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ABSTRACT

Loneliness is increasingly recognized as a major mental health concern, yet the role of social media in alleviating it remains
poorly understood. This study asks how social media help consumers cope with loneliness amid chronic illness. Focusing on
women living with endometriosis, an under-recognized and often stigmatized condition marked by pain, diagnostic delays, and
invisibility, we adopt a technocultural perspective to conceptualize social media as collective consumption spaces where
loneliness is mediated through parasocial and consocial dynamics. The study draws on a team netnography of 38 online
endometriosis-related pages and profiles, triangulated with 20 in-depth interviews with consumers affected by endometriosis,
medical influencers, patient influencers, and experts. We identify four interrelated practices—grounding, sense-making,
attuning, inspiring—through which consumers transform digital encounters into tangible relief that extends beyond the screen
into their physical, emotional, and social lives. We contribute to the debate on social media and loneliness, showing that relief is
not an isolated act of consumption but a ritualized, collective accomplishment, achieved through culturally embedded practices
addressing both social and emotional loneliness dimensions. For brands, healthcare professionals, and platform providers, the
study reframes social media as ecosystems of recognition where lonely sick consumers can feel seen, believed, and
accompanied.

1 | Introduction although research overwhelmingly documents the detri-
mental effects of social media on well-being (McLean
et al. 2025), far less is known about when, how, and for whom
these platforms might instead provide relief.

Loneliness is linked to an estimated 100 deaths every hour (World
Health Organization 2025), underscoring the scale and urgency of
a condition that cuts across ages, contexts, and social groups
(Goldman et al. 2025) and is increasingly recognized as a critical
mental health concern. Against this backdrop, public discourse
increasingly questions the role of digital technologies - and social
media in particular. “How Tech Created a ‘Recipe for Loneli-
ness’”, as The New York Times (2024) put it, reflects a dominant
cultural narrative suggesting that social media deepen social
disconnection. More recently, however, other commentators
have cautioned against attributing the surge in loneliness
solely to social media, arguing that digital communities may,
in some cases, offer more support than harm (e.g., For-
tune 2025). This emerging counter-narrative matters because,

A vast and sometimes controversial body of scholarship has
debated the role of social media in this so-called “loneliness
epidemic” (Appel et al. 2020), with studies emphasizing the
“dark side” of social media (e.g., Primack et al. 2017), its con-
nective and supportive potential (e.g., Miguel et al. 2025;
Pittman and Reich 2016), or positioning it at the crossroads of
both dynamics (e.g., Hall 2025). Yet little is known about how
coping practices for loneliness unfold within digital social en-
vironments conceptualized as arenas of consumption, where
daily acts of following, interacting, and consuming content
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structure new modes of sociality. This gap is especially salient
in the context of chronic illness, where loneliness is often per-
sistent and multifaceted (Li et al. 2024). Although this condition
has been examined among patients experiencing loneliness
(Lewis et al. 2024), existing research has yet to address if and
how consumers affected by chronic illness engage in con-
sumption practices on social media to mitigate their experiences
of loneliness. To explore this, we focus on women living with
endometriosis—a chronic, under-recognized gynaecological
condition characterized by delayed diagnosis, stigmatization,
and a persistent sense of being unseen (Hudson 2022). For
many of these women, social media have become crucial spaces
where their condition is named, explained, and made visible in
ways that traditional medical and social environments often fail
to provide. Adopting a technocultural perspective rooted in
consumer culture, we attend to the parasocial (Horton and
Richard Wohl 1956; Chung and Cho 2017) and consocial
(Kozinets 2015) dynamics intrinsic to these platforms and
conceptualize social media as collective spaces of consumption
in which affectively meaningful, socially embedded practices
can emerge.

Guided by this conceptual lens, we investigated how social
media support consumers in coping with loneliness and ex-
amined the specific consumption practices through which in-
dividuals mitigate feelings of disconnection within these spaces.
In doing so, we extend a growing stream of research exploring
how consumption can help individuals cope with loneliness.
Prior studies show that physical consumption communities can
function as self-help support groups (O Sullivan and
Richardson 2020), yet social media environments operate
through different platform logics (Caliandro et al. 2024) and
therefore require further investigation to understand the forms
of consumption they enable and how these practices support
consumers in coping with loneliness.

Our findings show that, in the context of chronic illness, relief
emerges from four digitally mediated practices—grounding,
sense-making, attuning, and inspiring—which respectively en-
able material, informational, emotional, and symbolic forms of
consumption. Ultimately, the current study makes four contri-
butions. First, we contribute to the debate on loneliness and
consumption by demonstrating that relief from a chronic con-
dition of loneliness arises from embedded, ongoing, and socially
shared practices of digital consumption rather than from iso-
lated acts, creating a virtuous circle in which sociality and
consumption continuously reinforce one another. Second, we
show that social media consumption practices simultaneously
address both social and emotional loneliness (Weiss 1975)
through integrated, practice-based forms of consumption.
Third, we contribute to the literature on social media, loneli-
ness, and technocultural consumption by reframing social
media as arenas in which parasocial and consocial forms of
sociality jointly structure material, informational, emotional,
and symbolic consumption capable of alleviating loneliness.
Fourth, we advance understanding of vulnerable consumers
and health-related consumption by showing how social media
can offer a gentle re-entry into connection—countering the self-
protective cycles described by evolutionary accounts of loneli-
ness (Cacioppo et al. 2006)—and providing a meaningful form
of technocultural relief from the loneliness of chronic illness.

2 | Theoretical Background
2.1 | Loneliness in Contemporary Technoculture

In contemporary technoculture, understood as the intersection of
digital technologies, cultural meanings, social formations, and
consumption practices (Kozinets 2020; Penley and Ross 1991;
Cavusoglu and Belk 2025), loneliness has long been conceptual-
ized as a subjective discrepancy between desired and actual social
relationships (Peplau and Perlman 1982; Gierveld 1998). How-
ever, its contemporary manifestations cannot be fully understood
without accounting for the socio-technical environments through
which relationships are initiated, maintained, and evaluated
(Slade 2012; Turkle 2012).

Two psychological perspectives ground our understanding of
how loneliness operates in contemporary society (Shrum
et al. 2023). The Evolutionary Theory of Loneliness (Cacioppo
et al. 2006; Cacioppo and Cacioppo 2018) frames loneliness as
an adaptive signal motivating reconnection, which becomes
maladaptive when persistent, heightening hypervigilance and
defensive withdrawal, and being associated with depression,
cardiovascular disease, cognitive decline, and increased mor-
tality (Holt-Lunstad et al. 2015; Hawkley and Cacioppo 2010;
Lim et al. 2016). Social Needs Theory (Weiss 1975) further
distinguishes between emotional loneliness, arising from the
absence of close, intimate bonds, and social loneliness, stem-
ming from a lack of broader group belonging—dimensions that
require qualitatively different forms of social connection to be
addressed.

Building on these foundations, a technocultural perspective
foregrounds that loneliness is not merely an individual psycho-
logical state, but a condition that is co-constituted through tech-
nological infrastructures, cultural expectations, and market-
mediated forms of interaction (Turkle 2012; Dwyer 2025). Digi-
tal platforms do not simply host social relationships; they actively
organize them by structuring visibility, recognition, and partici-
pation through algorithmic curation, engagement metrics, and
platform-specific features. In this sense, social media shape not
only the quantity of social interactions, but also their perceived
quality, intensity, and legitimacy.

This structuring role is particularly consequential because platforms
embed users within continuous streams of socially evaluative con-
tent, where indicators such as likes, comments, and shares become
proxies for social validation. As a result, the experience of connec-
tion is increasingly mediated by quantifiable and publicly visible
signals of recognition, which may amplify perceived discrepancies
between desired and actual social embeddedness. At the same time,
these environments enable new forms of mediated proximity,
allowing users to feel emotionally connected to others despite
physical or social distance (Kozinets 2024; Penley and Ross 1991).

From this perspective, loneliness emerges as a structurally
mediated condition of technoculture, one that is simultaneously
produced and alleviated through the same socio-technical sys-
tems. That is, the very platforms that may intensify feelings of
disconnection by fostering comparison, exclusion, or superficial
interaction also provide the resources through which in-
dividuals seek recognition, understanding, and belonging. This
paradox suggests that loneliness in contemporary society cannot
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be understood independently of the technocultural environ-
ments in which it is enacted, navigated, and potentially relieved
(Jacobs 2024).

2.2 | The Role of Social Media in Loneliness

Building on this technocultural perspective, prior research has
examined the role of social media in shaping experiences of
loneliness, giving rise to a substantial and ongoing scholarly
debate (Appel et al. 2020) which appears as highly ambivalent.

On the one hand, a stream of research has emphasized the
“dark side” of social media, showing that heavy use is associ-
ated with greater perceived social isolation, depressive symp-
toms, and loneliness (Brailovskaia and Hamdan 2026; Primack
et al. 2017; Steers et al. 2014). These outcomes have been linked
to multiple intertwined processes: the displacement of face-to-
face interactions, exposure to highly curated portrayals of
others' lives, social comparison, and the superficial nature of
online contacts (Primack et al. 2017; Steers et al. 2014). Para-
social relationships with social media influencers—shallow
attachments characterized by seemingly emotional closeness
with media figures (Horton and Richard Wohl 1956)—have
similarly been associated with greater perceived loneliness,
partly mediated by fewer good friendships (Chung and
Cho 2017; Gaélle 2026). Recent evidence further suggests that
loneliness itself may shape online behavior, fostering engage-
ment with polarizing content and reinforcing dependency on
the platform (Rynarzewska et al. 2026). On the other hand,
other studies suggest that certain platforms, such as Instagram
and Snapchat, may alleviate loneliness by fostering perceived
intimacy through their image-based affordances, namely the
possibilities for interaction, communication, and engagement
that digital technologies enable (Pittman and Reich 2016;
Ronzhyn et al. 2023). In line with this, social media use has
been found to alleviate loneliness and anxiety primarily by
enhancing social support and fostering psychological resilience,
highlighting its role as a coping resource during periods of
social isolation (Jin et al. 2025). Additionally, although re-
lationships mediated through social media are often one-sided
and lack genuine reciprocity, they can evoke feelings compa-
rable to those experienced in direct social interactions. As
Horton and Richard Wohl (1956, p. 215) note, “the illusion of
face-to-face relationship” allows audiences—and, by extension,
social media users—to feel personally connected to the per-
former, integrating this perceived exchange into their everyday
behaviors and emotional lives. Even in more extreme contexts,
such as among digital nomads, social media has been found to
function as a resource for mitigating loneliness, facilitating
intimate connections, and cultivating a sense of community
(Miguel et al. 2025).

This debate is further complicated by research adopting a more
nuanced perspective. Nowland et al. (2018) suggest that the
impact of online interaction on loneliness depends on how
digital technologies are used: when employed to strengthen
existing relationships and develop new social connections, they
may reduce loneliness, whereas when used to escape the “social
pain” of offline interactions, they may instead increase it. Hall
(2025) further argues that while social media use may promote

feelings of belonging, it does not necessarily constitute an
effective long-term coping means for loneliness, thereby calling
for greater attention to the conditions under which social media
use may be beneficial or detrimental.

Taken together, these studies suggest that the role of social
media in loneliness is inherently ambivalent and contingent
upon patterns of use and contextual factors. However, prior
research predominantly emphasized the (negative) outcomes of
social media use, paying less attention to how coping with
loneliness unfolds through everyday engagement with these
platforms, particularly by overlooking their role as spaces of
consumption. This gap calls for a closer examination of the
specific practices through which users experience connection
and relief within these environments.

2.3 | Social Media, Consumption, and Coping
With Loneliness

Only recently has research begun to explore how social media
affordances, namely “the perceived actual or imagined proper-
ties of social media, emerging through the relation of techno-
logical, social, and contextual” (Ronzhyn et al. 2023, p. 3178),
and consumption practices jointly shape experiences of loneli-
ness and potential coping strategies. Existing research has ex-
amined how individuals cope with loneliness through
consumption (Huang and Fishbach 2021). As digital platforms
serve as distinctive commercial arenas where consumption
practices unfold (Caliandro et al. 2024), it becomes important to
examine how social media enable forms of sociality that may
alleviate loneliness through consumption.

In this light, contemporary social media environments enable
consumers to consume sociality, creating temporary bonds of
“consociality” (Kozinets 2015): transient and situational modes
of togetherness grounded in what individuals share in the
moment—a “contextual fellowship”—rather than in who they
are, forms of connection that may contribute to alleviating
negative emotional states, including feelings of loneliness
(p. 11). In this sense, online consocial relations epitomize the
contemporary condition of social life, characterized by flux,
mobility, speed, and impermanence, where connections are
fleeting yet emotionally charged and momentarily meaningful
(Kozinets 2015). This, therefore, allows consumers to engage
emotionally and relationally through digital media, experien-
cing a form of mediated affective participation that underpins
these consocial modes of engagement and symbolic affiliation,
and may be relevant in understanding how individuals cope
with experiences of loneliness and social isolation. Here, social
energy is fuelled by the connective intensity of interactions—
what Biraghi et al. (2021, p. 218) define as the “technological
and affective intensification” that liberates consumers' “con-
nective energy.” Such transitory yet affectively intense ex-
changes foster relational intimacy that, although short-lived,
generates a sense of proximity and emotional attunement,
which may be particularly relevant for individuals struggling
with feelings of loneliness.

Therefore, while consuming technologies and their connective
affordances (Kozinets 2020; Shugars and Ha 2025), consumers
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also turn to social media to satisfy relational needs - the desire
to connect with, support, and feel understood by like-minded
others (Mardon et al. 2023). In such cases, the “product” con-
sumers seek is not material but emotional, resulting in experi-
ences of bonding where the emotional gratification participants
derive stems from feelings of empathy, safety, and belonging to
the online collective (Brodie et al. 2013). In some cases, this
emotional engagement evolves into a more symbolic form of
consumption, becoming a source of identity inspiration and
empowerment, enhancing consumers' sense of control over
their experiences (Yuksel et al. 2016), which alleviates their
condition of solitude. Within these spaces, consumers bond
with social media “gurus” (Mardon et al. 2023) or inspirational
figures who not only foster individual identity dimensions such
as trust (Breves et al. 2021; Conde and Casais 2023) or purchase
preferences (Bi and Zhang 2023; Ashraf et al. 2023), but also
shape broader communal lifestyle ideals such as socio-political
activism (Dekoninck and Schmuck 2024), while also encoura-
ging the incorporation of objects, routines, and practices into
consumers' extended sense of self (Belk 1988, 2013), thereby
enhancing consumers’ collective participation and social
engagement.

This potential of social media as a means of enhancing con-
social, collective dimensions of identity building has been
overshadowed by a growing body of literature that has focused
on the implications of social media use on consumers’ indi-
vidual identity dimensions such as well-being (McLean
et al. 2025), self-reflection, self-representation (Pera et al. 2020),
perception of body image and self-esteem (Ameen et al. 2022). It
is therefore relevant to examine whether social media use may
also foster collective dimensions of identity building that
mobilize community building and social connectivity to over-
come structural conditions of loneliness (Appel et al. 2020;
Huang and Li 2023).

2.4 | Research Gap and Questions

Taken together, the literature reviewed above shows that the
relationship between social media and loneliness remains the-
oretically and empirically unsettled. Existing research has
generated important insights into both the harmful and bene-
ficial consequences of social media use, showing that these
platforms may intensify loneliness through comparison, exclu-
sion, dependency, and superficial forms of connection (Primack
et al. 2017; Steers et al. 2014; Rynarzewska et al. 2026), while
also potentially alleviating loneliness by fostering perceived
intimacy, social support, resilience, and belonging (Jin
et al. 2025; Hall 2025; Miguel et al. 2025; Pittman and
Reich 2016). More nuanced accounts further suggest that the
effects of social media are contingent on how platforms are
used, by whom, and under which contextual conditions
(Nowland et al. 2018; O Sullivan and Richardson 2020; Vinuales
and Thomas 2021; Dutot 2020; Barbosa Neves et al. 2019).

While these perspectives provide important insights, they share
a common limitation: they predominantly adopt an outcome-
oriented lens that focuses on whether social media increase or
reduce loneliness, paying limited attention to social media as
technocultural consumption spaces in which digital

affordances, algorithms, influencers, brands, communities,
images, and narratives jointly organize how consumers seek
recognition, support, and belonging (Kozinets 2020; Vicari and
Kirby 2023). As a result, we still lack a deep understanding of
how individuals transform digital encounters, content con-
sumption, parasocial attachments, and consocial participation
into affectively meaningful forms of relief through situated,
socially embedded consumption practices. This gap is especially
salient in contexts of chronic illness, where loneliness is per-
sistent, multifaceted, and often rooted in experiences of
invisibility and epistemic marginalization (Lewis et al. 2024;
Petersen et al. 2020).

To address this gap, we adopt a technocultural perspective
rooted in consumer culture (Kozinets 2020; Kozinets 2015;
Biraghi et al. 2021; Caliandro et al. 2024) and conceptualize
social media as collective spaces of consumption in which
loneliness is mediated through both parasocial and consocial
dynamics. From this standpoint, consumers do not simply
communicate about loneliness; they consume content, ex-
pertise, stories, images, and identities in ways that render
loneliness more intelligible, shareable, and manageable.
Accordingly, our study shifts attention from the effects of social
media use to the practices through which relief is constructed
within these environments, examining how consumers affected
by endometriosis use social media to cope with loneliness
through everyday consumption practices.

We therefore ask:

RQ1. How do social media enable healthcare consumers
to cope with experiences of loneliness?

RQ2. What consumption practices do healthcare con-
sumers engage in within social media to mitigate
loneliness?

3 | Methodology
3.1 | Research Context

The research gap we have identified is especially salient in
healthcare contexts. Chronic illness often produces persistent
and layered forms of loneliness, including the emotional lone-
liness of feeling misunderstood and the social loneliness of
being excluded from shared routines, identities, and commu-
nities (Li et al. 2024). For consumers affected by under-
recognized conditions such as endometriosis, loneliness is not
only a private psychological state but also a socially and cul-
turally produced experience, shaped by medical dismissal,
stigma, invisibility, and the difficulty of finding others who can
understand embodied suffering (Tragantzopoulou 2024). In
such contexts, social media may become especially important:
they can make illness visible, connect consumers to experiential
knowledge, and provide access to figures, communities, and
narratives that reconfigure how consumers understand and
manage their condition (Van Oerle et al. 2018). These char-
acteristics reveal the participatory nature of contemporary
healthcare, in which consumers themselves contribute to
shaping their own well-being, either individually or collabora-
tively with other actors in the healthcare service network,
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including family members, peers, healthcare professionals, and
the broader community (McColl-Kennedy et al. 2017). By en-
gaging in health communities on social media, sick consumers
thus extend their participation beyond the traditional provider-
recipient dyad, actively contributing to the collective creation of
meaning, support, and expertise (Hartmann et al. 2015). How-
ever, existing research has yet to explain how healthcare con-
sumers engage with social media as consumption spaces to cope
with loneliness, nor has it identified the specific practices
through which such coping takes shape.

We investigate women affected by endometriosis, a chronic,
inflammatory, and often underdiagnosed gynaecological condi-
tion characterized by the presence of endometrial-like tissue
outside the uterus (Hudson 2022). We focused on the online
discourses surrounding endometriosis as our empirical setting for
three main reasons. First, experiences of loneliness are particu-
larly pronounced among those living with endometriosis, where
chronic pain, diagnostic uncertainty, and the repeated invalida-
tion of women's symptoms often render their suffering invisible
and poorly understood (Hudson 2022). Second, because the
condition disproportionately affects women, it intersects with
broader issues of gendered healthcare neglect, stigmatization, and
emotional burden. These dynamics not only exacerbate women's
experiences of isolation and misunderstood suffering but also
heighten the need for social validation and empathetic
connection—making loneliness a central affective condition in
this context. Third, although increasing attention has been paid in
medical and psychological research, consumer and marketing
studies have yet to explore how endometriosis is discussed, rep-
resented, and navigated through social media consumption
practices, particularly as the topic gains visibility on digital
platforms.

In this sense, endometriosis represents a critical and under-
studied case of loneliness experienced under conditions of
uncertainty, stigma, and limited social recognition. As such, it
provides a particularly insightful context for examining how
social media may enable practices of relief in situations where
individuals struggle to feel understood, recognized, and part of a
shared social world. These dynamics make the findings partic-
ularly transferable to other contexts of chronic, stigmatized, or
poorly understood conditions, including but not limited to
health-related ones, where similar challenges of recognition and
validation shape experiences of loneliness. Conversely, the four
practices may apply less directly to acute illnesses, whose
shorter temporal horizon weakens the demand for community-
based recognition, or to highly visible, medically uncontested
conditions, where social media play a less central role as a
corrective to invalidation.

3.2 | Data Collection

Given the socio-cultural and technocultural nature of this study
and its focus on the interplay between loneliness dynamics and
online consumption practices emerging in social media con-
versational spaces, we adopted a netnographic approach
(Kozinets 2020). This method was particularly appropriate for
our context for two main reasons. First, because as an evolving
qualitative approach that is an adaptation of ethnography,

netnography focuses on social media and on immersive tech-
nological environments to capture and articulate the meanings
of discourses and interactions generated within and through
digital platforms as well as other immersive technological en-
vironments (Kozinets 2020), with the aim of gaining deep cul-
tural understanding through the systematic, immersive and
multimodal use of digital traces, elicitations and observations
(Kozinets and Gretzel 2024, p. 1). Second, because prior
research has successfully applied netnography to examine the
experiences of vulnerable consumer groups lived and shared in
digital platforms, including those related to health and well-
being contexts (Wilson-Nash and Pavlopoulou 2024). Accord-
ingly, this approach enabled us to capture the social and cul-
tural meanings, as well as the discursive and symbolic content
produced and shared by experts and consumers on social
media, alongside the spontaneous conversational flows that
develop among them.

We conducted a team netnography (Kozinets 2020), whereby
multiple researchers independently immersed themselves in the
field, kept immersion journals and triangulated their reflections
and interpretations. We began with the immersion movement,
conceptualized as a process of “experiencing, observing,
reflecting, and recording” (Kozinets and Gretzel 2024, p. 6).
Following their guidelines, this stage was articulated in three
interrelated steps to ensure analytical focus, reflexivity, and
methodological transparency. First, given the vast accessibility
of digital experiences and traces, we adopted a focused per-
spective to prevent data overload and ensure relevance. Guided
by the four criteria of “netnographic praxis”—relevance, activ-
ity, interactivity, and richness (Kozinets 2020, p. 136)—we
selected the most pertinent keywords using relevant scholarly
references, combined with online keyword generators, genera-
tive Al consultation, and social media internal search functions.
These results were integrated with updated rankings of medical
and health influencers, and each account's prominence and
authenticity were verified. Second, we defined the field
boundaries by combining our thematic focus (endometriosis)
with the platforms most relevant to this topic—primarily In-
stagram, with cross-links to TikTok, YouTube, Facebook, X,
and Reddit. This process yielded a global sample of 38 active
pages and profiles, categorized as follows: (1) ten pages mana-
ged by associations or foundations, typically led by individuals
with endometriosis and/or healthcare professionals; (2) sixteen
profiles belonging to doctors and specialists; and (3) twelve
personal profiles where individuals openly shared their ex-
periences and cultivated legitimacy around the illness (Table 1).

Third, to ensure rigor and avoid impressionistic interpreta-
tion, we implemented a systematic practice of immersion
journaling (Kozinets 2020, p. 283). Throughout a 1-year
observation, the research team maintained a structured
journal of 85 single-spaced pages and 12,227 words to map
the research terrain, document encounters with data, inte-
grate emerging insights with theoretical constructs, and
record introspective reflections.

Then, we delved into the investigation movement, centered on
identifying, discovering, and selectively collecting pre-existing
digital imprints and data. The archival nature of social media
profiles allowed us to retrospectively reconstruct users’ online
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Instagram
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Australia

Influencer with endometriosis
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sistergirlfoundation
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100

11
19

California

Instagram

Influencer with endometriosis

86
42

Atlanta

Influencer with endometriosis

the_endo_chronic_ills

Instagram

32

Atlanta

Instagram

Influencer with endometriosis

itscaseyjoe

trajectories and preserve relevant digital traces, continuously
enriching our dataset over time.

Subsequently, we engaged in the interaction movement, aimed
at connecting with relevant actors and eliciting data (Kozinets
and Gretzel 2024). Netnographic observations were triangu-
lated with 20 semi-structured in-depth interviews involving
medical influencers, influencers and followers both affected by
endometriosis, journalists, and writers engaged in
endometriosis-related discourse. We deemed it important to
complement our online investigation with individual inter-
views because they allowed us to gather in-depth under-
standing of underlying motivations, meanings, emotions and
reflections about their loneliness condition that participants
preferred not to share publicly on social media. To strengthen
the rigor of the interview component, we drew on Arsel (2017)
guidance on designing interviews with reflexive focus. The
protocol combined open-ended questions on lived experiences
of loneliness and chronic illness with targeted probes on
platform-specific practices, and was iteratively refined as the
fieldwork progressed. Reflexive note-taking after each inter-
view allowed us to calibrate subsequent conversations to the
developing understanding of the field. Informants were
selected purposively to ensure variation in role, engagement
depth, and primary platform, and interviewing continued until
theoretical saturation. Interviewees were recruited through
“self-selection and convenience” sampling (Kozinets
et al. 2017, p. 665) following prolonged online engagement in
the online field. Interviews were conducted online, in either
Italian or English depending on participants’ preference, and
were audio-recorded, fully transcribed, and translated when
necessary. Informed consent was collected from all inter-
viewees. The average duration of each interview was approx-
imately 1h (Table 2) for a total of 17h and 319 pages of
transcribed material.

We followed established ethical guidelines for online research,
carefully considering issues of privacy, consent, and potential
harm when collecting and analyzing digital data (Townsend
and Wallace 2017). Although the data analyzed were publicly
available, we adopted a cautious approach to protect partici-
pants' anonymity, avoiding the disclosure of identifiable infor-
mation and paraphrasing sensitive content where appropriate.
For the interview component, the study protocol was reviewed
and approved by the relevant institutional ethics committee,
and informed consent was obtained from all participants prior
to data collection.

3.3 | Data Analysis and Interpretation

The integration movement, where analysis meets interpretation,
followed a bottom-up, inductive pattern-matching approach
consistent with netnographic praxis (Kozinets 2020). The pro-
cess began with the systematic organization of the collected
posts, content, and user interactions across the identified plat-
forms. The dataset was examined for its technocultural ele-
ments, including distinctive personality traits, communicative
styles, language and vocabularies, values and meanings, and
rituals supported and amplified in platform-mediated environ-
ments, which highlighted visibility practices.
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TABLE 2 | Interview informants.

Alias Role Age Duration (minutes) # Pages # Words
Int_1 Follower—consumer with endometriosis 31 60 17 7387
Int_2 Follower—consumer with endometriosis 34 79 20 8433
Int_3 Follower—consumer with endometriosis 58 32 10 4660
Int_4 Doctor influencer (9.4 K followers) 50 49 16 7379
Int_5 Follower—consumer with endometriosis 31 69 25 8844
Int_6 Influencer with endometriosis (66.6 K followers) 26 46 15 6882
Int_7 Follower—consumer with endometriosis 53 49 23 6876
Int_8 Follower—consumer with endometriosis 29 64 22 9050
Int_9 Follower—consumer with endometriosis 53 44 13 6235
Int_10  Follower—consumer with endometriosis 48 36 12 5081
Int_ 11  Follower—consumer with endometriosis 61 40 14 5746
Int_12  Follower—consumer with endometriosis 47 38 12 4707
Int_13  Doctor influencer (1.8 K followers) 53 19 7337
Int_14  Doctor influencer (113 K followers) 60 20 9036
Int_15 Doctor influencer (13.1 K followers) 39 48 13 5860
Int_16  Follower—consumer with endometriosis 34 34 14 4822
Int_17  Journalist and media expert 49 50 12 5095
Int_18 Influencer with endometriosis (2.4 K followers) and writer 62 64 17 9115
Int_19  Doctor influencer (8.6 K followers) 26 62 18 10,090
Int_20 Influencer with endometriosis (24.8 K followers) and writer 39 48 17 8377

Data analysis was conducted through an iterative coding
process (Spiggle 1994; Strauss and Corbin 1990) articulated
in three steps. We first generated first-order codes that
stayed close to informants' and users’ own vocabulary,
drawing on interview transcripts, immersion journal field-
notes, and digital traces. We then aggregated these codes into
second-order themes capturing the underlying logics of
consumption activity, before abstracting them into the four
aggregate practices reported in the Findings. Following the
hermeneutic tradition (Thompson et al. 1994), this process
unfolded through ongoing iteration between “data frag-
ments” and the broader context (Kozinets 2020, p. 142),
combining telescopic and microscopic glances. To
strengthen the trustworthiness of our interpretations, we
triangulated across data sources, maintained an audit trail of
analytical decisions, and discussed coding discrepancies
within the research team until consensus was reached. In
line with this interpretive stance, our analysis—which is
reflected in the narrative of the findings—took the shape of
what Geertz (1973) described as “thick description”: a de-
tailed, contextualized, and meaning-rich account that is
guided by the researcher’'s own interpretations and system-
atizations of the observed reality. This process entailed
identifying recurring patterns linking users’ embodied ex-
pressions, emotional narratives, and platform-mediated in-
teractions, in order to wuncover how social media
environments structure experiences of loneliness, shape
distinct forms of consumption, and foster coping practices of
relief. Through this process, overarching themes were both
inductively and deductively identified by the researchers and
then jointly refined to capture recurrent meanings emerging
from the data.

4 | Findings

The data analysis revealed four interrelated relief-practices
through which consumers affected by endometriosis cope with
feelings of loneliness in social media. We term these practices
grounding, sense-making, attuning, and inspiring (Figure 1).
Within social media spaces, these practices coalesce and are
mutually reinforcing, as consumers move across them in their
everyday engagement with social media. Together, they form a
virtuous circle in which consumption practices and sociality
continuously sustain and amplify one another, as engagement
in one practice tends to trigger and extend into others. Each
section below unpacks one of the relief-practices and illustrates
how consumers enact it through specific behaviours, interac-
tions and content practices within the platforms.

4.1 | Grounding: Material Consumption as
Coping

We define grounding as the material consumption practices
triggered by social media through which consumers use objects,
products, and embodied routines to construct tangible anchors
that help manage symptoms and reassert a sense of everyday
normalcy. Social media therefore host spaces centered on such
material forms of consumption (Mardon et al. 2023).

As shown in Figure 2, consumers affected by endometriosis
share and promote products, objects, and routines that support
coping with everyday discomfort. These items become artifacts
of care that transform unliveable routines into ordinary daily
rituals, reflecting how consumption becomes entwined with
everyday life (Cavusoglu and Belk 2025) and helps stabilize the
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Social media spaces

Grounding
(Material consumption
as coping)

Inspiring
(Symbolic consumption
as myth-making)

Attuning
(Emotional consumption as
synchronization)

Sense-making
(Informational consumption |
as empowerment)

FIGURE 1 | Visual representation of the four interrelated practices through which consumers affected by endometriosis cope with loneliness in

social media spaces.
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Consumers affected by endometriosis share daily practices of self-care to cope with pain, fatigue, and bodily
unpredictability. They display wellness products, comfort items, and lifestyle routines that exemplify how
material consumption becomes a form of embodied coping and social connection on social media. This also
allows them to cope with the sense of loneliness they experience as consumers whose needs require specific
products.

FIGURE 2 | Instagram posts showing consumers affected by endometriosis sharing products, objects, and routines used to cope with pain and

everyday discomfort. Source: Immersion journal excerpt showing authors'-created collage of doctors and influencers affected by endometriosis

illustrating the products/objects/concrete methods they use in their daily life; authors’ copyright.

body despite pain and unpredictability. Such mundane acts of
preparation and self-care function as symbolic gestures of
control over an uncontrollable body, allowing consumers to
sustain normality without compromising their sociality.
Grounding thus introduces a tangible and durable material
dimension within social media environments typically charac-
terized by fleeting interactions (Biraghi et al. 2021;
Kozinets 2015), revealing a tension between the ephemerality of
platform exchanges (Brailovskaia and Hamdan 2026) and the
durability of material coping practices, as the latter anchor relief
in objects and routines that persist over time and across online
and offline contexts, thereby counterbalancing the tendency to
use social media as a means of escaping the “social pain” of
offline interactions (Hall 2025).

The sociality intrinsic to social media further sustains this vir-
tuous circle, as consumers also share their experiences in
relation to material forms of consumption. Discourses extend

beyond individual products (e.g., hot-water bottles, bloat-
friendly elastic trousers) to include broader routines and pro-
tocols (e.g., ‘immune support,’” ‘anti-inflammatory’ protocols,
stress management). As one follower commented on an In-
stagram post: “The AIP (autoimmune protocol) changed my
life... but you know what else has? Moving more, resting more,
managing stress and a whole bunch of other things!” Such ex-
changes illustrate how social media foster participatory spaces
where material consumption is shared and reshared, trans-
forming personal coping routines into socially networked forms
of healing.

In line with this, a follower explained during an interview:

It can help, first of all, reduce the feeling of isolation you
feel when you receive a diagnosis like this. Knowing there
are other people like you facing something similar, to feel
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a bit less alone and to get ideas and experiences that in
some way might help you or give you something concrete.
(Int_5)

Exposure to others' practices also mitigates market-mediated
loneliness: when mainstream offerings fail to address their
needs, consumers use social media to discover products, rou-
tines and artifacts that resonate directly with their embodied
experiences, transforming feelings of exclusion into moments of
recognition and belonging. What initially appears as a source of
comfort may ultimately evolve into a set of artifacts and rituals
progressively integrated into the consumer's sense of self, ex-
tending the boundaries of identity. The sociality embedded in
social media discourses enables influencers, doctors, and fol-
lowers alike to transform personal routines and objects of care
into meaningful extensions of the self (Belk 1988, 2013).

4.2 | Sense-Making: Informational Consumption
as Empowerment

We define sense-making as the informational consumption
practices through which healthcare consumers use social media
to interpret their condition, fill knowledge gaps, and construct
shared understandings of the disease. Social media operate as
participatory infrastructures of knowledge, where informational
exchanges complement—and often compensate for—the limi-
tations of traditional healthcare systems and the broader culture
of silence surrounding the illness. Through these interactions,
information consumption becomes a collective practice of
meaning-making and relief.

Doctors and medical influencers play a key role by translating
scientific knowledge into accessible formats and inviting
interaction—*“Ask me anything related to women's health”—
and creating approachable spaces, thereby fostering dialogue,

In collaboration with @Endometriosis , to
provide a comprehensive glossary of all terms
associated

with #endometriosis and #womenshealth, we
here highlight a few select words from "V".

endometriosis.org/glossary/ for the entire
glossary.

social support, and psychological resilience (Jin et al. 2025;
Miguel et al. 2025). They also clarify medical doubts through
private messages, positioning social media as informal arenas of
consultation.

At the same time, consumers themselves engage in active
information-seeking and sharing practices. By exploring hash-
tags, they search for specific topics related to the disease—such
as dietary advice, lifestyle suggestions, and symptom
explanations—that resonate with their lived experiences:

I had looked for someone doing recipes or things like that,
more of a light topic. Searching by hashtags—with
hashtags like food, endometriosis diet.

(Int_1)

As illustrated in Figure 3, informational posts circulate widely,
ranging from glossaries that explain medical terminology, to
surgeons’ visual documentation, and educational infographics
challenging misconceptions. Through social media, knowledge
becomes accessible and shareable, transforming the act of
“knowing” into a relational experience. This ongoing flow of
informative content generates an informational loop of con-
sumption, whereby followers not only consume but also re-
share educational posts to raise awareness and give voice within
their close circle of (relevant) others. As one participant noted:

...every now and then they make posts where I don't
know, they say [...] even that you can repost to raise
awareness, right, on the topic.

(Int_2)

However, sense-making is not frictionless. Consumers affected
by chronic conditions are exposed to heterogeneous and
sometimes conflicting sources (medical expertise, experiential

~

Instagram and Facebook posts illustrating sense-making practices through the sharing of informational
content related to endometriosis. The examples include educational glossaries explaining medical
terminology, visual documentation of surgical procedures aimed at clarifying bodily experiences, and
infographics challenging misconceptions about chronic pain.

FIGURE 3 | Instagram posts and stories illustrating informational consumption through the sharing and circulation of educational content
related to endometriosis. Source: Authors'-created collage of medical influencers and associations sharing educational and awareness content;

authors' copyright.
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knowledge, and peer advice), making it difficult to assess
credibility. In this contested field, followers calibrate trust
through pragmatic heuristics—coherence with medical evi-
dence, perceived honesty about uncertainty, the warmth and
responsiveness of a creator—rather than through formal cre-
dentials alone, often leading users to rely on a limited set of
trusted figures in ways that reflect parasocial dynamics (Chung
and Cho 2017). At the same time, the same affordances that
enable knowledge circulation also facilitate the spread of
questionable claims: dietary protocols (e.g., AIP or detox regi-
mens), supplements, and alternative therapies are sometimes
promoted without clear evidentiary grounding. Sense-making
thus operates at the intersection of empowerment and risk.
While informational consumption enables consumers to better
understand their condition and act upon it (Yuksel et al. 2016),
it also requires ongoing evaluation and negotiation of credibil-
ity. Ultimately, these practices reinforce the social dimension of
knowledge, as consuming and circulating information becomes
a collective act that fosters recognition and alleviates loneliness.

4.3 | Attuning: Emotional Consumption as
Synchronization

We define attuning as the emotional relief that emerges as con-
sumers witness, share, and respond to testimonies of pain online.
Within endometriosis-related communities, attuning captures the
affective dimension of social media engagement—a mediated sense
of proximity (Chung and Cho 2017) through which individuals
synchronize their emotional states with others, fostering mutual
understanding and belonging. By making vulnerabilities public,
doctors and influencers living with endometriosis, as well as fol-
lowers alike, transform private suffering into a shared emotional
terrain where feeling “seen” and understood provides validation
and alleviates isolation. As one participant explained, before
acquiring more self-awareness also thanks to entering the online
discourses, recognizing similar others and reading their stories:

I remember, in the beginning, this feeling of isolation, of not
being understood, of not being seen inside what I was going
through—because of the general ignorance of society. At the
time, I didn't have a boyfriend. And for sure, even without
having one, it still had a major impact on how I related to
men because—now we're stepping right into a purely psy-
chological sphere—in the beginning the perception I had of
myself was that I was defective, not good enough, and so I
objectively got myself into situations that now, with the
awareness I have, I'm like: ‘What the hell were you think-
ing?’ But that was how I saw myself at the time. So I sought
confirmation of that distorted perception from men who
were objectively assholes—if I can say that, right? And so,
after this devaluing of myself—because on the side of my
friends there was the ‘T don't feel understood,” and on the
relational side there was self-devaluation |[...].

(Int_5)

Attuning unfolds across a continuum from invisible to highly
visible discursive practices. At the more silent end, users save

comforting posts, privately message others for reassurance, or
respond to anonymous Q&A boxes—micro-interactions that
allow them to feel accompanied without exposing themselves
publicly. As one consumer affected by endometriosis noted:

Sometimes also when they put the boxes... where you can
ask questions or they ask you—I remember the last one I
answered: after how long were you diagnosed with
endometriosis?

(Int_8)

These fleeting exchanges foster subtle emotional resonance and
intimacy among users who might otherwise remain alone.

More visible forms of attuning include commenting on others’
testimonies, resharing posts, and participating in collective ex-
pressions of empathy. One user commented under an associa-
tion's Instagram post:

I love that we are all talking about our endo together!
Feels less isolating and helps normalize that we aren't
alone in our suffering.

Similarly, an American influencer affected by endometriosis
and active on both Instagram and TikTok reflected:

No one in my life really seemed to understand what I was
going through until 1 started posting about it online,
which might seem silly to some.

(Int_6)

As illustrated in Figure 4, attuning is sustained through the public
expression of vulnerability, where embodied and emotional ex-
periences of illness are shared and recognized. By sharing content
that reveals wounds, scars, swelling, and tears, the body becomes a
visible showcase for their otherwise invisible pain - a medium
through which they express what they feel and challenge their
sense of inadequacy and the negative social comparison dynamics
often amplified on social media (Steers et al. 2014). Social media
thus becomes a space where this tension between visibility and
invisibility is negotiated, as the embodied representation of pain is
placed at the core of self-expression and serves as a tool for fos-
tering empathy and emotional synchronization, thereby mitigating
both their own and their followers' loneliness, counteracting the
withdrawal and hypervigilance associated with chronic loneliness
(Cacioppo et al. 2006). Yet this same visibility carries costs: con-
tinuous bodily exposure can intensify scrutiny and, for some users,
produce a feeling of being defined by their illness in ways they did
not fully anticipate. Attuning thus operates on a paradoxical
edge—the very exposure that fosters synchronization can also
amplify exposure beyond what users initially welcomed. However,
sharing one’s own embodied experience becomes a form of affec-
tive expression that not only elicits empathy but also invites au-
diences to participate in an emotional consumption process, where
affective exposure becomes both the medium and the object of
exchange, thereby enabling forms of mediated proximity through
which users feel emotionally connected to others (Kozinets 2024).
In this sense, attuning reflects a form of emotional consumption in

Psychology & Marketing, 2026
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i@ _ills When the pain | feel inside
finally shows on the outside; my invisible iliness has
become visible; the years of undiagnosed pain... altro

Patient influencers make their vulnerabilities visible by exposing the bodily and
emotional realities of living with endometriosis. Through scars, tears, and unfiltered
honesty, they counter isolation and misunderstanding, transforming private pain into a
shared and collective experience where individuals can feel understood, experience
emotional relief, and feel less alone.

FIGURE 4 | Instagram posts showing influencers affected by endometriosis making their vulnerabilities visible through the exposure of bodily
and emotional pain. Source: Authors'-created collage of influencers affected by endometriosis making their vulnerabilities visible; authors’ copyright.

which affect circulates as a shared resource—felt, expressed, and
re-experienced—allowing users to collectively process pain and
derive relief. These fleeting yet meaningful exchanges function as a
social glue (Kozinets 2015), fostering affective connection and
alleviating emotional loneliness (Weiss 1975).

4.4 | Inspiring: Symbolic Consumption as Myth-
Making

We define inspiring as the symbolic consumption practices through
which consumers recast their illness experiences into myth-like
narratives of endurance, transformation, and possibility. Across
social media, consumers affected by endometriosis circulate stories
that reframe suffering into narratives of strength, advocacy, and
hope, portraying themselves as active agents rather than passive
sufferers. One TikTok influencer, for instance, invites followers to
witness her journey toward motherhood with the caption: “Watch
us become a family”—a storyline that reframes the illness experi-
ence by envisioning a hopeful outcome achieved through perse-
verance. Similarly, a doctor influencer reflected on how advocacy
can open closed mindsets and inspire new ways of thinking and
envisioning solutions:

The advocacy may be to encourage people to be inspired
and to learn about ultrasound, or learn about surgery, or
learn about various research projects that are produced
by my team.

(Int_15)

These narratives create symbolic spaces of possibility where con-
sumers affected by endometriosis can imagine alternative futures.
Witnessing others “make it through” fosters vicarious hope that

counteracts despair and emotional isolation, supporting re-
engagement rather than withdrawal (Cacioppo et al. 2006). The
inspirational power of such content lies in its dual nature: it
conveys both the pain of the condition and the capacity to tran-
scend it, transforming social media into a space for reframing the
meaning of illness itself and, in doing so, inspiring the
(consumption) choices of others (Mardon et al. 2023). Consumers
experiencing this condition often become role models, narrating
the story of an “unusual” consumer who has overcome the worst
through an unprecedented journey. Through social media story-
telling, they mythologize their condition to symbolically resolve
broader social tensions around loneliness and misunderstanding.
Followers adhere to this myth, appropriate it, and use it to make
sense of their own struggles, thus turning individual resilience into
a shared cultural resource, enabled by the community affordances
of social media (Shugars and Ha 2025). Concrete landmarks of this
consumer journey are significant others. Through shared testi-
monies, users often expose relational misunderstandings with
significant others - as in a comment under an influencer's post
stating, “My ex always thought I overexaggerated my endo pain.”
At the same time, others reframe such experiences to highlight the
possibility of illness coexisting with genuine and compassionate
relationships. A TikTok video, for instance, shows a partner gently
washing the influencer's hair with the caption: “I used to be ter-
rified of my endometriosis scaring him off, but I'm so glad I let
him in.” In these stories, significant others serve as emotional
intensifiers that further expand and reinforce the mythological
nature of the narrated condition, pointing out social media as
arenas that challenge stigma and redefine the meaning and
boundaries of intimacy and care.

To strengthen these narratives, posts and captions increasingly
adopt symbolic and mythological motifs that aestheticize
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endurance, foster a sense of belonging, and reinforce emotional
bonds (Brodie et al. 2013). Hashtags such as #endowarrior and
the yellow ribbon emoji function as emblems of collective
identity, while captions like “We are warriors. Our confidence
makes us alluring. Our scars make us victorious.” transform
signs of vulnerability into symbols of pride and beauty.

At the same time, the mythologized framing of the #en-
dowarrior repertoire is not received unambivalently. Some users
and informants distance themselves from its celebratory tone,
suggesting that the imperative to be “strong” or “inspirational”
can itself function as a normative pressure that delegitimizes
ordinary expressions of fatigue, doubt, or grief. The aesthetici-
zation of suffering, in this sense, can simultaneously offer
recognition and impose new scripts of acceptable emotional
expression—a tension that the inspiring practice negotiates
rather than resolves.

As illustrated in Figure 5, inspirational content spans multiple
formats, combining personal storytelling, educational framing,
and motivational messaging. This repertoire reflects an ongoing
negotiation between grounded understandings of illness and
culturally circulated representations, highlighting how sym-
bolic consumption shapes the ways in which endometriosis—
and its associated loneliness—is collectively interpreted and
coped with.

5 | Discussion

5.1 | Consociality as Ritualistic, Collective Relief
to Loneliness

Previous research has examined how individuals turn to mar-
ketplace consumption to cope with social disconnection
(Fumagalli et al. 2022; Shrum et al. 2023), as well as the role of
collective consumption and support-group practices as a form of

e

CenterForEndometriosisCare

“treatment” for loneliness (O Sullivan and Richardson 2020).
Our findings extend this literature by showing that, in the
context of chronic illness, relief from loneliness emerges not
merely from isolated acts of consumption but from socially
embedded practices enacted within social media environments
that enable and sustain material, informational, emotional, and
symbolic forms of consumption.

This generates a continuous reciprocal interplay between con-
sumption and sociality, where each reinforces the other in a
virtuous circle. Rather than viewing consumption as compen-
satory, we conceptualize it as a socially organized and ongoing
accomplishment, in which consumers move across mutually
reinforcing practices of grounding, sense-making, attuning, and
inspiring. Through this interplay, consumption and sociality
recursively reinforce one another, giving rise to a specific form
of consociality (Kozinets 2015), enacted through shared prac-
tices of doing, sharing, embodying, and narrating.

At the same time, this collective accomplishment is not fric-
tionless. The same practices that generate relief also expose
consumers to contested expertise and misinformation, norma-
tive pressures embedded in inspirational repertoires, and
asymmetric visibility through which they may feel both seen
and over-exposed. These tensions do not negate the relief
potential of consocial participation, but delineate its boundary
conditions: relief emerges only insofar as consumers are able to
navigate the ambivalence of the resources made available
to them.

Hence, the first contribution of our study lies in showing that
loneliness is alleviated through an ongoing and collective
accomplishment—though inherently marked by ambivalence—
in which consumers move across mutually reinforcing practices
of grounding, sense-making, attuning, and inspiring, rather
than conceptualizing loneliness relief as the outcome of isolated

Misdiagnosis, Stage 4

Endo and an lleostomy:

Sally Power’s endo journey

written by Kellie Highet

&, Endometriosis
# Australia
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iving to be the best version of myself
at every opportunity.

7

Doctors, associations, and influencers affected by endometriosis engage in an unusual
form of storytelling within a context often dominated by stereotypes, silence, and
loneliness. Through social media contents that challenge misconceptions, share real-
life experiences, and convey motivational messages, they collectively redefine how the
illness can be interpreted and coped with.

FIGURE 5 | Instagram posts illustrating inspirational storytelling among doctor influencers and consumers affected by endometriosis.Source:
Authors’-created collage of posts exhibiting an inspirational and positively reframed mythology of consumption within endometriosis disease.
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acts of coping. In doing so, our findings shift attention from
consumption as compensation for loneliness to consumption as
a socially organized and shared process of relief.

5.2 | Social Media to Counter Social and
Emotional Loneliness

Our findings extend key theoretical perspectives on loneliness
by showing how social media consumption practices simulta-
neously address both social and emotional dimensions of
loneliness, thereby extending foundational psychological in-
sights into the context of social media consumption. Building
on Social Needs Theory (Weiss 1975), our study demonstrates
that these dimensions are not addressed separately but through
integrated, practice-based forms of consumption unfolding
within social media environments. Specifically, sense-making
practices reduce social loneliness by creating shared interpre-
tive spaces in which individuals understand their condition
alongside others facing similar uncertainties, turning informa-
tional consumption into a source of collective orientation and
belonging. Grounding practices extend beyond digital ex-
changes into everyday life through embodied routines and
objects, mitigating loneliness both socially—by embedding in-
dividuals in communities of shared doing—and emotionally—
by fostering a sense of accompaniment in managing chronic
pain. Attuning and inspiring practices more directly address
emotional loneliness, providing empathy, validation, and
affective resonance often absent in offline relationships not
attuned to the endometriosis condition. Hence, our second
contribution lies in showing that social media do not simply
alleviate loneliness at one level or the other, but enable forms of
consumption that simultaneously and relationally address both
social and emotional loneliness through everyday practices.

Our findings also advance literature on the role of social media
in loneliness by moving beyond an outcome-oriented view of
whether platforms are harmful or beneficial. While prior
research has highlighted both the dark and bright sides of social
media (e.g., Pittman and Reich 2016; Primack et al. 2017), our
study conceptualizes social media as technocultural consump-
tion spaces in which parasocial and consocial forms of sociality
structure distinct forms of relief-oriented consumption. Thus,
our third contribution lies in showing that, rather than being
oppositional, parasocial and consocial relations work together
in shaping relief: parasocial ties with doctors and influencers
provide perceived intimacy, credibility, and inspiration, while
consocial interactions with peer communities offer contextual
fellowship, recognition, and belonging. In this sense, social
media relieve loneliness not merely by connecting users to
content, but by organizing multiple forms of sociality through
which consumers engage in material, informational, emotional,
and symbolic consumption.

The Evolutionary Theory of Loneliness (Cacioppo et al. 2006)
further illuminates our findings by framing loneliness as an
adaptive signal motivating reconnection. When chronic, how-
ever, it can heighten vigilance and inhibit social re-engagement.
The practices we identify counter this cycle by creating en-
vironments in which consumers can access forms of support
often absent in the marketplace. Social media enable graded

modes of engagement—from low-exposure participation (e.g.,
searching, messaging, Q&A interactions) to more visible forms
(e.g., posting, commenting, influencing)—that facilitate a
gradual re-entry into sociality. Accordingly, our fourth contri-
bution lies in showing that relief does not stem from the
elimination of loneliness, but from the possibility of re-entering
social connection through mediated practices of recognition,
validation, and accompaniment.

6 | Conclusions

In conclusion, we can conceptualize the relief that emerges
from the consumption triggered by the sociality intrinsic to
social media not simply as the easing of physical symptoms but
as a broader form of alleviation that also addresses the loneli-
ness surrounding chronic pain. For individuals living with en-
dometriosis, the technocultural relief shaped by social media
discourses is rarely a purely bodily achievement; rather, it un-
folds through the consociality that social media enable. Our
findings show that the consumption practices enacted within
social media spaces - grounding, sense-making, attuning, and
inspiring — offer pathways through which consumers experi-
ence not only better management of their condition but also a
reduction in the loneliness of pain. This dynamic resonates with
what Ahmed (2014) terms the “sociality of pain” (p. 31): an
ethics of proximity in which individuals move toward one an-
other's suffering. In the interactions we observed, social media
facilitate precisely this kind of closeness: users come “close
enough to touch” one another's pain by recognising it, re-
sponding to it, and allowing it to surface without demanding
explanation. Such encounters transform pain from an isolating,
private experience into a shared, socially held one. Relief thus
emerges not from the disappearance of pain but from the
presence of others who witness it. In this sense, the relief fos-
tered by social media consumption is also a relief of recognition:
being seen, understood, and accompanied in experiences that
are often dismissed or silenced in medical and everyday con-
texts. Ultimately, the sociality embedded in digital consumption
environments provides a gentle but powerful antidote to the
solitude of chronic illness, enabling individuals to rediscover
forms of connection, understanding, and mutual presence that
extend beyond the screen and reshape the lived experience of
pain. In doing so, it reveals how the social media setting allows
consumption—when enacted through shared practices and
consocial participation—to become a meaningful vehicle for
easing not only the physical but also the relational burdens of
chronic illness.

6.1 | Limitations and Future Research Directions

In an era where social media are often framed as accelerators of
loneliness and disconnection, this study shows that, under
certain conditions, they can also serve as collective arenas of
relief, therefore carrying important implications for mental
health and well-being. Among women living with en-
dometriosis, relief arises through shared practices of grounding,
sense-making, attuning, and inspiring that weave together
material, informational, emotional, and mythic dimensions of
consumption. These practices transform loneliness from a
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purely individual, compensatory struggle into a processual,
socially held accomplishment, sustained by consocial partici-
pation and mediated recognition.

Nonetheless, we acknowledge the limitations of our analysis.
First, our netnography focused on the single empirical context
of women with endometriosis. This setting is particularly suited
to studying loneliness, especially given the invisibility, gendered
health neglect and frustration associated with this condition.
Future research, however, should adopt comparative designs
that explore how the four relief-practices travel across different
illnesses, including conditions that are more visible or differ-
ently stigmatized. Second, our results point to the centrality of
(in)visibility and recognition, but we did not explicitly structure
the study around these constructs. Endometriosis is a paradig-
matic invisible illness: pain and symptoms are often unseen and
invalidated, intensifying loneliness. Future research could more
directly investigate how invisibility exacerbates both social and
emotional isolation, and to what extent being “made visible”
through social media—via bodies, stories, metrics, and
hashtags—can counter this, bringing exposure and ultimately
recognition. Third, the grounding practices we identified high-
light the central role of the body and embodied experience.
Everyday objects and routines function as artifacts of care and
as socio-material resources that stabilize an unpredictable body,
extend the self, and help consumers seek recognition. Future
research could build on this by focusing more explicitly on the
body as a site of technocultural consumption: how bodily
images, scars, or symptom displays become shared interfaces of
legitimacy and belonging, and how material infrastructures of
care mediate both coping and visibility in the context of chronic
illness. Fourth, although our data include a wide range of
profiles, we did not investigate how these actors are perceived
in terms of legitimacy. In this domain, influencers—whether
consumers affected by the disease, doctors, or associations—are
likely to derive legitimacy not only from formal credentials but
also from lived experience, relational responsiveness, and
ethical conduct within a delicate health sphere. Future research
could examine how these different forms of legitimacy are
constructed, signalled, and contested on social media, and how
they shape who is trusted, followed, and believed in online
health environments.

6.2 | Managerial Implications

Different managerial settings may benefit from this study.
Brands, healthcare professionals, patient organizations, plat-
form providers, and content creators operating in the health
sphere—including influencers affected by endometriosis—can
all draw value from understanding that effective engagement on
social media does not arise from focusing on a single dimension
of consumption. Rather, it depends on activating the full spec-
trum of the four practices identified in this study: grounding,
sense-making, attuning, and inspiring.

For brands, this means moving beyond product-oriented com-
munication and recognizing that consumers engage with social
media not only to evaluate solutions but to navigate the emo-
tional, informational, and symbolic dimensions of chronic ill-
ness. By contributing to consumers' sense-making and attuning

to their emotional experience, brands can position themselves
within the broader ecosystem of relief that consumers affected
by disease actively seek online.

Healthcare professionals can similarly enrich their presence by
integrating different modes of consumption. Followers do not
only consume medical information; they also consume
reassurance, recognition, and inspirational narratives that help
them interpret and manage their condition.

Patient organizations and associations can play a particularly
important role in sustaining the collective dimension of relief.
Because our findings show that loneliness is alleviated not only
through information but also through active participation,
normalization and belonging, organizations can create con-
sumption spaces in which educational materials, everyday
routines, community testimonies, and inspirational narratives
coexist.

Platform providers and designers should recognize that the af-
fordances of social media shape how consumers navigate
loneliness at different levels of exposure. Features such as
anonymous Q&A boxes, saving functions, and private messa-
ging enable low-threshold forms of participation that allow
users to engage while maintaining a degree of invisibility. At the
same time, more visible features such as commenting, posting,
or sharing content enable users to gradually increase their ex-
posure and actively participate in collective interactions.
Designing for this continuum of engagement may be especially
important in contexts marked by stigma and invisibility.

Finally, influencers and content creators operating in health-
related spaces should be aware that their role extends beyond
content production. Their posts may function as practical an-
chors, interpretive guides, affective companions, and symbolic
role models. This also entails responsibility: content that
inspires hope can be valuable, but should remain attentive to
the tensions highlighted by our findings—for instance, between
information and misinformation.

The challenge for researchers, practitioners, and policymakers
is therefore not to idealize social media as inherently thera-
peutic, nor to condemn them as inherently harmful, but to
understand how their affordances can be organized in ways that
honour the sociality of pain and the need for recognition
without reducing suffering to a market opportunity. If
approached with ethical care, the digital consumption en-
vironments we have studied can offer lonely and sick con-
sumers not only tools for managing their bodies, but also
pathways to being seen, believed, and accompanied—ultimately
allowing consumption itself to become a source of meaningful
relief from the relational burdens of chronic illness.

Acknowledgments

Open access publishing facilitated by Universita Cattolica del Sacro
Cuore, as part of the Wiley - CRUI-CARE agreement.

Funding

The authors have nothing to report.

Psychology & Marketing, 2026

15

85UB0|7 SUOWILIOD BAITa1D) 3ot dde ayy Aq pausenob ae sspie YO ‘88N JO Se|ni 10} ArIq1T 8UIIUO AB|IAA UO (SUORIPUOD-PUR-SWLBIWI0D A8 | IMAeIq 1 U1 UO//SANY) SUONIPUOD PUe SWB | 38U} 88S *[9202/20/6T] U0 AriqIT8UIIUO AB|IA * OUR|IA IUOD00G BISIBAIUN - PIPSIN 80LIeed AQ £220.° FBW/Z00T OT/I0p/W0d A8 1w A1 1puljuo//sdny Wwouy papeojumod ‘0 ‘€6.9025T



Conflicts of Interest

The authors declare no conflicts of interest.

Data Availability Statement

The data that support the findings of this study are available from the
corresponding author upon reasonable request.

References

Ahmed, S. 2014. The Cultural Politics of Emotion. Edinburgh University
Press.

Ameen, N., J. H. Cheah, and S. Kumar. 2022. “It's All Part of the
Customer Journey: The Impact of Augmented Reality, Chatbots, and
Social Media on the Body Image and Self-Esteem of Generation Z
Female Consumers.” Psychology & Marketing 39, no. 11: 2110-2129.
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21715.

Appel, G., L. Grewal, R. Hadi, and A. T. Stephen. 2020. “The Future of
Social Media in Marketing.” Journal of the Academy of Marketing
Science 48, no. 1: 79-95. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11747-019-00695-1.

Arsel, Z. 2017. “Asking Questions With Reflexive Focus: A Tutorial on
Designing and Conducting Interviews.” Journal of Consumer Research
44, no. 4: 939-948. https://doi.org/10.1093/jcr/ucx096.

Ashraf, A., 1. Hameed, and S. A. Saeed. 2023. “How Do Social Media
Influencers Inspire Consumers' Purchase Decisions? The Mediating
Role of Parasocial Relationships.” International Journal of Consumer
Studies 47, no. 4: 1416-1433. https://doi.org/10.1111/ijcs.12917.

Barbosa Neves, B., R. Franz, R. Judges, C. Beermann, and R. Baecker.
2019. “Can Digital Technology Enhance Social Connectedness Among
Older Adults? A Feasibility Study.” Journal of Applied Gerontology 38,
no. 1: 49-72. https://doi.org/10.1177/0733464817741369.

Belk, R. W. 1988. “Possessions and the Extended Self.” Journal of
Consumer Research 15, no. 2: 139-168. https://doi.org/10.1086/209154.

Belk, R. W. 2013. “Extended Self in a Digital World.” Journal of
Consumer Research 40, no. 3: 477-500. https://doi.org/10.1086/671052.

Bi, N. C., and R. Zhang. 2023. “I Will Buy What My ‘Friend’” Recom-
mends”: The Effects of Parasocial Relationships, Influencer Credibility
and Self-Esteem on Purchase Intentions.” Journal of Research in
Interactive Marketing 17, no. 2: 157-175. https://doi.org/10.1108/JRIM-
08-2021-0214.

Biraghi, S., D. Dalli, and R. C. Gambetti. 2021. “Eudaimonia: The
Sociocultural Value of Consumers' Social Labor.” Marketing Theory 21,
no. 2: 201-225. https://doi.org/10.1177/1470593120972754.

Brailovskaia, J., and S. Hamdan. 2026. “Loneliness Mediates the Asso-
ciation Between Addictive Social Media Use and Mental Health in
University Students in Germany and Israel.” Journal of Public Health:
1-10. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10389-025-02669-w.

Breves, P., J. Amrehn, A. Heidenreich, N. Liebers, and H. Schramm.
2021. “Blind Trust? The Importance and Interplay of Parasocial Re-
lationships and Advertising Disclosures in Explaining Influencers'
Persuasive Effects on Their Followers.” International Journal of
Advertising 40, no. 7: 1209-1229. https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.
2021.1881237.

Brodie, R. J., A. Ilic, B. Juric, and L. Hollebeek. 2013. “Consumer En-
gagement in a Virtual Brand Community: An Exploratory Analysis.”
Journal of Business Research 66, no. 1: 105-114. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.jbusres.2011.07.029.

Cacioppo, J. T., and S. Cacioppo. 2018. “Loneliness in the Modern Age: An
Evolutionary Theory of Loneliness (ETL).” Advances in Experimental
Social Psychology 58: 127-197. https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.aesp.2018.03.003.

Cacioppo, J. T., L. C. Hawkley, J. M. Ernst, et al. 2006. “Loneliness
Within a Nomological Net: An Evolutionary Perspective.” Journal of

Research in Personality 40, no. 6: 1054-1085. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jrp.2005.11.007.

Caliandro, A., A. Gandini, L. Bainotti, and G. Anselmi. 2024. “The
Platformization of Consumer Culture: A Theoretical Framework.”
Marketing Theory 24, no. 1: 3-21. https://doi.org/10.1177/
14705931231225537.

Cavusogluy, L., and R. Belk. 2025. “Stories Beyond Statistics: Qualitative
Methods for Global Marketing Research.” Journal of Global Marketing
38, no. 5: 436-448. https://doi.org/10.1080/08911762.2025.2530570.

Chung, S., and H. Cho. 2017. “Fostering Parasocial Relationships With
Celebrities on Social Media: Implications for Celebrity Endorsement.”
Psychology & Marketing 34, no. 4: 481-495. https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.
21001.

Conde, R., and B. Casais. 2023. “Micro, Macro and Mega-Influencers on
Instagram: The Power of Persuasion via the Parasocial Relationship.”
Journal of Business Research 158: 113708. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jbusres.2023.113708.

Dekoninck, H., and D. Schmuck. 2024. “The ‘Greenfluence’: Following
Environmental Influencers, Parasocial Relationships, and Youth's Par-
ticipation Behavior.” New Media & Society 26, no. 11: 6615-6635.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444823115613.

Dutot, V. 2020. “A Social Identity Perspective of Social Media's Impact
on Satisfaction With Life.” Psychology & Marketing 37, no. 6: 759-772.
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21333.

Dwyer, L. 2025. “Loneliness by Design: The Structural Logic of Isolation in
Engagement-Driven Systems.” International Journal of Environmental
Research and Public Health 22, no. 9: 1394. https://doi.org/10.3390/
ijerph22091394.

Fortune. (2025). Stop Blaming the Loneliness Epidemic on Social
Media—Digital Communities Help More Than They Hurt. https://
fortune.com/2025/02/26/loneliness-epidemic-social-media-digital-
health/.

Fumagalli, E., L. J. Shrum, and T. M. Lowrey. 2022. “Consuming in
Response to Loneliness: Bright Side and Dark Side Effects.” Current
Opinion in Psychology 46: 101329. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2022.
101329.

Gaélle, O. 2026. “I'll Be Online for You Parasocial Relationships With
Social Media Influencers, Loneliness and the Mediating Role of Real
Friendships.” Current Psychology 45, no. 3: 198. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$12144-025-08630-0.

Geertz, C. 1973. The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays. Basic
Books.

Gierveld, J. J. 1998. “A Review of Loneliness: Concept and Definitions,
Determinants and Consequences.” Reviews in Clinical Gerontology 8,
no. 1: 73-80. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0959259898008090.

Goldman, N., P. Qualter, W. Walibhai, and L. Verity. 2025. “Integrating
Foundational Theories of Loneliness to Develop Effective Interven-
tions.” Current Opinion in Behavioral Sciences 66: 101599. https://doi.
0rg/10.1016/j.cobeha.2025.101599.

Hall, J. A. 2025. “Loneliness and Social Media.” Annals of the New York
Academy of Sciences 1543, no. 1: 5-16. https://doi.org/10.1111/nyas.15275.

Hartmann, B. J., C. Wiertz, and E. J. Arnould. 2015. “Exploring Con-
sumptive Moments of Value-Creating Practice in Online Community.”
Psychology & Marketing 32, no. 3: 319-340. https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.
20782.

Hawkley, L. C., and J. T. Cacioppo. 2010. “Loneliness Matters: A The-
oretical and Empirical Review of Consequences and Mechanisms.”
Annals of Behavioral Medicine 40, no. 2: 218-227. https://doi.org/10.
1007/s12160-010-9210-8.

Holt-Lunstad, J., T. B. Smith, M. Baker, T. Harris, and D. Stephenson.
2015. “Loneliness and Social Isolation as Risk Factors for Mortality: A

16

Psychology & Marketing, 2026

85UB0|7 SUOWILIOD BAITa1D) 3ot dde ayy Aq pausenob ae sspie YO ‘88N JO Se|ni 10} ArIq1T 8UIIUO AB|IAA UO (SUORIPUOD-PUR-SWLBIWI0D A8 | IMAeIq 1 U1 UO//SANY) SUONIPUOD PUe SWB | 38U} 88S *[9202/20/6T] U0 AriqIT8UIIUO AB|IA * OUR|IA IUOD00G BISIBAIUN - PIPSIN 80LIeed AQ £220.° FBW/Z00T OT/I0p/W0d A8 1w A1 1puljuo//sdny Wwouy papeojumod ‘0 ‘€6.9025T


https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21715
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11747-019-00695-1
https://doi.org/10.1093/jcr/ucx096
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijcs.12917
https://doi.org/10.1177/0733464817741369
https://doi.org/10.1086/209154
https://doi.org/10.1086/671052
https://doi.org/10.1108/JRIM-08-2021-0214
https://doi.org/10.1108/JRIM-08-2021-0214
https://doi.org/10.1177/1470593120972754
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10389-025-02669-w
https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2021.1881237
https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2021.1881237
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2011.07.029
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2011.07.029
https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.aesp.2018.03.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2005.11.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2005.11.007
https://doi.org/10.1177/14705931231225537
https://doi.org/10.1177/14705931231225537
https://doi.org/10.1080/08911762.2025.2530570
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21001
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2023.113708
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2023.113708
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444823115613
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21333
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph22091394
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph22091394
https://fortune.com/2025/02/26/loneliness-epidemic-social-media-digital-health/
https://fortune.com/2025/02/26/loneliness-epidemic-social-media-digital-health/
https://fortune.com/2025/02/26/loneliness-epidemic-social-media-digital-health/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2022.101329
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2022.101329
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-025-08630-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-025-08630-0
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0959259898008090
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cobeha.2025.101599
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cobeha.2025.101599
https://doi.org/10.1111/nyas.15275
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.20782
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.20782
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12160-010-9210-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12160-010-9210-8

Meta-Analytic Review.” Perspectives on Psychological Science 10, no. 2:
227-237. https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691614568352.

Horton, D., and R. Richard Wohl. 1956. “Mass Communication and
Para-Social Interaction: Observations on Intimacy at a Distance.”
Psychiatry 19, no. 3: 215-229. https://doi.org/10.1080/00332747.1956.
11023049.

Huang, F., and A. Fishbach. 2021. “Feeling Lonely Increases Interest in
Previously Owned Products.” Journal of Marketing Research 58, no. 5:
968-980. https://doi.org/10.1177/00222437211030685.

Huang, S., and M. Li. 2023. “Consumer Loneliness: A Systematic
Review and Research Agenda.” Frontiers in Psychology 14: 1071341.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1071341.

Hudson, N. 2022. “The Missed Disease? Endometriosis as an Example

of ‘Undone Science’.” Reproductive Biomedicine & Society Online 14:
20-27. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rbms.2021.07.003.

Jacobs, K. A. 2024. “Digital Loneliness—Changes of Social Recognition
Through AI Companions.” Frontiers in Digital Health 6: 1281037.
https://doi.org/10.3389/FDGTH.2024.1281037.

Jin, J., Z. Zhang, and C. Luo. 2025. “From Perceived Threat to Coping
Strategies: Exploring the Role of Social Media and Its Impact on
Loneliness and Anxiety During the COVID-19 Quarantine.” Frontiers in
Psychology 16: 1514669. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1514669.

Kozinets, R. 2015. Netnography: Redefined. Sage.

Kozinets, R. 2020. Netnography: The Essential Guide to Qualitative Social
Media Research. Sage.

Kozinets, R., A. Patterson, and R. Ashman. 2017. “Networks of Desire:
How Technology Increases Our Passion to Consume.” Journal of
Consumer Research 43, no. 5: 659-682. https://doi.org/10.1093/jcr/
ucw061.

Kozinets, R. V. 2024. “Researching AI Chatbots, Platforms and the
Metaverse: Understanding Today's Netnography.” In Handbook of
Qualitative Research Methods in Marketing. Routledge.

Kozinets, R. V., and U. Gretzel. 2024. “Netnography Evolved: New
Contexts, Scope, Procedures and Sensibilities.” Annals of Tourism
Research 104: 103693. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2023.103693.

Lewis, S., K. Willis, L. Smith, et al. 2024. “There but Not Really
Involved: The Meanings of Loneliness for People With Chronic Illness.”
Social Science & Medicine (1982) 343: 116596. https://doi.org/10.1016/].
socscimed.2024.116596.

Li, Y., T. Xiao, H. Liao, H. Qu, P. Ren, and X. Chen. 2024. “Fear of
Progression, Loneliness, and Hope in Patients With Gastrointestinal
Cancer: A Cross-Sectional Relational Study.” Frontiers in Psychology 14:
1279561. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1279561.

Lim, M. H., T. L. Rodebaugh, M. J. Zyphur, and J. F. M. Gleeson. 2016.
“Loneliness over Time: The Crucial Role of Social Anxiety.” Journal of
Abnormal Psychology 125, no. 5: 620-630. https://doi.org/10.1037/
abn0000162.

Mardon, R., H. Cocker, and K. Daunt. 2023. “How Social Media In-
fluencers Impact Consumer Collectives: An Embeddedness Perspec-
tive.” Journal of Consumer Research 50, no. 3: 617-644. https://doi.org/
10.1093/jcr/ucad003.

McColl-Kennedy, J. R., S. J. Hogan, L. Witell, and H. Snyder. 2017.
“Cocreative Customer Practices: Effects of Health Care Customer Value
Cocreation Practices on Well-Being.” Journal of Business Research 70:
55-66. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2016.07.006.

McLean, G., N. Krey, and J. B. Barhorst. 2025. “Revealing the Double-
Edged Sword: Introducing the Technology and Consumer Well-Being
Paradox Model.” Psychology & Marketing 42, no. 1: 5-20. https://doi.
0rg/10.1002/mar.22110.

Miguel, C., C. Lutz, R. Perez-Vega, and F. Majeti¢. 2025. “Alone on the
Road’: Loneliness Among Digital Nomads and the Use of Social Media

to Foster Personal Relationships.” Media, Culture & Society 47, no. 3:
546-566. https://doi.org/10.1177/01634437241290087.

Nowland, R., E. A. Necka, and J. T. Cacioppo. 2018. “Loneliness and
Social Internet Use: Pathways to Reconnection in a Digital World?”
Perspectives on Psychological Science 13, no. 1: 70-87. https://doi.org/10.
1177/1745691617713052.

O Sullivan, M., and B. Richardson. 2020. “Close Knit: Using Con-
sumption Communities to Overcome Loneliness.” European Journal of
Marketing 54, no. 11: 2825-2848. https://doi.org/10.1108/EJM-
02-2019-0145.

Van Oerle, S., A. Lievens, and D. Mahr. 2018. “Value Co-Creation in
Online Healthcare Communities: The Impact of Patients’ Reference
Frames on Cure and Care.” Psychology & Marketing 35, no. 9: 629-639.
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21111.

Penley, C., and A. Ross. 1991. Technoculture. University of Minnesota
Press.

Peplau, L., and D. Perlman. 1982. Loneliness: A Sourcebook of Current
Theory, Research, and Therapy. Wiley-Interscience.

Pera, R., S. Quinton, and G. Baima. 2020. “I Am Who I am: Sharing
Photos on Social Media by Older Consumers and Its Influence on
Subjective Well-Being.” Psychology & Marketing 37, no. 6: 782-795.
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21337.

Pittman, M., and B. Reich. 2016. “Social Media and Loneliness: Why an
Instagram Picture May Be Worth More Than a Thousand Twitter
Words.” Computers in Human Behavior 62: 155-167. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.chb.2016.03.084.

Primack, B. A., A. Shensa, J. E. Sidani, et al. 2017. “Social Media Use
and Perceived Social Isolation Among Young Adults in the US.”
American Journal of Preventive Medicine 53, no. 1: 1-8. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.amepre.2017.01.010.

Ronzhyn, A., A. S. Cardenal, and A. Batlle Rubio. 2023. “Defining Af-
fordances in Social Media Research: A Literature Review.” New
Media & Society 25, no. 11: 3165-3188. https://doi.org/10.1177/
14614448221135187.

Rynarzewska, A. I, C. M. Waldsmith, and A. N. Nikolov. 2026.
“Polarization: Linking Loneliness and Social Media Dependency.”
Journal of Services Marketing 40, no. 3: 398-411. https://doi.org/10.
1108/JSM-08-2025-0508.

Shrum, L. J., E. Fumagalli, and T. M. Lowrey. 2023. “Coping With
Loneliness Through Consumption.” Journal of Consumer Psychology 33,
no. 2: 441-465. https://doi.org/10.1002/jcpy.1329.

Shugars, S., and E. Ha. 2025. “The Character of Connection: Platform
Affordances and Connective Democracy.” Social Media + Society 11,
no. 2: 1-11. https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305125133242.

Slade, G. 2012. Big Disconnect: The Story of Technology and Loneliness.
Prometheus Books.

Spiggle, S. 1994. “Analysis and Interpretation of Qualitative Data in
Consumer Research.” Journal of Consumer Research 21, no. 3: 491-503.
https://doi.org/10.1086/209413.

Steers, M. L. N., R. E. Wickham, and L. K. Acitelli. 2014. “Seeing Ev-
eryone Else's Highlight Reels: How Facebook Usage Is Linked to
Depressive Symptoms.” Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology 33,
no. 8: 701-731. https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2014.33.8.701.

Strauss, A., and J. M. Corbin. 1990. Basics of Qualitative Research:
Grounded Theory Procedures and Techniques. Sage Publications, Inc.

The New York Times. (2024). How Tech Created a ‘Recipe for Loneli-
ness’. https://www.nytimes.com/2024/11/10/technology/personaltech/
technology-loneliness.html.

Thompson, C. J., H. R. Pollio, and W. B. Locander. 1994. “The Spoken
and the Unspoken: A Hermeneutic Approach to Understanding the
Cultural Viewpoints That Underlie Consumers’ Expressed Meanings.”

Psychology & Marketing, 2026

17

85UB0|7 SUOWILIOD BAITa1D) 3ot dde ayy Aq pausenob ae sspie YO ‘88N JO Se|ni 10} ArIq1T 8UIIUO AB|IAA UO (SUORIPUOD-PUR-SWLBIWI0D A8 | IMAeIq 1 U1 UO//SANY) SUONIPUOD PUe SWB | 38U} 88S *[9202/20/6T] U0 AriqIT8UIIUO AB|IA * OUR|IA IUOD00G BISIBAIUN - PIPSIN 80LIeed AQ £220.° FBW/Z00T OT/I0p/W0d A8 1w A1 1puljuo//sdny Wwouy papeojumod ‘0 ‘€6.9025T


https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691614568352
https://doi.org/10.1080/00332747.1956.11023049
https://doi.org/10.1080/00332747.1956.11023049
https://doi.org/10.1177/00222437211030685
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1071341
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rbms.2021.07.003
https://doi.org/10.3389/FDGTH.2024.1281037
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1514669
https://doi.org/10.1093/jcr/ucw061
https://doi.org/10.1093/jcr/ucw061
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2023.103693
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2024.116596
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2024.116596
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1279561
https://doi.org/10.1037/abn0000162
https://doi.org/10.1037/abn0000162
https://doi.org/10.1093/jcr/ucad003
https://doi.org/10.1093/jcr/ucad003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2016.07.006
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.22110
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.22110
https://doi.org/10.1177/01634437241290087
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691617713052
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691617713052
https://doi.org/10.1108/EJM-02-2019-0145
https://doi.org/10.1108/EJM-02-2019-0145
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21111
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21337
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.03.084
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.03.084
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2017.01.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2017.01.010
https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448221135187
https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448221135187
https://doi.org/10.1108/JSM-08-2025-0508
https://doi.org/10.1108/JSM-08-2025-0508
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcpy.1329
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305125133242
https://doi.org/10.1086/209413
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2014.33.8.701
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/11/10/technology/personaltech/technology-loneliness.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/11/10/technology/personaltech/technology-loneliness.html

Journal of Consumer Research 21, no. 3: 432-452. https://doi.org/10.
1086/209409.

Townsend, L., and C. Wallace. 2017. “The Ethics of Using Social Media
Data in Research: A New Framework.” In The Ethics of Online Research,
edited by K. Woodfield, 189-207. Emerald Publishing.

Tragantzopoulou, P. 2024. “Endometriosis and Stigmatization: A Lit-
erature Review.” Journal of Endometriosis and Pelvic Pain Disorders 16,
no. 2: 117-122. https://doi.org/10.1177/22840265241248488.

Turkle, S. 2012. Alone Together: Why We Expect More From Technologies
and Less From Each Other. Basic Books.

Vicari, S., and D. Kirby. 2023. “Digital Platforms as Socio-Cultural Ar-
tifacts: Developing Digital Methods for Cultural Research.” Information,
Communication & Society 26, no. 9: 1733-1755. https://doi.org/10.1080/
1369118X.2022.2027498.

Vinuales, G., and V. L. Thomas. 2021. “Not so Social: When Social
Media Increases Perceptions of Exclusions and Negatively Affects At-
titudes Toward Content.” Psychology & Marketing 38, no. 2: 313-327.
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21339.

Weiss, R. 1975. Loneliness: The Experience of Emotional and Social
Isolation. MIT Press.

Wilson-Nash, C., and I. Pavlopoulou. 2024. “Nostalgia and Negotiation:
The Electronic Word-Of-Mouth and Social Well-Being of Older Con-
sumers.” Psychology & Marketing 41, no. 3: 532-546. https://doi.org/10.
1002/mar.21933.

World Health Organization. (2025). Social Connection Linked to Im-
proved Health and Reduced Risk of Early Death. Retrieved from link.

Yuksel, M., G. R. Milne, and E. G. Miller. 2016. “Social Media as
Complementary Consumption: The Relationship Between Consumer
Empowerment and Social Interactions in Experiential and Informative
Contexts.” Journal of Consumer Marketing 33, no. 2: 111-123. https://
doi.org/10.1108/JCM-04-2015-1396.

18

Psychology & Marketing, 2026

85UB0|7 SUOWILIOD BAITa1D) 3ot dde ayy Aq pausenob ae sspie YO ‘88N JO Se|ni 10} ArIq1T 8UIIUO AB|IAA UO (SUORIPUOD-PUR-SWLBIWI0D A8 | IMAeIq 1 U1 UO//SANY) SUONIPUOD PUe SWB | 38U} 88S *[9202/20/6T] U0 AriqIT8UIIUO AB|IA * OUR|IA IUOD00G BISIBAIUN - PIPSIN 80LIeed AQ £220.° FBW/Z00T OT/I0p/W0d A8 1w A1 1puljuo//sdny Wwouy papeojumod ‘0 ‘€6.9025T


https://doi.org/10.1086/209409
https://doi.org/10.1086/209409
https://doi.org/10.1177/22840265241248488
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2022.2027498
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2022.2027498
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21339
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21933
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21933
https://doi.org/10.1108/JCM-04-2015-1396
https://doi.org/10.1108/JCM-04-2015-1396

	Lonely and Sick: The Role of Social Media in Consumer Practices of Relief
	1 Introduction
	2 Theoretical Background
	2.1 Loneliness in Contemporary Technoculture
	2.2 The Role of Social Media in Loneliness
	2.3 Social Media, Consumption, and Coping With Loneliness
	2.4 Research Gap and Questions

	3 Methodology
	3.1 Research Context
	3.2 Data Collection
	3.3 Data Analysis and Interpretation

	4 Findings
	4.1 Grounding: Material Consumption as Coping
	4.2 Sense-Making: Informational Consumption as Empowerment
	4.3 Attuning: Emotional Consumption as Synchronization
	4.4 Inspiring: Symbolic Consumption as Myth-Making

	5 Discussion
	5.1 Consociality as Ritualistic, Collective Relief to Loneliness
	5.2 Social Media to Counter Social and Emotional Loneliness

	6 Conclusions
	6.1 Limitations and Future Research Directions
	6.2 Managerial Implications

	Acknowledgments
	Funding
	Conflicts of Interest
	Data Availability Statement
	References




