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Introduction

When I’'m feeling down, | tend to find myself scrolling through TikTok to help distract
my mind. After a few hours, I eventually get off my phone and end up feeling worse than when |
started. There are even times where | would elect to stay in for a night to look on the app over
talking with my friends. At other times, when I am in a happier state of mind, I rarely check
TikTok, and when I do, it is only for a few minutes at most. Meanwhile, every day | see a
roommate of mine scroll on TikTok for hours, yet he continues on with his days happily and
completely unaffected emotionally. This nonchalant and sociable friend of mine, in contrast to
my more introverted self, spurred me to wonder how the trend-setting app affected its users’
mentality.

Social media has become a worldwide phenomenon over the past couple decades, being
used by 4.26 billion people worldwide in 2021 (Dixon, 2022). With such a technological
innovation having as large of a reach as it does, there are bound to be studies on how these social
networking sites impact people from their personal privacy to mental well-being. One such
example is a documentary made in 2017 called The Social Dilemma, which investigated the
renowned company Facebook and found evidence that suggested the app negatively affected its
users’ mental health by prioritizing user engagement and commercialization over well-being.
Resources like this are necessary to help educate both the producers and consumers of social
media applications and hopefully lead to a more refined product.

After just a few years since its birth in 2017, a new social media platform called TikTok
has emerged and quickly risen in popularity (Shutsko, 2020). TikTok has already managed to
retain over one billion monthly active users worldwide as of October 2022 (Doyle, 2022).

Despite being the new kid on the block and grabbing the attention of numerous consumers, |



have never heard anyone mention the underlying effects the app could have on one’s mental
health. Therefore, | began to look into the topic only to find less information than I hoped for.

Moreover, with the recent pandemic due to Covid-19, further investigation into TikTok is
becoming even more important. A survey in April of 2020 found that 35% of respondents in
America had increased social media usage early in the period of quarantining (Nguyen et al.,
2020). Apart from social media, people used other virtual methods to communicate with others,
such as making a simple phone call. Regardless of the means, many were unable to have face-to-
face interactions like they used to, leading to less engaging conversations and weaker
relationships to form (Plumridge, 2020). Consequently, there was a small, but still significant
spike of 5% in the prevalence of loneliness of people across four different continents from the
self-containment period (Winerman, 2022). Considering that a recent study by Latikka et al.
(2022) discovered that social media users with pre-existing feelings of loneliness could feel
worse and develop more mental issues in the long-run with increased media usage, | urge for a
refocus on mental implications of social media usage.

As a result, in this paper | urge that further research is necessary on how TikTok may
affect feelings of loneliness in American users based on what is known of previous social media
platforms and early research of TikTok in other countries. For my paper, | gather academic
journals containing research on TikTok and other social media applications’ usage and their
effect on mental health and feelings of loneliness through surveys, polls, and interviews. |
analyze these sources with a focus on the social factors and motivations involved with users as
determined by the researchers, keeping the STS framework Actor Network Theory in mind.
Through my literature review and analysis, | found how the effect of older social media sites on a

users’ mental well-being depended on many factors, such as the user’s motives for using the



platform. Additionally, I learned that early research on TikTok agreed with this sentiment.
However, | also discovered a gap in the current research on TikTok. Mainly, there was a severe
lack of research done on United States populations regarding TikTok usage and its effects on
loneliness and mental health. Thus, | concluded that there is an insufficient amount of research
on how TikTok usage affects the mental and social well-being of users in the United States and

further research is necessary.

Framework and Methods

For my STS framework, I will be using Latour’s Actor Network Theory where both
humans and nonhumans are considered equally when looking at the associations that contribute
to a technological system (1992). There are a few key concepts I will focus on from Actor
Network Theory termed delegation and subscription/de-inscription. Delegation is a concept
involving replacing a typically less skilled human actor with an upgraded nonhuman actor.
Subscription/De-inscription is the reaction of human and nonhuman actors regarding whether
they accept/reject and follow through with the roles delegated to them. I will use this framework
along with these key terms to analyze the use of TikTok, a nonhuman actor, as a replacement for
the human actors of in-person social relationships to identify whether this delegation has
impacted sentiments of loneliness in users.

To support my claim that more research on the emotional effects of TikTok on American
users is needed, | will gather secondary sources on both TikTok and other social media sites such
as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat. These sources will mainly consist of academic
journal articles containing research and datasets on users’ mental state during and after using one
of the aforementioned apps. Because TikTok is still young, I will focus on research published

within the last 5 years and include studies from all over the world. Sources on other social media



sites will not be limited to the last 5 years since many of them have existed for much longer, but
geographic location of those on studies will also vary. | will make sure to contextualize the
studies I utilize, all of which will be obtained through UVA library databases, Web of Science,
and Google Scholar.

Many of the academic journal articles | procure are studies that utilize surveys and polls
to research their topics regarding TikTok or short-form videos. When reviewing such literature, |
will focus on the same social factors the researchers considered to inquire upon, specifically the
social motives TikTok users had prior to using the app. In other words, I will examine a content
analysis through the lens of Actor Network Theory with a focus on the delegation of the TikTok

application as a replacement for in-person relationships.

Literature Review & Analysis

Many social media platforms have been found to have varying impacts on users’ feelings
of loneliness depending on numerous factors such as user location and demographics. A study by
Bonsaksen et al. demonstrated that more time spent on the social media sites of Facebook,
Twitter, and LinkedIn was associated with more loneliness in users across Norway, United
Kingdom, United States, and Australia (2023). Considering that the study occurred a few years
after the Covid-19 pandemic, it is suggested that the sentiment of loneliness in the studied users
lasted over the span of several years. Overall, there was a general consensus that social media
negatively affects users’ mental health, or at least that increased usage was correlated with
negative consequences, including feelings of loneliness. However, sometimes just a change of
scenery can change the findings of such correlations. For instance, an American study on people
during Covid-19 by Awao et al. (2022) found that increased usage of Facebook and video chat

apps provided higher social support (better social well-being and mental state). Here, it was



determined that the usage of some social media platforms positively correlated with users’
mental health, which contradicts with the previous study by Bonsaksen et al. that looked at
multiple different countries. Another factor on how users can be impacted is their age, which is
demonstrated in a cross-sectional study on Americans and possible coping mechanisms during
Covid-19. Here, Teater et al. found that older adults (56 years or older) who used social media
sites like Facebook and Instagram experienced lower levels of loneliness while for younger
adults (18-35 years of age), social media use was not associated with loneliness (2021). From
users’ geographic locations to their demographic backgrounds, there are numerous factors that
may and will sway the impact of social media.

Compared to older social media sites that have been studied such as Twitter and
Facebook, TikTok is unique thanks to its use of advanced algorithms. TikTok still provides many
tools that you may find on other platforms such as easily accessible background music, filters,
and augmented reality effects (Kovacs et al., 2022). However, TikTok is the first app to combine
the concepts of short form videos, one of the most popular types of social media among
millennials, and usage of big data analysis to better personalize a user’s experience and create an
addictive app (Kovacs et al., 2022). As a note, short-form videos are videos that are typically no
longer than 60 seconds, as was the case for the earlier stages of TikTok (Montenegro, 2021).
Furthermore, big data refers to the vast amounts of information that is extracted due to the
innovation of technologies like social media, which ultimately require more advanced processing
techniques. (Jimenez-Marquez et al., 2019). Other examples of areas that have led to big data
collection include services in shopping, banking, education and health, and more to allow for
more advanced algorithms (Hariri et al., 2019). The use of such big data has allowed for the

implementation of artificial intelligence to determine what is displayed onto a user’s ‘For You’



page, which has successfully led to people staying on the platform longer than intended (Montag
et al., 2021). The introduction of these new features in social media have not only allowed
TikTok to make a name for itself, but also created another social outlet and source of possible
addiction for users. As a result of TikTok’s popularity, some studies do already exist on the
potential impact of TikTok usage on users’ sentiments of loneliness, but before diving into that,
it is important to first understand the motivations behind using the app.

People use TikTok for many reasons, such as for entertainment or to find social groups.
A study by Bossen and Kottasz found that the primary reason for people using TikTok was
gratification of entertainment, while other contributory behaviors included the desire to express
themselves and expand their social network (2020). Another study by Montag et al. even directly
references Bossen and Kottasz’s study, specifically looking into and agreeing with the motive of
the gratification theory, which is simply the idea that the use of media like TikTok leads to the
gratification of one’s desires. Additionally, a study by Dong & Xie identified multiple motives to
use TikTok from both the viewer and creator side. From the viewing perspective, six motives,
consisting of seeking novelty, habit, relationship maintenance, releasing pressure, killing time,
and escaping, were discovered and surveyed in the research. Meanwhile, three motives,
consisting of pursuing fame, recording and sharing, and satisfying curiosity, were found for the
creating side of TikTok (2022). While all of these motives are relatively expected for any social
media platform, many of them are still indicative of a desire to socialize through online means.
And thanks to TikTok’s use of short form videos and big data algorithms mentioned earlier, it is
easier than ever to find new people and express oneself, unlike on Twitter or Instagram, with text
or photos respectively. In other words, many users are subscribing to the role of TikTok as a

means of social interaction. This idea aligns with initial studies on TikTok; however, as was



found with other social media platforms, the way users respond to TikTok use depends on certain
factors.

Early research in various countries suggests that TikTok does affect users’ mental health,
but how they’re affected depends on the motivations behind the app’s usage. Studies in China by
Dong & Xie (2022) and Tang et al. (2021) discovered that longer use of TikTok over time
corresponded with reduced time spent with in-person relations such as family. Again, here it is
conveyed that users, at least in China, are accepting the delegation of TikTok as a means to
socialize in replacement of human actors like family. Furthermore, the study by Dong & Xie
(2022) also found that watching short-form videos with the intent of escaping from reality
positively correlated with loneliness while watching with the motive to maintain current
relationships correlated positively with life satisfaction. In other words, users who used the app
to distract themselves from reality felt lonelier while users who went on the app to perhaps
support the content of a friend felt less lonely. The research by Dong & Xie in China suggests
that the effect of TikTok usage depends on the users’ motives, where using the application
simply acted as a catalyst for one’s initial mental state.

Both of the studies in China generally agreed with one another, and some might believe
that it is acceptable to generalize results from studies across different countries. However, in
spite of what we can learn from these other studies, there are limits to how far we can
extrapolate, and thus research specifically designed to be on TikTok usage and its effect of
feelings of loneliness in American users is still necessary. For instance, research by
Masciantonio et al. (2021) which included subjects from multiple European countries (French,
Belgian, Swiss, etc.) found that actively or passively using TikTok had no association with a

user’s overall mental well-being. The same was determined for users that had used the app with



the mindsets of looking for social support or making upward social comparisons, there was no
association with mental well-being. In this study by Masciantonio et al., some countries did find
similar results, in this case France, Belgium, and Switzerland. Conversely, the study in China by
Tang et al. (2021) found that a user’s perceived usefulness and ease of use of TikTok were strong
predictors of positive emotions and relations experienced. As opposed to the study by
Masciantonio et al., which found no association between perception of TikTok use and well-
being, Tang et al. did determine user perception of the application to be heavily associated with
user well-being. Another example is the study by Bonsaken et al. mentioned earlier. In this cross-
country analysis, people in Norway were actually found to have lower levels of loneliness
compared to those of the other three countries (United Kingdom, United States, Australia)
despite social media usage (2023). There are many differences among countries, systematic and
cultural, that may change how consumers are affected by certain technologies. Therefore, the fact
that I was unable to locate a study on United States populations regarding TikTok usage’s effect
on user loneliness is alarming since it is difficult to extrapolate findings from other population
groups on account of cultural differences.

There are studies that exist on other social media platforms regarding American
populations, but as in the case with location, findings on other applications can not be
generalized to newer ones like TikTok. For example, in the study by Masciantonio et al. (2021),
the use of multiple social networking sites was examined to determine their effects on user well-
being based on active versus passive use. As a note, active usage was defined to be when a user
directly interacted with others, such as through commenting on or posting content. Meanwhile,
passive usage was defined as when a user simply consumes content without direct interaction

with others (Masciantonio et al., 2021). It was found that passive usage of Facebook was



associated with lower well-being while active usage of Instagram and Twitter were associated
with greater social support and life satisfaction. Meanwhile, TikTok was found to have no
association with user well-being regardless of active or passive usage. As Masciantonio et al.
discovered, just because one social media platform has been suggested to affect its users one
way, does not mean such a conclusion can be extrapolated to all social media sites. Hence, new
research is needed to truly understand the implications of using the newer app TikTok for

American populations.

Conclusion

In summary, it is not fair to jump to conclusions based on assumptions where results are
extrapolated from one subject to another. No matter how similar two things may seem, such as
Instagram and TikTok in this case, any little difference in combination with numerous possible
factors could lead to drastically different ways in how a product impacts its consumers. With
there being a severe lack of current research on United States populations regarding the effect of
TikTok usage on loneliness in users, there should be a greater push for new such research.

The hope is that people like American researchers, especially those in the field of social
sciences, may read my paper and decide to take matters into their own hands and develop a
research project surrounding the impact of TikTok usage on loneliness in American users.
Additionally, software engineers who are working for, or will work for, a newer corporation like
TikTok or a future social media company may become more aware that their product could have
unexpected consequences and thus urge for extensive research on their own technologies. As an

example, a future researcher could perform a study on TikTok involving U.S. populations where
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they focus more on the aspect of loneliness, such as looking at TikTok usage vs. the quantity and
quality of in-person relationships.

At the very least, many other countries have thankfully already begun to do more
research on the mental and emotional effects of TikTok usage, so there are resources available in
designing a study in the United States. This suggests that there are those who still care to
examine newer social media platforms instead of simply inferring their impact based on past

cases like Facebook.
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