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The objective of this study was to investigate the factors influencing the use of
ghosting in adolescent friendships. This study was conducted using a qualitative
phenomenological approach to gain a deep understanding of the participants’
perspectives. The population of this study consisted of all 16-18-years-old female
students in Tehran during the 2023-2024 academic year. Ultimately, a purposive
sample of 20 adolescent girls was selected, considering the principle of saturation.
Semi-structured interviews were employed to collect data. After analyzing the data
using Colasis’s seven-step method, the results were categorized into 2 main concepts
(psychological-emotional factors and cognitive-functional factors), 4 sub-concepts
(weak communication skills, needs, fears and concerns and dysfunctional beliefs)
and 17 primary concepts. Based on finding, it can be concluded that adolescents
generally use ghosting to terminate the relationship due to their personality
weaknesses and attempt to avoid and minimize the negative consequences of
relationship termination. Based on the research finding, it is recommended that
mental health professionals working with adolescents, particularly school counselors,
utilize these results to develop and implement programs aimed at reducing the use of
ghosting as a relationship termination strategy. This intervention is intended to
improve adolescent social relationships and mental health.
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Extended Abstract

Aim

During adolescence, close peers and friends become the primary sources of intimacy, social
and emotional support for individuals (Delios et al., 2023). At this developmental stage,
marked by a strong desire for peer acceptance and belonging, social rejection by peers can be
a highly stressful and even traumatic experience (Oztiirk & Sumbas, 2023). However, the
strategies employed by individuals to terminate relationships significantly influence the
subsequent outcomes and ghosting is one of the common relationship termination strategies
that has become increasingly prevalent with the rise of social media use (Pancani et al., 2022).
Ghosting is an indirect and unilateral strategy for terminating a relationship, in which an
individual gradually or abruptly avoids any form of communication (online or in-person),
with the other party without providing an explanation (LeFebvre et al., 2019). Studies indicate
that the experience of being ghosted is associated with significant psychological distress and
harm to an individual's self-esteem and mental health (Timmermans et al., 2021).When an
individual abruptly ends a relationship without providing an explanation, the ghostee is left 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 seem like a convenient way to end a relationship, it
can have long-lasting negative consequences for the ghoster. The lack of closure and the
avoidance of direct communication can lead to feelings of guilt and shame. In addition,
ghosting can lead to self-critical thoughts and rumination, as they grapple with the realization
that their actions may have caused significant emotional distress to the other person (Wu &
Bamishigbin, 2023).
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The significant role of friendships in adolescent development and the rising prevalence of
ghosting with its negative impacts on mental health, highlight the need for research into the
underlying motivations for this behavior. While ghosting has become a subject of increasing
academic interest, there is a lack of research, particularly regarding its occurrence within
adolescent friendships. Moreover, the cultural context of ghosting, particularly in Iran,
remains largely unexplored. This phenomenological study seeks to address this gap by
exploring the factors that contribute to adolescents’ use of ghosting within friendships,
addressing the question: What are the motivating factors behind adolescents' engagement in
ghosting within the context of Iranian friendships?

Methodology

This study was conducted using a qualitative phenomenological approach to gain a deep
understanding of the participants’ perspectives. The population of this study consisted of all
16-18-years-old girl students in Tehran during the 2023-2024 academic year. Ultimately, a
purposive sample of 20 adolescent girls was selected, considering the principle of saturation.
Semi-structured interviews were employed to collect data. Colasis’s seven-step coding
method was implemented to analyzing the data.

Result

Based on the finding of this study, the reasons adolescents use ghosting to terminate
friendships were categorized into 2 main concepts (psychological-emotional factors and

cognitive-functional factors), 4 sub-concepts (needs, fears and concerns, weak communication
skills and dysfunctional beliefs) and seventeen primary concepts, as illustrated table 1.

Tablel. Primary themes and concepts regarding factors influencing the termination of
friendships through ghosting

Main concept Sub-concept Primary concept
Needs Need for power
Need for attention in the
friendship (dramatic ghosting)
Fears and concerns Fear of reasons seeming
irrational
Concern about the other party's
reaction
Psychological-Emotional factors Dread of post-relationship
abuse
Fear of continuing the
relationship
Minimal protection of the
desired image of oneself/the
friend
Fear of hurting the other party
Weak communication skills Assertiveness deficit
Deficits in anger management
Avoidant problem solving
Reluctance to express emotion
Cognitive-Functional factors Dysfunctional beliefs Expecting mindreading from
the other party
Low self-worth
Superficial relationship
Revenge
The experience of being
ghosted

Conclusion
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This study examined the factors influencing adolescents’ use of ghosting to end friendships.
Results indicated that, it can be concluded that adolescents generally use ghosting to terminate
the relationship due to their personality weaknesses and attempt to avoid and minimize the
negative consequences of relationship termination.

Based on the research finding, it is recommended that mental health professionals working
with adolescents, particularly school counselors, utilize these results to develop and
implement programs aimed at reducing the use of ghosting as a relationship termination
strategy. This intervention is intended to improve adolescent social relationships and mental
health.
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