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Abstract：The in-depth integration of digital technologies has reshaped the paradigm of emotional communication among
contemporary youth. As a crucial carrier for meeting young people’s emotional needs, online emotional companionship
presents a marked tension between the relational form of weak ties and the psychological state of strong dependence. The
persistent interplay of this tension can easily induce emotional alienation, which poses a potential threat to the healthy
development of youth’s emotional socialization. This paper systematically examines the practical manifestations of weak
ties and strong dependence in young people’s online emotional companionship, and further explores the triggering,
evolutionary, core, and reinforcement mechanisms of emotional alienation.
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1. Introduction
In the digital age, internet-centric information technology has permeated all spheres of social life, profoundly

reshaping individuals’ lifestyles and communication patterns. For young people raised amid the digital tide, the internet
serves not merely as a tool for information retrieval and entertainment, but also as a vital arena for emotional exchange and
psychological solace. Against this backdrop, "online emotional companionship" has emerged as a new mode of emotional
connection, rapidly gaining popularity among young people for its virtuality, low threshold and flexibility.

Unlike traditional offline intimate relationships, young people’s online emotional companionship typically takes the
form of "weak ties". Characterized by low investment of time, energy and emotion from both parties, such ties involve no
responsibilities or obligations inherent in offline intimacy, and are thus marked by high uncertainty and substitutability.
Notably, however, many young people have gradually developed psychological and behavioral tendencies of "strong
dependence" on such weak-tied online emotional companionship, regarding it as the sole means to meet their emotional
needs and forming a communication pattern of "high online attachment and active offline alienation". The stark tension
between the "low constraint" of weak ties and the "high attachment" of strong dependence, if sustained, can easily trigger
emotional alienation—manifested in distorted emotional needs, instrumentalized emotional bonds and skewed
self-perception.

2. Definition of Core Concepts
Online emotional companionship denotes a non-physical emotional bond established by individuals via digital

media—including instant messaging tools, social platforms, and virtual communities—centered on emotional resonance,
psychological solace, and emotional counseling. Distinguished from real intimate relationships, young people’s online
emotional companionship features distinct virtuality, weak connectivity, and flexibility.
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Coined by American sociologist Mark Granovetter, the concept of weak ties categorizes interpersonal relationships
into strong and weak types. Weak ties refer to relationships characterized by low interaction frequency, minimal emotional
investment, low intimacy, and limited reciprocal exchange. Within the context of young people’s online emotional
companionship, such ties are specifically manifested in the following aspects: communication parties lack in-depth mutual
understanding and emotional bonds; interactions are mostly superficial exchanges centered on specific interests or
emotional needs; investments of time, energy, and emotion remain low; no mutual life responsibilities or obligations are
undertaken; and the relationship is highly substitutable and uncertain[1].

Strong dependence refers to young people’s high level of attachment to online emotional companionship, manifested
both psychologically and behaviorally. Psychologically, it takes the form of simplified emotional needs satisfaction: young
people over-rely on online emotional companionship to alleviate negative emotions such as anxiety and loneliness, while
seeking self-identity and a sense of value. Behaviorally, it is reflected in frequent, prolonged online emotional interactions,
active avoidance of real-life emotional communication scenarios, and the formation of a behavioral pattern of "online
dependence and offline alienation".

Emotional alienation is the specific manifestation of alienation theory in the emotional domain. In the context of
young people’s online emotional companionship, this paper defines emotional alienation as a state where, under the tension
between weak ties and strong dependence, young people’s online emotional communication deviates from authentic
emotional needs and values, resulting in distorted emotional demands, instrumentalized emotional relationships, and
skewed self-perception.

3. Practical Manifestations of Weak Ties and Strong Dependence in Young People’s Online Emotional
Companionship

3.1 Relational Form Manifestations of Weak Ties
The weak ties in young people’s online emotional companionship are not accidental; rather, they are jointly shaped by

the inherent traits of online communication and young people’s emotional needs. In terms of relational form, such ties
exhibit three core features: the virtuality of communication contexts, the superficiality of relational investment, and the
uncertainty of relational continuity.

The virtuality of communication contexts constitutes the fundamental premise for the formation of weak ties. Young
people engage in online emotional companionship via digital media platforms, with interactions primarily mediated
through digital symbols—such as text, voice, and video—without physical contact or genuine identity verification. This
virtuality allows both parties to break free from the constraints of real-world social roles and express emotions under
anonymous or semi-anonymous identities. While it eases the pressure of emotional expression, it also hinders the
development of in-depth mutual trust.

The superficiality of relational investment is the defining feature of weak ties. Unlike real intimate relationships,
which demand substantial investments of time, energy, emotion, and material resources, online emotional companionship
requires minimal input from young people. They can interact during fragmented time, with no need for in-depth
communication or mutual adjustment, nor any responsibility or obligation inherent to real intimate bonds.

The uncertainty of relational continuity is a key hallmark of weak ties. Owing to the virtuality and low-investment
nature of online emotional companionship, young people can freely enter or exit such relationships at their own discretion,
leaving relational continuity without stable safeguards.

2.2 Psychological and Behavioral Manifestations of Strong Dependence
In sharp contrast to the relational form of weak ties, many young people have gradually developed psychological and

behavioral tendencies of strong dependence on online emotional companionship. This strong dependence does not form
overnight; rather, it evolves gradually through long-term online emotional interactions, manifesting itself in two specific
dimensions: the simplification of emotional needs at the psychological level and addiction to online interactions at the
behavioral level[2].

The simplification of emotional needs psychologically represents the core of strong dependence. Confronted with
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multiple real-life pressures and plagued by negative emotions like anxiety and loneliness, contemporary young people have
an intense demand for emotional support. Unable to obtain adequate emotional support in reality, many of them pin their
emotional needs on online emotional companionship, and thus gradually form the belief that "online emotional
companionship is the only way to satisfy emotional needs".

Behavioral addiction to online interactions constitutes the external manifestation of strong dependence. The
psychological simplification of emotional needs inevitably translates into frequent online interactions behaviorally. Many
young people spend hours on social platforms daily, engaging in constant emotional exchanges with online partners and
developing a behavioral pattern of "being perpetually online".

2.3 Concrete Manifestations of the Tension between Weak Ties and Strong Dependence
Inherent contradictions exist between the relational form of weak ties and the psychological and behavioral tendencies

of strong dependence. This tension is not an abstract concept but is concretely manifested in three dimensions: the
mismatch between low responsibility commitment and high emotional investment, the conflict between relational
substitutability and perceived irreplaceability of dependence, and the disconnect between superficial emotional interaction
and in-depth psychological needs.

The mismatch between low responsibility commitment and high emotional investment represents the core of this
tension. Weak ties dictate that neither party assumes significant responsibilities or obligations, yet the psychological state
of strong dependence drives young people to place substantial emotional investment in such low-commitment relationships,
fostering intense emotional expectations toward online partners.

The conflict between relational substitutability and perceived irreplaceability constitutes a key manifestation of the
tension. Weak ties render young people’s online emotional companionship highly substitutable, whereas strong dependence
leads them to regard such relationships as the sole means of emotional fulfillment and thus perceive them as irreplaceable.

The disconnect between superficial emotional interaction and in-depth psychological needs is the external
manifestation of the tension. Weak ties confine most online emotional interactions to a superficial level, but strong
dependence compels young people to harbor profound psychological needs for such companionship.

3 Mechanisms Underlying Emotional Alienation in Young People’s Online Emotional Companionship
The occurrence of emotional alienation in young people’s online emotional companionship is not accidental, but a

multi-link and multi-level dynamic process, which is the result of the synergistic effect of four mechanisms: triggering,
evolution, core and reinforcement.

3.1 Triggering Mechanism: The "Low-Threshold" Advantage of Weak Ties and Precise Alignment with Young
People’s Emotional Needs

The emergence of emotional alienation originates first from the precise alignment of weak-tie online emotional
companionship with young people’s emotional needs. Leveraging the "low-threshold" advantage of weak ties, such
alignment acts as the initial trigger of emotional alienation. Contemporary young people commonly encounter barriers like
expressive anxiety, intergenerational gaps, and social phobia in offline emotional communication. The weak-tie attributes
of online emotional companionship effectively circumvent these real-life obstacles, and precisely meet young people’s
emotional needs through its merits of low pressure, low risk, and low threshold.

3.2 Evolution Mechanism: The Gradual Shift from "Weak-Tie Adaptation" to "Strong-Dependence
Formation"

Driven by the triggering mechanism, young people’s attitude toward online emotional companionship gradually shifts
from "tentative acceptance" to "intense dependence". This transition does not happen overnight; rather, it unfolds in three
progressive stages—the reinforcement of immediate emotional gratification, the path locking of emotional needs, and the
solidification of strong dependence—which together constitute the evolution mechanism of emotional alienation[3].

Stage 1: Reinforcement of Immediate Emotional Gratification
In the initial phase of online emotional companionship, young people gain instant emotional comfort through

superficial interactions with their online partners. This immediate gratification in turn continuously reinforces their
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engagement in online emotional interactions.
Stage 2: Path Locking of Emotional Needs
Sustained by the reinforcement of immediate emotional gratification, young people increasingly regard online

emotional companionship as their primary means of emotional fulfillment, thereby forming a stable pathway for emotional
acquisition.

Stage 3: Solidification of Strong Dependence
As the path locking of emotional needs persists over time, young people’s dependence on online emotional

companionship deepens further, ultimately solidifying into a state of strong dependence.
3.3 Core Mechanism: Multi-dimensional Generation Paths of Emotional Alienation
Once young people develop a strong dependence on online emotional companionship, the tension between weak ties

and strong dependence will continue to intensify, triggering emotional alienation. The core mechanism of this phenomenon
is reflected in three dimensions of alienation: emotional needs, emotional relationships, and self-cognition.

Alienation of Emotional Needs: Distorted Demand from "Authentic Emotional Resonance" to "Virtual Emotional
Comfort".Authentic emotional needs are rooted in the pursuit of genuine emotional resonance and spiritual connection. Yet,
under the psychological state of strong dependence, young people’s emotional needs become gradually alienated—shifting
from the quest for real emotional resonance to the craving for short-term virtual emotional comfort.

Alienation of Emotional Relationships: Transformed Nature from "Carrier of Emotional Companionship" to "Tool of
Emotional Catharsis".In healthy emotional relationships, both parties are equal subjects who understand and support one
another. Conversely, when young people develop a strong dependence on online emotional companionship, such
relationships tend to become alienated, with one or both sides treating each other as mere tools for emotional catharsis.

Alienation of Self-Cognition: Cognitive Deviation from "Diversified Self-Identity" to "Dependency on Online
Emotional Feedback".Youth represents a critical period for self-identity construction. A sound self-identity should be a
diversified construct shaped by one's real-life abilities, achievements, and interpersonal relationships. However, under the
grip of strong dependence on online emotional companionship, young people’s self-cognition becomes progressively
alienated, as they begin to regard virtual emotional feedback in the online sphere as the core criterion for evaluating
self-worth.

3.4 Reinforcement Mechanism: Dual Driving Forces of External Environment and Internal Psychology
Emotional alienation does not remain static upon its emergence; rather, it continues to intensify under the combined

influence of external and internal factors. Externally, the confluence of mounting real-life pressures and inadequate
emotional support compels young people to grow increasingly reliant on online emotional companionship. Internally, the
persistent impetus of self-identity anxiety and loneliness entraps them in a vicious cycle where the lonelier one feels, the
more dependent one becomes; the more dependent one is, the lonelier one gets. Collectively, these two interacting
dimensions constitute the reinforcement mechanism of emotional alienation.
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