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Abstract

As digital technology becomes deeply embedded in everyday life, especially in digital environments
flooded with “Al Slop” (referring to algorithmically generated, homogeneous, and meaningless re-
dundant information), connection overload and meaning scarcity form a dual dilemma in the social
lives of Generation Z. In this context, Digital Detox has quietly emerged as a practice to resist digital
alienation and reclaim subjectivity. However, existing studies often regard digital detox as an indi-
vidual therapeutic behavior aimed at mental health or as a consumer trend co-opted by commercial
forces, overlooking its deeper social significance as a complex strategy through which Generation Z
actively manages, filters, and reorganizes social relationships. This study aims to go beyond the bi-
nary narratives of health benefits and resistance or co-optation, exploring how Generation Z ac-
tively reconstructs their digital social networks through digital detox practices. Using a construc-
tivist grounded theory approach, in-depth interviews were conducted with 13 Generation Z users
who consciously practice digital detox, supplemented by online ethnographic observations. The
study finds that Generation Z’s digital detox is not a passive escape or simple abstinence, but a de-
tox-reconstruction cycle composed of three stages: diagnosis-intervention-reorganization. Through
the reflective space created by periodic disconnections, participants perform “stress tests” and
“functional evaluations” on their social relationships, subsequently carrying out selective trimming,
modular archiving, and precision reconnection. This study proposes that digital detox is a key tech-
nique for Generation Z to optimize social capital and practice relational ethics in a highly mediated
society. This finding challenges the simplified view that digital detox is anti-social, revealing its deep
socio-cultural logic as a way to address context collapse and restore a sense of control over life, of-
fering a new theoretical perspective for understanding the transformation of social paradigms in the
digital age.
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Table 1. The three-level coding structure and data distribution of the social network reconstruction mechanism in Gen Z’s
digital detox practices
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Figure 1. Emotional flow curve in digital detox practices of Generation Z
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Table 2. Coding framework for emotional experiences and meaning construction in digital detox practices of Generation Z
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