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Abstract

Background: Social distancing during the COVID-19 pandemic has reduced the frequency of in-person social interactions.
College students were highly impacted, since many universities transferred curriculum from in-person to entirely online formats,
physically separating studentswith little notice. With social distancing, their use of social networking sites (SNSs) likely changed
during the COVID-19 pandemic, possibly holding implications for well-being.

Objective: This study aimed to determine (1) how components of SNS use (ie, weekly frequency, time per day, habitua use,
engagement, enjoyment, addiction, and emotional impact) changed from before to during COVID-19, (2) how these changesin
SNS use were associated with pandemic-related social and emotional well-being, and (3) how SNS use and changesin use during
the pandemic were associated with loneliness.

Methods: College students (N=176) were surveyed during the time when their university campus in the United States was
operating online. Participants completed the same SNS use questionnaires twice, once with regard to the month preceding the
onset of COVID-19 and again with regard to the month since this time. They also reported the extent to which they experienced
perceived change in socia support resulting from the pandemic, pandemic-related stress, and general loneliness.

Results: After the onset of COVID-19, participants showed an increase in daily time spent on SNSs (t,64=5.53, d=0.42, P<.001),
habitual use (t;75=3.60, d=0.27, P<.001), and addiction (t,,5=4.96, d=0.38, P<.001); further, enjoyment on SNSs decreased
(t;73=2.10, d=—-0.16, P=.04) and the emotional impact of SNS activities became more negative (t,7,=—3.76, d=—0.29, P<.001).
Increased perceived socia support during COVID-19 was associated with changes in frequency of SNS use, time per day,
addiction, and engagement (r>0.18 for all). Pandemic-related stress was associated with changesin SNS addiction and the extent
towhich one's SNS content was rel ated to the pandemic (r>0.20 for all). Loneliness was positively associated with SNS addiction
(r=0.26) and negatively associated with SNS engagement (r=—0.19) during the pandemic. Loneliness was al so negatively associated
with changes in habit and engagement (r<-0.15 for all).

Conclusions; Findings suggest that components of SNS use are associated with both positive and negative pandemic-related
social outcomes, but largely negative pandemic-related emotional outcomes. Further, some components of SNS use are positively
associated with loneliness (eg, addiction) while others show a negative association (eg, engagement). These findings provide a
more nuanced picture of how SNS useis associated with social and emotional well-being during the time of aglobal health crisis
when in-person interactions are scarce.
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Introduction

The infectious respiratory disease COVID-19 was first
recognized in Wuhan, China, in December of 2019 [1]. On
March 11, 2020, the World Health Organization declared
COVID-19 a pandemic. As of February 17, 2021, COVID-19
hasinfected over 109 million individuals across the globe, and
over 2.4 million deaths caused by COVID-19 have been reported
to date[2]. Approximately aquarter of these cases are from the
United States, representing the largest number of cases compared
to any other country across the globe [2].

Like many widespread outbreaks of infectious diseases[3], the
COVID-19 pandemic has been associated with negative
psychological outcomes, such asincreased rates of depression,
anxiety, and stress in the general population [4]. Several
researchers theorize that these mental health outcomes are a
result of social distancing—the act of physically isolating and
not interacting in person with others to reduce the risk of
spreading the disease [5,6]. A possible explanation of this link
isthat less frequent in-person social interactions are associated
with lower psychological well-being [7]. With social distancing
being recommended and sometimes enforced in communities
across the globe, it isimportant to examine how individuals are
coping with, and may be compensating for, their less frequent
in-person interactions. In a technology-driven world, social
networking sites (SNSs) may be the best alternative for many
people. The central goals of this investigation are to examine
how SNS use has changed during the COVID-19 pandemic and
to analyze how these changes in SNS use are related to
pandemic-related social and emotional well-being as well as
loneliness.

SNSs refer to a specific type of social media in which
“communities’ are formed consisting of public or semipublic
profiles and where individuals can regulate with whom they
connect aswell as browse the connections of others[8]. Use of
SNSs has been assessed with a variety of measures, most of
which almost exclusively assess time per day spent on SNSs.
Studies using these measures have yielded mixed results [9].
Some studies show positive associations between time spent on
SNSs and negative mental health outcomes (ie, depression and
anxiety) [9,10]. Other studies show no such associations. For
example, arecent 8-year longitudinal study found no association
between daily time spent on SNSs and depression or anxiety
[11], stressing the need for researchersto evaluate use of SNSs
beyond afocus on screen time.

In addition to examining time spent on SNSs, Turel and Serenko
[12] developed a model for understanding a wide range of
components of SNS use and how they lead to either favorable
or adverse outcomes: SNS addiction, engagement with SNSs,
time per day, enjoyment on SNSs, and habitual SNS use.
According to their model, SNS addiction—defined as a
dependency on SN Ssthat resultsin an obsessive pattern of SNS
seeking and use that interferes with engagement in other
important activities—is an adverse and pathological outcome
[12]. Conversely, engagement with SNSs—defined as
individuals caring about SNSs and making them a significant
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aspect of their livesthat they can control—is seen asafavorable,
nonpathological outcome [12].

Turel and Serenko theorize that enjoyment on SNSs, or an
individual’sintrinsic motivation for using SNSssimply because
of their emotional rewards, is what leads to high SNS
engagement [12]. However, enjoyment on SNSs seemsto be a
double-edged sword, as this variable, along with time per day
spent on SNSs, is theorized to lead to habitual SNS use. Turel
and Serenko hypothesize that habitual use occurs when
individuals use SNSs automatically in certain contexts due to
some learned association. This habitual use can often lead to
SNS addiction, the pathological outcome. Consistent with their
theorizing, SNS addiction has been found to be positively
associated with decreased psychological well-being (eg,
depressive symptomology) [13]. In this regard, Turel and
Serenko’s model provides a detailed overview of the use and
consequences of SNSs. However, researchers have not analyzed
how these various SNS use components may have changed as
aresult of social distancing caused by widespread disease. With
current social distancing initiatives making it so that SNS use
may be one of the most common forms of social interaction,
individuals might be using SNSs more during the pandemic
while possibly not reaping the same emotional benefits from
its use.

An important next step for SNS research is to examine how
SNS use is associated with emotional experiences. Analyzing
the emotions experienced by individuals on SNSs expands the
literature by clarifying when in-the-moment SN'S use might be
positive and when it might be negative. This moves the field
beyond measuring associ ations between SNS use and depression
and anxiety—symptoms of disorders that have relatively low
base rates—and allows us to analyze the short-term emotional
influence of SNSs and how SNSs affect quality of life. For
example, perhapsthere are periods of timeinwhichindividuals
experience more positive emotions while on SNSs, and other
times in which they experience more negative emotions. These
short-term emotional impacts, when experienced regularly,
could haveimportant implicationsfor psychological well-being.

Emerging literature demonstrates that SNS use is associated
with negative emotional experiences during the current
pandemic. For instance, weekly frequency of exposure to
COVID-19—+elated content on SN Sswas associated with higher
levels of general psychological distress in a large Chinese
sample [14]. Some researchers have postulated that the
misinformation being spread across SNSs about the pandemic
(eg, conspiracy theories) leads to increases in stress, anxiety,
and panicinrelationto COVID-19[14-16]. Evidence and theory
that exposure to COVID-19-related SNS content correlates
with negative mental health outcomes suggests that SNS use
during COV1D-19 might be associated with decreasesin social
and emotional well-being during the pandemic.

Another possible negative consequence of the pandemic is
increased rates of loneliness. Indeed, a recent large-scale study
of adultsfound that approximately 36% of participants endorsed
sometimes or often feeling lonely during the pandemic [17].
Loneliness is conceptualized as a wish to feel closer to others
when individuals otherwise feel isolated [18]. This sense of
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isolation may be the result of being physically separate from
others—as could particularly be the case during social distancing
initiatives during COV1D-19—or of feeling emotionally isolated.
Of note, compared to midlife and older adults, younger adults
are particularly vulnerableto experiencing lonelinesswhen they
have a diminished quantity (versus quality) of social
engagements[19]. Given that many college students experienced
their universities abruptly cease in-person operations during
COVID-19, this group experienced great decreases in social
interactions and likely experienced increasesin loneliness.

Ampleresearch suggeststhat lonelinessis associated with SNS
use. For example, those who have few in-person social
interactions and who use SNSs a great amount report higher
levels of loneliness than other groups of individuals, including
those who have few in-person social interactions and who use
SNSsonly asmall amount [20]. Research testing causal models
suggest that loneliness is the cause of increased SNS use and
not that SNS useisthe cause of loneliness[21]. Taken together,
this literature suggests that loneliness may be associated with
particularly high increasesin college students' SNS use during
the pandemic, when in-person social interactions are scarce.

Thisinvestigation had three primary aims. Thefirst aim wasto
determine how SNS use changed, overall, from before to after
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Consistent with Turel
and Serenko’s model [12], we hypothesized that components
of SN'S use associated with addi ction—uwhich isassociated with
worse psychological well-being—would increase from pre—to
during COVID-19. Specifically, compared to pre-COVID-19,
we hypothesized that time per day spent on SNSs, habit, and
addiction increased during COV1D-19. In addition, we expected
that SNS engagement decreased, and we did not expect
enjoyment to significantly change during this period. Consistent
with prior research and theory, we also expected that SNS
frequency increased and that the average emotional impact from
SNS use decreased during COVID-19.

The second aim was to examine how changesin SNS use were
associated with pandemic-related social well-being (ie, changes
in perceived social support during the pandemic) and
pandemic-related emotional well-being (ie, pandemic-related
stress). Again, consistent with Turel and Serenko’s model and
other research, we expected that poor pandemic-related social
and emotional well-being would be positively associated with
changes in SNS frequency, time per day, habit, addiction, and
the percentage that one’'s SNS content was related to the
pandemic. Further, we hypothesized that lower levels of
pandemic-related social and emotional well-being would be
associated with decreases in SNS engagement and average
emotional impact from SNSs. Importantly, we expected each
of the associations between SNS use and pandemic-related
emotional well-being to remain significant after controlling for
genera distress, which was indexed by depressive symptoms.

To expand upon the extant literature regarding associations
between SNSuse, COVID-19, and loneliness, the third aim was
to examine the associations between loneliness and both (1)
components of SNS use during COVID-19 and (2) changesin
components of SNS use from pre—to during COVID-19. Inthis
investigation, loneliness was conceptualized as an outcome that
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was not specifically related to the pandemic. In other words,
although we expect that loneliness increased during the
pandemic, loneliness was examined as ageneral measure. Given
that lonelinessisalso atype of psychological distressindicative
of poor psychological well-being, consistent with Turel and
Serenko’s model, we hypothesized that loneliness would be
positively associated with changes in time spent on SNSs,
frequency of SNS use, habitual SNS use, and SNS addiction
and that it would be negatively associated with engagement
with SNSs, enjoyment on SNSs, and the average emotional
impact of SNSs. We expected parallel associations of SNS use
during COVID-19 specifically (eg, loneliness would be
positively associated with time spent on SNSs during
COVID-19). Importantly, we expected that al of the
relationshi ps between loneliness and SNS use componentswould
hold even after accounting for social anxiety, whichispositively
associated with loneliness [22].

This study focused on SNS use among college students.
Approximately 90% of young adults in the United States aged
18 to 29 years use SNSs, representing the largest adult group
to engage with these platforms [23]. Further, college students
shared unique experiences early during the COV1D-19 outbreak
in that colleges closed midterm across the United States. Asa
result, college students were specifically and greatly impacted
by disturbances to their normal social functioning during the
pandemic, possibly above and beyond any other adult group.
We capitalized on this clearly defined disruption among this
group (ie, before universities closed versus during university
closures) to examine the impact of COVID-19 on SNS use.
Finally, college students are at an increased risk for various
psychological disorders, including depression, anxiety, and
substance use disorders, at rates higher than their older peers
[24,25]. In addition, significantly more college-aged adults
endorse serious psychological distress, such as feeling nervous
or hopeless, compared to adults aged 22 to 34 years [26]. This
trend may, in part, be explained by college studentsfacing many
unique stressors, such as academic pressure and first-time
separation from family [26,27]. Of note, athough college
students are not at increased risk for developing a psychiatric
disorder compared to their peerswho do not attend college, they
are significantly less likely to receive mental health treatment
[28,29]. The shortage of mental health treatment available to
college students has been deemed to be a mental health crisis
[30,31]. SNSsmay provide aneeded venue for college students
to engage in self-disclosure and establish social connection
when they cannot acquire formal mental health treatment [32].
For these reasons, we think examining college students during
the COVID-19 pandemic will provide a more thorough
understanding of therole of SNSsduring this challenging time.

Methods

Recruitment

The entire study was administered online from April 14 to 24,
2020. Undergraduate students in psychology courses learned
about the study via a university portal that lists active studies.
The portal was open to all undergraduate students enrolled in
psychology courses at the university, and it provided students
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with a hyperlink to access the study. The first webpage of the
study presented interested individualswith an informed consent
form. Those who consented were directed to complete a
demographics questionnaire followed by the rest of the study
measures. All participants completed the study within a time
frame of about one hour and received one hour of course
research credit for their participation. All study procedureswere
reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board at
Washington University in St Louis, Missouri.

Procedures

Cases of COVID-19 surged in the United States in March of
2020. Coincidentally, this initial surge began during the
university’s spring break, which took place from March 8 to
21, 2020, when amost all students leave campus. During this
time, students were told that the university would no longer be
holding in-person instruction, and they were not allowed to
return to campus. As such, al participantsin this study shared
the same unique experience of not just being students who use
SNSs quite regularly, but also of COVID-19 having the largest
impact on daily life after spring break with a clear date
delineating “pre-COVID-19” and “during COVID-19" time
frames.

In this one-part study, we administered four sets of measures.
First, we administered the same series of SNS use self-report
measures twice; the only difference was the period of time that
students considered when completing them. For the first set of
SNS use measures, students answered with regard to the month
preceding their spring break (ie, “pre-COVID-19,” from
February 7 to March 7, 2020, before receiving the news that
instruction was transitioning online). For the second set of SNS
use measures, they answered the questions with regard to the
timesince spring break (ie, “ during COVID-19"), which ranged
anywhere from 3weeksand 1 day earlier to 4 weeksand 4 days
earlier. In this second set of SNS use questions, participants
were additionally asked to report on the extent to which the
content on their SNSs was related to the pandemic. The third
set of measures included three measures assessing
pandemic-related socia and emotiona well-being. Finaly, the
fourth set of measures included three psychological distress
measures, the order of which were randomly presented across
participants.

M easures
Components of Social Networking Site Use

Overview

We asked participants to report on various components of their
SNS use: the frequency with which they visited specific SNSs
(ie, weekly frequency), time per day, habit, engagement,
enjoyment, and addiction. We also assessed the average
emotional impact of discrete SNS activities (eg, looking at
memes) as well as how much one’s SNS content to which they
were exposed wasrelated to COVID-19 after the outbreak. How
we measured these SNS components is described in detail
below.
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Weekly Frequency

We assessed weekly frequency of SNS use by presenting
participants with a list of seven SNSs. Facebook, Instagram,
Twitter, Snapchat, Reddit, Tumblr, and LinkedIn. These sites
were selected based on two selection criteria: sites on which
the people in one's network are people whom one is likely to
know “in real life” and/or there is a significant focus on both
consuming and commenting on content. Therefore, sites on
which followers are unlikely to know one another in red life
and on which there is not a significant focus on commenting
on content (eg, TikTok) were not included. In addition, sites
that are strictly text or communication based (eg, Facebook
Messenger) were also not included. Participants endorsed how
frequently they used each of the seven sites in a typical week
of the given time frame (ie, weekly frequency). These items
were scored on an experimenter-generated 8-point Likert scale
from 1 (never) to 8 (7+ times per day). Values were summed
across the seven SNSs, such that total weekly frequency scores
could range from 7 to 56.

iPhones have a Screen Time function in phone settings that
provides a breakdown of cell phone use activity, including
average daily time spent on one’s phone and weekly total screen
time; acomparable featureis not available on Android or other
mobile cellular devices. Those with iPhones (156/176, 88.6%)
reported these two values. Our weekly frequency variable was
positively correlated with participants’ “weekly total screen
time” on their iPhones (r=0.26, P=.002), suggesting that
participants were able to accurately estimate how much they
visit their phones (and SNSs) each week.

Time per Day

To determine how much time participants spent on each of the
seven SNSs(ie, time per day), they were directly asked to report
“how much timein atypical day” in the given time frame they
had used each of the sites. For each participant, thetotal minutes
endorsed for each of the seven sites were summed to compute
atotal time per day score. Our total time per day variable was
significantly positively correlated with iPhone reports of
“average daily time’ (r=0.41, P<.001), suggesting that
participants were able to accurately estimate how much time
they spend on their phones each day.

Habit, Engagement, and Enjoyment

Habitual SNS use, engagement with SNSs, and enjoyment on
SNSs were each assessed using the corresponding subscales
developed by Turel and Serenko. For each subscale, we modified
wording to refer to use acrossall “ social networking platforms”
rather than to address one specific site (eg, “Using social
networking platforms has become automatic to me”).
Participants were asked, “During [time frame], to what extent
did you agree with the following statements?’ Participants
endorsed each item using a5-point Likert scalefrom 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Thesethree subscal es have been
validated on college student samples [12] and are described
below.

Habitual SNSuse (ie, habit) was assessed by threeitems: “Using
socia networking platforms has become automatic to me,”
“Using socia networking platforms is natural to me,” and
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“When | want to interact with friends and relatives, using social
networking platforms is an obvious choice for me” The three
values were averaged to compute a habit score. Interna
consistency scoresfor habit were good (pre-COVID-19: a=.76;
during COVID-19: a=.85).

Engagement with SNSs(ie, engagement) was assessed by three
reverse-coded items: “It would not matter to meif | never used
socia networking platformsagain,” “Theless| haveto do with
social networking platforms, the better,” and “ Social networking
platforms are unimportant in my life” The three values were
averaged to compute an engagement score. Internal consistency
scores for engagement were good (pre-COVID-19: a=.80;
during COVID-19: a=.85).

Enjoyment on SNSs (ie, enjoyment) was assessed by fiveitems:
“Using social networking platformsisenjoyable,” “Using social
networking platformsis pleasurable,” “Using social networking
platforms is fun,” “Using socia networking platforms is
exciting,” and “Using social networking platforms is
interesting.” The five values were averaged to compute an
enjoyment score. Internal consistency scores for engagement
were good (pre-COVID-19: 0=.86; during COVID-19: 0=.89).
Addiction

SNS addiction (ie, addiction) was assessed using an adapted
version of the Bergen Facebook Addiction Scale [33] that was
originally developed by Shensaet a [34]. Using a5-point Likert
scalefrom O (very rarely) to 4 (very often), participantsindicated
the frequency with which they experienced the following six
symptoms: “ Spent alot of time thinking about socia networking
platformsor planned use of social networking platforms,” “ Felt
an urge to use socia networking platforms more and more,”
“Used socia networking platforms in order to forget about
personal problems,” “Tried to cut down on your use of social
networking platforms without success,” “Become restless or
troubled if you have been prohibited from using socia
networking platforms,” and “ Used social networking platforms
so much that it had anegativeimpact on your job/studies.” Items
were summed and could range from Oto 24. Thisscale hasbeen
validated with a nationally representative young adult (aged
19-32 years) sample [34]. The items in this scale had good
internal consistency for both administrations (pre-COVID-19:
0=.89; during COVID-19: 0=.89).

Average Emotional Impact From SNS Activities

To assess emotional outcomes specifically resulting from SNS
use, participantswere additionally presented with a45-item list
of discrete SNS activities (eg, “Read or watched news with
content that | found negative or upsetting” and “ Commented
positively or supportively on other's post(s)”). Theseitemswere
developed through informal undergraduate focus groups and
experimenter-generated items. When applicable, parallel
activities were developed for items such that each activity
included a positive, negative, and neutral valence (eg, “ Shared
a post(s) about positive events or emotions,” “ Shared a post(s)
about negative eventsor emotions,” and “ Shared a post(s) about
neutral (neither positive nor negative) events or emotions”).
The list was presented in a random order for each participant.
For each activity, participants were first asked to indicate
whether they had engaged in each activity during the giventime
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frame. For all activities endorsed, participants were then asked
to indicate “what impact each of these activities had on your
emotions, on average” during the given time frame on a 7-point
Likert scale from 1 (made me feel really bad) to 7 (made me
feel really good). These scores were summed and divided by
the total number of activities the participant endorsed to
calculate an average emotional impact score for each person at
each timeframe. Of note, individuals' average emotional impact
was significantly positively associated with enjoyment on SNSs
both pre-COVID-19 (r=0.35, P<.001) and during COVID-19
(r=0.29, P<.001), suggesting that our emotional impact variable
was able to adequately capture the emotional influence of SNS
activities. It is important to note that this variable can also be
thought of as a form of emotional well-being, although it is
largely utilized as a predictor variable in this study.

COVID-19 SNS Content

To assess COVID-19-related content, participants were
administered one experimenter-generated question about the
extent to which their SNS content was related to COVID-19.
They were asked, “ Since the end of spring break (March 23rd),
what percentage of your SNS content would you estimate is
COVID-19related?’ Participantsreported what percentage they
felt their SNS content was pandemic related in atext box.

Pandemic-Related Social and Emotional Well-being
Measures

We administered two additional experimenter-generated
measures to assess social and emotional well-being specific to
the period of time during the COVID-19 pandemic: changein
perceived socia support and pandemic-related stress.

Changein Perceived Social Support

We operationalized pandemic-related social well-being as
“change in perceived socia support” since the onset of
COVID-19. It was assessed with two items: “Prior to the
COVID-19 outbreak, how supported did you feel by your social
network (eg, friends and family)?” and “Currently, how
supported do you feel by your socia network?’ Participants
used a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (none) to 7 (very much
supported) to report the extent to which they felt socialy
supported at each time frame. Each participant’s score for
perceived social support prior to the pandemic was subtracted
from their score for current perceived socia support to create
the variable “change in perceived socia support,” such that
higher values indicate increased perceived support from
pre—-COVID-19 to during COVID-19. Notably, our “changein
perceived social support” variable was significantly negatively
associated with loneliness (r=—0.22, P=.003), lending support
to the notion that this change score adequately captured the
extent to which participantsfelt their social support had changed
during COVID-19.

Pandemic-Related Stress

We operationalized pandemic-related emotional well-being as
pandemic-related stress, which was assessed with two questions:
“In general, what is the level of distress you have experienced
with COVID-19 related to social disruptions?’ and “What is
your overall level of stressrelated to the COVID-19 outbreak?’
These questions were scored on a 7-point Likert scale from 1
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(no distress or no impact) to 7 (extreme distress or extreme
impact). These two questions were significantly positively
associated in our sample (r=0.71, P<.001), lending support to
the validity of this construct of pandemic-related stress. The
internal consistency for items on this scale was good (0=.83).

Psychological Distress Measures

L oneliness

To assess londliness, we administered the UCLA (University
of California, Los Angeles) Loneliness Questionnaire [35],
which isa20-item self-report scale. Participants were asked to
indicate how often each of the statementsis descriptive of them
(eg, “I fed isolated from others”). For the purposes of this studly,
one item—“| find myself waiting for people to call or
write”—was modified to reflect more current communication
practices: “I find myself waiting for peopleto call, text, message
or otherwise contact me.” Responses were recorded on ascale
from O (I never feel this way) to 3 (I often feel this way) and
were summed. This scale was validated with a college student
sample [35], and theinternal consistency for itemsin the scale
was excellent in this study’s sample (0=.95).

General Distress

To measure genera emotional distress not necessarily
attributable to the COVID-19 pandemic, we administered the
Anhedonic Depression scale from the Mood and Anxiety
Symptom Questionnaire (MASQ-AD). The MASQ-AD is a
22-item sef-report scale that measures depressive
symptomology [36]. Participants are presented with 22 items
representing feelings, sensations, problems, and experiences
(eg, “Felt like nothing was very enjoyable”) and are asked to
report the extent to which they have experienced each item in
the past week, using a5-point Likert scalefrom 1 (not at all) to
5 (extremely). Items are summed to compute atotal depression
score. Dueto the study taking place online and resulting ethical
considerations, we omitted the suicidal ideation item, bringing
the total number of itemsto 21 and the highest possible score
to 105 instead of 110. Of note, this scale has been validated
with three student samples and an adult sample[36]. Theinternal
consistency for items on this scale in this sample was good
(a=.83).

Social Anxiety

To measureaform of social distress not necessarily attributable
to the COVID-19 pandemic, we administered the Socia
Interaction Anxiety Scale (SIAS) [37]. The SIASisa21-item
self-report scale that measures the degree to which individuals
experience anxiety specific to socia interactions (eg, “I have
difficulty talking with other people’). Participants indicated
“the degree to which you feel the statement is characteristic or
true of you” on a 5-point Likert scale from O (not at all
characteristic or true of me) to 4 (extremely characteristic or
true of me). Scoreswere summed, with possible scoresranging
from O to 84. This scale was validated with college student,
community, and clinical samples[37]. Theinternal consistency
for itemsin this scale in this sample was good (0=.86).
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Results

Sample

A total of 183 participants were recruited from undergraduate
psychology courses at a private university in the Midwestern
United States to participate in a study on emotions and social
media. The final sample of 176 excluded 16 individuas who
did not complete any of the measuresin this study. Participant
agesranged from 18 to 23 years (mean 20.00, SD 1.26). Out of
176 participants, 54.0% (n=95) identified as women and 4.5%
(n=8) identified as Hispanic or Latinx. With regard to race, our
participants identified as follows: 44.9% (n=79) White, 26.7%
(n=47) Asian, 19.9% (n=35) Black, and 85% (n=15)
multi-racial.

Analytic Overview

First, we provided descriptive statistics for each component of
SNSuse (ie, weekly frequency, time per day, habit, engagement,
enjoyment, addiction, average emotional impact, and
COVID-19—+elated SNS content) both before and during
COVID-19, as well as pandemic-related social well-being (ie,
changes in perceived socia support), pandemic-related
emotional well-being (ie, pandemic-related stress), and the three
forms of psychological distress (ie, loneliness, depression, and
social anxiety). We aso presented Pearson zero-order
correlations between the components of SNS use at both time
frames (ie, pre—and during COVID-19). Then to assess effects
of gender and race, we conducted a factorial multivariate
analysis of variance, such that the components of SNS usewere
predicted by race and gender across the two time frames.

Aim 1 was to examine how SNS use has changed from
pre—-COVID-19 to during COVID-19, by comparing the means
of the seven components of SNS use from pre-COVID-19 to
during COVID-19 via a series of paired-sample t tests. We did
not examine COVID-19—related SNS content because this
construct was only assessed once during COVID-19.

Aim 2 was to examine how changesin components of SNS use
during the pandemic were related to pandemic-related social
well-being (ie, change in perceived social support) and
pandemic-related emotional well-being (ie, pandemic-related
stress). We created a residualized variable for each component
of SNS use for which we assessed change, with each of the
resulting variables representing the component of SNS use
during COVID-19 that cannot be explained or predicted by the
same component of SNS use pre-COVID-19; we will call this
“change in SNS use components.” We conducted Pearson
correlations between the changein SNS use componentsaswel |
as COVID-19 SNS content and pandemic-related social and
emotional well-being. Then, we conducted two linear regressions
where we simultaneously entered the change in SNS use
components and general distress (ie, depression) to predict
pandemic-related socia and emotional well-being. Thisallowed
us to examine which changesin SNS use were uniquely related
to the two outcomes while controlling for general distress.

Finally, Aim 3 was to examine how loneliness was associated
with components of SNS use during the pandemic specifically
and with changein SNS use from pre-COVID-19 to during the
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COVID-19 pandemic. First, we conducted zero-order Pearson
correlations between the eight SNS components during
COVID-19 and loneliness. Then, to examine unique effects of
the SN'S use components during COVID-19 on loneliness, we
entered the eight SNS components simultaneously to predict
loneliness. We aso included social anxiety as a covariate so
that effects were specific to loneliness and were not better
explained by social anxiety. Next, to assess how changes in
SNS use during COVID-19 are related to loneliness, we
conducted Pearson correl ations between lonelinessand the seven
“change in SNS use components’ as well as COVID-19 SNS
content. Finally, to assess unique effects of changesin SNSuse
on loneliness, we conducted a linear regression in which we
entered the changes in SNS use components and COVID-19
SNS content and social anxiety simultaneously to predict
loneliness.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Descriptive statistics for the eight components of SNS use for
both time frames are presented in Table 1. Overall, these values
are similar to existing work utilizing student samples [11,23].
With regard to descriptive statistics for the psychological distress

https://formative.jmir.org/2021/9/e26513
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measures, loneliness was lower than would be expected in a
university sample (mean 23.09, SD 13.63) [24,27]. Levels of
depressive symptoms were similar to other student samples
(mean 56.76, SD 11.02) [36], and the sample can be
characterized as having low levels of depression [25,28],
although there was awide range of values, including some above
established clinical cutoff values[38]. Socia anxiety was higher
than typical in a student sample, but lower than would be
expected in clinical samples (mean 33.80, SD 12.52) [26,29,30],
indicating somewhat moderate levels of social anxiety in our
sample, on average.

Zero-order Pearson correlations between the SNS use
components pre— and during COVID-19 are presented in Table
2. Pre-COVID-19, correlations between SNS components
ranged from —0.07 to 0.51 (mean 0.22, SD 0.17). During
COVID-19, correl ations between SNS components ranged from
—0.13 to 0.56 (mean 0.25, SD 0.19). Test-retest correlations
between time frames for each of the seven SNS components
were generally large, ranging from 0.66 to 0.88 (mean 0.77, SD
0.07). Therewere not significant effects of gender (F; 153=1.48,
P=.12) or race (F3153=0.94, P=.59) on any of the components
of SNSuse.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for social networking site (SNS) use pre-COVID-19 and during COVID-19.

Components of SNS use Mean (SD)

Pre-COVID-19
Weekly frequency?® 24.12 (6.60)
Time per day (minutes)® 115.83 (113.53)
Habit® 3.95(0.82)
Enjoyment® 3.61 (0.65)
Engagement® 3.44 (0.93)
Addiction® 8.98 (5.40)
Average emotional impact® 4.29(0.38)

During COVID-19
Weekly frequency? 24.57 (7.41)
Time per day (minutes)? 196.38 (162.33)
Habit® 4.11(0.87)
Enjoyment® 3.53(0.77)
Engagement® 3.52 (1.04)
Addiction® 10.55 (6.02)
Average emotional impactd 4.18 (0.50)
COVID-19 SNS content (%)° 4257 (22.89)

8 tems were scored on an experimenter-generated 8-point Likert scale from 1 (never) to 8 (7+ times per day). Summed scores could range from 7 to 56.
BPartici pants were directly asked to report “how much time in atypical day” in the given time frame they had used each of the seven SNSs.
CItems were scored on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Averaged scores could range from 1 to 5.

9For each activity, participantsindicated whether they had engaged in it during the given time frame. For all activities endorsed, participants indicated
what impact each had on their emotions, on average, during the given time frame on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (made me feel really bad) to 7 (made
me feel really good). Scores were summed and divided by the total number of activities the participant endorsed.

®Participants reported what percentage they felt their SNS content was pandemic related in a text box.
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Table2. Correlation anaysis (Pearson zero-order r and two-tailed P value) among social networking site (SNS) components pre-COVID-19 and during
COVID-19.

Average emotional
Variable Weekly frequency  Time per day Habit Enjoyment Engagement  Addiction impact

Weekly frequency pre-COVID-19

r 1 0.422 0.432 0.242 0.29% 0.362 0.01
P value b <.001 <.001 .002 <.001 <.001 90

Weekly frequency during COVID-19

r 1 0.412 0.342 0.252 0.302 0.252 -0.07
P vaue — <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 .36
Weekly frequency between pre-and during COVID-19

r 0.88% - — — — — —
P vaue <.001 — — — — — —
Time per day pre-COVID-19

r 0.422 1 0.262 0.19% 0.09 0.302 0.03
P value <.001 — <.001 .03 35 <.001 61
Time per day during COVID-19

r 0.412 1 0.252 0172 0.222 0.192 —0.04
P value <.001 — .002 03 .006 .03 .88
Time per day between pre-and during COVID-19

r — 0.842 - - — — -
P value — <.001 — — — — —
Habit pre-COVID-19

r 0.43?2 0.26% 1 0.422 0.56% 0.33% 0.222
P vaue <.001 <.001 — <.001 <.001 <.001 .004
Habit during COVID-19

r 0.342 0.252 1 0.462 0512 0.322 0.06
P value <.001 .002 — <.001 <.001 <.001 56
Habit between pre-and during COVID-19

r — — 0.75% — — — —

P value — — <.001 — — — —
Enjoyment pre-COVID-19

r 0.24% 0.19% 0.42% 1 0512 0.19° 029

P vaue .002 .03 <.001 — <.001 .01 <.001
Enjoyment during COVID-19

r 0.25° 0172 0.46° 1 0.522 0.09 0.35%

P vaue <.001 .03 <.001 — <.001 .26 <.001
Enjoyment between pre-and during COVID-19

r - - - 0.78% - - -

P vaue — — — <.001 — — —
Engagement pre-COVID-19

r 0.292 0.09 0.562 0512 1 0.13 0.212
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Average emotional

Variable Weekly frequency  Time per day Habit Enjoyment Engagement  Addiction impact

P value <.001 .35 <.001 <.001 — .09 .006
Engagement during COVID-19

r 0.30° 0.22° 0512 0.522 1 0.23? 0.13

P value <.001 .006 <.001 <.001 — .003 .06
Engagement between pre-and during COVID-19

r - - - - 792 - -

P value — — — — <.001 — —
Addiction pre-COVID-19

r 0.36% 0.30% 0.33* 0.19° 0.13 1 -0.13

P vaue <.001 <.001 <.001 .01 .09 — .09
Addiction during COVID-19

r 0.25% 0.19% 0322 0.09 0.23? 1 —

P vaue <.001 .03 <.001 .26 .003 — —
Addiction between pre-and during COVID-19

r - - - - - 0.722 -

P value — — — — — <.001 —
Average e motional impact pre-COVID-19

r 0.01 0.03 0.222 0.292 0.212 -0.13 1

P value .90 .61 .004 <.001 .006 .09 —
Average e motional impact during COVID-19

r -0.07 -0.04 0.06 0.352 0.13 _0.26% 1

P value .36 .88 .56 <.001 .06 <.001 —
Aver age e motional impact between pre-and during COVID-19

r - - - - - - 0.66%

P value — — — — — — <.001

#The correlation is significant at a significance level of .05 (two-tailed).
BNot applicable.

Aim 1. How Components of SNS Use Changed From
Beforeto During COVID-19

Consistent with our hypothesis, there was an increase in daily
time spent on SNSs (t;5=5.53, d=0.42, P<.001), habitual use
of SNSs (t;73=3.60, d=0.27, P<.001), and SNS addiction
(t75=4.96, d=0.38, P<.001) during COVID-19 compared to
pre-COVID-19. In addition, the average impact of endorsed
SN activities on emotions became more negative (t,7,=—3.76,

d=-0.29, P<.001). Inconsistent with our hypotheses, enjoyment
on SNSs decreased (t;7,,=—2.10, d=-0.16, P=.04). Weekly
frequency of SNS use (t;7,=1.74, d=0.14, P=.08) and
engagement with SNSs (t;7,3=1.53, d=0.12, P=.13) did not
significantly change during COVID-19.

https://formative.jmir.org/2021/9/e26513

Aim 2. How Changesin Components of SNSUse Are
Related to Pandemic-Related Social and Emotional
Well-being

Change in Perceived Social Support

First, consistent with our hypothesis, we found that change in
weekly frequency, change in time per day, and change in
addiction were each positively associated with increased social
support. Contrary to our hypothesis, change in engagement was
also positively associated with increased social support (Table
3). That is, compared to pre-COVID-19, those who visited
SNSsmorefrequently during COVID-19, those who spent more
time on SNSs during COVID-19, those who experienced more
SNS addiction during COVID-19, and those who were more
engaged on SNSsduring COV1D-19 endorsed greater increases
in perceived socia support during COVID-19. Inconsistent with
our hypothesis, changesin SNS habit, average emotional impact,
and COVID-19 SNS content were not significantly associated
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with perceived change in socia support during the pandemic.
When examining all seven “change in SNS use components,”
COVID-19 SNS content, and depression in the same model
predicting change in perceived social support, no associations

Tuck & Thompson

were significant. Thesefindings suggest that no changesin SNS
use from pre—to during COVID-19 uniquely predict changein
perceived socia support.

Table 3. Pearson zero-order correlations between changesin social networking site (SNS) use components and pandemic-related social and emotional

well-being measures.

Variable® r P value

Changein perceived social support
Change in weekly frequency 0.24° .007
Changein time per day (minutes) 0.20° .02
Changein habit 0.15 .08
Change in enjoyment 0.10 .30
Change in engagement 0.20° .02
Changein addiction 0.18° .02
Change in average emotional impact 0.04 46
COVID-19 SNS content -0.01 .68

Pandemic-related stress
Change in weekly frequency 0.06 .33
Change in time per day (minutes) 0.07 .38
Changein habit 0.05 48
Change in enjoyment -0.02 .79
Change in engagement 0.12 13
Change in addiction 0.23° .002
Change in average emotional impact 0.07 .39
COVID-19 SNS content 0.20° .006

#These analyses utilizing change components used residualized SNS use variables.

PThe correlation is significant at a significance level of .05 (two-tailed).

Pandemic-Related Stress

Consistent with our hypothesis, we found that pandemic-related
stress was significantly positively associated with change in
addiction and COVID-19 SNS content. Inconsistent with our
hypothesis, pandemic-related stress was not associated with
changes in frequency, time, habit, engagement, or average
emotional impact of SNS use (Table 3). When predicting
pandemic-related stress from the seven “change in SNS use
components,” COVID-19 SNS content, and general distress
(covariate), these results showed the same pattern of findings
(addiction: =0.07, t;55=2.90, P=.004; COVID-19 SNS content:
[3=0.01, ty59=2.44, P=.02). These findings suggest that both
increased addictive SNS use and the percentage of one's SNS
content related to the pandemic are associated with
pandemic-related stress, even after taking into account the other
SNS use components and general distress.

Loneliness

We assessed how lonelinessis associated with SNS use during
the pandemic. Consistent with our hypothesis, we found that
loneliness was positively associated with addiction during

https://formative.jmir.org/2021/9/e26513

COVID-19 and negatively associated with engagement and the
average emotional impact of SNSs during COVID-19.
Inconsistent with our hypotheses, loneliness was not
significantly associated with weekly frequency, time per day,
habit, enjoyment, or COVID-19 SNS content (Table 4).
However, when examining al eight SNS components during
COVID-19 and social anxiety (as a covariate) simultaneously,
only addiction was significant ($=0.50, t;g,=2.78, P=.006).
These results suggest that it is only addictive SNSs that are
uniquely associated with loneliness during COVID-19.

Second, we assessed how lonelinessis associated with changes
in SN'S use during the pandemic. Consistent with our hypothesis,
wefound that lonelinesswas negatively associated with change
in engagement. That is, those who were lonelier endorsed less
SNS engagement during COV ID-19 compared to their endorsed
engagement pre-COVID-19. Contrary to our hypothesis,
loneliness was al so negatively associated with change in habit.
Also inconsistent with hypotheses, loneliness was not
significantly associated with changesin weekly frequency, time
per day, enjoyment, addiction, average emotional impact, or
COVID-19 SNS content (Table 4). When we considered the
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seven “change in SNS use components’ simultaneously while
controlling for social anxiety, change in habit was significant
(B=—4.86, t;55=2.67, P=.001), engagement was not significant
(B=—2.11, t;55=—1.29, P=.20), and addiction was significant
(B=0.49, t;55=1.98, P=.049). In thisway, addiction wasreveaed

Tuck & Thompson

in the linear regression model as a previously suppressed
variable that required a more powerful test with decreased
standard error to be revealed. These results suggest that
loneliness was uniquely associated with using SNSs less
habitually and being more addicted to SNSs during the
pandemic.

Table 4. Pearson zero-order correlations between loneliness and social networking site (SNS) use components during COVID-19 and changesin SNS

use components from pre—to during COVID-19.

Variable r P value

SNSuse during COVID-19%
Change in weekly frequency 0.07 .34
Changein time per day (minutes) 0.10 19
Change in habit -0.07 A7
Change in enjoyment -0.10 .18
Change in engagement _0.16° .04
Change in addiction 0.26° <.001
Change in average emotional impact —0.19° .01
COVID-19 SNS content 0.07 .34

Changesin SNS use from pre-to during COVID-19°
Change in weekly frequency 0.07 .39
Change in time per day (minutes) 0.00 .99
Change in habit _0.21P .01
Change in enjoyment -0.08 27
Change in engagement —0.15° .04
Changein addiction 0.12 31
Change in average emotional impact 0.02 .98

#These analyses used variables assessed with the time frame of during COVID-19.

bThe correlation is si gnificant at a significance level of .05 (two-tailed).
“These analyses used residualized SNS use variables.

Discussion

Thisinvestigation examined how the COVID-19 pandemic was
associated with changes in SNS use and how these changes
were associated with psychological outcomes in a college
student sample. This study expands upon theliteraturein several
important ways. First, rather than assessing only frequency of
SNS use, we examined how multiple components of SNS use
(ie, weekly frequency, time per day, habit, engagement,
enjoyment, addiction, average emotional impact, and
COVID-19-related SNS content) changed from pre—to during
COVID-19, and how these changesin SNS use were related to
social and emotional well-being. Second, this investigation
assessed how these components of SNS use were related to
loneliness during a global pandemic when rates of loneliness
are believed to be elevated. Lastly, to our knowledge, this was
the first investigation to examine the perceived impact of
engagement in SNS activities on people’s emotions and how
this was associated with the COVID-19 pandemic.

https://formative.jmir.org/2021/9/e26513

The study’s first aim was to examine how SNS use changed
from pre- to during COVID-19. Mostly consistent with
hypotheses based on Turel and Serenko’s [12] path model,
changes in SNS use, including time spent on SNSs; habitual
SNS use; and SNS addiction increased, while enjoyment on
SNSs decreased and the average emotional impact of SNS
activities became more negative. These findings suggest that
individuals increased thoughts and behaviors toward SNSs
during COVID-19 (ie, spending moretime on SNSs, using them
more habitually, and experiencing greater addiction) could be
maladaptive and are associated with more negative emotional
experiences.

The study’s second aim was to investigate how changes in
components of SNS use during the pandemic were related to
pandemic-related social and emotional well-being. Contrary to
our hypotheses that increased SNS use would be negatively
associated with pandemic-related socia and emotional
well-being, greater increasesin perceived social support during
COVID-19 were associated with (1) more frequent SNS use,
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(2) more time spent on SNSs, (3) greater SNS addiction, and
(4) greater engagement with SNSsduring COV1D-19. However,
when all SNS components were taken into consideration, none
were significantly associated with perceived social support.
This suggests that no one way of using SNSs (ie, using them
more frequently, more addictively, etc) uniquely accounted for
increased perceptions of social support during COVID-19.
Consequently, results should be interpreted with caution.
Nonetheless, these findings provide some evidence that SNS
use during the pandemic could be socially adaptive and might
create a space for individuals to feel more socially connected.
SNS addiction during COVID-19 and the extent to which one's
SNS content was related to the pandemic were associated with
greater pandemic-related stress, controlling for general distress,
consistent with hypotheses.

Overall, the associations between components of SNS use and
pandemic-related well-being were mixed. Greater perceived
social support during COVID-19 was associated with using
SNSs more frequently and for more time, as well as reporting
greater SNS engagement and addiction. In contrast, SNS
addiction during COVID-19 and exposureto COVID-19-related
SNS content were each associated with decreases in
pandemic-related social and emotional well-being. And
compared to pre-COVID-19, individuals during COVID-19
reported enjoying SNSs less and experiencing greater negative
impacts of SNS activities on their emotions. Overall, these
results suggest that, despite individuals using SNSs more
frequently and for moretime during the pandemic, use of SNSs
during COVID-19 was associated with mixed social outcomes
and largely negative emotional outcomes.

The study’s third aim was to examine how loneliness was
associated with SN'S use during the pandemic. Consistent with
hypotheses, higher levels of loneliness were significantly
associated with SNS activities during COVID-19 having a
negative emotional impact. Lonelinesswas positively associated
with SNS addi ction during COV1D-19 and negatively associated
with engagement in SNSs during COVID-19. Importantly,
addictive SNS use during COVID-19 was significantly related
to loneliness even after accounting for the other SNS use
components and socia anxiety. Inconsistent with hypotheses,
loneliness was associated with reductions in habitual SNS use
and engagement on SNSs from pre- to during COVID-19.
However, when simultaneously considering how all SNS
componentsand social anxiety were associated with loneliness,
only reductions in habit remained significant, and addictive
SNS use became significant.

Although these findings illustrate associations between
loneliness and various components of SNS use, further research
is needed to determine directionality between these constructs.
On the one hand, it is possible that people were lonely during
the pandemic because they were not using SNSs as habitually
asthey once had. On the other hand, it could be that those who
were lonely during COVID-19 were aware of the negative
impact of SNS use on their emotions and mental health and,
therefore, chose to engage with SNSsless habitually during the
pandemic. In asense, adecreasein SNShabit during COVID-19
could serve as a protective mechanism for those high in
loneliness. Although findings showed that decreases in habit
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were associated with loneliness, increases in SNS addiction
during the pandemic were also associated with loneliness.
Perhapsindividualswho werelonely during COV1D-19 stopped
using SNSs habitually and used them more addictively instead,
an outcome that may occur if individual s wish to use SNSsless
but still find themselves turning to them.

Our additional findingsthat oneliness was associated with SNS
activities having a more negative, or less positive, emotional
impact may shed important insight into the role of SNSs on
loneliness. Research suggests that loneliness causes increased
SNSuse, and not that SNS use causesincreased loneliness[21].
Despite lonely people using SNSs more than others, increased
lonelinessis also correlated with experiencing greater negative
influences of SNSs on emotions. Again, further research is
needed to understand the temporal relations between these
constructs. It could be that when individuals who are lonely
turn to SNSs to receive social stimuli, (1) this exposure leads
to social comparison experiencesthat result in negative emotions
(ie, seeing pictures of peers spending time together) or (2) they
may not reap the same emotional benefitsfrom them asdo those
who are less lonely. Future research should examine these
possibilities to begin to elucidate how emotions for those who
are lonely areimplicated in SNS use.

Interestingly, across analyses examining our three aims,
addictive SNS use was the SNS activity that was most
consistently significant in our models, highlighting its potential
importance in predicting well-being. Namely, addiction
significantly increased from pre- to during COVID-19.
Addiction was also associated with increases in perceived
change in socia support during COVID-19, greater
pandemic-related stress, and greater loneliness. These findings
suggest that SNS users should be aware of their addictive SNS
tendencies and be cognizant of how this addictive use may be
associated with their well-being (eg, noting that addictive SNS
use makes them feel more socially connected, but also more
stressed). Future research should continue to explore the role
of SNS addiction in individuals' everyday lives and emotional
experiences, especially during times of global health criseswhen
SNS use seems to increase.

This investigation highlights potential clinical implications.
During COVID-19, therapy clients, like this study’s sample,
may report that their use of SNSs during COVID-19 has
increased. In these cases, it may be helpful for mental health
providersto notethat increased SNS use during COVID-19 has
been linked to mixed outcomes, at least in a college student
sample. Menta health providerscould help their clientsexamine
when SNS use may be adaptive versus maladaptive and when
clients, for example, should pursue other social outlets (eg,
having in-person conversations). This is consistent with
cognitive behavioral therapies, which place emphasis on helping
clientsengage in behaviorsthat have an emotion-boosting effect
and limiting behaviorsthat negatively influence emotions[39].
Examining SNS use in therapy seems particularly critical for
clientswho report elevated loneliness, since they may be using
SNSs more than others.

Furthermore, these findings suggest utility in assessing and
monitoring for SNS addiction specifically. Although SNS
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addiction, as assessed in this study, was associated with
increased perceived socia support, it was also associated with
greater stress and loneliness. An important avenue for future
research is to examine at which levels SNS addiction causes
clinically significant distress or impairment, which are
requirements for receiving forma diagnoses of addictive
disorders [40]. It will also be important to establish which
treatments are best suited for treating SNS addiction sincethere
are not currently any empirically supported treatments for it.
Of note, experts have posited that treatment should center on
controlling SNS use, rather than abstaining from it, since SNSs
have become an integral and unavoidable part of life [39,40],
which may be especially true for college-aged individuals. In
addition, it might be useful to provide psychoeducationto clients
about SN'S addiction.

This investigation has several limitations. Most notably, since
data were collected about one month into the pandemic, it is
not known whether these trends of SNS use have continued
throughout the pandemic. However, given the initial surge in
usein thissample, wewould expect trendsin SNSuseto persist
on the premise that—as can be seenin thisinvestigation aswell
as others—SNS use is habitual [12]. Both SNS addiction and
using SNSs as a means to connect with others are associated
with habitual SNSuse[12,41]. Therefore, given theincreasein
SNS addiction seen in this sample and our theorizing that SNSs
were used astoolsfor socia connection, it isnot surprising that
our data showed an increase in habit near the start of the
pandemic. Once habits are formed, they are very difficult to
break [42], leading us to think that these trends in SNS use
witnessed at the beginning of the pandemic would remain today.

Tuck & Thompson

It is also important for SNS research to utilize designs other
than retrospective reports, which can be biased and more
difficult for participants to accurately complete [43]. For
example, prospective longitudinal research could be utilized to
examine how SNS use and its associations with well-being
evolve over the course of disease outbreaks. Additionally,
because this investigation focused on college students, the
findings may not generalize to peers who do not attend college
or to older samples. Consequently, this study did not shed light
on how SNS use during disease outbreaksisrelated to loneliness
and various indices of well-being across the adult lifespan. We
expect that use of SNSs during the pandemic would be related
to positive outcomes, particularly in older adults. Older adults
have been shown to have generally positive feelings toward
SNSs, and SNS usein this population is associated with greater
well-being and less loneliness [43,44].

In a world where an increasing amount of time and social
interactions are occurring in an online sphere, it is imperative
to investigate and understand the role of SNSs on social and
emotional well-being during times of crisis. Findings from this
investigation highlight both benefits and disadvantagesto SNS
use, underscoring the nuanced and multifaceted nature of the
correlates of these sites with well-being. Although the
COVID-19 pandemic may be one of the first globally salient
incidentsthat has erupted since the widespread adoption of SNS
use, it is unlikely to be the last. It is hoped that findings from
this investigation will advise SNS users on how to best cope
with the COVID-19 pandemic and any future pandemics as
well. This study and those like it are only beginning to help us
truly understand how SNS use is associated with our everyday
social and emotional well-being during stressful and trying
times.
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