our role in the world are all given form and content by our relations with 

others. Authentic human encounter consists of the whole self of one being recognising and 

valuing the whole self of another, in a meeting which creates a unity and yet respects and 

preserves their individual uniqueness. It is not a perception of other beings as just one more 

thing amongst other things, within a world of detached things, “he is not a thing among 

things” (p.8, Buber, 1971). Buber's authentic relationships exist within a boundless but 

interwoven web of connections, a chain of relational experiences. 

 

Buber accepts the existential idea that we have an inevitable separateness, but his philosophy 

is rooted in our need for authentic encounters. Existential loneliness, for Buber, would exist 

within our inevitable I-It moments. For, whilst we should aim for I-Thou encounters, the reality 

of life is that we often slip into the ease of I-It relationships. I-It relationships ask little of us, 
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and therefore are easy to occupy, but simultaneously offer us little in way of meaningful 

encounter. If we limit ourselves only to I-It encounters, we risk feeling fundamentally 

separated from others for, in I-It encounters, it is the gap between us that is highlighted. 

However, it is not possible for this gap to exist within Buber's presentation of I-Thou 

encounters, as here our whole self meets the whole self of another; with no part left behind 

to feel separated or isolated. Buber's I-Thou therefore can offer respite from existential 

loneliness through a pursuit of I-Thou encounters and an understanding of their value. 

 

3.3.2 Buber and Existential Loneliness 

 

Buber's emphasis on quality of connection links to research attempting to define the 

experience of existential loneliness as a lack of meaningful connection, and the sense of 

alienation that results. The 'Existential Loneliness Questionnaire (Preliminary)' (Mayers, Khoo, 

& Svartberg, 2002) focuses its definitions of existential loneliness on the quality of our 

interpersonal connections. Of their 32 questionnaire items used to identify existential 

loneliness, 12 are specifically connected with the quality of our relations. The remaining 

questions relate to our sense of selves or our role in the world, arguably a clear result (for 

Buber) of our interactions with the world, i.e. others in the world. 

 

Pinel's Existential Isolation Scale (Pinel, E.; Long, A.; Murdoch, E.; Helm, 2016) has six 

questions which all focus on the quality of our relations with others (for example, “I usually 

feel like people share my outlook on life”; “Other people usually do not understand my 

experiences”.). Here, existential isolation is a lack of a type of relation, one where we feel 

understood, respected and sharers of mutual experiences. This respectful, individual yet 

shared experience is the core of Buber's I-Thou relationship. 

 

For Bolmsjo and Tengland (2018) existential loneliness can be summed up as alienation from 

others, and the sense of emptiness this brings. Here, we can see the results for humans who 

feel that no-one meets them in I-Thou encounters. They exist purely as subjects of I-It 

relations, passively being met in I-It encounters, whilst seeking out I-Thou connections. 

Existential loneliness, here, is the frustration that comes from fruitless connections, rather 

than disconnection. This emphasises the mutuality of I-Thou encounters. It is not enough for 
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one person to seek to meet others in a spirit of I-Thou; the other being must also be open and 

ready to encounter others in a spirit of fullness. 

 

In Bolmsjo and Tengland's research, the elderly residents (identified as experiencing 

existential loneliness) were focused on the importance of connecting authentically with 

others, but found resistance from others in meeting them in the fullness of the I-Thou 

encounter, leaving them feeling abandoned and frustrated. Residents are quoted as finding it 

“difficult to chit chat”, feeling “odd” compared to other people and they felt isolation from 

others who seemed to be “thinking about other things” (Bolmsjö and Tengland, 2018, p.9-10). 

 

Again, existential loneliness here is a sense of alienation or separateness from others, in 

contrast to Buber's unity of selves. Reaching out to others in order to encounter them 

authentically, openings one's whole self to another's whole self, can be seen as a potential 

counteracting of existential loneliness, focusing on meaningful connection. For Buber, primary 

attention is paid to the quality of the connection, not the existence of connections. 

 

3.3.3 Buber and Social Media Use 

 

Buber's focus on the quality of our relationships with others could shed light on the 

contrasting studies reporting links between social media use and increased loneliness, and 

social media use and decreased loneliness. Social media allows communication with others, 

through expressions of interest, approval or disapproval via their uploaded content. It 

encourages quick, instant responses to others, in short expressions (often software limited 

length/maximum characters), engaging with the content or with others’ remarks via opinion 

statements or images. Buber's emphasis on the 'fullness' of I-Thou connections could imply 

that the detached realities of social media communication may lead to a fragmented, 

detached encounter. Meeting another with one's full self may be handicapped by social 

media's use of brief, limited length messages. Its general external focus (for example, 

commenting on posts or videos) shifts conversations from the personal to a third party or 

experience. Here, emphasis is not on sharing ourselves or an opening of ourselves but is on 

discussing items external to us, for example liking generic posts or commenting on third party 

videos. 
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Another possible connection between social media use and an experience of existential 

loneliness is in our ability to curate our presented selves, fragmenting our beings into 

elements that we wish to show others. Personal presentation always allows for a selective 

showing of specifically chosen features (for example, what we choose to wear, what we 

choose to say or not to say) and this is equally true for face to face interactions, as well as 

online interactions. On social media, however, our presented selves can be excessively curated 

and successfully free from exposure. Presenting others with a curated version of ourselves is 

nothing new, however our ability to hide our non-presented qualities is hugely heightened by 

the distance and space offered in the world of online communication (Walther, 2007). 

Fundamental elements of ourselves can be concealed from encounters, including our gender, 

age and appearance. These can be removed or altered, offering either only part of ourselves 

or a different self to reality. 

 

Mehdizadeh's study on self-presentation on Facebook (2010) shows that users tend to 

construct identities through implicit, rather than explicit expression. This can be in the form 

of which pages they share or to what groups they belong. This 'show and tell' route to self-

presentation (Mehdizadeh, 2010) could be argued to lead to a fragmented and incomplete 

picture. Our inability to understand the whole of another's being is an existential given, yet 

the fragmented realities of online self-presentation could be seen to hinder the wholeness of 

Buber's I-Thou connection, by allowing only a partial meeting of those aspects of ourselves 

that we show through our online profiles. This fragmented offering of self does not allow for 

the open, full encounter recommended as essential for us by Buber. 

 

This fluidity of self-presentation however, can offer freedom in expression, allowing new (and 

potentially more authentic) realities of identity to be shown. Buber's authenticity of 

encounter with others is not necessarily harmed by the creation of new identities, if these are 

authentically part of our true, whole self (for example, presentation as woman/man; removal 

of race identity). The harm to the authentic I-Thou encounter lies in the false presentation of 

self. The self could become so curated that it becomes a false or partial representation, 

affecting the whole self meeting with another whole self in honest unity, essential to Buber's 

I-Thou relationship. 
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Presenting some elements of oneself over other aspects of one's life experience (Mehdizadeh, 

2010) could inhibit the I-Thou relationship from forming. By prioritising a show of success, for 

example, we then hide the elements of ourselves that may show a more complete picture, 

interwoven with vulnerabilities and failure. For Buber, by holding parts of ourselves back, we 

are destined to feel frustrated by our interactions with others. For social media to allow an 

authentic I-Thou encounter, both ourselves and others would need to open up entirely and 

respect this opening of others in an honest union. Both the time constraints, the message 

length restraints and the limitations of disembodied communication make this kind of 

encounter harder to achieve online. 

 

Yet, the instantaneousness of social media communication can allow for immediate and 

therefore perhaps more authentic connections. Whilst our selves may be curated, the 

immediate nature of instant messaging via social media, for example, might encourage less 

curation of presentation than written communication via email/letter. Social media 

communication might also allow, in its disembodiment, a less restrained communication than 

face to face encounters, with their socially inherited norms of acceptable behaviour or topics 

of conversation. (Burke and Kraut, 2014)  

 

The meeting of individuals does not necessarily rely on a physical reality of encounter, but can 

be based on whole selves meeting (virtually) and respecting the other's individuality. Divorced 

of social and physical contexts, this may be more likely in the virtual world, unencumbered by 

geographical or social constraints.  Buber's ultimate I-Thou relation is a human's relationship 

with god. Buber regards this as the perfect form of I-Thou relationship because it can never 

be less than I-Thou; in Buber's eyes, because it can never become I-It (Ravenscroft, 2017, 

p.41). This relationship of human with god is a disembodied event, showing that, for Buber, a 

face to face encounter may not be needed for an authentic I-Thou experience. 

 

Authentic encounter, for Buber, is found in the mutuality of I-Thou encounters. Here we accept 

the whole of a person without desiring to alter it, or focus only on those elements of 

themselves that may be useful to us (Buber, 1971). The other person meets us in the same 

spirit. Through our encounter with them, we see ourselves as holistic beings, not separated 
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and fragmented creatures. Meaningful connections can be seen as establishing a fundamental 

sense of belonging within the world, at odds with the sense of disconnect within the 

experience of existential loneliness. 

 

Arguably, it is during moments of passively experiencing others' lives that we most accurately 

reflect Buber's distinction between I-It and I-Thou encounters. When we meet others on an I-

It level using bounded, limited relationships, we glide over their surface and experience only 

parts of them, giving only parts of ourself, and thereby we retain an inherent separateness. 

During I-Thou encounters we have the potential to become our selves, relating to others in a 

profound level of mutual becoming rather than experiencing them as objects to consume: “... 

reduced to the status of It, something that can be used or quantified or ordered, as if by a 

detached observer” (Ravenscroft, 2017, p.37). 

 

In Buber's philosophy, it is our encounters with others which define and create our selves 

(Ravenscroft, 2017). By limiting ourselves to a majority of I-It relations, we are prioritising 

these I-It relations, thereby creating an I-It self, one which will ultimately dissatisfy and lead 

to an estrangement from our potential I-Thou selves. An overwhelmingly I-It self has 

implications for the likelihood of experiencing existential loneliness, shown to be an 

experience of intra and interpersonal alienation. 

 

Being relational creatures, we have a desire to connect with others, shown by our increasing 

use of social media. The studies that show our well-being as negatively affected by social 

media use could be a reflection of Buber's focus on quality of connections (Kross et al, 2013). 

By entering the world of social media, we are seeking out meaningful connections and yet 

return frustrated by the prevalence of I-It relations, caused by the nature of social media 

communication. Alternatively, those people who are frustrated by a lack of authentic 

connections in real life, for example, members of specific interest groups or minority groups, 

may find social media more satisfying as a means of establishing friendships with other like-

minded people (Mittelstadt, 2016). Their use of social media to make friends and forge 

connections also links to the study on active versus passive use of social media sites (Teppers 

et al., 2014), suggesting that both our motives for engaging with social media and our 

everyday use of it will alter its affect on our selves as beings in a social world. 
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3.4 Heidegger 

  

Heidegger (1889-1976) recognised, as did Kierkegaard before him, that humans desire the 

distracting clamour of others. However, he suggests that we must try to reject this distracting 

authority of our social world, in order to understand our authentic selves and alleviate our 

sense of our fundamental meaninglessness in the world. 

 

3.4.1 Being-There 

 

Much of Heidegger’s philosophy places humans firmly in a social context. The infrastructure 

of our surroundings is our total understanding of the world and hence our selves, as beings 

firmly placed in it. This immediate and everyday reality of the world constitutes who we are. 

 

For Heidegger, the defining feature of human beings is to search for meaning, particularly in 

their own existence. He defined humans as Dasein or beings for whom their own being is 

something to be understood and worked through, via choices and introspection. This state 

contrasts with beings for whom their own existence is not of active interest to them (Braver, 

2014). Dasein are born into a world which pre-exists them and are shaped by their social 

context. No Dasein exists alone and we are essentially beings that are placed both in a physical 

context, through the ‘there’ of Dasein’s translation as ‘being-there’, and in a social context as 

beings-with (mit-sein). Heidegger’s pursuit of authentic living is ultimately a desire to reconcile 

the needs of Dasein as an individual with its intrinsically embedded social self. This is achieved, 

for Heidegger, through the experience of 'anxiety', or a sense of meaninglessness and loss of 

communal self. This anxiety is brought about by an anticipation of one’s own death as the loss 

of one’s Being (Being is here capitalised, with the Heideggerian convention, to delineate 

between being = human and Being = the act of being Dasein). 

  

3.4.2 Heidegger and Existential Loneliness 
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Heidegger’s presentation of anxiety reflects the experience of existential loneliness. They both 

focus on a sense of disconnect with the world, via an awareness of our own mortality. This 

leaves us feeling uncomfortable with our previously comforting world and alienated from 

those around us. For Heidegger, we become aware of the world as it is only when it ceases to 

function for us and we find ourselves outside it. When we are confronted with the anticipation 

of our own death, we are no longer able to immerse ourselves unthinkingly in our connections 

with others (McKinney, 2017, p.430). Yet, through this sense of disconnection with others, we 

are able to find a sense of ourselves, “as the world slips away, we obtrude” (Critchley, 2009). 

This is the start of our authentic self emerging, enabling us to alter how we engage with the 

world, as an individual within it. 

 

The barrier to this emerging self is our immersion in the dominant social world, referred to by 

Heidegger as das Man (translated by Macquarrie as The They) (Martin Heidegger, 1962, 

p.164/128). This exerts an authority over us, through life, because we willingly transfer 

responsibility to it. Telling us what we enjoy, what we feel, what we think and how we should 

react, membership of das Man relieves us of the weight of our freedom. McKinney’s (2017) 

analysis of Heidegger’s concept of das Man suggests that all instances of intention, whether 

in thought, speech or action, are either echo-like repetitions of das Man’s pronouncements 

or are expressions of our authentic self (McKinney, 2017, p.433). This binary choice means 

that any rejection of immersion in das Man will inevitably allow our authentic self to appear. 

 

Therefore, by signing ourselves over to das Man, we relinquish self-ownership and therefore 

exist in a state of disconnection with our selves, a state of lost-ness. Wrestling our authority 

back from das Man allows us to regain our selves and therefore gives us an authentic route to 

being (Simon Critchley, 2009). The inherent anxiety and isolation caused by this exertion of 

our individuality highlights the negative effects of this pursuit of authenticity. 

 

Heidegger therefore highlights the dual nature of existential loneliness, as a negative 

experience leading potentially to a positive outcome. This dual nature echoes research into 

existential loneliness, particularly by Ettema et al (2010) who highlighted the sense of 

existential loneliness as a condition and experience to endure and yet a process through which 

one can achieve personal growth. Whilst the sense of isolation inherent in this experience is 
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negative, the achievement of a genuine connection with our selves is the positive element of 

the process. This duality of experience is unique to the existential form of loneliness, as 

opposed to either objective or subjective loneliness. 

 

Just as current research into the experience of existential loneliness focuses on end of life 

care, Heidegger sees death as playing a pivotal role in the experience of both anxiety and its 

corresponding state of authenticity. Our absorption in the everyday life dictated by das Man 

is broken when we realize that membership of this comforting collective cannot protect us 

from our own nothing-ness at death. This inevitable negation of our individual Being forces us 

to see das Man as a reassuring but ultimately meaningless illusion of an eternity that is 

unachievable. 

 

Mayers and Svatberg's work (2002) with the HIV community highlighted four main themes 

within existential loneliness in this group. The research showed that participants felt that their 

feelings of loneliness could be combated by a sense that they had: made valuable 

contributions to their community; been productive within their society; achieved a sense of 

meaning in their life; felt connected with others around them. These four elements are all 

based within the world of the collective, with even the sense of a search for meaning 

operating within the communally accepted meanings offered by das Man. Inevitably, we are 

enmeshed within this collective world but research here shows that it is how we perform, and 

are seen to perform, within this world which determines how we feel about exiting it. Here, 

loneliness can be assuaged by a sense that one remains, in memoriam, a well performing 

member of the collective. 

 

In death, we see our finitude and are made profoundly anxious by this collision with our own 

temporality. Everything feels meaningless in the face of our extinction and our previous social 

world is rendered uncomfortably irrelevant to us. We no longer feel part of its security and 

thus are alienated from it. A nursing study into existential loneliness highlighted patients with 

severe illnesses or infirmities as feeling an 'immediate' and  'acute' sense of separation with 

others, on reaching the ends of their lives (Bolmsjö & Tengland, 2018, p.5). They report living 

in the nursing home and feeling as if they are in a separate world to others, “I don't want to 

drag them into my world (Bolmsjö & Tengland, 2018, p.6) There is a fear of being forgotten 
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from the earth, showing a sense of permanent alienation from the collective. Others use 

words like 'extinguished' and 'lost', with one describing her current life as being “incarcerated 

in an impenetrable prison” (Bolmsjö & Tengland, 2018, p.7). Here, their sense of existential 

loneliness is clearly grounded in their disappearance from the collective. They no longer feel 

part of a group and therefore feel their isolation acutely. For them, death is a more severe but 

inevitable continuation of this ultimate alone-ness. Their lack of use within the collective is 

also highlighted in the research, with one woman believing her death to be linked to her failing 

ability to be of use to the collective: “I felt like, well. 'Now you're done … through … out you 

go!'” (Bolmsjö & Tengland, 2018 p.8). 

 

An interesting conclusion from modern research on existential loneliness is that, on being 

confronted with their death and their inevitable individuality, participants wished for more 

connectivity, not less. All research is united in showing that individuals, contrary to 

Heidegger's philosophy, do not desire an emergence of the individual on realisation of their 

own mortality. There is no sense that authenticity and self-awareness grow when the 

individual emerges from the collective, on approaching their own death. All studies showed 

participants as regretting their removal from the collective and being highly distressed over 

their loss of collective identity. It is possible that research to date has focused mainly on the 

negative sides of the experience, with studies quoting participants who are voicing doubts 

and concerns. Future research looking at how the experience may be contributing towards 

their personal growth could be interesting when looking further at Heidegger's notion of the 

individual growing authentically beyond the collective. 

 

For Heidegger, however, this removal of individual from collective can focus our attention on 

ourselves, previously subsumed in the daily cares of das Man. We can now see our 

inauthenticity, as it has been, opening new routes for how we can now be, as authentic 

individuals. This awareness frees us to make our own choices, based on our own preferences 

rather than those of the wider social world, and we can begin to inhabit our own lives, rather 

than those of das Man. By becoming aware of being responsible for one’s own death, one is 

opened up to the possibility of being responsible for one’s own life. With that, we achieve self-

identity, reframed with a focus on our own individual self but remaining within our social 

world, or Mitwelt. 
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3.4.3 Heidegger and Social Media Use 

 

In many ways, modern social media use is the ultimate declaration of this Mitwelt, or shared 

social world, allowing intimate and continuous sharings of self (via Instagram feeds, Twitter 

posts or Facebook status updates). As beings living with others, social media are natural 

manifestations of this shared life. Our desire to be in constant connection with others is seen 

by the rapid dominance of social media as framing our main screen time, whether in the form 

of Twitter’s written word, Instagram’s image-based platform or YouTube’s video format. In a 

2018 Pew Research poll, 68% of Americans used Facebook, rising to 78% for people aged 30-

49 and 81% for aged 18-24. Similar figures were reported for YouTube use, with 91% of young 

people, 18-29, using YouTube at least once a day. 

 

This is echoed by Heidegger’s insistence that being-with others is not necessarily a physical 

act. In section IV of Being and Time, he discusses how Dasein can be with others and still be 

alone, and similarly how we can be physically alone and yet still feel connected (Heidegger, 

1962, p.157/121); an ultimate expression found in the physical vacuum of cyberspace 

connectivity. Some research shows an increase in well-being, self-esteem and loneliness levels 

after social media use, creating some of the confusing findings discussed earlier. Research on 

the Spanish social media platform, Tuenti, showed positive correlations between time spent 

on the site and teenagers' socialising and perception of well-being (Apaolaza et al., 2013). 

These findings, however, indicated a clear link between the teenagers' perceptions of their 

well-being and their background levels of self-esteem and loneliness. These pre-existing levels 

seemed to play a major role in their well-being levels when online. 

 

This sense of the value of a shared world experience can be seen in the story of Mats Steen 

(Schaubert, 2019) who suffered from Duchenne muscular dystrophy and, until his death, lived 

a full and interactive life via the game World of Warcraft. His parents and friends online state 

that his “person and the character became one” (Schaubert, 2019, p.1) and that, through his 

life onscreen, his “chains are broken and I can be whoever I want to be” (Schaubert, 2019, 
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p.1). One gamer remarked that through their online lives they “can discover each other 

without stereotypes in the way” (Schaubert, 2019, p.1). This reflects an authentic encounter 

with others, whereby distance is truncated and connections are made within an online 

Mitwelt. 

 

Heidegger's analysis our Mitwelt is preoccupied with the ideas of space and interpersonal 

relationships. These can illuminate an examination of loneliness, as an experience of 

dislocation and disconnection. Emphasis is placed on the disembodied nature of our 

perception of nearness and distance, with activities on our phone now feeling closer to us 

than the physical world around us. This sense of disconnect can contribute to, what Heidegger 

refers to as, rootlessness, an immersion in “the illusion of a world that is no world” (Heidegger, 

1966, p.48). Here, the significance we attribute to something or someone dictates their spatial 

relevance to us. A stranger sitting next to us can seem at a further distance to us than a friend 

we are messaging on our phone. This contraction of space and distance, a primary feature of 

social media, alters the significance of objects around us.  

 

This ability to create our own spatiality is a positive feature of social media use, as seen in 

studies that show how it can be used to bring groups together, regardless of physical 

limitations. This is supported by research showing that the possible correlation between 

loneliness and social media use may be because the heaviest social media users are those that 

were most lonely before use, with this feeling driving them online to achieve connectivity. 

Research by Song (2014) indicates that lonely people use Facebook to plug a social gap. This 

might imply that the link between social media use and loneliness indicates that more lonely 

people use these platforms and therefore the link exists because of background conditions, 

rather than immediate results of social media. Recommended research from this study 

focused on the need to understand the motivations behind social media use for lonely and 

also non-lonely people, further illuminating this possible correlation. 

 

3.4.4 Das Man and idle talk 

 

For Heidegger, there are authentic and inauthentic ways of being Dasein within this shared 

world. The inevitable, yet inauthentic, path is to become immersed in the world of das Man, 
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a state labelled ‘fallen-ness’ by Heidegger. Within this mindless immersion, one disengages 

with one's self and over-identifies with the communal, defined by Critchley as “intractable 

thatness” (Critchley, S. 2002, p.168). This can take the form of idle talk and ambiguity. The 

latter is similar to Kierkegaard’s concept of levelling, whereby we cease to differentiate 

between genuine understanding and a superficial or non-genuine understanding. The former 

is Heidegger’s perception of the distracting nature of das Man, again echoing Kierkegaard’s 

idea that we become overly focused on the trivial and entertaining. The danger, for Heidegger, 

is that we tranquilise ourselves to the issue that underpins us, our own being. This links us 

back to Heidegger’s definition of Dasein as a being for whom one’s being is an issue for it, 

whereby our Being is determined by our ability for self-reflection. If we allow our absorption 

in das Man to distract ourselves from this self-reflective task, we are rejecting our unique 

Being and hindering our authenticity in life (Heidegger, 1962, 9.32/12). 

 

Idle talk and ambiguity can be seen as features of social media output, with its varied output 

accessed with little or no prioritising of content. YouTube, as a social media platform rapidly 

increasing in popularity (Smith, Aaron; Anderson, 2018) could be seen as an example of these 

Heideggerian concepts. Whilst recognising one’s interests, through an analysis of previously 

viewed content, YouTube also prominently lists videos that are ‘trending’. This is a visual 

declaration of the social preferences of das Man, showing us what others, nameless and 

faceless others, are preferring to watch. One click onto a trending video and multiple related 

options appear, with the default autoplay option opening one video immediately after the 

initial one ends. This results in a stream of videos recommended for you by an algorithm based 

on what the majority of users are watching: an immersible das Man content. 

 

Here, again, we see a link between the type of social media use and the impact of it on our 

sense of connectivity with others. Passive use (as highlighted by previous studies) is most 

detrimental to feelings of well-being and connectivity. YouTube is primarily a passive medium, 

for the consumption of videos, with the majority of users being passive consumers of 

previously uploaded content. YouTube published statistics show that one billion hours of 

videos are watched daily (“YouTube in numbers,” 2019). Whilst Facebook use declines in 

young people, use of YouTube is increasing (Smith & Anderson, 2018), though this also seems 
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to be replacing traditional television watching, showing that perhaps one passive usage is 

merely replacing another. 

 

It could be argued that, by being a necessary member of a wider social group which prescribes 

our everyday norms, we should seek to conform to it, much as we would consult any expert 

when attempting to become proficient at something (McKinney, 2017. p.144). When seeking 

to learn a skill or gain information, the sensible modern route would be to search for advice 

from an expert, a path now freely accessible without having to leave one’s home, via YouTube. 

However, Heidegger regards the danger as coming when we mistake the voice of the many for 

the voice of the proficient or wise. By following a shapeless ‘public’ voice, we allow others to 

exercise authority over us, with their level of expertise unknown within their anonymity. This 

facelessness can leave us feeling disconnected and knowing little about those with whom we 

seek to connect. Vloggers are ultimately unknown to us except through those parts of 

themselves that they periodically open up to our consumption. In this way, we seek 

connectivity but are ultimately only engaging in a very limited way, exacerbating our sense of 

isolation, whilst in the midst of seeking relief from it. 

 

3.4.5 Functionality and enframing 

 

The Heideggerian concept of enframing, creating an environment whereby people and nature 

become objects of use to us, is relevant to the analysis of social media use as it links to the 

idea that we order the world around us based on its measurability and manipulability 

(Wheeler, 2018, 3.3). Our sense of connectivity with others, on social media, is achieved by 

the response of others to us. Here, the platforms enable us to chart these reactions via 

measurable responses. Likes on Facebook or views on YouTube are all convenient ways to 

measure the success of our communication with others, and whether we have succeeded in 

connecting with them. Communication exists in a framework of usefulness and convenience. 

This initially begins as convenience of access but then moves into convenience of style of 

communication and type of content consumed. Messages, as the platform chosen means of 

communication, are intrinsically linked to images, in Snapchat and Instagram, or video 

content, in YouTube. Our connectivity with others is thus dictated by the limitations of the 

platform, with its initial convenience becoming a limitation we willingly accept and adapt to. 
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Technology, according to Heidegger, is a means of enframing the world, or reducing it to its 

role as being ‘of use’ to us (Braver, 2014, p.195). Yet the rise in the phenomenon of digital 

detoxing shows that, what began as of use to us, becomes something we struggle to control. 

By allowing communication with others only to be revealed to us as something useful, 

Heidegger argues that we are then concealing the other potential ways that communication 

could exist for us. Enframement gives us a mono view of our world with others, as items of 

use, and therefore excludes other routes to being with others. The rise in social media use 

shows an increasing exclusion of other ways of being with others.  

 

This sense of technology as framing our type of communication is seen in Turkle’s book, Alone 

Together (Turkle, 2011), where she researches technology use amongst all age groups. 

Increasingly, she sees people choosing the speed and efficiency of social media messaging and 

then feeling trapped within its framework. As one man states, “technology sets expectations 

about speed” and within this fast-paced environment, Turkle is concerned for the removal of 

a place for conversations about ‘vulnerabilities’. (Turkle, 2011, p.163). Similarly, Turkle’s 

interviewees show their reliance upon their screen time to give shape to their lives, in part 

exclusion of other forms of communicating. One participant mentions glancing at their 

Blackberry “to get a sense of my life” (Turkle, 2011, p.163). Turkle tries to show us how 

technology use can exclude other ways of being in the world, by absorbing our time spent 

communicating with others into a convenient online portal. This focus on virtual connectivity 

can exclude, if only by sheer amount of time spent online, other forms of communication, 

particularly face to face. She regards this as leaving us feeling held hostage by the very means 

of communication we turn to for convenient connectivity. 

 

Similarly, Turkle regards our use of connectivity, as something purely functional, to be 

damaging in itself. Here, we see echoes of Heidegger’s concern about enframing others, 

seeing them as defined by their use to us. Turkle, like Heidegger, believes that how we treat 

others then frames how we see ourselves. By ‘inventing ways’ to treat people as useful 

objects, she says that we are risking our own sense of self being reduced to something 

consumable: “the self that treats a person as a thing is vulnerable to seeing itself as one” 

(Turkle, 2011, p.168). We can reduce others to functional roles by, for example, using them to 
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enhance our self-esteem, via an amount of likes on a Facebook post, or as a means to increase 

our visibility on YouTube, via shared videos or views. Here, the consumption of online social 

connections as useful to us renders us in a corresponding position for others.  By ‘using’ others 

as a means to a social end, we are suggesting that we too are consumable, reducing both 

others and ourselves to points of function. The inherent risk being that, once our function is 

no longer of use, we are then disposable, having no inherent value to each other. This danger 

could be countered, perhaps, by using Buber’s focus on the quality of the connection made, 

over the speed and efficiency of its establishment. 

 

When communication fails to make us feel connected, it no longer fulfills its purpose for us. It 

becomes, in Heideggerian terms, unready-to-hand or failing to work as it should. We become 

aware of it in its failure to achieve our aims and we then see it in its failings. This makes us 

aware of the role it is not fulfilling, and we can see what we need from it. When our form of 

connectivity makes us feel more unhappy (Lin,et al, 2016), more anxious (Primack et al., 2017) 

and more lonely (Jin, 2013), we are then open to analyse what we need from our 

communication which we are not getting. When our relationships cease to work for us, we 

are then more able to look at them from the outside. By removing their ease of use, an ease 

we take for granted during its working moments, we are forced to inspect the role they are no 

longer playing. In an analysis of the gap that now exists, we can see what we have lost in their 

absence. Then, we are more able to judge their true worth to us, through their conspicuous 

absence, thereby opening up possibilities of pursuing more meaningful connections. 

 

For Heidegger, a balance is needed whereby we can use technology without being subsumed 

by it. This 'mindful' use of technology involves an ability to recognise its value and use it for 

our benefit, whilst approaching it with Gelassenheit, an unconcerned releasement  

(Heidegger, 1966, p.54). This approach can be seen in studies showing that how we use social 

media is as important for its impact on our well-being, specifically our sense of isolation, as 

how often we use it. The use of social media for social skills compensation and, ironically, for 

reducing our feelings of loneliness is linked to higher levels of loneliness. Whereas using social 

media for making new friends is related to lower levels of loneliness. This is shown in research 

by Teppers et al (Teppers et al., 2014) which focuses on the importance of how we use social 

media, with active use of Facebook for making new friends, alleviating feelings of subjective 
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loneliness. Similar research by Burke and Kraut (2014) showed that active use, via one to one 

communication, increased tie strength with others. In contrast, one-click actions, such as likes 

gave no enhanced relationship value. In opposition to other research studies, this study also 

showed that passively receiving the broadcasting of friends, for example reading their posts 

on Facebook or watching their uploaded content, was associated with increased tie strength. 

Here, similar to the previously cited Snapchat study (Bayer, Ellison, Schoenebeck and Falk, 

2019), it is reported that we can grow closer to our friends just by “quietly taking in the 

mundane details of another’s life” (Burke & Kraut, 2014, p.9). 

 

These negative connotations with passive social media use reflect Heidegger's rejection of 

passive superficiality. For him, authenticity, and through it a deeper connection with our 

selves, is achieved through action rather than passivity; his is a philosophy of propulsion and 

active movement through life. 

 

Heidegger's emphasis on being able to use technology and then set it aside is also seen in 

studies on internet addiction and depression, with research showing that depressive patients 

have a 36% higher chance of suffering from internet addiction (Dieris-Hirche et al., 2017). 

Further research on this area would be interesting in order to see what symptoms of 

depression cause increased tendencies to rely unhealthily on internet use, what aspects of 

the internet are most relied upon and whether internet addiction was a result of, or a catalyst 

for, depression. 

 

Research on social media driven anxiety also highlights the tension between using and 

depending upon technology. The phenomenon of FOMO (Fear Of Missing Out) can cause users 

to overly immerse themselves in social media sites. This moves them from Heidegger's 

'unconcerned' use of technology as a tool to feeling overwhelmed by a need to be present in 

the virtual world, for fear of missing events or conversations that might be taking place 

(Tarsha, 2016). This fear of isolation is then turned into frequent visits to social media sites 

and attempts to bond instantly with others, in order to alleviate our sense of disconnect, 

whilst ultimately resulting in a frustration at its inability to satisfy.  Research on cell phone use 

within romantic relationships saw a positive correlation between screen use and lower 

relationship satisfaction and life satisfaction, with researchers noting the irony that “cell 
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phones, originally designed as a communication tool, may actually hinder rather than foster 

satisfying relationships among romantic partners” (Roberts & David, 2016, p.140). 

 

As there is little research on the experience of existential loneliness, its features can be more 

clearly illuminated through this analysis of the philosophy beneath the concept. Kierkegaard 

focuses on our need to be our own selves, within the overwhelming collective. This links to 

the social media desire to be connected and yet needing to retain our unique identity within 

this pervasive clamour. For Buber, existential loneliness is a reaction to the quality of our 

connections. By focusing on how we expose ourselves to others and how we react to their 

exposure of themselves to us, we can increase our feelings of connectivity with others. 

Heidegger recognized the role that death plays in the experience of existential loneliness, 

reflected in the prevalence of research within end of life care situations. For him, we can 

challenge disconnection by gaining personal authenticity through an acceptance of ourselves 

as beings towards death. Heidegger also highlights our intrinsic social nature and our need to 

recognize this social role whilst coming to terms with our isolated position within it, leading 

to the dichotomous sense of connection and disconnection at the heart of existential 

loneliness.  
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4. Discussion and clinical implications 

 

This review uniquely examines a possible link between social media use and existential 

loneliness. Having analysed the links between the philosophical groundings of existential 

loneliness, current research on the experience and the effects of our social media use on our 

loneliness levels, this discussion chapter will synthesise the key theories discussed in the 

literature review as well as explore the clinical implications for this area. 

 

4.1 The individual challenging existential loneliness 

 

Significant to therapeutic practice is Kierkegaard’s idea of ‘willing to be oneself’ which focuses 

on letting the individual rise from within the collective. This could be used in therapy for clients 

who are immersed in an everyday ‘being’ and too busy to focus on ‘becoming’ themselves. 

Allowing a client time and space to focus on their own self encourages a clearer self-

perspective. Existential psychotherapist, van Deurzen, highlights this connection between 

inauthenticity and alienation from others and one’s self, seeing therapy as a means of healing 

this disconnection and restoring authenticity (van Deurzen, 2012, p.57). 

 

Through therapy, a client can start to recognise their authentic self and also the implications 

of how they present themselves to others. Within the anonymity of social media 

communication, it is possible for the client to present fractured or inauthentic versions of 

themselves to others. If social media use is dominant in their means of connecting with others, 

this fracturing can cause a disconnected personal sense of one’s self. Continuity of the self-

identity, as exposed by social media use, can then be explored in therapy.  

 

Therapy practice can also be enhanced by Kierkegaard’s notion of ‘levelling’(Kierkegaard, 

1974). Here, a client can be encouraged to analyse their lives and their connections to see 

what is truly important and valuable to them. Social media’s inclination to present all 

information as of equal value can have repercussions for clients when they are attempting to 

define the value of differing aspects of their lives. Kierkegaard’s ‘levelling’ could help a client 

to focus on what is important to them, extricating those things that are peripheral or possibly 

trivial. This sense of the trivial also reflects back to Kierkegaard’s idea of our social inclination 
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towards triviality. Therapy could enable the client to analyse their everyday distractions and 

see which are valuable to them and which are ultimately meaningless to their pursuit of an 

authentic self.  

 

4.2 The quality of our relationships challenging existential loneliness 

 

Existential psychotherapist, Cooper, focuses on the importance of the therapeutic relationship 

as an embodiment of the I-Thou encounter, with the therapist representing the wider world 

as a participant in meaningful encounters (Cooper, 2015, p.47). This reflects Buber’s focus on 

the quality of our connections with others is of particular therapeutic interest. Here, our 

interpersonal relationships are given priority and an analysis of how we operate within these 

connections can be the focus of therapy sessions. The implications of Buber’s idea of a chain 

of connected relationships could be explored in therapy to understand the repercussions of 

one relationship upon another and the inevitable repercussions upon a client and her sense 

of self. Within this chain of connections, clients can be encouraged to identify those people 

who share their outlook and with whom they have a mutuality of experience, echoing Buber’s 

I-Thou relationships. These could be focused on and other connections, locked in an I-It style, 

could be improved upon or diminished in their importance to the client.  

 

The importance of presenting a whole, authentic self to others, as seen in Buber’s philosophy, 

could be explored in therapy sessions. If a client feels trapped in one identity, do they use 

social media to free their self-presentation? Could they show a more authentic self online, 

unhindered by physical or environmental limitations? Further therapeutic exploration could 

explore their fears over taking this potential path and how these concerns could be explored 

and overcome. These alternate self-identities could then be explored within the safe confines 

of the therapy room, allowing the client freedom to express different versions of themselves, 

particularly their online vs offline selves. Therapy could then explore how these identities feel 

when ‘worn’ by the client, allowing a possible route towards greater authenticity. This, in turn, 

could help clients suffering from anxiety or disorders associated with a disconnection with 

one’s self, for example dissociative disorders. 

 

For Buber, how we meet and interact with others is of primary importance. How we use social 
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media could be explored in therapy sessions to identify if a client’s use of social media creates 

or develops on existing ones. Does the client feel they present their whole authentic self 

across the various social media platforms and, if not, what is preventing them from doing so? 

This may reveal which aspects of their self-presentation are the most important to them, and 

which they feel are identities behind which they may hide. 

 

The therapeutic importance of these meta-perceptions, or ways that we believe we are 

perceived by others, is highlighted by Cooper (2015). Here, social media can be seen as 

exacerbating our tendency to presuppose people’s perceptions of us and to try to shape these 

meta-perceptions by using impression management (Cooper, 2015, p.175). This over-reliance 

on external displays, intrinsic within the visual arena of social media, can lead to a distorted 

way of viewing other people. This in turn can alter how we view ourselves, with Cooper stating 

that “the more we perceive others in terms of their outward appearances, the more we may 

end up perceiving ourselves in a negative light” (Cooper, 2015, p.175). This focus on externals, 

at the detriment of a more internalised projection of self, can alert the therapist to a tendency 

towards I-It relations. 

 

4.3 Learning and growth through existential loneliness 

 

One of Heidegger’s most valuable contributions, building on Kierkegaard’s work, is the idea 

that anxiety and existential loneliness, or an alienation from others, could be a positive trigger 

to change (Heidegger, 1962). Here the experience is to be embraced and analysed, through 

which it could be used to enhance our future self-identify and our role in the world. One such 

analysis could focus on our communal self and our individual self, and the confrontations 

between them. Understanding how far our communal self reflects our authentic individual 

self can be particularly helpful for clients who feel embedded deeply in a social context, for 

example within family or work lives. Is this involvement in the communal self an escape from 

taking personal responsibility for one’s life? Is there a prioritisation of the communal self over 

a pursuit of the authentic self and how can therapy help an individual to rise from within the 

collective?  

 

This emphasis on the individual is a focus of the work of van Deurzen who regards authenticity 
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as “about what is one’s own and what is not” (van Deurzen, 2012, p.61). Guiding a client 

towards an understanding of who they are and the values they own is an important 

therapeutic exercise in learning to accept those things that one is not and can not be. Here, 

the opportunities of one’s freedom to be is also linked to the reality of one’s own limitations. 

Accepting the facticity of one’s life can also then be explored in therapy, triggered by an 

acceptance of their experience of existential loneliness.  

 

Heidegger’s concept of Gelassenheit, or a mindful use of technology (Heidegger, 1966), can 

be important for clients who present with busy, online lives. Explorations during therapy can 

look at how much time is spent online, and how in control a client feels of their screen time, 

particularly their social media use. A client could explore their positive and negative responses 

to social media use. The activities for which they have a positive reaction could be enhanced; 

those activities for which they have a negative reaction could be analysed and attempts made 

to diminish this effect on their lives.  

 

Heidegger’s other valuable contribution to this discussion is how we treat others within our 

lives. Do we see others as performing a function for us? Within therapy we can explore if a 

client focuses most on the functionality of others to them? The danger of reducing others to 

functional beings within our world could be explored, including the implications this may have 

on our own self-identity. Are we treating others as objects to be used or do we feel that we 

are treated by others as objects for their use? Clients presenting from abusive environments 

may need to explore previous ways that they have been reduced to a functional role by others. 

An awareness of how this may lead them to treat others as functional could also be valuable 

here. 

 

Leading existential psychotherapist, Yalom, charts the implications for treating others as 

functional objects within one’s life. For him, this way of interacting negates a more holistic 

approach to others. It disallows a true knowledge of the other person and ensures that we 

only see one element of them, the one that is of use to us. By not allowing a full presentation 

of themselves to us, we disaffirm their existence (Yalom, 1980, p.376), hindering an authentic 

relationship. A frank discussion, in therapy, of a client’s interpersonal relationships could 

illuminate the implications of functionality in relationships. Is the client disallowing other 
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people’s full presentation of themselves out of fear or anxiety? Is there anything in their 

previous relationships which makes them wary of exposing themselves to others? It is possible 

that clients reject other people for fear of having to reciprocate this full exposure, and this can 

be explored through both their choice of interpersonal connectivity and, crucially, through the 

therapeutic relationship. 

 

Finally, Heidegger’s idea of spatiality is important in therapy (Coyne, 1998). A discussion of 

who we feel close to could take from Heidegger his ideas of a person’s relevance to us as 

dictating their sense of distance or closeness to us. Who does the client feel close to? Is it the 

person they live with or is it a person online?  What is it about that relationship that makes 

them feel close to that person? Conversely, what is it about that relationship that makes them 

feel distant from a person? Explorations of these topics could illuminate their interpersonal 

relationships and help them create positive relationships in the future, learning to avoid 

relationships that may be negative for them.  

 

Ultimately, existential loneliness can be therapeutically explored by an analysis, first and 

foremost, of our selves. The focus of existential philosophers on developing our individual 

authentic self, highlights the therapeutic importance of allowing a client to explore and 

develop their self-identity. Linked to this is the role of interpersonal relationships for the client. 

How a client interacts with others is a reflection of how they view themselves. Here, a sense 

of alienation from others, at the heart of existential loneliness, can be countered by making a 

connection with oneself, forging a strong sense of one’s own identity and taking that into our 

inevitable social context. Guidance for therapists in creating this intrapersonal connection 

could focus on the four-dimensional world view of van Deurzen, who emphasises the need for 

a client to balance their relationship with their Umwelt, or instinctive surroundings; their 

Mitwelt, or social world; their Eigenwelt, or intrapersonal world of self-identity; and their 

Uberwelt, or spiritual world, wherein they work to make sense of their lives (van Deurzen, 

2012, p.75-76). Creating strong connections with these four aspects of their lives can build 

towards a strong sense of self and help to diminish that sense of disconnection with self and 

others that is found in existential loneliness. 

 

Our social media use can also highlight aspects of ourselves that we see as authentic. Perhaps 



49 
 

illuminated by those elements of ourselves that we choose to show within the safety of an 

online environment. Conversely, through analysis, we may see those aspects of our online self-

presentation that are inauthentic and that we do not feel reflect our inner selves. Similarly, an 

exploration of our social media use, through reflecting on whether it makes us feel more or 

less connected with others, can help to illuminate from where our experience of existential 

loneliness derives.  
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5. Areas for further research and conclusion 

 

This review has analysed the phenomenon of existential loneliness, through an exploration 

of its philosophical as well as its clinical grounding. This specific version of loneliness has 

then been applied to current research on social media use. Through an analysis of the ways 

we use social media, we can see how existential loneliness may be both exacerbated and, in 

some cases, relieved through our interactions with others on social media platforms. There 

is currently no research on existential loneliness and social media use, or indeed wider 

internet use, and the next section will suggest possible routes for future research in these 

areas.  

 

5.1 Recommendations 

 

Research could be used to explore the implications of existential loneliness and social media 

use. Feelings of disconnect could be researched, with examination of these feelings before, 

during and after social media use. Similarly, Pinel's Existential Isolation Scale (Pinel et al, 2016) 

or Mayers' Existential Loneliness Questionnaire (Mayers, Khoo and Svartberg, 2002) could be 

used to assess the impact of social media use on feelings of disconnect, meaninglessness and 

helplessness. An examination of the ratio of offline to online friends and their corresponding 

contact times might also be an interesting area to apply to feelings of existential loneliness, 

with its illumination of issues around the quality of communication and the differences 

between authentic, satisfying encounters in the virtual and the real worlds. Research into 

social media use amongst minority groups could be expanded to look at how their use might 

ameliorate or exacerbate their feelings of isolation, especially those groups who are 

geographically and culturally limited in their pursuit of individual expression. 

 

Inherent challenges in all research on social media use include the ability to take snapshots of 

how the users are feeling before, during and after their use of such sites. Here, it would be 

useful for the social media platforms to embed some mood trackers which are easy and simple 

to use. This would provide more accurate feedback on what elements of social media use can 

increase feelings of loneliness, the platforms most likely to prompt sensations of loneliness 
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and the areas of social media use which ease feelings of disconnect. Similar challenges are 

faced in researching an experience like existential loneliness, which can be hard to define and 

difficult to articulate. Its overlapping nature, containing elements of other forms of loneliness, 

makes it difficult to define as a unique experience. This also makes it hard for participants to 

recognise existential loneliness as a separate phenomenon and be able to give the necessary 

feedback for productive research. Questionnaires for social media users could use phrases 

that capture the essence of the experience whilst not guiding the user too much in their 

feedback. Pinel's existential isolation scale (2016) is useful for identifying a sense of disconnect 

with others but is narrow in its scope and perception of the phenomena of existential 

loneliness. Here, qualitative research could offer insights into the experience of existential 

loneliness. When linked with longitudinal data, qualitative research could allow deeper 

insights into the role that online connectivity plays in our feelings of alienation from others. 

 

From further research, we can hope to discover more about the phenomenon of existential 

loneliness, broadening its investigation to groups beyond those receiving end-of-life care. 

Investigation of this particular manifestation of loneliness will give us a deeper understanding 

of our experience of isolation and how we can welcome the self-awareness that can come 

from a sense of individuality in the world. It can also help us to develop the therapeutic tools 

needed to help those who may be suffering from existential loneliness, through an increased 

awareness of the role that online communication plays in our sense of belonging and our need 

for authentic connections with others.  

 

There is no current research linking the experience of existential loneliness to social media 

use. Both phenomena focus on connectivity and this review explores that synthesis of ideas, 

through an analysis of the impact of one on the other. Original research which explores these 

possible connections is vital to our greater understanding of how we are to live successfully 

within an online world. This review uniquely links the two experiences and provides new 

routes for research into the impact of social media use. This can look at the positive feelings 

of connectivity on some social media platforms and through particular ways of using online 

communication, for example active versus passive use. It can also look at the risk of social 

media use as potentially creating feelings of disconnect and swamping the individual within 

the collective. Future research can then allow users to make positive choices when using social 
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media, aware of the implications of their usage on their feelings of connectivity with others, 

and utilising the positive benefits of this means of both public and personal communication. 

 

5.2 Conclusion 

 

With our fundamental need to connect and yet our inescapable solitariness as beings, it is 

clear that we are struggling to balance the needs of our social side with our individual pursuit 

of an authentic self. The role that social media use plays in this dichotomy is not yet clear and 

research has shown mixed and contradictory results. As we learn to adapt, as a species, to this 

new means of communication, it is important to remember that we have only been learning 

to live with social media use for the last twenty years. A willingness to learn from our 

experiences and also to hold on to the unique qualities of our humanity are both the qualities 

that create such technological advances and also those that can help us to live with them. 
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