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This study explored, through quantitative and qualitative survey analysis (N = 307), the role of communication
through social media during the COVID-19 pandemic. Data were collected in April 2020 to understand how
individuals engaged with their network through social media and the subsequent relationship with subjective
well-being, conceptualized as loneliness, life satisfaction, and positive and negative affect. Results identified that
passive social media use contributed to greater loneliness and a decrease in life satisfaction. Some active use of

social media contributed to an increase in positive affect. However, other active uses increased feelings of
loneliness. Results also spoke to differences across platforms, with time on Twitter leading to increased feelings
of loneliness. Qualitative results pointed to an increase in social media use during the pandemic while also
highlighting the opportunity to digitally reconnect with old friends and family.

1. Introduction

The spread of coronavirus (COVID-19) has affected almost every
facet of people’s day-to-day lives worldwide. Of importance to this study
was the implementation of social distancing and stay-at-home orders by
the government to help curb the spread of the disease. Given the
magnitude of the pandemic, it is unsurprising research has already
emerged identifying increased mental health concerns (e.g., Holingue
et al., 2020; Zhong et al., 2020). From the start, communication tech-
nology was used to combat feelings of social isolation. Uses ranged from
hosting virtual gatherings with friends to “attending” religious services
through video-based platforms, among other things (Pew Research
Center 2020a, 2020b). This same research also found that Americans felt
the virus had changed their lives; those surveyed identified several
things they might normally do (e.g., eat out, go to a party, visit with a
friend or family member) that they were now concerned about partici-
pating in given the risk of virus spread. While a vaccine has been
administered to millions signaling a potential end to the pandemic, an
April 2021 survey found 62% of Americans believed it would be a year
or longer before things returned to “normal,” and another 8% suggested
things would never return to normal (Myers, 2021).

With social distancing requirements likely extending for some time,
there remains a need to explore how individuals get their social needs
met, if at all, through communication technology. While some people
may be comfortable and proficient with communication technology,
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that is not true of all Americans. Further, communication technology
may not be enough to sustain one’s subjective well-being. Data from the
Pew Research Center (2020b) noted that while 18-29-year-olds were
more likely to use communication technology during the start of the
pandemic, they were also twice as likely to experience a high degree of
emotional distress than those who were 65+ years old. These numbers
were found at two different time points, suggesting continued emotional
stress for young people as the pandemic progressed (Pew Research
Center, 2020b). Understanding how particular uses of communication
technology may contribute to or help curb emotional distress is valuable
as we move forward.

One of the most used forms of communication technology today is
social media; seven in 10 Americans say they have used social media in
the last year (Auxier & Anderson, 2021). This research explored how
individuals in the United States coped with social distancing by using
various social media and the relationship that use had with measures of
subjective well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic. While there is
hope that life will return to “normal” as early as late 2021 (see Myers,
2021), reflecting on the use of social media during the pandemic to
connect with friends and family can offer insight into best practices for
use when face-to-face interaction is not an option. In that regard, this
study explored how some uses of social media may contribute to or
combat feelings of loneliness and/or negative affect (e.g., nervous,
afraid). In contrast, other uses may help increase life satisfaction or
positive affect (e.g., active, determined) during the pandemic. The study
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also explored how individuals connected with friends and family outside
of the home, conceptualized as strong and weak ties, meet daily social
interaction needs.

2. Literature review

2.1. Social interaction and subjective well-being

Regular social interaction is essential to sustain subjective well-being
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Diener, 2000; Hall, 2020; Hall & Merolla,
2020). Social interaction can be understood as purposively engaging in
communication with another individual (Hall, 2018a). For this study,
subjective well-being is understood to include overall life satisfaction
and feelings of positive affect, and low levels of negative affect and
loneliness. Diener (2000) argues that life satisfaction and positive and
negative affect are important concepts to provide a more well-rounded
understanding of subjective well-being. Relatedly, loneliness has been
found to have a negative relationship with life satisfaction and positive
affect and a positive relationship with negative affect, making it an ideal
measure to include, particularly in the framing of social loneliness
(Neto, 2014).

Social interaction can sustain subjective well-being (i.e., greater life
satisfaction, decreased loneliness), satiating one’s need to belong (Hall
& Merolla, 2020). Hall and Merolla point to the value of social inter-
action with close relationships to combat loneliness. That said, past
work has found that communication with weak ties may also contribute
to subjective well-being (e.g., Sandstrom & Dunn, 2014). In two separate
studies using student and adult samples, Sandstrom and Dunn (2014)
found that daily interactions with weak ties were related to subjective
well-being. Those who interacted with weak ties experienced greater
happiness and belonging. The researchers suggested weak tie connec-
tions may be particularly important on days where individuals had
fewer interactions with strong ties (Sanderson & Dunn, 2014). Together,
these studies highlight how socializing is beneficial to one’s subjective
well-being, both in the case of strong and weak ties. This is important to
keep in mind because, in a typical day pre-pandemic, most of one’s
communication was with weak rather than strong ties (Hall, 2020).
Further, changes in daily life behaviors are related to feelings of
depression (Snippe et al., 2016), suggesting an increase or decrease in
social behaviors may further contribute to depressive symptoms. As the
pandemic removed many opportunities for regular face-to-face (FTF)
social interaction with strong ties and weak ties due to stay-at-home
orders, the question becomes how individuals can meet social interac-
tion needs outside of the home daily.

2.2. Social media use and subjective well-being

Social media use encompasses a wide range of behaviors, framed
primarily as active or passive. Active use (e.g., direct messaging, com-
menting on posts) has often been associated with minor improvements
in subjective well-being (Burke & Kraut, 2016; Escobar-Viera et al.,
2018; Frison & Eggermont, 2015; Verduyn et al., 2015, 2017). On a
social level, research also supports active use as helping to maintain
relationships while providing needed social capital and support (Car-
penter et al., 2018; Ellison et al., 2014; McEwan, 2013). Carpenter et al.
(2018) found the use of private, direct messaging through Facebook
increased closeness in relationships, and McEwan (2013) also noted how
engaging one-on-one on Facebook was a way to show caring and sub-
sequently improved satisfaction, liking, and closeness. In terms of
well-being, Frison and Eggermont (2015) found that when someone was
already lonely and engaged in active public uses of social media (e.g.,
status updates, commenting), they were able to improve their mental
health. This would suggest that active uses of social media may serve a
crucial role during the pandemic to sustain one’s subjective well-being
and relationships. While pre-pandemic, the effect sizes were relatively
small for active use across studies; it may be that the absence of FtF
interaction may change how social media functions to meet one’s needs.
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Indeed, when faced with social distancing, the ability to engage in active
communication with friends and family through social media could be
beneficial to those sheltered in place who want to sustain relationships
and have regular social interaction outside of the home.

The use of social media passively (e.g., browsing content online), on
the other hand, has often been associated with greater feelings of
loneliness and depression and decreased levels of subjective well-being
(Escobar-Viera et al., 2018; Frison & Eggermont, 2015; Verduyn et al.,
2015, 2017). Given that users often engage in passive behaviors through
social media compared to active, the negative effects are particularly
concerning (Hall, 2018b; Verduyn et al., 2015). Browsing behaviors on
social media have been linked to depressive symptoms (Escobar-Viera
et al., 2018; Lup et al., 2015), decreased positive affect (de Vries et al.,
2018) and increased loneliness (Frison & Eggermont, 2015). Instagram
use, in particular, has been associated with feelings of depression (de
Vries et al., 2018; Lup et al., 2015), likely the result of following public
figures and influencers through the site. Indeed, studies have identified
envy as influencing outcomes; the positive posts made by others on
social media can inspire envy and feelings of depression (Lup et al.,
2015; Verduyn et al., 2015, 2017). During the pandemic, this may be
even more of an issue as individuals grappled with sheltering-in-place
versus going out, creating feelings of FOMO (fear of missing out). In
addition to depression, a common concern related to passive social
media use is loneliness (Verduyn et al., 2015). Frison and Eggermont
(2015) found that those who suffered from loneliness to begin with were
more likely to engage in passive Facebook use, which in turn led to
increased feelings of depression, supporting what they called a “poor get
poorer effect” (p. 20). As individuals cope with social distancing during
the pandemic, this effect could be amplified absent social interaction
outside of the home, reproducing the poor get poorer effect. In
reviewing existing literature, Clark et al. (2018) suggest social media
may “open the door to loneliness if they are used for “social snacking,” or
temporary but illusory fulfillment of social needs” (p. 33). In missing
social interaction, passive uses of social media may mimic interaction (i.
e., social snacking). A concern then during the pandemic is increased
passive use, which may perpetuate loneliness.

It is also worth noting that research on social media often speaks to
strong ties rather than weak ties. Burke and Kraut’s (2016) analysis of
communication through Facebook and well-being did find directed
(active) communication with strong ties through the site contributed to
subjective well-being, while no effect was found for communication
with weak ties, consistent with Hall and Merolla’s (2020) claims
regarding social interaction with strong ties offline. A recent study by
Pennington and Hall (2021) also argued that social media is largely a
virtual tie sign for weak ties, with a longitudinal analysis finding no
growth or change for weak ties even with communication on Facebook.
In a world where participants are unable to have FtF contact outside of
the home, however, weak tie interactions through the site may
contribute to increased subjective well-being, similar to Sanderson and
Dunn’s (2014) findings on weak tie interactions helping to offset the loss
of engagement with strong ties.

Finally, it is important to keep in mind that much of the research on
social media that exists often identifies a single site (i.e., only Instagram
or only Facebook). To understand potential similarities and differences,
Wirtz et al. (2021) assessed the use of Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram
as the sites related to negative affect, positive affect, life satisfaction, and
stress across 10 days. The study reported that life satisfaction decreased
as the use of the sites in aggregate increased and that each site indi-
vidually contributed to feelings of negative affect. Wirtz et al. also found
none of the sites contributed significantly to changes in positive affect,
further cementing the idea that, at least during normal circumstances,
social media use may have little to no effect on positive mental health
outcomes. Recent research from Pennington (2020) also found that
those who quit all social media believed they were in a better place with
their relationships and mental health by stepping away. Pennington
noted how participants felt they had overcome social comparison and
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technostress caused by repeated and heavy passive use of social media,
in line with past work on the negative effects of passive use. Penning-
ton’s (2020) study presumed, however, the opportunity for FtF contact
outside of the home as did earlier research; when FtF social interaction is
unavailable to most people because of the pandemic, how are one’s
needs met?

2.3. COVID-19 and subjective well-being

Notably, early research surrounding COVID-19 focused on mental
health and subjective well-being as individuals worldwide coped with
shelter-in-place and social distancing orders (Holingue et al., 2020;
Luchetti et al., 2020; Tull et al., 2020). Findings, however, have been
mixed. Luchetti et al. (2020) assessed loneliness at three time points for
a nationwide sample of American adults and found no significant dif-
ference in loneliness scores over time. Howoever, similar research
exploring the effect of sheltering-in-place noted greater health anxiety,
financial worry, and loneliness among participants (Tull et al., 2020).
Research from Holingue et al. (2020) also found that one in four par-
ticipants reported experiencing various degrees of psychological distress
(operationalized as anxiety, depression, loneliness, trouble sleeping, and
other physical reactions) during the pandemic. The latter two studies
captured a range of possible outcomes beyond loneliness, accounting for
these mixed results. Further work is needed to understand the rela-
tionship between social distancing during the pandemic and subjective
well-being. Understanding the role technology can play is particularly
important to consider given what is known about the relationship be-
tween social media use and subjective well-being (e.g., Frison &
Eggermont, 2015; Wirtz et al., 2021).

Riehm et al. (2020) assessed the relationship between time spent on
social media (minutes per day) and mental distress during the pandemic,
finding that more time spent online was associated with greater feelings
of mental distress (e.g., anxiety, depression). In this case, however, the
study did not account for how social media was being used, which is
important as there are considerable differences between how active and
passive engagement may influence mental health, as noted previously
(e.g., Escobar-Viera et al., 2018; Frison & Eggermont, 2015). Additional
work from Zhong et al. (2020) on residents in Wuhan'’s use of social
media also noted increased time spent on social media was related to
feelings of depression, but that time online also was a source of support
within the community. In exploring past research on communication
during times of crisis, such as following natural disasters, studies have
found social media was a valuable way to connect, check-in on family
and friends, gain support, and improve subjective well-being (Austin
et al., 2012; Kaniasty, 2012; Li et al., 2019; Neubaum et al., 2014). This
points to the potential for results from this study to apply beyond the
pandemic as we consider times when individuals may experience
isolation or crisis.

2.4. Study overview and research questions

The current research on COVID-19 offers a compelling argument for
being concerned about subjective well-being as many people grapple
with social distancing guidelines. Within the literature is an under-
standing of how communication through social media and with friends
and family outside of the home relates to subjective well-being. More
specifically, while the extant literature during the pandemic has
explored time spent online, it has not explored different uses of social
media to sustain well-being. Given that research pre-pandemic identi-
fied potential differences in use related to subjective well-being, further
study is warranted. Further still, exploring how individuals socially
interact with strong and weak ties is also important in considering get-
ting one’s needs met. As such, this study posed the following research
questions:

RQ1: Is there a relationship between subjective well-being and (a)
active social media use and (b) passive social media use during the
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ongoing COVID-19 pandemic?

RQ2: How do social media users describe changes in how they
engaged with social media to communicate with (a) strong ties and (b)
weak ties during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic?

3. Method
3.1. Participants

Following approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), a
survey was administered in mid-April 2020 through the research pool at
a large southwestern university and Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (N =
307). Students were awarded partial course credit (<0.05 percent) for
completing the survey. Mechanical Turk (MTurk) workers were paid
$1.50 for survey completion. Data were drawn from multiple sources to
increase the diversity of the sample (Sheehan, 2018). In total, 395 in-
dividuals started the survey, however, roughly 23% of the sample were
removed from the analysis due to errors in response to attention check
items and/or incomplete surveys. Of those excluded, the majority came
from the MTurk sample (97.7%) as opposed to the student sample.

The sample consisted primarily of MTurk workers (n = 200), with the
remainder represented by students enrolled in a research pool as part of
introductory communication courses (n = 107). A little over half of the
participants identified as male (n = 160, 52.1%). Participants identified
primarily as Caucasian/White (69.4%), followed by African American/
Black (10.7%), Asian (9.8%), Hispanic/Latino(a) (8.8%), Native Amer-
ican/Indian (3.9%), Pacific Islander (1.3%), and other (0.7%). Those
who selected other noted they were Middle Eastern and Multi-racial.
Age ranged from 18 to 70 year old (M = 34.22, SD = 12.01). Partici-
pants came from all over the United States, with the most heavily rep-
resented states including Nevada (16.9%), California (10.1%), New York
(6.5%), and Florida (6.2%). A little less than half of the participants
(45%) identified as single, while 39.1% identified themselves as married
and 13.4% stated they lived with a romantic partner but were not
married. The remaining 2.6% identified as “other” for their relationship
status, with the most common response given as dating but not
cohabitating.

All participants indicated they were currently operating under a stay-
at-home order because of the pandemic, with 59.9% indicating they had
been at home for over a month, and 34.9% stating they had been shel-
tered in place for 3-4 weeks, with the remainder sheltered at home for 2
weeks or fewer (5.3%). Most of the participants were still employed
(75%), with a small percentage still leaving the house to go to work
(21.3% of those who identified as employed). Of those who were un-
employed, roughly half identified they were let go from their job
because of the pandemic (48.1%). Most participants identified they
currently lived with at least one other person (86%) with the majority
living with 1-3 other individuals in the household (64.5%). Participants
were also asked to identify if they were users of Facebook, Twitter, and/
or Instagram. Just over three-quarters of the sample (78.5%) were
Facebook users and 68.1% percent of the sample each identified they
used Twitter or Instagram; 41.4% of the sample used all three of the
sites.

3.2. Procedures

Participants were first provided with an informed consent form on
the first page of the survey. Once they agreed to participate, the survey
asked participants to report a series of demographic questions and their
status relating to the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants completed a
series of items related to their perceived subjective well-being and social
media engagement following these questions. Finally, participants were
asked two open-ended questions that had them reflect on how their use
of social media and the perceived value of social media for communi-
cation with friends and family may have changed during the pandemic.
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3.3. Measures

This study drew on measures related to well-being (loneliness, life
satisfaction, PANAS) and social media use (types of engagement and
time spent online). Participants were asked to reflect on the last two
weeks. With most states in the U.S. under stay-at-home orders for three
or more weeks at the time of data collection (Mervosh et al., 2020), two
weeks was identified as an ideal timeframe for assessing current
well-being and use. What follows is a brief description of each measure.

Loneliness. Neto’s (1992) short-form (six-item) UCLA-Loneliness
Scale was used. This scale asked participants to consider if they had
felt a particular way in the past two weeks, ranging from 1 (never) to 4
(often). Examples of items from this scale include I feel alone, and I am
unhappy being so withdrawn. As noted by Neto (2014), the ULS-6 is ideal
for assessing social distancing, which is likely during the pandemic. The
scale was highly reliable (a = 0.91).

Life Satisfaction. To measure life satisfaction, Diener et al.’s (1985)
Satisfaction with Life Scale was used, which includes five items
measured on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
Sample items include in most ways’ my life is close to ideal and the con-
ditions of my life are excellent. The scale was reliable (o« = 0.84).

PANAS. To measure affect, this study used Thompson’s (2007)
short-form version of Watson et al.’s (1988) Positive and Negative Affect
Scale (PANAS). This scale includes 10-total items. Participants were
asked to indicate how often they had felt a particular way in the last two
weeks ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (all the time). Half of the items in
the scale were representative of positive affect (active, determined,
attentive, inspired, alert), and half the items were representative of
negative affect (afraid, nervous, upset, hostile, ashamed). Scores for each
were summed to represent the presence of positive and negative affect
for each participant (lowest positive score = 5, highest possible score =
25). Both negative affect (a = 0.87) and positive affect (0 = 0.86) were
reliable.

Social Media Use. Participants were asked to consider the sites they
used collectively (Facebook, Twitter, and/or Instagram) to answer a
series of questions regarding actions they had taken on social media in
the last two weeks. Items were derived from past research on social
media use (Pennington & Hall, 2021) and recent work identifying novel
uses of social media during the pandemic (Pew Research Center, 2020a).
Seven actions were measured on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 5 (daily). Five
of the actions represented active uses of social media: I posted on social
media (e.g., status update, tweet, picture), I commented on posts made by my
friends/followers, I sent direct or private messages to my friends/followers, I
‘liked’ or ‘reacted’ to posts made by my friends/followers, and I organized or
held digital social gatherings through social media. The remaining two ac-
tions represented passive social media use: I browsed content shared by my
friends/followers and I clicked on profiles/pages that I don’t follow to browse
their content. In addition to specific ways to engage with social media,
participants were also asked to identify how much they spent daily, on
average, using each site they engaged with in the past two weeks ranging
from 1 (15 min or less) to 7 (91+ minutes).

3.4. Coded data analysis

In addition to the quantitative measures noted above, open-ended
responses from participants were qualitatively analyzed to answer
RQ2. Not all participants answered both questions, amounting to 481
text boxes consisting of, on average, 2-3 sentences each. Thematic
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was used to assess the data. In the first
step, | gained familiarity with the data by reading and re-reading
through the responses. From there, I created initial codes in line with
RQ2. In reviewing the codes, two primary themes emerged: increased use
and reconnection. Examples of initial codes related to increased use
include constantly checking the feed and reading more pages/profiles. Initial
codes for reconnection include messaging old friends and family and
friending a lapsed tie. I then reviewed the two themes in relation to the
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data (both in terms of the codes established and the full dataset), labeled
them, and identified representative exemplars from the data for inclu-
sion to complete the analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

4. Results

Before assessing the research questions, t-tests were conducted to
determine if there were any significant differences in reporting by the
MTurk sample compared to the student sample. As no significant dif-
ferences were found, the two samples were grouped for subsequent
analysis and answering of the research questions. In examining com-
posite means, participants generally reported they were satisfied with
their life but had, to a lesser degree, experienced both negative emotions
and loneliness in the past two weeks. Participants also reported, on
average, equal engagement with both active and passive uses of social
media, as seen in the composite mean scores (see Table 1).

4.1. Quantitative analysis

RQ1 asked if there was a relationship between social media use and
well-being during the pandemic. The initial correlation analysis
(Table 1) showed loneliness was positively correlated with both active
(direct messaging, virtual gatherings) and passive (browsing followers
and non-followers) uses of social media. All measures of active and
passive social media use except for reacting to posts were positively
correlated with negative affect, as was time spent on Twitter. Finally, life
satisfaction and positive affect were each positively associated with all
active and passive uses of social media measured, as well as time spent
on Facebook. Importantly, correlations between the outcome variables
and use were relatively small (<0.30), except in the case of organizing
virtual gatherings (r ranged from 0.19 to 0.47) and posting and com-
menting behaviors and positive affect (r = 0.34 for each).

Additional regression analysis was conducted to assess each outcome
variable further. Controlling for the number of people in the home, age,
and gender (female), the results for loneliness, positive affect, and life
satisfaction were significant, however the effects were generally small.
For loneliness (F(13,114) = 2.19, p = .01), four variables contributed
significantly to the final model: sending direct messages (5 = 0.26, p =
.01), reacting to a post (# = —0.28, p = .01), browsing the profile of a
non-follower (3 = 0.23, p = .02), and time spent on Twitter (8 = 0.26, p
=.02). Control variables accounted for 4.9% of the variance in scores,
with social media use accounting for an additional 15.1%. For life
satisfaction (F(13,114) = 1.92, p = .03), only one variable contributed
significantly to the final model: browsing the profile of a non-follower (3
= —0.26, p = .01). Control variables accounted for 4.7% of the variance
in scores, with social media use accounting for an additional 13.4%. For
positive affect (F(13,114) = 2.57, p = .004), two variables contributed
significantly to the final model: Age (3 = 0.20, p = .03) and organizing
digital social gatherings (5 = 0.21, p = .04). Control variables accounted
for 5% of the variance in scores, with social media use accounting for an
additional 17.6%. Finally, the model for negative affect (F(13,114) =
1.6, p = .40) was not significant.

4.2. Qualitative analysis

To address RQ2, participants were asked to discuss how their
communication through social media with friends and family outside of
the home had changed during the COVID-19 pandemic. Using qualita-
tive thematic analysis to code the open-ended responses provided, two
themes emerged from the data: increased use and reconnection.

4.2.1. Increased use

Participants overwhelmingly identified an increase in the use of so-
cial media during the pandemic, often directly in relation to the loss of
FtF contact. One participant noted, “I am using it more often than before,
given that I am at home,” while another shared, “I am using social media



N. Pennington

Computers in Human Behavior Reports 4 (2021) 100118

Table 1
Means, SD, and correlation matrix for all variables.
M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 6 7. 8 9, 10. 11 12 13
Subjective
Well-being
1. Loneliness 2.21 71
2. Life satisfaction 4.80 1.40 -
3. Negative affect 11.28 5.31 .03 -
4. Positive affect 17.23 4.28 49%** 04 -
Social media use
5. Posted 3.05 1.32 .07 18%** 2%
6. Commented 3.35 1.28 .00 ) e .16%*
7. Direct messaged 3.38 1.32 .13** 7% .15%*
8. Reacted to posts 3.79 1.19 -.09 .12 .01 -
9. Browsed followers’ 3.42 1.23  .15%* 15%* 2] .26%* -
content
10. Browsed non- 3.25 1.28 22% 12* 31 A 37 32k 32k 22k 54 -
followers’ content
11. Organized virtual 2.29 1.38 19 34 47HEx .38HH 44 .36%** .30%** .08 40%** 475 -
gatherings
12. Time on Facebook 3.31 1.69 -.02 16%* .10 147 267 .35 27 23w .07 A1+ 2] -
13. Time on Twitter 3.23 1.74 .10 .03 .14* .09 ) xE 13* .19%* .18%* 17%* .47 -
14. Time on Instagram 3.38 1.74 .04 .06 11 .01 2] % 18 L26%FF 49 55F**

Notes: ***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05, total N = 307, Facebook Use (n = 242), Twitter Use (n = 209), Instagram Use (n = 209).

more since I have been social distancing. It helped me feel more con-
nected and a part of people’s lives.” Several participants stated they
were “dependent” on social media during the pandemic, while others
still used words like “immersed,” “living on,” and “a needed distraction”
to explain their increased use. Typical active uses of social media pre-
pandemic (e.g., posting, direct messaging) were reported as lower for
many participants, replaced primarily with scrolling and reading con-
tent posted online. One participant noted, “My usage has gone up, but
I’'m not necessarily more active, I just watch more videos, skim my feed
to see what is new,” and another wrote, “I would just say I'm more of a
‘lurker’ now since I have so much time on my hands.” Repeatedly par-
ticipants noted that shelter-in-place orders keeping them at home led
them to pick up their phone and scroll through the different social media
they used to pass the time. Without anything to do, however, this rarely
led to posting or other active uses to connect with others on the site,
instead amounting often to “social snacking” behaviors to momentarily
feel connection online.

4.2.2. Relational reconnection

While a good number of participants reported a more passive rela-
tionship with social media during the pandemic, for some, the initial
passive act of checking in on old friends and family online led to an
opportunity to reconnect. One participant noted, “it seems like people
on social media are more eager to talk and make connections to fill the
void in their lives that has been created by social distancing.” Another
wrote, “I have found myself chatting with old friends” in discussing how
their use had changed. Another participant shared, “I have been
reconnecting with my best friends from high school, which I have really
enjoyed.” Other users also noted they were connecting more with people
who did not live nearby to check in—this was most often about extended
family members. In line with the theme shared above (increased use),
participants also discussed scrolling old friends and family’s profiles to
check in with them because they had not talked in a while, something
they had not done pre-pandemic. These participants often noted that
concern about that person and how they were doing as a direct result of
the pandemic led them to use social media to check in on them. Passive
viewing did not always result in active engagement but gave partici-
pants peace of mind that people they cared about were doing ok. Missing
from responses were direct comments regarding weak ties in the sense of
acquaintances; however. In this way, reconnection was reserved for
relationships that, while weak at the start of the pandemic, were viewed
as strong enough to warrant reconnecting going forward (e.g., old best
friend, family).

5. Discussion

While the pandemic will end, there is value in assessing how in-
dividuals use communication technology during this time as it relates to
subjective well-being (Guitton, 2020). Identifying how social interaction
needs can be met during the pandemic is crucial in helping individuals
cope with stress during global crises (Van Bavel et al., 2020). In evalu-
ating how individuals engaged in social interaction outside of the home
through social media, the present study underscores the potential
negative effects of passively browsing content online. The results also
speak to the benefits and drawbacks of active use; while past research
generally saw active use as beneficial (e.g., Burke & Kraut, 2016; Frison
& Eggermont, 2015), current findings suggest active use was both
helpful and harmful to one’s subjective well-being during the pandemic.
What follows is a discussion of the results in relation to the existing
literature and what it means for best practices in social media use during
this time.

5.1. Passive and active use of social media

In support of past research on social media use, the results of the
present study point most heavily to the drawbacks of passive engage-
ment (e.g., Escobar-Viera et al., 2018; Frison & Eggermont, 2015; Ver-
duyn et al., 2015, 2017). This study found that browsing content from
non-followers/friends increased loneliness and decreased life satisfac-
tion. The qualitative findings (RQ2) may offer some context of the “why”
for these behaviors; participants admitted to seeking out and checking in
on old relationships through social media as standard practice during
the pandemic and an increased passive use through scrolling and
reading their feeds. While participants stated they made contact to
reconnect in some cases, other times, they passively consumed content
about an old friend to see what they were up to during the pandemic.
These findings provide support for Clark et al.’s (2018) concern
regarding social snacking; the act of passive social media use momen-
tarily created feelings of connection but ultimately failed to sustain
one’s subjective well-being over time (e.g., “empty calories”). This is
likely what played out with participants based on the qualitative and
quantitative results; seeking social connection, participants would
browse the social media of their choice, but failure to connect resulted in
greater loneliness and decreased life satisfaction.

Results also call attention to time spent on Twitter, which contrib-
uted to an increase in loneliness. Notably, a study from Gao et al. (2020)
assessed the consumption of news through social media during the
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pandemic, finding it contributing to increased depression and anxiety.
As users are more likely to connect with public accounts that are not
friends and family through sites like Twitter, it would follow that news
consumption through these sites was higher compared to Facebook or
Instagram, contributing to feelings of loneliness as they were reminded
of the ongoing pandemic. Gao’s work aligns with Holingue et al.’s
(2020) research which also found that using social media to talk about
COVID-19 increased feelings of mental distress. It is important to note
that the data shared from the present study did not assess news con-
sumption specifically, and future research would benefit from making
sense of these findings as it relates to different sites and their use. It is
also important to note that while browsing one’s newsfeed was corre-
lated with all four outcomes (loneliness, life satisfaction, negative affect,
positive affect), this behavior failed to contribute significantly to any of
the regression models. Instead, browsing specific content (non--
followers) contributed most heavily to greater loneliness and concerns
with life satisfaction.

Active uses of social media had mixed results in the present study.
While participants reported greater feelings of positive affect by using
social media to organize digital gatherings and less loneliness when they
engaged in “reacting” to posts, the use of direct messaging on social
media increased feelings of loneliness. The latter finding is consistent
with past research that found that while individuals can feel connected
and gain support using communication technologies with friends and
family, they may still experience feelings of loneliness (Hall, 2020;
Twenge et al., 2019; Zhong et al., 2020). In particular, Twenge et al.
(2019) note in their study that young people with low levels of FtF social
interaction, and high use of social media, were the loneliest. As the
pandemic often prevented FtF social interaction, it would follow that
participant’s loneliness was higher as a result. This was supported by
research from Hall et al. (2021) exploring the relationship between
communication technology and subjective well-being during the
pandemic, which found that only phone calls and FtF communication
helped to combat loneliness, while all forms of social media use
contributed to greater loneliness and stress. Taken together, this em-
phasizes how, outside of the pandemic, social media may be helpful as a
supplemental form of social interaction. However, with a decrease in FtF
contact, it may cause more harm than good as a primary form of contact.

5.2. Reconnection

In line with active use, reconnection was identified as a common
theme for individuals using social media during the pandemic. Open-
ended responses from participants highlighted an increase in commu-
nication with previously lapsed tie connections through social media as
well as checking in on long-distance family and friends. Relational
reconnection has previously been identified as a potential benefit of
social media (e.g., Ramirez et al., 2017), so it does not come as a surprise
that participants were taking the opportunity to reconnect online with
old friends and family. The effort to reconnect and check in on family
and friends is consistent with past work considering the use of social
media during times of crisis (Austin et al., 2012). In their assessment of
social media use during potential crises (e.g., bomb threat, blizzard,
disease outbreak), Austin et al. found that participants turned to social
media as an easy way to check on the well-being of friends and family.
As participants were faced with a crisis (global pandemic), they turned
to social media to reconnect and check in on friends and family.

6. Conclusion

As individuals sheltered in place and missed out on countless op-
portunities for social interaction, social media became a primary outlet
for those seeking connection. Consistent with past research, this study
found that how one engaged related to subjective well-being. While
effect sizes were small, the findings can help to identify best practices in
use. Limiting time on social media may help avoid increased feelings of
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loneliness, as both passive and active uses contributed to greater feelings
of loneliness and a decrease in life satisfaction. While users may be in-
clined to check in on old friends and family during the pandemic, as was
seen in both the qualitative findings of reconnection and quantitative
findings of browsing non-friends/followers, checking in on non-
followers/friends also contributed to a decrease in life satisfaction for
participants. Importantly, browsing non-friends/followers may encom-
pass reading content from public figures and news sources, which was
not explicitly measured in this study. This supports past work on news
consumption during the pandemic (e.g., Gao et al., 2020) and the
drawbacks of social comparison that may come about from social media
use (e.g., Lup et al., 2015.

Those who organized virtual hangouts through social media did
report higher levels of positive affect; suggesting that finding creative
ways to connect outside of the house during the pandemic can help meet
social connection needs. In this regard, social media may serve as the
launching point to boost one’s mood before using other forms of tech-
nology to connect (e.g., video calls). Ultimately, users would be best
served to seek balance in their social media use and seek out active
communication outside of social media when possible.

6.1. Limitations

The present study was not without limitations. There have been
concerns voiced about the validity of responses through MTurk (Shee-
han, 2018). This study took several precautions to ensure the data was
both valid and reliable. Attention checks were used to ensure
high-quality and reliable data (Rouse, 2015), resulting in the loss of 23%
of the original sample, primarily from MTurk. Additional analysis
comparing the MTurk and student sample also found no significant
differences in reporting, as highlighted in the methods. Past research
also supports the use of MTurk to assess relational and mental health
processes (Schleider & Weisz, 2015). That said, future work that uses a
population-based sample would help assess the generalizability of the
findings of this study to the public and guidelines for best practices.

It is also important to note that many of the participants in the
present study were still employed and living with at least one other
person. In terms of those who may be most negatively affected by the
pandemic, additional research that looks at how technology can facili-
tate connection for those who lack regular contact outside of the home
(work) and inside of the home (living alone) would help to give a
complete picture of the potential benefits and drawbacks of engagement.
Finally, the qualitative data explored was limited in scope. As this data
was part of a survey design, I could not ask follow-up questions to better
understand participants responses, and as such, these findings should be
seen as a starting point for future research. The inclusion of this data and
qualitative review is valuable to add dimension to the data and partic-
ipants through triangulation (Benoit & Holbert, 2008).

6.2. Future directions

In line with the limitations, future work should build on the quali-
tative findings addressed in this study. More specifically, the increase in
relational reconnection and check-in behaviors identified by partici-
pants should be explored further. Research from Austin et al. (2012)
found that checking in with friends/family was a primary use of social
media during a crisis, which likely explains these choices. While that
initial check-in may prove beneficial to soothe concerns, the quantita-
tive findings suggest that reading content from non-friends/followers
online contributed to loneliness and decreased life satisfaction. While
browsing likely encompassed a wide range of possible connections
ranging from old friends to public figures, understanding how relational
reconnection and checking in behaviors may increase during a crisis is
valuable in understanding subjective well-being during the pandemic.

Future research would also benefit from continuing to assess po-
tential differences concerning age. As noted previously, early analysis
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from the pandemic suggested young people may be struggling more so
than older adults (Pew Research Center, 2020b). This study found that
older participants experienced greater feelings of positive affect
compared to younger participants; however, no significant findings
were found regarding age and loneliness or life satisfaction in the pre-
sent study. As this study focused specifically on social media use, it may
also be that age effects are seen in other forms of communication
technology.

Finally, in building from this study, future work would also benefit
from continuing making sense of differences in use as it relates to
connection with strong versus weak tie relationships. While this study
found through the qualitative analysis of open-ended responses that
users were reconnecting with friends and family during the pandemic,
participants rarely spoke of interactions with weak ties. Given that weak
tie social interactions have been identified as beneficial in the existing
literature (e.g., Sanderson & Dunn, 2014), future work exploring the loss
of these interactions during the pandemic may help assess the long-term
consequences of the pandemic. As individuals find themselves in a time
of crisis, the need to connect with their network increases to make sense
of their emotions and gain information about the world around them
(Austin et al., 2012; Neubaum et al., 2014). Additional research
exploring the occurrence of and engagement with weak ties compared to
strong ties may help to point to opportunities within mediated
communication that can offset the lack of FtF contact many have
experienced because of the pandemic.
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