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Abstract

Previous research has shown that passive social media use does not have the same positive effects on well-being as active
social media use. However, it is currently unclear whether these effects can be attributed to the benefits of active use, the
costs of passive use, or both. The current article investigated the effect of active and passive Facebook use on feelings of
social connectedness after being ostracized. In two preregistered experiments, participants were first ostracized on a faux
social media platform, followed by a measurement of social connectedness. In Experiment 1 they were then instructed
to either use Facebook passively, use Facebook actively, or use a non-social website (Wikipedia), after which social con-
nectedness was measured again. Results indicated that active Facebook use can restore social connectedness after being
ostracized as compared to using a non-social website. While passive Facebook use also restored social connectedness, it
did not change social connectedness significantly more so than Wikipedia use. In Experiment 2, we replicated Experiment 1,
now focusing only on passive Facebook use compared to a non-social website. Results showed again that passive Facebook
use did not influence social connectedness more so than the use of Wikipedia. In exploratory analyses, we found that for
participants who felt close to other Facebook users, passive Facebook use did increase social connectedness compared to
using a non-social website. These experiments suggest that, even though passive social media use does not restore social
connectedness in the same way that active social media use does, it also does not harm social connectedness, and it may
actually promote social connectedness under certain circumstances.
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1. Introduction

The feeling of belonging and social connectedness is often
considered a fundamental human need (Baumeister &
Leary, 1995; Lee & Robbins, 1995; van Bel et al., 2009).
When needs are thwarted, like when we are socially
excluded, contact with close others can help restore feel-
ings of social connectedness (Karremans et al., 2011). Just
like social interactions and relationships in the offline
world, feelings of social connectedness can be lowered

(e.g., Wolf et al., 2015) as well as derived from online
contact (e.g., Grieve et al., 2013). Indeed, some previous
research findings suggest that more frequent use of social
network sites, such as Facebook, tends to be related to
higher perceptions of social connectedness (e.g., Knowles
et al., 2015; for a review including some negative effects
of social media use, see also Ryan et al., 2017).

However, not all social network use is similar. One
important distinction that can be made is whether social
networks are used actively or passively (Verduyn et al.,
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2015). Active Facebook use refers to activities that facil-
itate direct exchanges with other people on Facebook,
like posting content and reacting to others’ posts. Passive
Facebook use refers to the consumption of content with-
out direct exchanges with others, like merely viewing
others’ posts. Out of 2.9 billion Facebook users world-
wide, only 43% indicate that they actively contribute con-
tent to the platform every month (Global Web Index,
2015; Meta, 2021), meaning the remaining majority of
Facebook users consume content passively.

Active Facebook use can increase social connected-
ness by facilitating information sharing with one’s social
network (Kébler et al., 2010), and by increasing the per-
ception of being part of a large group of people (Gross &
Acquisti, 2005). It can therefore be linked to strengthen-
ing existing social relationships and building social capi-
tal (i.e., increasing the value derived from social connec-
tions; Koroleva et al., 2011). In short, active Facebook use
allows people to strengthen existing relationships and
build new ones.

Theory and empirical findings regarding passive
Facebook use, however, provide a more mixed view, with
both negative and positive outcomes. Passive use has
been linked to negative outcomes in that it might lead
to increased upward social comparison: Seeing others’
seemingly perfect lives portrayed on social media might
lead to feelings of envy (Verduyn et al., 2017) and less
perceived support by friends (Frison & Eggermont, 2020).
At the same time, like active use, passive Facebook
use could also increase feelings of social connectedness.
Passive Facebook use might provide social reminders
in times of low social connectedness, like seeing pho-
tos of loved ones or reading letters (Gardner et al.,
2005; Knowles et al., 2015). This has been referred
to as “social snacking” (Gardner et al., 2005). Reading
Facebook friends’ posts can predict feeling close to that
friend, equally to receiving messages from the same
friend (Burke & Kraut, 2014), and feelings of social con-
nection to Facebook friends can be predicted by inti-
macy in Facebook friends’ status updates (Utz, 2015).
However, these feelings are more pronounced if partic-
ipants also “like” the Facebook friend’s status update,
thus using Facebook more actively. Finally, even just
seeing the Facebook logo, as compared to seeing the
Flash Player logo, seems to restore feelings of social con-
nectedness after being rejected (Knausenberger et al.,
2015). Thus, similar to having one’s smartphone close by
(Hunter et al., 2018), or feeling intimacy towards Twitter
users (Lin et al., 2016), passive Facebook use might be
able to increase feelings of social connectedness, by pro-
viding “social snacks.”

Several studies have looked into the difference
between the effect of active and passive Facebook
use on feelings of social connectedness. GrofRe Deters
and Mehl (2013) found that instructing participants to
post more updates on Facebook reduced their loneli-
ness, which explained increased felt connectedness and
being in touch with friends. Tobin et al. (2015) found

that making participants use Facebook less actively was
related to lower levels of belonging. Furthermore, Burke
et al. (2010) found a positive correlation between pas-
sive Facebook use and feelings of loneliness (see also
Thorisdottir et al., 2019). These studies suggest that active
Facebook use can increase social connection, whereas
passive Facebook use is related to adverse effects.

On the surface, the above-mentioned studies may
seem inconsistent: Some studies suggest that pas-
sive Facebook use can promote social connectedness,
whereas other studies suggest that passive Facebook use
can hurt social connectedness. The body of research
looking at differential effects of active and passive
Facebook use, however, has only compared active to pas-
sive Facebook use but has to our knowledge not investi-
gated the effect of passive Facebook use relative to not
using Facebook. This makes it difficult to draw conclu-
sions: Is active Facebook use indeed associated with pos-
itive outcomes, whereas passive use is associated with
negative outcomes—as is often claimed (see Verduyn
etal., 2017)? Oris it possible that both active and passive
Facebook uses increase social connectedness, and that
active Facebook use simply does so to a larger extent?
The aim of the current research is to gain insight into the
effect of passive Facebook use on feelings of social con-
nectedness by comparing it to both active Facebook use
and a control condition without Facebook use.

In two experimental studies, we examined the effects
of Facebook use on feelings of social connectedness as
compared to the use of a non-social website. In these
experiments, participants used a faux social network site
in which they were being ostracized by the other players,
with the intent of lowering their feelings of social con-
nectedness (Williams, 2009; Wolf et al., 2015). The ratio-
nale here is that this would minimize pre-existing differ-
ences between participants in their feelings of belong-
ingness, and it creates room for the possible effect of
Facebook use on social connectedness. After being ostra-
cized, participants used Facebook actively or passively or
used a non-social website.

We expected that active Facebook use, passive
Facebook use, and the use of a non-social control web-
site would differently influence perceived social connect-
edness after ostracism (H1). Moreover, we tested the
directional hypothesis that active Facebook use would
have a more positive influence on feelings of social con-
nectedness compared to the use of a non-social website
(H2; groRe Deters & Mehl, 2013), and compared to pas-
sive Facebook use (H3; e.g., Burke et al., 2010). Finally, in
line with the finding that cues of social bonds increase
feelings of social connectedness (Gardner et al., 2005;
Knowles et al., 2015), and in line with research that found
indications of a positive effect of passive Facebook use
on perceived social connectedness (Burke & Kraut, 2014;
Utz, 2015), we expected that passively using Facebook
would increase feelings of social connectedness as com-
pared to the use of a non-social website (H4).
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2. Experiment 1
2.1. Methods

Our procedure, exclusion criteria, and confirmatory anal-
yses were preregistered on the Open Science Framework
(see Supplementary File). Both Experiments 1 and 2
were approved by the Ethics Committee of Social Science
at Radboud University (Reference No. ECSW2016—
2811-43).

2.1.1. Participants

An a priori power analysis for our mixed linear effects
model was done by simulating data with information
from past studies on ostracism and Facebook Use (Tobin
et al., 2015; Zadro et al., 2004). A thousand samplings
from these simulated data per N (ranging from 20 to
300) yielded that a sample of 207 participants would be
needed to find a significant interaction effect at p < 0.05
with a power of 0.80 (see S3 in the Supplementary File).

A total of 358 participants completed the experi-
ment online, of which 209 participants (58.3%) were left
after excluding participants (n, ... = 71, n, . = 69,
and n. ..., = 69; see S3 in the Supplementary File).
Participants needed to be able to read and write in
English, use a Windows operating system, and have a
Facebook account. We recruited participants through
both Prolific (www.prolific.co; n = 160) and Radboud
University Sona Systems (n = 49), and they were granted
respectively £2.10, or course credit, for their participa-
tion. The sample consisted of 111 men, 97 women, and 1
other, ranging from 18 to 61 years old (M =28.1,5D0=9.7),
and resided in 29 different countries, with most par-
ticipants coming from the UK (19.6%; n = 41) and the
Netherlands (17.7%; n = 37).

2.1.2. Manipulations and Measures

In order to lower the participants’ perceived social con-
nectedness, participants were redirected to an adjusted
version of the “ostracism online” paradigm by Wolf et al.
(2015). In this validated paradigm, participants create a
short profile on a website and are then led to believe
they are connected to other people on a webpage. They
can then view their own and 11 other faux participants’
profiles, with the ability to “like” these profiles. In the
exclusion condition of this paradigm, to which all par-
ticipants were assigned, the webpage was programmed
in such a way that participants only received one “like”
on their profile, while the other profiles received multi-
ple “likes” over the course of three minutes. In a pilot
study, we found evidence that this paradigm success-
fully lowered participants’ perceived social connected-
ness as compared to the inclusion condition of the same
paradigm (see S1 in the Supplementary File).

In order to manipulate Facebook Use, participants
were randomly assigned to one of three conditions:

Passive Facebook Use, Active Facebook Use, or the
Control. Participants were asked to click on a provided
link to either Facebook (https://facebook.com) or the
English homepage of Wikipedia, a free online encyclope-
dia (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page). Wikipedia
was chosen as the Control after a pilot study (see S2 in the
Supplementary File). Participants in the Passive Facebook
Use Condition were instructed to browse their Facebook
news feed and their own and friends’ profile pages, but
not to “like” or comment on any posts, or respond to
any messages. Participants in the Active Facebook Use
Condition were also instructed to browse their news feed
and their own and friends’ profiles and were told to “like”
at least three of their friends’ posts and leave at least one
comment on a friend’s post. Participants in the Control
Condition were instructed to browse and view different
articles on Wikipedia. After five minutes, upon an audio
signal, participants returned to the survey.

To measure Perceived Social Connectedness, six items
of the revised social connectedness scale (Lee et al.,
2001) were listed with a temporal anchor (e.g., “Right
now, | feel close to people” and “Right now, | don’t feel
related to most people”; see S4 in the Supplementary
File). Every item was followed by a slider ranging from
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree,” coded from 1 to
100. This measure was administered before and after
the Facebook Use manipulation. After mirroring the rele-
vant items, average Pre- and Post-Measures of Perceived
Social Connectedness were calculated across all items
(orpre =0.89, Apost = 0.89).

Furthermore, in order to objectively check that
participants used Facebook during the experiment as
instructed, they were asked to use a program cre-
ated by the researchers to take screenshots of their
Facebook activity log (see S4 in the Supplementary File).
The Facebook activity log is a page within a person’s per-
sonal Facebook account in which they can view the post,
comments, and “likes” they have shared on Facebook
with a timestamp. Screenshots were coded by counting
“likes,” comments, and posts by the participant, as seen
in the participants’ Facebook activity log during the time
of the experiment. This information was used to exclude
participants who did not use Facebook as instructed (see
S3 in the Supplementary File).

To gain insight into whether participants were aware
of the purpose of the study after participating in it,
we used a funnel debriefing with four open questions
(adjusted from Chartrand & Bargh, 1996; see S4 in
the Supplementary File). Participants were also asked
whether they interacted with any other person during
the study. If they answered yes, they were asked to
indicate whether this was in person, through a phone,
through instant messaging, and/or otherwise.

2.1.3. Procedure

Participants were recruited to take part in a Qualtrics
survey and were informed that we were interested in
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how they experienced different websites. The ostracism
paradigm, disguised as the website ConnectMe was pre-
sented first, followed by the Pre-Measure for Perceived
Social Connectedness. In line with the cover story, par-
ticipants were also asked how much they liked using this
website with two filler items. Next, participants were pre-
sented with the Facebook Use manipulation, followed
by the Post-Measure of Perceived Social Connectedness.
Again, two filler items asked participants how much they
liked using the website. All participants were then asked
to use the screenshot program to take screenshots of
their Facebook activity log. This was followed by a page
with demographic questions (gender, age, and country
of residence), funnel debriefing questions, and the ques-
tions about interacting with others during the study.
Finally, participants were debriefed about their lack of
“likes” on ConnectMe and about the purpose of the
study and were given the option to leave remarks for the
researchers. In total, the experiment took approximately
25 minutes to complete.

2.2. Results

We tested a linear mixed-effects model on the data
with Facebook Use (Active/Passive/Control) and Time
(Pre-/Post-Measurement) as independent variables,
Perceived Social Connectedness as a dependent vari-
able, and Participant as a random factor. The model
included a fixed intercept, fixed effects for the factors
Facebook Use, Time, the interaction between Facebook
Use and Time, and a per-Participant random adjust-
ment to the intercept. The factors were coded using
sum-to-zero contrasts. For the factor Facebook Use the
Control was always coded as -1, and the factor Time

the Pre-Measure was always coded as -1. In order to
determine p-values, we used Type 3 tests and the para-
metric bootstrap method with 1,000 simulations using
the packages “Ime4” (Bates et al.,, 2014) and “afex”
(Singmann et al., 2017) in R (R Core Team, 2016). Note
that, as we used parametric bootstrapping, the p-value
slightly changes each time the model is run, and our
reported p-values are estimates. See Figure 1 for the
plotted means and standard errors.

Supporting H1, we found a significant interaction
between Facebook Use and Time (beta, . . =1.46(0.90),
beta,, . = 0.59(0.90), x%(2) = 5.51, p = 0.050). Further
analyses on subsets of the data revealed that the
effect of Active Facebook Use on increases in Social
Connectedness over Time differed significantly from the
Control (H2), as indicated by a significant interaction
between Facebook Use (Active use vs. Control Condition)
and Time (beta = 1.76(0.76), x*(1) = 5.35, p = 0.022).
Moreover, relevant to H3, the effect of Time did not
differ between the Active and Passive Facebook Use
Condition as indicated by a non-significant interaction
between Facebook Use (Active vs. Passive Use) and
Time (x2(1) = 0.32, p = 0.573). We further found that
the interaction between Facebook Use (Passive Use vs.
Control) and Time, testing whether the increase in Social
Connectedness in the Passive Facebook Use Condition
differed from the Control (H4), did not reach significance
(x3(1) = 2.69, p = 0.094). Finally, the simple main effects of
Time were significant for both Active (beta = 4.53(1.03),
x*(1) = 17.38, p < 0.001) and Passive Facebook Use
(beta = 3.65(1.165), x%(1) = 9.31, p = 0.003), and not
for the Control (x%(1) = 0.83, p = 0.397; see S6 in the
Supplementary File for exploratory analyses).

65
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Perceived Social Connectedness

50

Facebook Use

Active Facebook Use
@ Passive Facebook Use
A Wikipedia

Pre-Measure
Time

Post-Measure

Figure 1. Mean Perceived Social Connectedness per Condition of Facebook Use Over Time for Experiment 1. Note: Standard

errors are represented by error bars.
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2.3. Discussion

As hypothesized, in Experiment 1 we found that active
Facebook use caused a larger increase in perceived social
connectedness over time than using a non-social web-
site. We did not find the predicted difference between
passive and active Facebook use: The increase in social
connectedness was similar in both conditions.

The simple main effect analyses of time showed that
participants’ social connectedness increased in the pas-
sive Facebook use condition, whereas this was not the
case for participants using the non-social website; how-
ever, we did not find the predicted significant interac-
tion. As the observed pattern was in line with predictions,
and the differences were smaller than expected, a larger
sample size may be necessary to reliably detect an effect
between passive Facebook use and a non-social website.

3. Experiment 2

In Experiment 2, we ran a partial replication of
Experiment 1 with higher statistical power, particularly
examining the effect of passive Facebook use on per-
ceived social connectedness over time compared to the
use of a non-social website. Additionally, we measured
variables that might give us insight into the strength and
quality of the social cues available to the participants
through Facebook. Thus, in Experiment 2 we again test
the hypothesis that passive Facebook use has a stronger
positive effect on perceived social connectedness than a
non-social website (H4). We also hypothesized that the
effect of passive Facebook use on social connectedness
over time would be positive.

Three possible moderators were explored. First, we
measured participants’ level of closeness to people
encountered on Facebook. It is likely that the effects of
passive use on social connectedness are stronger to the
extent that one feels closer to others one encounters
on Facebook during passive use. Second, we measured
the amount of friends participants have on Facebook
since people with more friends on Facebook indicate
higher levels of perceived social support (Nabi et al.,
2013). Finally, we measured the time participants spent
on Facebook in a week. Ellison et al. (2007) found that
more intense Facebook use is positively related to feel-
ings of social connectedness.

3.1. Methods
3.1.1. Participants

Using a data simulation procedure, we used the means
and standard deviations as found in Experiment 1 for the
effect of Passive Facebook Use compared to the Control.
A thousand samplings from these simulated data per n
(ranging from 10 to 1,000) yielded that a sample of 306 par-
ticipants would be needed to find an effect with p < 0.05
and a power of 0.80 (see S7 in the Supplementary File).

Five-hundred-and-twelve participants completed
the experiment online, of which 308 participants (60.2%)
were left for data analysis after exclusion (npassive =153,
Neontrol 155; see S7 in the Supplementary File).
Participants were recruited through Prolific (n = 301)
and Radboud University Sona Systems (n = 7) and were
granted £2.50 or course credit for their participation.
Participants were 150 women, 156 men, and 2 others,
ranged from 18 to 77 years old (M = 30.71, SD = 10.92),
from 26 different countries, with the most frequently
mentioned countries being the UK (49%; n = 151) and
the US (22.1%; n = 68).

3.1.2. Manipulations and Measures

Manipulations and measures were mostly the same as
in Experiment 1, except that the experiment did not
include an Active Facebook Use Condition. Additionally,
we measured Closeness to Other Facebook Users with
an adjusted version of the Inclusion of Other in the Self
Scale (Aron et al., 1992; see S8 in the Supplementary
File). This scale consists of seven pairs of circles, which
increase in overlap with the increase of the score on
the scale. The instructions were: “Out of the following
pairs of circles, indicate the pair that best describes your
relationship to the people you [just encountered while
browsing/usually encounter on] Facebook,” for partici-
pants in the Passive Facebook Use and Control Conditions
respectively. The response to this question was coded as
a number ranging from one to seven, with a higher num-
ber indicating more Closeness to Other Facebook Users.

To measure Amount of Facebook Friends we pre-
sented participants with the open question: “How many
total Facebook friends do you have?” Moreover, in order
to measure Time Spent on Facebook, we adjusted one
item from the Facebook intensity scale by Ellison et al.
(2007). This question was: “In the past week, on average,
approximately how many minutes per day have you spent
on Facebook?” This was presented with six options rang-
ing from “less than 10 minutes” to “more than 3 hours,”
and scored answers as a value from one to six.

3.1.3. Procedure

The procedure was similar to Experiment 1, with
Closeness to Other Facebook Users measured after the
Post-Measure of Perceived Social Connectedness, and
measures for participants’” Amount of Facebook Friends
and Time Spent on Facebook added after the demo-
graphic questions. In total, participation in the experi-
ment took approximately 30 minutes.

3.2. Results
3.2.1. Confirmatory Analyses

As preregistered, we tested a linear mixed-effects model
on the data. Facebook Use (Passive Use/Control) and
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Time (Pre-/Post-Measure) acted as the independent
variables, with Perceived Social Connectedness as the
dependent variable, and Participant as a random fac-
tor. The model and factor coding were the same as in
Experiment 1. In order to determine p-values, we used
Type 3 tests and the parametric bootstrap method with
1,000 simulations. Since we have a one-sided hypothesis,
we divided the outputted p-values by two (see S10in the
Supplementary File).

Perceived Social Connectedness increased signif-
icantly as a function of Time (beta = 3.36(0.61),
x%(1) = 29.21, p < 0.001). Also, a significant main
effect of Facebook Use was found (beta = -2.48(0.97),
x%(1) = 6.57, p = 0.006). However, unexpectedly, no sig-
nificant interaction effect between Facebook Use and
Time on Perceived Social Connectedness was found
(x*(1) =0.01, p = 0.465). In both the Passive Facebook Use
(beta = 3.31(0.92), x>(1) = 12.42, p < 0.001) and Control
Condition (beta = 3.41(0.80), x*(1) = 17.44, p < 0.001)
there was a significant increase in Social Connectedness
from Pre- to Post-Measure. Thus, H4 was not confirmed.
See Figure 2 for the plotted means and standard errors.

3.2.2. Exploratory Analyses

To examine whether Closeness to Other Facebook Users,
Amount of Facebook Friends, or Time on Facebook mod-
erated any of the effects as tested above, we standard-
ized these variables and included them as predictors in
the model as tested in H4 (see S10 in the Supplementary
File). All main effects and interactions between depen-
dent variables were entered into the model. The only
significant three-way interaction with Facebook Use
Over Time was Closeness to Other Facebook Users

(beta = 2.50(0.64), x2(1) = 15.96, p = 0.002). Number of
Facebook Friends and Time on Facebook both did not
have significant main effects or interaction effects with
Time or Facebook Use on Perceived Social Connectedness
and were therefore dropped (all p > 0.05).

We finally ran the same model again with only
the main and interaction effects of Closeness to Other
Facebook Users, Facebook Use, and Time on Perceived
Social Connectedness. There was a significant interac-
tion between Facebook Use, Time, and Closeness to
Other Facebook Users (beta = 2.39(0.59), x*(1) = 16.36,
p < 0.001; see S10 in the Supplementary File for main
effects). The interaction is depicted in Figure 3. In the
Passive Facebook Use Condition, the observed inter-
action pattern between Closeness to Other Facebook
Users and Time was significant (beta = 4.20(0.85),
x%(1) =23.03, p <0.001). As can be seen in Figure 3, when
Passively using Facebook, there was an increase in Social
Connectedness only when Closeness to Other Facebook
Users was high. This pattern was not observed when
Closeness was low. This interaction between Closeness
and Time was not significant in the Control Condition,
(¥’(1) = 0.53, p = 0.468).

3.3. Discussion

Contrary to the trend observed in Experiment 1, overall,
we found no support for our hypothesis that there is a dif-
ference between passive Facebook use and a non-social
website on restoring social connectedness after being
ostracized. Interestingly, however, exploratory analyses
revealed that feelings of closeness to other Facebook
users moderated the effect of Facebook use on per-
ceived social connectedness over time: Passively using
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Figure 2. Mean Perceived Social Connectedness per Condition of Facebook Use Over Time for Experiment 2. Note: Standard

errors are represented by error bars.

Media and Communication, 2022, Volume 10, Issue 2, Pages 119-129

124


https://www.cogitatiopress.com

& COGITATIO

Passive Facebook Use Wikipedia
70
/l
e _n
. s _-
w 65 -
e
§ 7 _- -
-~

° Pid [ g
3
9 [ ¢
c 60 _A Closeness to Other
S _--" Facebook Users
(&} A _--"
] -7 A,—’ 4 Mean +1SD
§55 —’_,"’ A Mean
= A~ ©® Mean-1SD
(V]
=
] ./.
o
5 50
(=9

45

Pre-Measure Post-Measure

Time

Pre-Measure

Post-Measure
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Facebook Use, and Time on Perceived Social Connectedness. Note: A regression equation was created, and the mean
and standard deviation for Closeness to Other Facebook Users were used to predict values of perceived social connected-
ness at three different levels of Closeness to Other Facebook Users (as recommended by Aiken & West, 1991).

Facebook did positively affect perceived social connect-
edness, but only when the people one encountered on
Facebook were close (as compared to non-close) oth-
ers. This is in line with previous findings that reminders
of social bonds can increase perceived social connected-
ness (Gardner et al., 2005; Knowles et al., 2015).

4, General Discussion

The current research employed two experiments in an
ecologically valid online environment to investigate the
effect of passive Facebook use on feelings of social con-
nectedness. In Experiment 1, after participants were
ostracized, we found a positive effect of active Facebook
use on perceived social connectedness, and some indi-
cations that passive Facebook use, similarly to active
Facebook use, restored perceived social connectedness,
whereas using a non-social website did not (although
the difference between passive Facebook use and the
control did not reach significance). In Experiment 2, we
found that participants who used Facebook passively
showed an increase in perceived social connectedness
after being ostracized; however, this effect was very
similar among participants using a non-social website.
We did find indication that passive Facebook use may
help to reconnect if one feels relatively close to the peo-
ple one encounters on Facebook.

Experiment 1 showed that active Facebook use can
increase feelings of social connectedness, which is in
line with previous findings by Frison and Eggermont
(2015) and groRRe Deters and Mehl (2013). The present
research extends previous findings by indicating that

active Facebook use has a more positive impact on
social connectedness than the use of a non-social web-
site. Furthermore, we found this to be the case after
feelings of belongingness were thwarted by ostracism,
suggesting that active Facebook use can restore feel-
ings of connection in an online environment similar to
offline environments (e.g., Knowles et al., 2015; Twenge
et al., 2007).

Although passive Facebook use did show significant
increases in feelings of social connection after ostracism,
these effects were overall not stronger than spend-
ing time on Wikipedia, our non-social control condi-
tion. Although these findings do not refute the possibil-
ity that passive Facebook use can promote a sense of
belongingness, it appears easier to find positive effects of
active Facebook use than any effects of passive Facebook
use. In both experiments, however, we found no evi-
dence that passive Facebook use undermined feelings
of social connectedness, as some previous findings have
suggested (e.g., groRe Deters & Mehl, 2013; Tobin et al.,
2015). Thus, the negative effect of passive Facebook
use on feelings of connectedness, as found in previ-
ous research, might indeed only exist relative to active
Facebook use, and not relative to other “non-social”
internet behavior.

Exploratory findings in Experiment 2 showed that
using Facebook passively can lead to increased feel-
ings of social connectedness after ostracism for those
participants who felt closer to the Facebook friends
they encountered. This suggests that passive Facebook
use may not only lead to feelings of envy and social
comparison processes, as suggested previously (Verduyn
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et al., 2015, 2017). Instead, our findings are in line with
Koroleva et al. (2011), who found that a high-quality net-
work on a social network site is necessary to gain its
social benefits. Additionally, these findings are in line
with previous research indicating that cues from close
others can protect against the detrimental effects of
ostracism (Karremans et al., 2011; Knowles et al., 2015),
and that social media can provide these cues (Lin et al.,
2016). Unfortunately, the current research cannot pro-
vide mechanistic insights here, and more experimental
work on when and how passive Facebook use may pro-
mote social connectedness is required to create a more
nuanced picture of this issue.

4.1. Limitations

Some limitations need to be mentioned. First, in the
current research, we only investigated the effect of
Facebook use after ostracism. Though we believe this
is an important addition to the literature on recover-
ing thwarted belonging needs, this design also comes
with caveats. Most obviously, it means we cannot con-
fidently generalize our findings to situations without
ostracism. Furthermore, our findings suggest that partic-
ipants naturally recovered back to their baseline social
connectedness within the five minutes of Facebook or
Wikipedia use, as seen in the increase in social connect-
edness over time in almost all conditions of both exper-
iments (the only exception being the control condition
in Experiment 1). This is in line with previous research
on spontaneous recovery of connectedness (e.g., Zadro
et al., 2006), and exemplifies the importance of the con-
trol condition to investigate the effect of Facebook use
on the increase in social connectedness.

Second, we should critically discuss the design of
our conditions. For the control condition, we used the
main page of Wikipedia as a starting point. We ran a
pilot to ensure that this page was seen as non-social,
but still similar to Facebook in many other ways (see
S2 in the Supplementary File). However, the main page
of Wikipedia features different articles every day, which
means that some days the content the participants were
exposed to might be more social and positive than on
other days. Though both Experiments 1 and 2 were
conducted over several days, this could partly explain
why in Experiment 1 the participants on average did
not increase in social connectedness over time, while in
Experiment 2 they did. Furthermore, browsing Wikipedia
is not likely a normal behavior for most people. Past
research has had similar issues (e.g., browsing neutral
photos or comics as control conditions; Knowles et al.,
2015), indicating that it is quite difficult to find a control
condition for Facebook use that is non-social, entertain-
ing, and natural to use.

Our choice of the passive and active Facebook con-
ditions should also be discussed. We chose to include
only the “likes,” comments, and browsing features
of Facebook in our study, neglecting Facebook func-

tions like direct messaging, creating events and invit-
ing others, shopping, and others. More active ways of
using Facebook, including creating posts, might lead to
more “likes,” which in turn leads to higher self-esteem
(Marengo et al., 2021), and might additionally lead to
more feelings of social connection. Our condition for pas-
sive Facebook use, on the other hand, could not have
been more passive but could have been longer. Arguably,
spending a short time using Facebook passively could
have the positive effects discussed, whereas browsing
Facebook for a longer time without engaging with any
posts could be more likely to lead to negative effects, like
upward social comparison (Verduyn et al., 2017).

Additionally, though Facebook is currently the most
used social network site in the world, it is certainly
not the only one, and other social network sites like
Instagram, Snapchat, and Tiktok are more popular than
Facebook among people under 30 years old (Auxier &
Anderson, 2021). Although social mechanisms may be
similar across these different platforms, it is important
that future research looks into what specific features of
social network sites, and the behavior they enable, can
influence social connectedness.

As a final limitation, we did not take participants’
personalities into account. In both experiments, we ran-
domly assigned participants to use Facebook actively
or passively (or not at all), which is again not an accu-
rate representation of usual Facebook browsing behav-
ior. By doing so we ignored individuals’ preferences for
passive or active Facebook use. About 6% of the ini-
tial participants had to be excluded due to them using
Facebook differently from instructed (see S3 and S7 in
the Supplementary File), implying they had Facebook
habits different from the instructions. We further had
to exclude about 21% of all participants because par-
ticipants were unwilling or unable to share screenshots
of their Facebook pages. The advantage of taking these
screenshots was that it allowed us to objectively verify
whether and how participants had used Facebook, which
increased the validity of our measurement. However, the
unfortunate side effect may be that our sample excluded
participants with certain personality traits leading them
to not being comfortable with sharing their Facebook
information. Given research that implies that personal-
ity type might be predictive of the type of Facebook use
(Pagani et al., 2011), future research might further take
these differences into account.

5. Conclusion

The current article sheds light on the alleviating effects of
using a social network site after ostracism. Corroborating
past research, we found that active Facebook use
increases social connectedness after ostracism. Findings
on whether passive Facebook use can increase feelings
of social connectedness remained somewhat ambiguous.
In neither of the experiments did we find clear indica-
tions that passive Facebook use can increase feelings of
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connectedness after ostracism compared to a non-social
control condition. However, our results importantly sug-
gest that passive social media use does not seem to
harm people in ways previously reported. In exploratory
results, we further found that passively using Facebook
may be able to increase feelings of social connectedness
as long as the Facebook user feels close to the other
users on the platform. Despite limitations, the current
article helps understand how social media use can influ-
ence feelings of connectedness in an increasingly digi-
tal world.
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