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Abstract

This research investigates how loneliness affects people’s preferences for products that appear in social media ads.
Four studies examine the impact of loneliness that is both measured in an established scale and situationally induced via
a recall task. Individuals who experience higher levels of loneliness evaluate the same products more highly when they
are advertised in a social (i.e., Instagram) compared to non-social (i.e., brand website) media platform. This effect occurs
because loneliness increases people’s attention to others’ social evaluation of a product, and social media ads provide
this information via social cues such as “likes” embedded in the ads. When the social cues are absent, the advantage of
advertising on social compared to non-social media for people with high (vs. low) loneliness disappears. The �ndings
suggest that social media ads have a unique appeal for individuals experiencing loneliness and highlight the role of
social cues in shaping product evaluations.
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1. Introduction

Loneliness is a common human experience. 80% of
people under 18 years of age and 40% of adults

over 65 years of age report being lonely at least
sometimes (Berguno et al. 2004). Studies have shown
numerous signi�cant psychological and physiolog-
ical risks of loneliness on human functioning (Luo
et al. 2012; Shiovitz-Ezra and Ayalon 2010). In Japan,
loneliness was found to predict self-rated health de-
cline and even mortality (Sugisawa, Liang, and Liu
1994).

Perhaps because the most fundamental role of so-
cial media is to facilitate social connections (Wilcox
and Stephen 2013), existing research on loneliness
and social media has predominantly studied how
lonely individuals use social media as a networking
tool to reduce feelings of isolation (Burke, Mar-
low, and Lento 2010; Phu and Gow 2019). Here, we
shift focus and explore a key area of marketing in
which social media is used—as a unique advertising
channel. We examine the in	uence of loneliness on

consumers’ perceptions of products in social media
ads.

Firms have increasingly embraced social media as a
primary advertising platform. One major factor that
sets social media apart from traditional advertising
channels such as television or magazines is its ability
to provide a multitude of social cues that signal the
presence and reactions of other consumers who are
co-consuming the ads in real time (Drenik 2021; Jun,
Meng, and Johar 2017). By examining the number of
likes, comments, or shares of a post, one can gauge
the level of social relevance and popularity of the
advertised product. Indeed, social media ads affect
consumer decisions across the world. The majority of
social media users from South Korea and Pakistani,
for example, reported that social media ads in	uence
their buying decisions (Noreen and Han 2015). Com-
pared to traditional media, social media possess a
unique characteristic as an advertising channel, en-
abling consumers to assess the social signi�cance and
relevance of a product based on the features that are
inherently imbued in the social media platforms. This
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explains why �rms are increasingly relying on social
media as a major advertising channel, even more so
than traditional media such as company websites.

This paper delves into how consumers’ experiences
of loneliness affect their evaluation of products in
social media ads. We posit that experiencing high
loneliness drives consumers to be more attuned to
product features that are socially determined (i.e., if
a product is popular and in fashion). Since social
(vs. non-social) media ads convey this information
through indicators such as likes, lonely consumers
are likely to increase their assessment of products
featured in these ads. In the following section, we
present the conceptual background and derive our
hypotheses.

2. Conceptual background

2.1. Consumer loneliness

Loneliness is de�ned as the distressing feeling that
accompanies the perception that one’s social needs
are not being met by the quantity or quality of
one’s social relationships (Hawkley and Cacioppo
2010; Kelley and Thibaut 1978; Peplau and Perlman
1979). Importantly, loneliness is synonymous with
perceived social isolation, but not with objective so-
cial isolation (Hawkley and Cacioppo 2010). People
can lead a rich social life with many companions in
their lives and still feel lonely, and conversely, they
may objectively lack social ties but not feel lonely.
Although the objective lack of social connections and
experiences of loneliness seem correlated, that is not
always the case. For example, the self-reported phys-
ical and mental health of people who were actually
living in isolation and those who reported feeling
lonely showed distinct results (Coyle and Dugan
2012). Consistent with this notion, we investigate the
effect of people’s subjective experiences of loneliness,
or feelings of loneliness.

Feelings of loneliness can be both measured and
temporarily manipulated. Loneliness is typically
measured through the items used in the UCLA Lone-
liness Scale (Russell, Peplau, and Ferguson 1978).
This scale includes items such as, “I feel isolated,”
“I lack companionship,” and “there is no one I can
turn to.” Feelings of loneliness can also be temporar-
ily induced. Recall tasks that require respondents to
elaborate on a past social experience that left them
feeling lonely, excluded, isolated, or rejected have
been widely used to induce feeling of loneliness
(Duclos, Wan, and Jiang 2013; Mead et al. 2011; Su,
Wan, and Jiang 2019).

Many researchers have studied the role of social
media in the “loneliness epidemic,” particularly in

the post-COVID era (Appel et al. 2020; Chen and Gao
2023; Guner, Erdogan, and Demir 2023). On the one
hand, lonely individuals can bene�t from using social
media because it can provide opportunities to build
social capital by interacting with others easily (Gil
de Zúñiga, Jung, and Valenzuela 2012; Phu and Gow
2019). The more often undergraduate students used
social media, the better integrated into the university
community, and the more they were able to intensify
of	ine connections with other students (Ellison, Stein-
�eld, and Lampe 2007). Further, social media can offer
lonely individuals access to abundant resources to
develop socialization skills (Baker and Perez Algorta
2016; Marker, Gnambs, and Appel 2018). On the other
hand, other researchers have found that using social
media can increase feelings of loneliness (Burke, Mar-
low, and Lento 2010), and limiting social media use to
10 minutes can decrease feelings of loneliness (Hunt
et al. 2018). Primack and colleagues found a signif-
icant correlation between the time and frequency of
using social media and perceived loneliness (Primack
et al. 2017).

Here, we shift focus from social media as a net-
working tool and study social media as a unique
advertising channel for brands. We examine how
feelings of loneliness increase consumers’ evaluation
of products featured in social media ads. We posit
that social media ads have an advantage for con-
sumers experiencing high loneliness because social
media ads present not just product information, but
also information about other consumers who are also
viewing the product via indicators such as likes. Such
information is highly pertinent to lonely consumers
because they are keen on learning about other peo-
ple’s evaluation of a product.

2.2. Appeal of social media ads

We posit that a key bene�t of social media ads for
consumers experiencing loneliness is that there are
social cues within the ads that signal other people’s
presence. A unique feature of social media as an ad-
vertising platform is the prevalence of social cues such
as likes, shares, and comments that are tied to an
ad content. In contrast, traditional media lack such
cues that instantly inform consumers of other peo-
ple’s thoughts, so consumers of traditional ads may
remain unaware of how popular or well-liked a prod-
uct is. Social cues have been identi�ed as one of the
de�ning characteristics of social media. For example,
people reduce vigilance when consuming news in-
formation on social (vs. non-social) media because
of the embedded social cues (e.g., shares or com-
ments on Facebook) that make people infer that the
given information is being consumed by many others
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(Jun, Meng, and Johar 2017). Kaplan and Haenlein
argued that social media is different from other online
platforms of collaborative projects (e.g., Wikipedia)
mainly because social media users perceive others
to be more “present” through comments or likes
(Kaplan and Haenlein 2010).

To con�rm that people indeed think that the unique
feature of social (vs. non-social) media—and the ads
in the media—is that they offer information about
other consumers, we conducted a pilot study. Partic-
ipants (N = 235 MTurkers, Mage = 37.98, 49% male)
were randomly assigned to either think about so-
cial media such as Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter
(social condition), or about non-social media such
as brand websites, online magazines, or personal
websites (non-social condition). They then answered
several questions about the media platform in gen-
eral as well as the ads they see within the platform.
First, we found that people believe that social media
platforms in general are better at delivering social in-
formation, compared to non-social media platforms.
They reported that social (vs. non-social) media offers
more information about other people’ evaluations
(Msocial = 5.09, SD = 1.00; Mnon-social = 3.84, SD = 1.69;
p < .001) and reactions (Msocial = 5.24, SD = 0.79;
Mnon-social = 3.67, SD = 1.72; p < .001). Also, they re-
ported that social media has more cues in place (i.e.,
as embedded features) to deliver information about
other people (Msocial = 5.25, SD = 0.94; Mnon-social =

3.75, SD = 1.77; p < .001). Second, we found sim-
ilar results about the ads on the platform. People
thought that social (vs. non-social) media ads inform
them of other consumers’ presence (Msocial = 4.91,
SD= 1.04; Mnon-social = 3.63, SD= 1.74; p < .001), reac-
tions (Msocial = 5.20, SD= 0.85; Mnon-social = 3.73, SD=
1.78; p < .001) and product evaluations (Msocial = 4.27,
SD= 1.25; Mnon-social = 3.79, SD= 1.62; p = .011). Peo-
ple also thought that social media ads can indicate
how well-liked (Msocial = 4.32, SD = 1.26; Mnon-social =

3.52, SD = 1.64; p < .001), popular (Msocial = 4.51,
SD = 1.44; Mnon-social = 4.20, SD = 1.39; p = .067),
and trendy a product is (Msocial = 4.65, SD = 1.14;
Mnon-social = 4.05, SD = 1.56; p < .001). Together, this
suggests that a unique feature of social media—and
social media ads—is that they help consumers learn
about other consumers via social indicators such as
like counts. We refer to these indicators as product-
related social cues.

2.3. Consumer loneliness and social media ads

Given that social media ads have a unique capacity
to communicate information about other consumers’
evaluation, consumers who care strongly about get-
ting such information and learning about how a

product is socially evaluated, i.e., consumers ex-
periencing high (vs. low) loneliness, should prefer
products on social media ads. Although the effect of
loneliness on social media advertising has not been
directly tested, prior work provides evidence as to
why loneliness may make people prefer products in
social media ads.

Individuals experiencing high loneliness are more
attuned to social information than non-social infor-
mation and alter their behavior accordingly, com-
pared to their counterparts with low loneliness. Those
who feel socially excluded have been found to pay
particularly close attention to information that in-
volves other people (e.g., memories of past social
events involving others; Gardner, Pickett, and Brewer
2000). Further, lonely individuals try harder to detect
social cues such as eye gazes and smiles, and try to
mimic others’ behaviors accurately (Kanai et al. 2012;
Lakin, Chartrand, and Arkin 2008; Segrin and Kin-
ney 1995). Mimicry is a common strategy to garner
af�liation, but it appeared less among people who
felt included in (vs. excluded from) a group. Neuro-
scienti�c evidence also shows that lonely individuals
prioritize social information. People with high loneli-
ness reacted faster to social threat (e.g., images about
social rejection or moments that evoke loneliness)
compared to non-social threat (e.g., images of snakes;
Cacioppo et al. 2016). In other words, lonely brains are
more attuned to social information than non-social
information.

Similar �ndings are found in consumer research.
Lonely consumers focus on information about other
consumers’ product evaluation, and prefer products
that are socially relevant (i.e., products that are con-
sidered ‘in fashion’ or popular). Such information
about products is contingent on the evaluation of
other consumers (Gardner, Pickett, and Brewer 2000;
Segrin and Kinney 1995). Lonely consumers are more
susceptible to social in	uence and consensus-related
cues, compared to less lonely consumers (Wang, Zhu,
and Shiv 2012). Especially when evaluating under
public scrutiny, consumers with high loneliness tend
to pay close attention to information about product
popularity and prefer products that are endorsed by
the majority. Further, consumers experiencing lone-
liness are more likely to purchase a product that is
symbolic of a group membership over a practical
item, spend money on an unappealing food item that
is favored by others, and even report being willing
to try an illegal drug when doing so could facili-
tate social connection (Mead et al. 2011). Together,
existing literature suggests that feelings of loneli-
ness drive consumers to be more focused on learning
about other consumers and their perceptions of a
product.
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Based on the �ndings that lonely people are more
attuned to social information such as how a product
is evaluated by other consumers, and social media
ads can effectively provide that information via social
cues, we hypothesize that consumers who experience
high (vs. low) loneliness prefer products that are ad-
vertised in social media. Formally:

H1. Individuals who experience high (vs. low) loneliness
would prefer products in social media ads.

Given that those who experience high (vs. low)
loneliness have heightened sensitivity to socially im-
bued information (Gardner, Pickett, and Brewer 2000)
and social cues (Kanai et al. 2012; Lakin, Char-
trand, and Arkin 2008; Segrin and Kinney 1995),
lonely consumers should be more attuned to �nding
information about other consumers who are also eval-
uating the product. We thus predict that the positive
effect of loneliness (H1) occurs because consumers
with high loneliness are more focused on learning
about other consumers and their perceptions of a
product, i.e., social evaluation of a product. Formally:

H2. Individuals who experience high (vs. low) loneliness
would prefer products in social media ads due to their
heightened focus on other consumers’ social evaluation of
a product.

We then aim to clarify when lonely individuals
would show greater preferences for products in social
media ads. On social media, even if direct commu-
nication with other consumers is not possible, subtle
cues that offer insights into others’ presence can pro-
vide reassurance and proof that one is not alone in
evaluating a product (Jun, Meng, and Johar 2017;
Kaplan and Haenlein 2010). Our pilot results fur-
ther showed that people expect to learn about other
consumers’ evaluation via social cues on social (vs.
non-social) media ads. We thus expect that loneliness
would predict higher preference for products in social
media ads that offer such cues, but not for products in
non-social media ads. Formally:

H3. When social media ads present social cues (i.e., Likes),
individuals with high (vs. low) loneliness would prefer
products on social, but not non-social, media ads.

If lonely consumers prefer products on social media
ads insofar as they can learn about other consumers
through the embedded social cues, then their pref-
erence for social (vs. non-social) media ads should
disappear when they cannot �nd such cues within
social media ads. Put differently, when the intuitive
social cues are absent, lonely individuals would no

longer prefer products in social media ads over non-
social media ads. Formally:

H4. When social media ads lack social cues (i.e., Likes),
individuals with high (vs. low) loneliness would no longer
prefer products on social media ads to non-social media ads.

3. Research methodology

3.1. Overview of studies

We test our hypotheses in four experimental stud-
ies. We examine the effects of manipulated (study 1)
and measured (studies 2–4) loneliness on the eval-
uation of products that are advertised on a social
media platform, i.e., Instagram. Across all studies,
we keep constant the type of product that is adver-
tised, i.e., sunglasses, and test how people’s feelings
of loneliness affect their evaluation of the product. In
study 1, we manipulate people’s feelings of loneliness
using a recall task and test that people who experi-
ence high (vs. low) sense of loneliness prefer products
in social media ads rather than in non-social media
ads (H1). Study 2 provides support for our proposed
mechanism by examining the mediating role of lonely
individuals’ heightened focus on knowing others’ so-
cial evaluation of a product. Studies 3 and 4 test the
boundary conditions and provide evidence for the
role of product-related social cues (i.e., like counts) for
lonely consumers. Study 3 tests H3 and shows that
loneliness predicts higher preference for products in
social media ads (that offer social cues), but not for
products in non-social media ads (that do not offer
social cues). Study 4 further tests the importance of so-
cial cues by demonstrating that for lonely consumers,
social media ads are no different from traditional ads
if they lack any social cues. When social media ads do
not show any like counts, lonelier individuals’ pref-
erence for products in social (vs. non-social) media
ads disappears (H4). This suggests that the preference
for products in social media ads among individuals
with high (vs. low) loneliness hinges on their ability
to glean insights into other consumers. Our studies
test the advantage of social media ads among con-
sumers with high (vs. low) loneliness across different
like counts (i.e., 41 likes in study 1 and 4,691 likes in
studies 2–3). Table 1 summarizes each study.

4. Study 1

The goal of study 1 is to test the effect of experienc-
ing loneliness on consumers’ preference for products
that are advertised on social media. We situationally
induced feelings of high or low loneliness, and mea-
sured people’s relative preference between products
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Table 1. Summary of studies.

Study 1 Study 2 Study 3 Study 4

Goal To test the effect of
loneliness on preference
for products in social
media ads

To test that the observed
effect of loneliness occurs
due to heightened focus
on the social evaluation
of product

To test that the effect of
loneliness on preference
for products in social
(vs. non-social) media
ads occurs when social
cues are present

To test that the effect of
loneliness on preference
for products in social
(vs. non-social) media
ads diminishes when
social cues are absent

Participants N = 244 N = 148 N = 113 N = 192

Independent
variable(s)

– Loneliness (high vs. low) – Loneliness score
(continuous)

– Media (Non-social media
vs. Social media with
4,691 likes)

– Loneliness score
(continuous)

– Media (Non-social media
vs. Social media without
likes)

– Loneliness score
(continuous)

Dependent
variable(s)

– Relative preference for
products advertised on
social media (with 41
likes) over non-social
media

– Focus on social evaluation
of product

– Product evaluation in
social media ads

– Product evaluation – Product evaluation

that are advertised in a social media platform (i.e.,
company’s Instagram page) and a non-social media
platform (i.e., company website).

4.1. Method

To examine the effect of experiencing loneliness, we
manipulated people’s temporary feelings of loneli-
ness and measured the relative preference between
the same products advertised on social media and
non-social media. Two hundred forty-six US partic-
ipants (Mage = 38.81, 63.8% female) were recruited
from Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) and com-
pleted the online study for a small monetary compen-
sation. Participants were randomly assigned to one of
two (loneliness: high vs. low) between-subjects condi-
tion.

We �rst manipulated participants’ feeling of loneli-
ness via a recall task (Duclos, Wan, and Jiang 2013;
Mead et al. 2011; Su, Wan, and Jiang 2019). Partici-
pants in the high loneliness condition elaborated on a
past social experience which left them feeling lonely
because they were excluded, rejected, ignored, or iso-
lated. Those in the low loneliness condition were
asked to recall a past social experience which left them
feeling included because they were accepted or wel-
comed. The participants were further instructed to
remember as vividly as they could what this past
situation was like. All participants elaborated on the
social experience for two minutes.

Next, participants took part in the seemingly un-
related task of evaluating products by looking at
product ads (Appendix A). For each question, they
were presented with two ads for the same sunglasses
simultaneously: one ad that appears in the company’s

own website (ad A), and the other ad that appears in
the company’s Instagram page (ad B). Only the Insta-
gram ad showed like counts (i.e., 41 likes). We asked
participants that if they had seen the following two
ads, A and B, which sunglasses they would be more
likely to purchase from seeing the ad. Participants in-
dicated their preference between these two products
(1 = De�nitely prefer product in ad A, 7 = De�nitely
prefer product in ad B), with higher scores suggest-
ing a greater preference for the sunglasses advertised
on social rather than non-social media. Participants
reported their relative preferences for �ve different
pairs of sunglasses in total. These �ve items (α = .869)
were averaged into a single measure of overall prefer-
ence for products advertised on social media. Lastly,
the participants were asked to rate how “lonely” and
“left out” they felt on a scale of 1 (Not at all) to 7 (Very
much). The ratings of the two items were averaged
(r = .91, p =< .001) and served as a manipulation
check on the state of felt loneliness (Duclos, Wan, and
Jiang 2013). Lastly, participants reported basic demo-
graphic information, such as gender and age.

4.2. Results

We excluded the data from two participants who
failed our data screening criteria, leaving us with a
�nal sample of 244 participants. Participants in the
high loneliness condition (M = 4.18, SD = 1.72) re-
ported feeling lonelier than their counterparts in
the low loneliness condition (M = 2.18, SD = 1.64;
F(1, 242) = 86.95, p =< .001).

Consistent with our prediction, those who experi-
enced high loneliness were more likely to purchase
the sunglasses when they were advertised on social
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media (i.e., Instagram) rather than on non-social
media (i.e., company website; Mhigh loneliness = 4.52,
SD = 1.84 vs. Mlow loneliness = 3.98, SD = 1.94;
F(1, 242) = 5.02, p = .026). Results from study 1
provide evidence for the basic proposition that
consumers who experience high (vs. low) loneliness
prefer products that are advertised on social media
ads. The next study aims to show the underlying
mechanism for the increased preference for products
in social media ads among consumers with high
loneliness.

5. Study 2

The goals of study 2 are threefold: First, we aim to
test the mediating role of lonely individuals’ height-
ened focus on the social evaluation of the product.
The reason that consumers with higher loneliness
prefer products in social media ads is that they are
more attuned to other consumers, or more speci�cally,
knowing product features that are socially deter-
mined. For example, whether a product is in fashion
or popular is a socially determined information as
consumers cannot determine this feature alone; oth-
ers have to recognize and assess it together. In study
2, we measure the degree to which it is important
for the consumer to know the socially imbued prod-
uct information. Because lonelier consumers focus on
knowing social information, they would prefer prod-
ucts in social media ads that convey this information.
Second, we measure, rather than manipulate, loneli-
ness using the UCLAloneliness scale (Russell, Peplau,
and Ferguson 1978). Third, we increase the number
of likes in the social media ads to test if the positive
effect of loneliness also occurs for ads with high num-
ber of likes (i.e., 4,691 likes). We posit that people’s
loneliness would positively predict their willingness
to purchase products advertised on social media, and
this positive effect of loneliness occurs due to higher
focus on the social evaluation of the products.

5.1. Method

One hundred �fty-three US participants (49.0%
male, Mage = 36.90) were recruited from MTurk and
completed the online study for a small monetary com-
pensation. First, all participants were presented with
�ve social media (i.e., Instagram) ads for the same
sunglasses as in study 1, but the ads had 4,691 likes
(Appendix B). For each of the �ve ads, the participants
reported their evaluation of the sunglasses using the
three items adopted from previous research on loneli-
ness (Wang, Zhu, and Shiv 2012): (1) “I would like to
own this item,” (2) “This product is appealing,” and
(3) “I’m interested in trying this product” (1= Strongly

disagree; 7 = Strongly agree). The three items (α =
.938) were averaged into a single measure of overall
product evaluation. Next, we measured participants’
loneliness, using the UCLA loneliness scale (Rus-
sell, Peplau, and Ferguson 1978). The scale contains
20 items that measure people’s general experiences
of loneliness such as, “I lack companionship” and
“There is no one I can turn to” (1 = Never; 4 = Often).

Then, participants completed a �ller sentence un-
scramble task. The participants then reported their
focus on social evaluation of products along three
items (i.e., “I care about what products are popular
at the moment,” “I tend to purchase products that
are considered ‘in fashion’ or trendy,” and “I usually
know what products are trendy; 1= Strongly disagree,
7 = Strongly agree). The three items (α = .78) were
averaged to create an index for one’s focus on social
evaluation of products. This served as our media-
tor. Lastly, participants reported basic demographic
information.

5.2. Results

Data from �ve participants were excluded from
the data analyses because they did not pass the data
screening criteria, leaving us with a �nal sample of
148 participants. To test our hypothesis that loneliness
predicts greater preference for products that are ad-
vertised on social media, we conducted a regression
analysis using participants’ product evaluation as the
dependent variable and loneliness as the independent
variable. As expected, the more people felt lonely
in their day-to-day lives, the higher they evaluated
the sunglasses that were advertised on social media
(β = 0.07, SE = 0.03; t (146) = 2.14; p = .034).

Given the relationship between loneliness and eval-
uation of products in social media ads, we tested for
the mediating role of people’s focus on social eval-
uation. Loneliness predicted greater focus on social
evaluation of products (p = .005), as well as greater
evaluation of products in social media ads (p = .034).
SPSS PROCESS macro (Hayes 2013, Model 4) with
5,000 bootstrapped samples revealed a signi�cant
indirect effect of loneliness on product evaluation
through focus on the social evaluation of products
(β = 0.28, 95% CI [.04, .56], SE = .13; see Fig. 1).

Results from study 2 show that experiences of
loneliness predict higher evaluation of products ad-
vertised on social media, and this positive effect of
loneliness occurs due to greater focus on the so-
cial evaluation of products. Consumers experiencing
higher loneliness are keen on learning socially im-
bued product information. Therefore, they prefer
products in social media ads because these ads tend
to be rich with social cues (e.g., number of likes) that
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Fig. 1. The mediating effect of focus on social evaluation on the relationship
between loneliness and evaluation of products in social media ads (study
2). Note: Unstandardized regression coef�cients are shown, and standard
errors are presented in parentheses. The coef�cient above the path from
loneliness to product evaluation represents the total effect without the
mediator in the model; the coef�cient below the path represents the direct
effect when the mediator was included in the model. Coef�cients signi�-
cantly different from zero are indicated by asterisks (*p < .05, **p < .01,
***p < .001).

allow users to learn about others’ evaluation regard-
ing how popular and trendy the products are. In the
following studies, we further examine the importance
of social cues and rule out alternative explanations.

6. Study 3

Study 3 has two objectives. First, we aim to directly
test that the increased product preference among
lonely individuals occurs for social media ads with
social cues, but not for non-social media ads. In a
manner akin to real-world scenarios, the social media
ad presented the number of likes it received, while the
ad on the company’s website lacked this indicator. We
included likes in the social media ads to mirror the
naturalistic settings in consumers’ lives. Instagram
ads without accompanying likes are exceedingly rare,
and it is uncommon for ads on a company website
to display social metrics such as number of likes. By
treating media platform as a between-subjects factor
(i.e., social vs. non-social media), we test that higher
loneliness enhances participants’ evaluation of prod-
ucts only in social media ads. Second, it is possible
that those who experience stronger loneliness prefer
products in social media ads because they use social
media more frequently. Given prior �nding that peo-
ple tend to use social media to alleviate the feeling
of loneliness (Skues, Williams, and Wise 2012; Wilcox
and Stephen 2013), it is possible that those who ex-
perience higher loneliness enjoy products on social
media ads simply because they spend much time on
this media platform and are more familiar with it. We
aim to test this alternative explanation.

6.1. Method

One hundred twenty-four US participants (Mage =

36.01; 41.9% female) were recruited MTurk and

completed the online study for a small monetary com-
pensation. First, all participants were asked to report
their general social media use by answering the fol-
lowing questions: (1) How frequently or infrequently
do you use social media in general (1 = Never, 7 =
Extremely often), (2) On average, approximately how
much time per day do you spend on social media?
(1 = 10 minutes or less, 2 = 10 to 30 minutes, 3 = 31 to
60 minutes, 4= 1 to 2 hours, 5= 2 to 3 hours, 6= 3 hours
or more), (3) Are you an Instagram user? (yes, no).

Next, the participants took part in a seemingly un-
related task of evaluating sunglasses featured in ads.
We randomly assigned participants to one of two
conditions: social media condition or non-social me-
dia condition. The �ve non-social media sunglasses
were identical to the non-social ads used in study 1
(Appendix A). We used the same �ve social media
ads used in study 2 (Appendix B). The participants re-
ported their product evaluation using the same items
as in study 2. Then, we measured participants’ lone-
liness using the UCLA loneliness scale, and collected
basic demographic information.

6.2. Results

Data from 11 participants were excluded from the
data analyses because they did not pass the data
screening criteria, leaving us with a �nal sample of 113
participants. Linear regression was conducted using
the media type (−1 = non-social, 1 = social), mean-
centered loneliness score (M = 1.94, SD = .72), and
their interaction to predict the product evaluation.
As predicted, there was a signi�cant interaction be-
tween media type and loneliness (b = 0.77, SE = 0.34,
t(109) = 2.28, p = 0.024; see Fig. 2). We applied the
Johnson-Neyman procedure to identify regions of sig-
ni�cance of the effect of media across different levels
of loneliness, and found that the effect of media type
became signi�cant at p = 0.05 at loneliness score of
3.71 and above (b = 1.33, SE = 0.67, t(109) = 1.98).

Fig. 2. The effect of loneliness and media type on product evaluation
(study 3).
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Results revealed there was no signi�cant main effect
of media (b = −0.10, SE = 0.24, t(109) = −0.41, NS) or
loneliness (b = −0.46, SE = 0.23, t(109) = −1.99, NS).

We then analyzed our data using the variables
related to participants’ social media use, i.e., gen-
eral and daily frequency of social media use and
whether or not one uses Instagram, as covariates, and
our results remained consistent. When these factors
were added as covariates, the interaction between
loneliness and media type (social vs. nonsocial) re-
mained signi�cant (p = .034), while the effects of
general frequency (p = .120), daily usage (p = .776),
and whether or not the participant uses Instagram
(p = .344) were not signi�cant.

In study 3, participants with varying levels of
general loneliness evaluated the same products ad-
vertised either on social media (with social cues) or
non-social media (without social cues). For those who
experience high level of loneliness, the same prod-
ucts were evaluated more highly when they were
advertised on social (vs. non-social) media. Study 3
also helped rule out general social media use as an
alternative explanation for the observed effect. It is
unlikely that people who experience high loneliness
prefer products in social media ads, simply because
they spend much time on social media or are familiar
with Instagram. Study 4 further shows the impor-
tance of social cues by examining social media ads
without like counts.

7. Study 4

If lonely consumers prefer products on social media
ads because they can learn about the social evaluation
of the products through the embedded social cues,
then their preference for social (vs. non-social) media
ads should disappear when they cannot �nd such
cues within social media ads. Put differently, when
the intuitive social cues are absent, lonely individuals
would no longer prefer products in social media over
non-social media ads. This implies that consumers
with high loneliness favor products in social media
ads insofar as these ads can communicate others’ eval-
uation of a product via social cues. We predict that
when the social media ads do not convey any social
cues, lonely consumers would no longer show greater
preference for products in social media ads.

7.1. Method

We recruited participants with varying levels of
general loneliness. Two hundred ten US participants
(Mage = 38.04; 45.5% female) were recruited MTurk
and completed the online study for a small monetary
compensation. First, all participants were told that

they would be evaluating different sunglasses ads
created by a marketing company. Participants were
randomly assigned to one of two conditions: social-
media-without-cue condition or non-social media
condition. In the social-media-without-cue condition,
participants were given the �ve Instagram ads as in
previous studies, but none of the ads showed the
number of likes. In the non-social media condition,
participants saw �ve ads in the company’s own web-
site as in study 1 (Appendix A). Then, all participants
reported their product evaluation and their loneliness
as in study 3.

7.2. Results

Data from 18 participants were excluded from the
analyses because they did not pass the data screen-
ing criteria, leaving us with a �nal sample of 192
participants. Linear regression was conducted using
the media type (−1 = non-social media, 1 = social-
medial-without-cue), mean-centered loneliness score
(M = 2.25, SD = .63), and their interaction to predict
the product evaluation. There was no main effect of
lonelinss (b = −0.12, SE= 0.13, t(188) = −0.98, NS) or
of media type (b = 0.06, SE= 0.08, t(188) = 0.71, NS).
Further, there was a null interaction between media
type and loneliness (b = 0.02, SE = 0.13, t(188) = 0.12,
NS). As predicted, lonely individuals did not increase
their preference for products in social media ads when
these ads had no information regarding other peo-
ple’s evaluation, i.e., like counts (b = −0.11, SE= 0.18,
t(188) = −0.56, NS). Loneliness also did not predict
people’s preference for products in non-social media
ads (b = −0.14, SE = 0.17, t(188) = −0.42, NS).

Study 4 tested the importance of social cues by
examining social media ads without any embedded
social cues. Results suggest that loneliness increases
consumers’ preferences for social media ad insofar as
these ads can display meaningful cues that inform
consumers of other consumers’ product perception.
Without these social cues, the observed advantage
of social media ads over traditional ads disappears
among lonely consumers.

8. Discussion and implications

8.1. General discussion

We �nd that people who experience high (vs. low)
loneliness prefer products advertised on social media
because these consumes are highly keen on knowing
other people’ product evaluation, and social media
ads can offer this relevant information. Four studies
reveal that individuals who experience high sense of
loneliness—whether as a temporary emotion or as
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a more pervasive aspect of their lives—prefer prod-
ucts that are advertised on social media compared
to their less lonely counterparts. This occurs because
feelings of loneliness make individuals more focused
on knowing other people’s perception so they can
gauge how trendy and in fashion a product is. As long
as social media ads covey such information through
social cues such as likes, lonely individuals prefer
products advertised on social media. The effect of
loneliness occurs for social media ads with varying
like counts (i.e., 41 likes or 4,691 likes), but not for
social media ads without any likes and traditional ads
on a company website.

8.2. Theoretical and managerial contribution

Understanding the effects of consumer loneliness
on product evaluation offers several theoretical con-
tributions. First, our �ndings contribute to under-
standing how loneliness in	uences people’s con-
sumption behavior, particularly on social media.
Previous research on loneliness has focused on how
consumption experiences can help alleviate loneli-
ness. Lonely consumers rely on the retailing encoun-
ters as a means of social contact, and thus, enjoy
retail experiences more than consumers who are less
lonely (Forman and Sriram 1991). Consumers who
feel excluded prefer dense (vs. sparse) patterns in
product designs because dense patterns provide a
sense of being “�lled” and reduce feelings of iso-
lation (Su, Wan, and Jiang 2019). Similarly, research
on social media has been restricted to its role in al-
leviating loneliness (Ellison, Stein�eld, and Lampe
2007; Skues, Williams, and Wise 2012). Limited at-
tention has been given to how loneliness affects
individuals’ evaluation of products within social me-
dia ads. This research �lls this gap in literature
regarding the impact of loneliness on consumers’
perceptions of products advertised in social media
platforms.

One previous paper (Wang, Zhu, and Shiv 2012)
showed that lonely consumers prefer minority-
endorsed products in a private context, suggesting
that they may not be susceptible to other people’
product evaluation or even ignore it if think they are
in private. We tested that the context investigated in
our paper—where people see an ad in social media
and evaluate the promoted product—is considered a
public, rather than private, context. In the same pilot
study reported earlier, we found that people think
social media (vs. non-social media) is a more public
(Msocial = 5.47, SD = 0.68; Mnon-social = 4.37, SD = 1.47;
p < .001) and less private sphere (Msocial = 3.09, SD =
1.65; Mnon-social = 3.54, SD= 1.67; p < .001). Therefore,
examining products in social media ads is likely to

be considered a public context, whereby lonely con-
sumers are more sensitive to others’ thoughts and
prefer social media ads.

Exploring the importance of signaling products’ so-
cial value has managerial implications. Traditional
media platforms are starting to integrate various
features that allow consumers to learn about the so-
cial evaluation of products. For example, television
“home shopping” channels in South Korea, which
had previously featured a host demonstrating prod-
ucts and receiving orders via phone calls, are now
integrating interactive features such as live chats and
comments (Kang 2023). Further, live commerce plat-
forms have introduced a novel form of media where
viewers observe a live stream of product demonstra-
tions while simultaneously expressing their reactions
through comments, questions, and real-time likes.
These developments suggest that �rms recognize the
importance of offering social cues within a media
platform to enhance product attitudes.

Our results on social cues also hold importance
as �rms try to enhance their understanding of con-
sumer sentiments beyond likes. For example, �rms
are heavily investing in Natural Language Process-
ing, voice and image recognition, emotional analysis,
and speech synthesis tools (Guszcza 2018; Sheth
2017). In the future, �rms may discern more nuanced
and intricate signals of consumer sentiments through
methods such as analyzing discussions, behavior pat-
terns, and even physiological data by monitoring
sensors in smartwatches. Our results regarding the
signi�cance of social cues contributes to the ongoing
discourse in understanding the perspectives of online
consumers.

Our �ndings assume added signi�cance in the
evolving social media dynamics, including the recent
feature to conceal one’s like counts (Meta 2021). Our
�ndings suggest that lonely consumers are particu-
larly sensitive to the presence of likes in ads. When
users choose to hide like counts on brands’ posts,
brands could consider other strategies to emphasize
social presence, such as utilizing user-generated con-
tent (rather than company-focused or celebrity-based
content) in their social media campaign, highlight-
ing the social bene�ts of a product (such as gift
options), or creating more inclusive narratives. Even
though our studies focused on ad posts, our �nd-
ings can inform how users may hide – or show –
likes on their own personal posts. Given lonely con-
sumers’ sensitivity to visible signs of social presence
and validation, they may have different preferences
to keep likes visible, depending on the expected re-
actions from others. This raises intriguing avenues
for further research on how loneliness may in	uence
self-presentation on social media.
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Lastly, our �ndings can inform �rms’ decisions
on media selection and targeting. We �nd that con-
sumers consider social media ads to be effective
at communicating other consumers’ thoughts. Firms
can use social media as an advertising channel for
warmth-related products or products that encour-
age interpersonal connection (e.g., Tinder, LinkedIn).
Also, the type of relationships depicted in social me-
dia ads can be important. According to Chung, Ding
and Kalra, showing close social ties in in	uencers’
Instagram posts, such as posting a photo with friends
rather than strangers, can predict greater audience
engagement with sponsored ads (Chung, Ding, and
Kalra 2023). Our study can offer valuable insights on
how to target and engage consumers through social
media advertising.

8.3. Limitations and future work

In this research, we focused on individuals’ subjec-
tive experiences of loneliness, as opposed to employ-
ing objective measures such as the actual number of
social connections. Future work could consider incor-
porating more objective or sociological correlates of
loneliness. For example, factors such as old age and
low socioeconomic status have been used as prox-
ies of social isolation (Wenger et al. 1996). After the
COVID-19 pandemic, there may be speci�c commu-
nities or groups of individuals who have encountered
signi�cant losses in social networks. Dogerlioglu-
Demir, Akpinar, and Ceylan (2022) demonstrated that
the fear of COVID increased loneliness and desire
for social connection. Speci�cally, they found that
inducing a sense of human presence by posting pho-
tos in an accommodation-sharing platform increased
the likelihood that people who are afraid of COVID
stay in the accommodation. Future research can delve
into objective indicators or demographic proxies of
loneliness.

Our studies offer converging evidence that loneli-
ness increases preference for products in social media
ads with social cues (vs. non-social media ads), but
this advantage of social media ads disappears when
they do not show any likes. We compared non-social
media to social media ads with likes in study 3 and
to social media ads without likes in study 4, in order
to examine the clear boundaries of when social media
can (vs. not) outperform non-social media platforms
as an advertising channel when brands target lonely
consumers. However, future research could directly
compare social media ads with (vs. without) likes,
or social media ads with varying likes, to clarify the
impacts of various social media ad features.

Our studies demonstrate that individuals with
higher levels of loneliness prefer products advertised

on social media ads; however, this paper remains
silent on whether the mere exposure to social me-
dia ads can lower individuals’ loneliness. We cannot
conclusively determine whether seeing social media
ads with accompanying social metrics alone can miti-
gate feelings of loneliness. It is important to note that
lonely individuals’ preference for products in social
media ads does not imply that they utilize these ads
as a substitute for social relationships. Yet, given that
consumers can experience a sense of personal con-
nection to brands (Chaplin and John 2005) and form
meaningful connections in brand communities (Mu-
niz Jr and O’Guinn 2001), brands’ social media posts
may engender a sense of af�liation and in	uence feel-
ings of loneliness.

Lastly, we note the potential hazards associated
with excessive emphases on products’ social signif-
icance. Research has shown that �xating on social
cues has negative effects on the mental health of so-
cial media users, particularly among adolescent users.
For example, 43% of teens with low social-emotional
wellbeing have reported that they deleted their so-
cial media posts because they received too few likes
(Statista 2022). It is possible that overemphasizing
a product’s social relevance, such as its trendiness,
could result in some consumers feeling "left behind"
on social trends. Although consumers with high
loneliness are attuned to information about other con-
sumers, it is crucial to avoid excessive focus on social
metrics due to the associated psychological risks.
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Appendix

Appendix A. Example of a non-social media ad (A) and social media ad
(B) in Study 1.
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Appendix B. Example of a social media ad in Studies 2 and 3.
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