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This study examined how active and passive smartphone use relates to social 
withdrawal among Generation Z, a cohort that has grown up surrounded by digital 
technology and for whom smartphones serve as a primary medium of social 

interaction. Uses and Gratifications Approach was utilized as the theoretical 
foundation for the research, as it contributes to the understanding of media usage 
patterns. Based on quantitative survey methodology, the instrument employed for 

the research was a structured questionnaire. The population of the study was 
university students, and data were gathered from three universities in Islamabad, 

Pakistan. The final sample size of the study was 152 respondents, of whom 44% 
were male while 56% were female. Pearson correlation and regression analyses 
were used to test relationships among the variables. Findings of the Pearson 
correlation revealed that there were significant positive correlations between 
social withdrawal and both active and passive smartphone use. The findings 

revealed significant positive correlations between social withdrawal and active 
smartphone use (r = .666) and passive smartphone use (r = .667). The regression 
model explained 57.4% of the variance in social withdrawal (R^2 = .574). Active 

smartphone use emerged as a statistically significant positive predictor of social 

withdrawal (B = .512, p = .02), whereas passive smartphone use showed a positive 
but statistically insignificant contribution (B = .327, p = .220) when both 
predictors were considered simultaneously. The study underscores the need to 
encourage balanced smartphone use and face-to-face interaction among young 
people, and it contributes to understanding the social consequences of digital 

engagement among Generation Z in Pakistani universities. 
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Introduction 

Gen Z is digital and uses smartphones for academic tasks, entertainment, social networking, and 
instant communication. With the constant development of mobile apps, the amount of time young 

people spend on the screen each day has drastically increased. Hence, it has become a matter of 
concern in the context of their social conduct and emotional health (Journals, 2026). 

Nevertheless, heavy smartphone usage has also been linked with less face-to-face 

communication and a decrease in interpersonal relationships between peers and family members 
(Tammisalo, 2022). Researchers claim that long-lasting smartphone use can eliminate physical 

interaction by gradually introducing social interactions with virtual ones, where people dwell on 
social networks more than on real social interactions (Tintori,2024). The use of smartphones in 

active ways such as messaging, video calling, commenting, and content creation can potentially 

have a positive impact on relationship maintenance and digital social support (Clayborne,2025). 
However, the growing popularity of passive smartphone use has been one of the primary concerns 

in the last several years (Marin,2023). Passive usage simply entails scrolling through social media 
feeds, viewing short videos, and other forms of content online but without interacting directly 

(Kornienko, 2025). Research indicates that passive use of smartphones tends to elevate social 

comparison, loneliness, as well as emotional dissatisfaction among young people (Wenz,2035). 

Social capital withdrawal is decreased interaction with others, absence of social events, and non-

involvement of emotions in the interaction with reality (Dickel,2021). Scientists also indicate that 
overindulgence in smartphone screen time can lead to behavioral isolation and loss of confidence 

in communication among Gen Z users (Sadauskas,2026). 

Moreover, the growing popularity of social media content fed by algorithms promotes extended 
passive consumption, which could be detrimental to socialization and emotional connectedness 

(Barzeva,2019). The study examined active and passive smartphone use among 451 young people 
(mean age is 21) during COVID-19 (Marin-Dragu et al.,2023). Another study related to 1184 

college students on smartphone use has examined stress and depression. Social capital withdrawal 

is a mediating factor between smartphone distraction and depression (Wang et al., 2024). Su et al. 
(2022), in their longitudinal study of 2100 Dutch high school students to find the difference 

between active and passive social media engagement, revealed that active usage promotes 
positive relationships, whereas passive messages are related to isolation. 

There has been a rapid introduction of smartphone technology, which has revolutionized the 

lifestyle and communication patterns of Generation Z in the global circulation. Younger 
generations rely on smartphones for academic and entertainment purposes, socialization, as well 

as feeling connected, raising concerns about their social growth and interactions with others 
(Sun,2023). Scientists have claimed that too much screen time will eventually diminish the 

amount of physical interaction and lead to overdependence on the internet in interactions among 

young adults (Genner,2017). The reasoning of this work is based on the increased worry that Gen Z 
users are now dedicating their time to smartphones rather than engaging in social interactions in 

the real world (Kushlev,2015). Researchers indicate that too much time spent on the smartphone 
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may affect behavioral patterns and lessen face-to-face interaction (Goyal, 2025). Separate usage 

patterns are significant for understanding their impact on social withdrawal (Ricoy, 2022). 
Moreover, the literature only covers the issues of smartphone addiction and mental health, and 

there is little research on how active and passive smartphone use affects social withdrawal among 
the Gen Z audience, particularly.  

Problem statement  

Social media and online activities on smartphones limit real-world interaction and socialization 

(Park, 2012). According to the literature review, smartphones have transformed life of a person 

from spending time to learning. Utilization of smartphones is done actively and passively. Active 
users use them for communication and other purposes, whereas passive users use them for scrolling, 

browsing, and watching content only. The results in both cases affect socialization, isolation, and 

social withdrawal. However, the relationship between these distinct patterns of smartphone use 
and social withdrawal requires further empirical investigation within specific social and cultural 

contexts. 

The problem needs to be studied: whether and to what extent active and passive smartphone use 

predict social withdrawal, especially in cultural contexts. Therefore, this study examines active 

and passive smartphone use as separate predictors of social withdrawal to determine their 
individual and combined contributions to explaining variations in social withdrawal. By 

investigating these relationships, the study aims to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of 
how different patterns of smartphone use are associated with individuals’ social engagement and 

withdrawal. 

RO1: To examine the effect of Active Smartphone Use (messaging, video calling, commenting, and 
online interaction) on Social Withdrawal among Generation Z. 

RO2: To analyze the effect of Passive Smartphone Use (social media scrolling, content 

consumption, and non-interactive digital engagement) on Social Withdrawal among Generation 

Z. 

Significance of the study 

Educational institutions can use this research to develop awareness campaigns that promote 

balanced smartphone use and participation in healthy activities like social interaction.  

Moreover, the research benefits parents, psychologists, counselors, and policymakers by 

highlighting the potential social dangers of long-term smartphone exposure.  

The results can be useful in creating strategies, counseling initiatives, and online wellness policies 
to minimize social withdrawal and enhance interpersonal interactions among young individuals.  
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The study adds to the body of knowledge of uses and gratifications, practice, and social 

consequences in the sense that it offers a deeper understanding of how smartphone screen time 
impacts socialization behavior among the youths in Generation Z. 

Literature Review 

The social and behavioral implications of excessive use of smartphones are a focus of today's 

research due to booming digital technology (Bellini, 2021). According to recent literature, 

smartphones have drastically transformed the ways of interpersonal communication and social 

interaction among youth (Oksman, 2022). Researchers also posit that patterns of smartphone use 

vary depending on active and passive engagement, which has psychological and social effects 
(Mahmud, 2023). The literature also points out that active smartphone use can help in 

relationship maintenance and online social support, with passive smartphone use frequently 

being linked to loneliness, social comparison, and emotional loneliness (Nowland, 2018). 
Researchers have pointed out that extensive passive smartphone usage can lead to social isolation 

and deteriorating social engagement (Van Deursen, 2015). Keeping in view the literature, uses 
and gratifications can identify the users' usage and its effect on the human mind. The theory 

indicates that the more individuals use smartphones and other online devices, the less time they 

spend on face-to-face communication in real-world relationships (Nguyen,2026). Scientists 

concluded that by spending more time on smartphones, Generation Z can slowly lose social 

attachment and social connectivity between people (Billieux,2015). Social participation, 
interpersonal communication and family bonding, information enrichment, and everyday access 

to various digital platforms have transformed human life (Verduyn et al., 2017a). According to 

theorists, social withdrawal involves cutting down or limiting interaction and becoming isolated, 
as Tateno found in his study of the relationship between young adults and smartphone usage 

resulting in withdrawal (Tateno et al.,2019).  In a meta-analysis including 141 studies, where 
145000 respondents showed active social media usage for creating content as compared to 

passive usage like doomscrolling and only consuming uploaded content without interaction. More 

recent evidence, however, indicates that the relationship should not be interpreted as uniformly 
positive.  Context, age, type of interaction, and the nature of the social-media environment can 

influence outcomes. The authors also found that passive use was associated with worse emotional 
outcomes in general social-media contexts, although these associations varied according to 

context and user characteristics (Valkenburg et al., 2024). Active smartphone users are involved 

in video calling, posting content, messaging, and interacting with others on social media for the 
sake of information exchange, opinions, and maintaining relationships. This use and gratification 

of active users is relatable to information sharing and community engagement, and expressing 
opinions (Whiting & Williams,2013a). 

The relationship between active digital engagement and social connectedness is nevertheless 

complex. Verduyn et al. argued that active social-network-site use can facilitate social capital 
and connectedness because users directly communicate and interact with members of their social 

networks. In contrast to merely observing others, active participation provides opportunities for 
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reciprocal communication and interpersonal exchange. This suggests that active smartphone use 

may, under some circumstances, provide users with an additional channel for maintaining social 
relationships rather than necessarily encouraging withdrawal (2017b). Valkenburg et al. (2024a) 

describe passive social-media use as consumption of social-media content without direct 
interaction, such as scrolling through newsfeeds without commenting or otherwise engaging with 

posts. Yue et al. (2022) found that passive social-media use was associated with social comparison, 

particularly comparisons involving other users' self-presentations. Their findings indicate that the 
psychological consequences of passive browsing can depend on the type of content encountered 

and the way users interpret it.  

The present study is theoretically grounded in Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT). The theory 

originated in research on why audiences select media and the gratifications they obtain from 

media use. Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch (1973) conceptualized audiences as active participants 
whose media choices are connected to social and psychological needs. UGT is particularly 

appropriate for this study because smartphones are a multifunctional medium through which 
individuals can satisfy a variety of needs. Rather than using smartphones for a single purpose, 

Generation Z users may employ them for interpersonal communication, entertainment, 

information seeking, relaxation, self-expression, social interaction, and maintaining awareness of 

other people. Whiting and Williams (2013a) identified ten major uses and gratifications 

associated with social-media use: social interaction, information seeking, pass time, entertainment, 
relaxation, communicatory utility, convenience utility, expression of opinion, information sharing, 

and surveillance or knowledge about others. Within this theoretical framework, active 

smartphone use can be understood as a form of gratification-seeking behavior in which users 
directly communicate with others to satisfy needs for social interaction, communication, self-

expression, and relationship maintenance.  

By contrast, passive smartphone use can also be interpreted through UGT because users may 

deliberately consume digital content to satisfy needs for entertainment, relaxation, information, 

curiosity, and surveillance of others. Scrolling through social-media feeds, watching videos, and 
reading online content are therefore not necessarily purposeless behaviours. They may represent 

deliberate attempts to obtain gratifications.  

Research Framework 
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Similarly, Lee et al. (2024) examined the relationship between smartphones and negative 

relationships among 2230 Korean adolescents. Findings revealed that social withdrawal is 
reciprocal to smartphone use. Kim and Kim (2021) found that a relationship existed between 

active and passive smartphone usage and social capital. 

Research Questions 

To what extent does active smartphone use have a strong, significant effect on social withdrawal 

among Generation Z? 

To what extent does passive smartphone use have a strong, significant effect on social withdrawal 

among Generation Z? 

Hypotheses of the study 

H1: Active smartphone use has a strong, significant effect on social withdrawal among Generation 

Z. 

According to Bhatiasevi's uses and gratifications related to social interaction, social connectivity, 

and interpersonal gratification (2024a), the research question is: To what extent does Active 
Smartphone Use (messaging, video calling, commenting, and online interaction) influence social 

withdrawal among Generation Z? 

H2: Passive smartphone use has a strong, significant effect on social withdrawal among 
Generation Z. 

As Bhatiasevi (2024) described passive usage for relaxation and entertainment gratification, the 
research question is related to: To what extent does Passive Smartphone Use (social-media 

scrolling, content consumption, and non-interactive digital engagement) influence social 

withdrawal among Generation Z? 

Methodology 

Research Design 

A quantitative research approach is used to examine the relationship between smartphone use 

and social withdrawal among Gen Z.  Respondents are selected randomly. Data are collected 

through a structured questionnaire. Respondents were selected from three universities in 
Islamabad: Bahria University, NDU, and Air University. A total of 152 respondents participated. 

The scale used in this study will have five categories of responses: 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = 
Disagree, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Agree, and 5 = Strongly Agree. Close-ended questions were used in 

the questionnaire with regard to the behaviors of smartphones and their smart phone usage, 



Journal of Social Sciences Development, Volume 05, Issue 08, October, 2026 414 

 

                                                                                                    

414 

involving social interactions. For Screen Time, Twenge & Campbell (2018) were used to develop 

questions. Active Smartphone Use, the Burke & Kraut (2016) scale was used. Passive Smartphone 
Use scale was developed from Frison & Eggermont (2017). For Social Withdrawal, the 

Valkenburg & Keijsers (2021) scale was used in the questionnaire. 

Data Analysis 

The results have shown that the majority of the sample comprised female respondents, who were 

85 participants (56% of the total), whereas male respondents were 67 participants (44% of the 

total). This indicates that female Generation Z smartphone users were slightly more active in 

answering the survey. 

In terms of age distribution, the age was divided into three categories: 18-20, 21-23, and 24-26. 

73 respondents (48%) were in the 21- 23 age group.  Respondents in the 24- 26 age group were 

57 (37.5%). Respondents between 18 and 20 years old were only 18 (11.8).  

Regarding the education demographic, respondents with a bachelor’s degree were 97 

respondents (63.8%), followed by master’s degree holders were 31 respondents (20.4%), and 
intermediate level were 24 respondents, that is (15.8).  

The internal consistency reliability of the questionnaire is Cronbach's alpha.  

Table 1 Reliability 

Variable Cronbach's Alpha Items 

Active Smartphone Use .736 5 

Passive Smartphone Use .784 5 

Social Withdrawal .785 5 

The results show that Active Smartphone Use had a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.736 for 5 items, 

indicating acceptable reliability. Passive Smartphone Use had a Cronbach's Alpha of 0.784 for 5 
items, indicating good internal consistency. Social Withdrawal had the highest reliability value 

of 0.785 for 5 items, which shows that there is a strong degree of consistency among the statements 

used in the questionnaire.  

Table 2. Correlation Analysis 

Variables Active 
Smartphone Use 

Passive 
Smartphone 

Use 

Sig. (2-tailed) 

Social Withdrawal Pearson Correlation r =.666** r =.667** <.001 

Sig. (2-tailed) (p=0.03) (p=.04) 

N=152 
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Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).       

The results have shown all variables to be positively and statistically significant at the 0.01 level 
of significance (2-tailed). There is a positive association between Active Smartphone Use and 

Social Withdrawal, and their correlation is positive and significant, r =0.666**. It showed that the 
more the use of smart phones more the social withdrawal among Gen Z users. That is significant at 

the .03 level. 

Passive Smartphone Use has the strongest positive correlation with Social Withdrawal; that is  r 

=0.667**. It means that passive smartphone activities, including scrolling through social media 

and watching online content with no interaction with family and friends, are strongly related to 
the feeling of isolation and social withdrawal, which is significant at the .04 level. 

Thus, the results justify that there are significant relationships between smartphone usage 

activities and social withdrawal among Generation Z. 

Table 3. Regression Analysis Model Summary 

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate 

1 0.758ᵃ 0.574 0.514 0.5876 

Predictors: (Constant), Passive Smartphone Use, Active Smartphone Use  

Dependent Variable: 

Social Withdrawal 

The value of R = 0.758 indicates a strong positive relationship between the dependent variable 

(Social Withdrawal) and the independent variables (Active Smartphone Use and Passive 

Smartphone Use). This means smartphone use has strong correlation with social withdrawal 

among Gen Z. The R-squared of 0.574 shows relationship between Active Smartphone Use and 
Passive Smartphone Use explains 57.4 percent of the variance in Social Withdrawal.  

The value of the Standard Error Estimate of 0.5876 indicates the average error of prediction of the 

regression model. In general, the results indicate that Active and Passive Smartphone Use are 
significant predictors of Social Withdrawal amongst Generation Z.  

Passive Smartphone Use, on the contrary, has a positive though insignificant impact on Social 
Withdrawal. The value of the coefficient (B = 0.327) indicates a positive correlation, but the 

value of significance (0.220) is also greater than the acceptable level of 0.05. Also, it has a 

confidence interval of -0.210 to 0.865 that includes the value of zero, further illustrating the fact 
that Passive Smartphone Use is not a significant predictor of Social Withdrawal in the model. 
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Generally, Active Smartphone Use was found to be a better predictor of Social Withdrawal in the 

respondents of Generation Z. 

H1: Active smartphone use has a strong significant effect on social withdrawal among Generation 

Z individuals. 

This research confirms Hypothesis 1, which is that active use of smartphones leads to a strong 

impact on social withdrawal among Generation Z. The correlation analysis showed that there was 

a significant positive correlation between Active Smartphone Use and Social Withdrawal at 

0.666**, showing that as the level of active smartphone use increases, the level of social 

withdrawal also increases among the respondents. The significance value was given as below 
0.001, and hence there was a statistically significant relationship between the variables. 

This hypothesis was also supported with the help of regression analysis. The regression coefficient 

of Active Smartphone Use, which was not standardized, was B = 0.512, meaning that an increase 
of one unit in Active Smartphone Use will raise Social Withdrawal by 0.512. This value of the 

standardized beta coefficient of 0.448 reflected a moderate positive relationship between Active 
Smartphone Use and Social Withdrawal. Moreover, the t-value of 2.518 and significance value of 

0.020 indicated that the effect is statistically significant since the p-value is less than the 

acceptable value of 0.05. 

The results of the ANOVA further reinforced the results, as the regression model shows that the F-

value is 9.446 with a significance value of less than 0.001, which shows that the entire model is 
significant.  

The results can be used to conclude that face-to-face communication is less popular, and social 

withdrawal is more prevalent among Generation Z members because of excessive active 
smartphone use. Thus, Hypothesis 1 is accepted. 

H2: Passive smartphone use has a strong significant effect on social withdrawal among 
Generation Z individuals. 

This research confirms and supports Hypothesis 2, which argues that passive smartphones are 

significantly influential in the social withdrawal of Generation Z individuals. Correlation analysis 
showed a strong positive correlation between Passive Smartphone Use and Social Withdrawal 

among the respondents, with a Pearson correlation value of 0.667, thereby strongly showing that 
more passive smartphone use goes along with an increase in social withdrawal. The significance 

was less than 0.001, which corresponds to a statistically significant relationship between the 

variables. 

The regression analysis also revealed that Passive Smartphone Use has a positive relationship 

with Social Withdrawal. The value of the unstandardized coefficient (B = 0.327) implied that an 
increase in one-unit in Passive Smartphone Use leads to a 0.327-unit increase in Social 
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Withdrawal. The value of the standardized beta coefficient (0.309) indicated a moderately 

positive impact of passive smartphone behavior on social withdrawal. Though the effect size was 
smaller in comparison to Active Smartphone Use, the fact that the relationship was positive and 

significant was achieved. 

Moreover, for the regression model as a whole, the F-value of 9.446 and significance level of less 

than 0.001 were statistically significant, meaning that the behaviors of smartphone usage play a 

significant role in explaining the differences in social withdrawal among Generation Z people. In 
general, the results indicate that the over-indulgence in passive smartphone activities like 

scrolling on social media and consumption of online material leads to decreased face-to-face 
interaction and social withdrawal among Gen Z users. 

Discussion 

The current research analyzed the impact of Active Smartphone Use and Passive Smartphone Use 
on Social Withdrawal among the representatives of Generation Z. The study made it clear that 

the behavior of smartphone use is important in determining social withdrawal, which argues in 
favor of the Gratification Theory assumptions. The theory indicates that overindulgence in digital 

activities supplants real-life communication and lowers interpersonal communication. The study 

findings revealed that both active and passive smartphone use is positively associated with social 
withdrawal in Gen Z users. 

The results of Hypothesis 1 showed that active smartphone use has a positive and significant 
impact on Social Withdrawal. Correlation analysis revealed a strong positive relationship (r = 

0.666) and regression analysis proved the significant impact with B = 0.512 and p = 0.020. These 

results indicate that despite the active use of smartphones being accompanied by communication 
processes, including messaging, commenting, posting, and video calling, overuse could lead to a 

decrease in direct physical interaction and an increase in addiction to virtual communication. 
Such findings are congruent with other studies that were conducted in 2021-2025. In a survey 

about digital interaction and social behavior, the authors found that the overuse of smartphones 

harms the effectiveness of face-to-face communication and is a factor that leads to the 
development of social isolation amongst youths. The study highlights that high smartphone usage 

by young adults is linked with social isolation, emotional imbalance, and deteriorated 
communication. Moreover, recent research on Gen Z digital well-being discovered that extended 

use of smartphones contributes to psychological dependence and impacts relationships among 

adolescents and young adults.  

The findings of Hypothesis 2 revealed that Passive Smartphone Use has a positive effect on Social 

Withdrawal. Correlation analysis showed a strong positive relationship (r = 0.667), whereas 
regression analysis revealed value to coefficient (B = 0.327). These outcomes suggest that 

scrolling social media feeds, watching videos, and going through online material in the absence of 

personal interaction are some of the behaviors that cause levels of loneliness and social 
withdrawal among people belonging to Generation Z. These findings are well reinforced by prior 
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research on the topic that was researched between 2021 and 2025, which established that 

passive social media use enhances emotional dissatisfaction, fear of missing out, and social fatigue 
in young groups of people.  

The recent literature indicates that passive involvement in social media sources increases social 
comparison and lowers emotional health, and thus real-life socialization on the part of 

adolescents. Research also found that the overuse of passive smartphone use is a cause of anxiety, 

loneliness, and loss of social interaction due to people investing more time in consuming online 
content, as opposed to engaging in social interactions.  

Conclusion 

This study investigated the behavior of smartphone users on the social withdrawal of Generation 

Z. The focus in past studies was on smartphone addiction, psychological health, and mental 

disorders, and little focus had been made on the specific relation between the habits of using the 
smartphone and the social withdrawal. The paper thus attempted to examine the possibility that 

active and passive use of smartphones leads to social withdrawal in Generation Z. 

The research questions were to investigate the impact of Active Smartphone Use on Social 

Withdrawal, evaluate the impact of Passive Smartphone Use on Social Withdrawal, and compare 

the overall relationship between smartphone use behaviors and social withdrawal in Gen Z. The 
literature review has pointed out that too much smartphone use can substitute physical 

connection with online communication, and it supports the hypotheses of the Gratification 
Theory. Past studies further showed that spending more time using the smartphone screen could 

be one of the causes of loneliness, social isolation, and less social interaction in real-life settings. 

The research results indicated that Active Smartphone Use plays a statistically significant 
positive role in the Social Withdrawal of Generation Z people. The correlation analysis revealed 

that there was a strong positive relationship between Active Smartphone Use and Social 

Withdrawal. The regression analysis proved that there was a significant effect, too.  

Passive Smartphone Use is positively related to Social Withdrawal, and results suggest that 

compared to the other behavior groups, more scrolling, content consumption, and non-interactive 
behavior of the smartphone make respondents feel isolated and less sociable. Additionally, the 

regression model revealed that an important percentage of variability in Social Withdrawal of 
Gen Z is accounted for by the jointly affected smartphone usage behaviors. Active Smartphone 

Use and Passive Smartphone Use both lead to less face-to-face communication and more 

dependence on digital communication.  

Findings of the regression analysis showed that though active smartphone use was a statistically 

significant positive predictor of social withdrawal, passive smartphone use showed a positive but 
non-significant contribution.  
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