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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to investigate the factors that influence the use of
ghosting in adolescent friendships. To acquire a profound comprehension of the
participants' ~ viewpoints, this investigation implemented a qualitative
phenomenological methodology. During the 2023-2024 academic year, the
population of this study was comprised of all female pupils aged 16-18 residing in
Received: 04 Dec 2024 Tehran. In the end, a purposive sample of 20 adolescent females was chosen, taking
Revised: 15 Jan 2024 into account the principle of saturation. Semi-structured interviews were employed to
Accepted: 02 Feb 2025 collect data. The data was analyzed using Colasis’s seven-step method, and the
Published: 02 Oct 2025 results were categorized into two main concepts (psychological-emotional factors

and cognitive-functional factors), four sub-concepts (poor communication skills,

needs, fears and concerns, and dysfunctional beliefs), and seventeen primary

concepts. Based on findings, it can be inferred that adolescents typically employ
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Extended Abstract

Aim

During adolescence, close peers and friends become primary sources of intimacy, social, and emotional
support (Delios et al., 2023). At this developmental stage—characterized by a strong desire for peer
acceptance and belonging—peer rejection can be highly stressful and even traumatic (Oztiirk & Sumbas,
2023). The strategies adolescents use to end relationships significantly influence the emotional outcomes.
One increasingly common strategy, facilitated by the rise of social media, is ghosting (Pancani et al., 2022).

Ghosting is an indirect and unilateral approach to terminating a relationship, in which one individual
gradually or abruptly ceases all forms of communication (online or in person) without providing an
explanation (LeFebvre et al., 2019). Research indicates that being ghosted is associated to psychological
distress, diminished self-esteem, and negative effects on mental health (Timmermans et al., 2021). The
sudden termination without explanation leaves the ghosted individual in a state of ambiguity and
uncertainty. This lack of closure can lead to self-blame, as the rejected individual may attribute the
relationship termination to their own perceived deficits (Pancani et al., 2022).

While ghosting may appear to offer a convenient way to end relationships, it can also produce long-
lasting negative consequences for the ghoster. Avoiding direct communication and closure may result in
guilt, shame, and persistent self-critical rumination, as individuals struggle with the recognition that their
actions caused emotional harm to others (Wu & Bamishigbin, 2023).

Given the vital role of friendships in adolescent development and the growing prevalence of ghosting,
there is a need for research into the underlying motivations driving this behavior. Despite increasing
academic attention, studies remain scarce on ghosting in adolescent friendships, particularly within cultural
contexts such as Iran. This phenomenological study therefore explores the motivating factors that lead
adolescents to engage in ghosting within Iranian friendships.

Methodology

A qualitative phenomenological approach was employed to gain an in-depth understanding of participants’
perspectives. The study population included female students aged 16—18 in Tehran during the 2023-2024
academic year. A purposive sample of 20 adolescents was selected based on the principle of saturation.
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using Colaizzi’s seven-step coding
method

Findings

Findings revealed that adolescents’ motivations for using ghosting to terminate friendships could be
categorized into two main concepts (psychological-emotional factors and cognitive—functional factors),
four sub-concepts (needs, fears and concerns, weak communication skills, and dysfunctional beliefs), and
seventeen primary concepts (Table 1).

Table 1. Primary themes and concepts influencing friendship termination through ghosting

Main concept Sub-concept Primary concept
Needs Need for power; need for attention in the friendship (dramatic
ghosting)
Psychological- Fear of reasons seeming irrational; concern about the other party’s
Emotional factors Fears and reaction; dread of post-relationship abuse; fear of continuing the
concerns relationship; minimal protection of one’s or the friend’s image; fear
of hurting the other party
Weak Assertiveness deficits; poor anger management; avoidant problem-
. communication  solving; reluctance to express emotion
Cognitive— .
. skills
Functional factors . . . . . . .
Dysfunctional Expecting mind-reading; low self-worth; superficial relationships;

beliefs revenge; prior experience of being ghosted
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Conclusion

This study identified two main factors driving adolescents’ use of ghosting in friendships: psychological-
emotional factors (needs, fears, and concerns) and cognitive-functional factors (poor communication skills
and dysfunctional beliefs). Key motives included the need for power and attention, fear of negative
reactions, and avoidance of conflict, aligning with Choice Theory (Glasser, 1999) and cognitive-behavioral
perspectives (Corey, 2013). Weak assertiveness, poor anger management, and avoidant coping further
reinforced reliance on ghosting (Timmermans et al., 2020; Wu & Bamishigbin, 2023). Dysfunctional
beliefs, such as mind-reading expectations, low self-worth, superficiality of relationships, revenge, and
prior experiences of being ghosted, also contributed (Young et al., 2006; Navarro et al., 2021).

Overall, results suggest that adolescents primarily adopt ghosting due to personality vulnerabilities
and avoidance of negative emotional consequences. However, the study was limited to 16—18-year-old girls
in Tehran, which restricts generalizability. Future research should include boys, diverse age groups, and
other cultural contexts, as well as perspectives of those who have been ghosted.

From an applied perspective, the findings highlight the importance of preventive and educational
programs. School counselors and mental health professionals can use these results to design interventions
focusing on communication skills, conflict resolution, and awareness-raising to mitigate reliance on
ghosting and improve adolescents’ social relationships and mental health

Keywords: Adolescence, Adolescents, Friendly Relations, Friendship, Ghosting.
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