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support, emerging research reveals that toxic friendships—characterized by
manipulation, exclusion, and emotional strain—are a significant yet understudied
phenomenon in campus social environments. However, little is known about how
students internally experience and interpret these harmful relationships, prompting the
question: how do students make sense of toxic friendships within their peer networks?
This study employs an interpretative phenomenological approach to explore the lived
experiences of university students who have been involved in toxic friendships. Data
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INTRODUCTION

Interpersonal relationships play a vital role in shaping individual identity, emotional well-
being, and social functioning, particularly within the developmental stage of young adulthood (Ma et
al., 2025). In university settings, friendships often serve as a primary support system, offering a sense
of belonging, validation, and psychological stability. However, not all social connections are
inherently positive (Chung & Lo, 2025). A growing body of research has highlighted the emergence
of toxic friendship dynamics, where relationships marked by manipulation, exclusion, and emotional
harm persist within tightly knit peer groups, especially in environments where social visibility and
peer approval are highly valued.

In recent years, toxic friendships have become increasingly visible in campus communities,
often normalized under the guise of humor, competitiveness, or social loyalty (Alobaid, 2025). These
relational experiences, while rarely physically aggressive, exert profound emotional and
psychological effects (Lize et al., 2025). Students caught in such dynamics often report feelings of
guilt, confusion, and self-blame, resulting in long-term consequences such as reduced academic
engagement, social withdrawal, and identity diffusion. The complexity of these friendships lies not
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only in their concealed emotional cost but also in the subtle pressures that compel individuals to
remain within harmful relationships.

The subjective experience of navigating toxic friendships remains underexplored, especially
in terms of how individuals perceive, internalize, and ultimately make sense of these relational
experiences (Muthmainnah et al., 2025; Zhou et al., 2025). Given the subtle, often unspoken nature of
emotional harm in social networks, there is a pressing need to move beyond surface-level descriptions
and toward a deeper understanding of how these experiences are lived and interpreted by those
involved (Awadalla et al., 2025). A phenomenological approach is particularly suited to address this
gap, as it prioritizes the rich, first-person accounts of lived experiences and seeks to uncover the
essence of phenomena as perceived by individuals themselves. In this context, exploring the meaning
of toxic friendships through the lens of those who endure them becomes not only relevant but
essential to advancing interpersonal and psychosocial knowledge.

Research into individuals’ lived experiences within social relationships has become an
essential domain within the broader field of interpersonal and psychosocial studies (Gong et al.,
2025). Understanding how individuals perceive and navigate complex relational dynamics, such as
toxic friendships, is crucial to uncovering the psychological and emotional realities that shape social
behaviour (Kececi & Ummet, 2025). These subjective experiences often involve nuanced feelings
conflict between belonging and self-preservation, ambiguity about loyalty, and internalized emotional
distress that cannot be adequately captured through quantitative measures alone.

Despite increased academic attention, many existing studies on peer relationships in
university settings rely heavily on survey-based methodologies or behavioral assessments, which,
while valuable, tend to reduce complex emotional experiences into measurable variables (Lin et al.,
2025; van Broekhoven et al., 2025). Such approaches frequently overlook the interpretive depth and
unique context of individual experiences (Onukansi et al., 2025). As a result, the inner realities of
those affected by toxic friendships how they internalize harm, negotiate their social identity, and
interpret their role in the relationship remain underrepresented in the literature.

These methodological constraints point to a critical limitation in the existing body of research:
the inability to access the essence of lived experiences through traditional empirical tools (Chen et al.,
2025). Consequently, there is a growing recognition of the need for qualitative, experience-oriented
methodologies particularly phenomenology that allow for an in-depth exploration of meaning as
constructed by (Sui¢gmez et al., 2025). By focusing on participants’ narratives and interpretations,
phenomenology enables researchers to reveal the lived texture of toxic friendships, beyond surface-
level descriptors, thus offering a more authentic understanding of the phenomenon.

Efforts to understand toxic friendships in university settings have largely leaned on behavioral
assessments and psychological inventories that categorize social interactions based on predefined
metrics (Matthew Damilola, 2025). While these practical tools provide useful insights into the
prevalence and impact of harmful relationships, they fall short in capturing the rich, subjective
meaning embedded in such experiences (Marinas et al., 2025). The emotional nuances, internal
conflicts, and personal interpretations that characterize toxic friendships often remain obscured when
analyzed through rigid, outcome-oriented frameworks.

Quantitative studies may indicate correlations between peer toxicity and adverse mental
health outcomes, but they rarely illuminate how individuals live through, rationalize, or emotionally
process these relationships (Z. Wang et al., 2025). As a result, current understandings tend to be
fragmentary focusing on observable patterns rather than the internalized meanings and lived realities
that shape these patterns over time (Pioquinto & Fudolig, 2025). This limitation highlights the core
research gap: while prior studies confirm the detrimental effects of toxic friendships, they often fail to
explain how students themselves interpret, endure, and eventually negotiate meaning from such
experiences. This study therefore contributes by providing an in-depth, phenomenological account of
the lived realities of toxic friendships, offering insights that go beyond prevalence data and
psychological outcomes to reveal the interpretive processes underlying student well-being and identity
formation.
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A phenomenological approach offers an alternative path one that prioritizes depth over
generalization, and meaning over measurement (Mousazadeh et al., 2025). By centering the lived
experiences of individuals and interpreting how they construct meaning around emotionally charged
relationships, phenomenology can access the essence of toxic friendships in a way that conventional
tools cannot (Agormedah, 2025; Melnyk et al., 2025). This study aims to respond to this gap by using
interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) to examine how university students experience,
interpret, and emotionally navigate toxic friendships within their social environments.

Previous research has examined the dynamics of peer relationships using frameworks such as
social support theory, attachment theory, and peer conformity models (Makransky et al., 2025). These
studies provide valuable insights into how individuals form and maintain friendships during young
adulthood (S. Wang et al., 2025). However, few have explored the internal emotional journeys of
individuals entangled in harmful relationships within their own social circles (Arfat et al., 2025).
Some qualitative research has touched on this area, but often without a deep interpretive lens focused
on subjective meaning (Dobrowolska et al., 2025). As a result, the inner realities of those
experiencing toxic friendships remain under-theorized and underrepresented.

This study adopts an interpretative phenomenological approach to explore how university
students experience and make sense of toxic friendships in campus-based social networks (J. Yang et
al., 2025). The method allows for an in-depth analysis of participants’ lived experiences and the
meaning they assign to those experiences (Song et al., 2025). This approach was chosen to address the
limitations of earlier studies that rely on surface-level indicators and fail to capture deeper emotional
narratives (Schlechter et al., 2025). Through this lens, the research seeks to answer how students
navigate, endure, and interpret the psychological complexities of toxic social ties. The goal is not to
generalize, but to reveal meaning structures unique to each participant’s experience.

The article is structured as follows: the introduction presents the background and rationale for
the study, outlining the significance of the phenomenon (Lalot & Houston, 2025). The next section
describes the phenomenological methodology, including data collection through in-depth interviews
and thematic analysis guided by interpretative principles (Ger¢ek & Ozveren, 2025). The results
section presents the emergent themes supported by participant narratives. This is followed by a
discussion that connects the findings to existing literature and explores theoretical and practical
implications. The article concludes by summarizing key insights and suggesting directions for future
research.

RESEARCH METHODS
Research Design

This study employed an interpretative phenomenological approach to explore the lived
experiences of university students engaged in toxic friendships within campus-based social networks.
Phenomenology, as a qualitative design, centers on understanding the essence of human experiences
from the first-person perspective (Fife, 2020). The interpretative variant, rooted in the philosophical
tradition of Heidegger, emphasizes not only the description of experiences but also the interpretation
of their meaning within a broader social and personal context. This design was selected to uncover the
depth of emotional, psychological, and relational dimensions embedded in the phenomenon under
investigation. Through this lens, participants’ narratives were analyzed to interpret how they made
sense of their experiences within toxic social environments.

Participants

Participants were university students who had experienced or were currently engaged in toxic
friendships within their social circles on campus. A purposive sampling strategy was applied to ensure
the inclusion of individuals with direct and meaningful engagement with the phenomenon. Inclusion
criteria comprised being an enrolled undergraduate student, aged between 19 and 24 years, and self-
identifying as having experienced distress, manipulation, or social pressure within their peer group.
Individuals without significant experiences of toxic social dynamics were excluded to maintain
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relevance to the research objective. A total of eight participants were involved, consisting of five
females and three males, with an average age of 21.2 years. All participants were drawn from various
faculties within the same university to ensure contextual homogeneity while maintaining individual
experiential diversity. The sample size was determined in line with phenomenological research
conventions, which emphasize depth over breadth, and was deemed sufficient when thematic
saturation was reached, ensuring no new significant insights emerged from additional participants.

Data Collection

Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews conducted face-to-face in
private, quiet rooms on campus to ensure comfort and confidentiality. A flexible interview guide was
used to prompt reflection while allowing participants the freedom to express their narratives in detail.
Each interview lasted approximately 45 to 70 minutes and was audio-recorded with prior consent.
Open-ended questions were employed to explore participants’ perceptions, emotional responses, and
reflections on their social relationships. Interview sessions were conducted in a manner that
encouraged trust and openness, ensuring a supportive environment for sharing sensitive experiences.
Although no formal pilot interviews were conducted, the study acknowledges that a pilot phase could
have further refined the interview guide to enhance clarity and ensure the depth of participants’
experiences was fully captured. The guide was nevertheless refined iteratively as themes began to
emerge.

Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), which involves
a systematic process of identifying patterns of meaning and constructing thematic representations of
the participants’ lived experiences. Transcribed interviews were read multiple times to achieve
immersion in the data. Significant statements and meaning units were extracted and clustered into
themes through inductive coding. Themes were then organized to reflect both shared and unique
aspects of participants’ experiences. The final structure of themes aimed to preserve the richness of
individual narratives while synthesizing collective meanings. NVivo software was utilized to manage
the coding process and facilitate the organization of textual data, without altering the interpretive
depth of the analysis.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the institutional research ethics committee
prior to data collection. Written informed consent was provided by all participants after receiving a
clear explanation of the study's purpose, procedures, risks, and their rights, including the right to
withdraw at any time without consequence. Anonymity was ensured through the use of pseudonyms,
and all identifiable information was removed from transcripts. Audio recordings and transcripts were
securely stored and accessible only to authorized personnel involved in the study. The research was
conducted in accordance with the ethical principles outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki and
applicable national ethical guidelines for research involving human participants.

RESULTS
The Invisible Weight — Emotional Exhaustion in Toxic Friendships

Participants consistently described a sense of persistent emotional depletion resulting from
prolonged exposure to toxic friendships. The relationships were often characterized by manipulation,
passive aggression, exclusion, and the pressure to conform within peer networks. This psychological
burden was frequently internalized, leading to cycles of self-doubt and anxiety.

“I knew she wasn’t treating me right, but I kept thinking maybe I was the problem. I didn’t
want to lose my place in the group, so I stayed quiet.”

“Being around them felt like walking on eggshells. Every joke was at my expense, but if [
reacted, they would say I was too sensitive.”

Journal Homepage : https://journals.ai-mrc.com/humanexus 372



Humanexus: Journal of Humanistic and Social Connection Studies
Vol. 1 No. 9 September 2025

“Sometimes I would go back to my dorm and cry for hours, but the next day I still showed up,
because losing them felt scarier than staying.”

This emotional exhaustion was not momentary but cumulative, manifesting in academic
disengagement, withdrawal from social activities, and, in extreme cases, mental health crises.

Performing Belonging — The Paradox of Social Visibility

Another prevalent theme was the paradoxical experience of “being visible yet unseen.”
Participants reported maintaining their toxic friendships out of fear of social invisibility. Belonging to
a peer group—even a harmful one—was perceived as preferable to social isolation, particularly within
tightly knit campus networks where image and inclusion are socially rewarded.

“If you’re not part of a group, you’re nothing here. I laughed at their jokes, even when they
were about me, just to stay included.”

“You can’t afford to be alone in college. So I smiled, posted happy photos, and kept
pretending everything was fine.”

“I felt like a background character in my own life. They noticed me only when they needed
someone to pick on, but I still clung to the idea that at least I belonged somewhere.”

This performative belonging reveals how students prioritize social perception over personal
well-being, suggesting that the fear of exclusion is a driving force in the perpetuation of toxic
relationships.

Reclaiming Self — Moments of Agency and Emotional Detachment

Despite the emotional strain, some participants expressed moments of critical reflection and
gradual detachment from toxic relational cycles. These moments were often sparked by emotional
burnout or external validation from non-toxic individuals. Recognizing their own value became a
pivotal point in regaining autonomy.

“It hit me when someone from another class said, ‘You’re actually really kind.’ I realized I
didn’t have to accept being treated badly.”

“I stopped replying to their messages and found peace in silence. It was the first time I felt
like myself again.”

“Walking away was terrifying, but once I did, I realized how much lighter life felt. I finally
had space to breathe.”

These moments of clarity enabled participants to re-evaluate the friendships they once
tolerated, reclaim personal boundaries, and begin forming healthier social connections. This theme
illustrates the dynamic and evolving nature of agency in the face of psychological harm.

The participants’ experiences reveal a complex interplay between emotional dependency,
social identity, and the cost of belonging. The phenomenon of toxic friendship in campus social
networks is not merely a matter of interpersonal conflict, but a profound relational experience shaped
by fear, silence, performance, and eventual self-reclamation. Each theme offers insight into the lived
realities of university students and the meaning they assign to relationships that simultaneously
comfort and harm.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study reveal that university students involved in toxic friendships often
experience a deep internal conflict between the desire for social belonging and the emotional toll of
staying in harmful relationships (Rouger & Barreiro, 2025). These lived experiences, marked by
emotional exhaustion, performative inclusion, and eventual self-reclamation, directly address the
central research question concerning how individuals make sense of toxic relational dynamics in peer
networks.
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This study contributes to the existing understanding of toxic friendships by uncovering the
inner processes through which individuals interpret and endure relational harm (L. Yang et al., 2025).
Rather than focusing on external behaviors or relational outcomes, the study highlights the internal
narratives students construct to justify, rationalize, or eventually reject these harmful ties (Hakim et
al., 2025). It demonstrates that toxic friendships are not simply dysfunctional social connections, but
emotionally layered experiences that are deeply shaped by the need for inclusion, fear of isolation,
and the gradual emergence of personal agency (Valencia-Arias et al., 2025). This insight provides a
richer and more authentic understanding of the phenomenon, one that cannot be captured through
conventional surveys or surface-level observations.

The findings align with and extend previous literature on peer relationships and social
belonging. For instance, (Purabdollah et al., 2025)emphasizes the dialectical tensions present in close
friendships, which can oscillate between intimacy and control. Similarly, (Heyder & Pegels, 2025)
document the psychological effects of peer victimization, though their work focuses more on
measurable outcomes than subjective meaning. This study complements such research by adding a
phenomenological perspective that reveals how individuals narrate and assign meaning to their
experiences of toxicity (Sawaguchi, 2025). The theme of “performing belonging,” for example,
resonates with social identity theory, which suggests that individuals may conform to group norms
even detrimental ones to maintain membership and avoid marginalization. However, this study goes
further by illustrating the emotional cost of that conformity and the reflective processes that precede
emotional detachment.

The implications of this study extend beyond the individual experiences of university students
to broader considerations of social inclusion, emotional resilience, and psychological safety within
academic environments (Kong & Zhu, 2025). The findings suggest that toxic friendships, often
normalized or trivialized, carry significant emotional weight and influence students’ self-perception,
mental health, and capacity for interpersonal trust. Culturally, the desire to belong within tightly knit
peer groups may override critical self-reflection, especially in collectivist or high-performance
educational settings (Carcamo & Pino, 2025). Professionally, these insights are valuable for student
affairs practitioners, mental health counselors, and educators aiming to foster healthier social climates
on campus. More specifically, the results highlight the need for universities to develop proactive
interventions, such as workshops on emotional literacy and boundary-setting, peer-support groups that
provide safe alternatives to harmful networks, and counseling services trained to recognize subtle
signs of toxic relational dynamics. Universities may also consider embedding awareness programs
into orientation sessions and residence life initiatives to help students critically evaluate friendship
patterns early in their academic journey. By implementing these targeted supports, campuses can
create structures that empower students to exercise agency, seek help without stigma, and foster
healthier peer cultures.

This study, while offering deep insight into lived experiences, is limited by its contextual and
methodological scope. The participants were drawn from a single university and reflect a relatively
homogeneous demographic group, which may not represent the full range of cultural or institutional
contexts in which toxic friendships occur. Furthermore, the interpretative phenomenological method
prioritizes depth over breadth, which inherently limits the generalizability of findings to broader
populations. These limitations do not undermine the value of the research but rather highlight the need
for cautious interpretation and contextual sensitivity when applying its insights to other settings.

Future research can expand on these findings by exploring how toxic friendship dynamics
evolve over time or differ across cultural, gendered, and digital contexts. Longitudinal studies may
reveal how individuals process and recover from such relationships, while cross-cultural comparisons
can uncover unique social pressures or protective factors. Additionally, integrating phenomenological
insights with systemic approaches—such as ecological models of student development—can offer a
more comprehensive framework for understanding and addressing relational harm in educational
settings. For practice, this means universities should not only provide individualized counseling but
also invest in systemic interventions—policy guidelines, peer mentoring structures, and community-
building programs—that can reduce the prevalence and impact of toxic friendships in student life.
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This research lays a foundation for further inquiry into the emotional ecosystems that shape young
adult relationships and the narratives individuals construct to make sense of belonging and betrayal.

CONCLUSION

This study explored how university students experience and make sense of toxic friendships
within campus-based social networks. The findings revealed three essential themes: emotional
exhaustion, performative belonging, and moments of personal agency that emerged through reflective
detachment. These insights show that toxic friendships are not merely dysfunctional social ties but
deeply felt experiences that shape identity, belonging, and psychological resilience. By using an
interpretative phenomenological approach, the study addresses limitations in previous research that
overlooked the subjective meaning of relational harm. The results offer valuable implications for
educational institutions, mental health practitioners, and peer support programs aiming to build
healthier social environments. Future research could expand this inquiry across diverse cultural
settings or explore how digital platforms reshape the experience and interpretation of toxic
friendships. Additionally, longitudinal studies would be valuable to examine how students’
experiences of toxic friendships evolve over the course of their academic journey, from initial
involvement to eventual detachment or recovery. Comparative cross-cultural research could further
illuminate how cultural norms, values, and expectations influence the tolerance, recognition, and
resolution of toxic relationships. Such studies would not only deepen theoretical understanding but
also provide context-specific insights to guide interventions in diverse university settings.
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