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Abstract
Stay-at-home orders issued to combat the growing number of infections during the
coronavirus pandemic in 2020 had many psychological consequences for people including
elevated stress, anxiety, and difficulty maintaining meaning in their lives. The present
studies utilized cross-sectional designs and were conducted to better understand how
social media usage related to people’s subjective isolation (i.e., social loneliness, emotional
loneliness, and existential isolation) and meaning in life (MIL) during the early months of
the pandemic within the United States. Study 1 found that general social media use
indirectly predicted higher MIL via lower existential isolation and social isolation. Study 2
replicated these patterns and found that social media use also predicted lower MIL via
higher emotional loneliness, and that the aforementioned effects occurred with active,
but not passive, social media use. Findings suggest social media use may be a viable means
to validate one’s experiences (i.e., reduce existential isolation) during the pandemic but
may also lead to intensified feelings concerning missing others (i.e., increased emotional
loneliness). This research also helps to identify potential divergent effects of social media
on MIL and helps to clarify the relationships among varying types of subjective isolation.
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The world experienced a rapid unfolding of the COVID-19 virus in 2020. Due to public
health concerns, daily life began to undergo drastic changes: state of emergencies were
declared, many schools and jobs moved online, all against the backdrop of soaring death
tolls. In the United States, by March 26th, 21 states were under stay-at-home orders, and
with approximately 1200 national deaths, the United States became the world leader in
COVID-19 cases. By April 24th, nearly 50,000 people had died from COVID-19 in the
United States, millions had lost their jobs, and anti-lockdown protests surged in state
capitals. Not surprisingly, these events have had rippling psychological impacts
(Pfefferbaum &North, 2020), challenging people’s ability to maintain a sense of meaning
in life (MIL—the subjective experience that one’s life feels significant at any given time;
King et al., 2016), and elevating stress and anxiety (Trzebiński et al., 2020).

During a time in which stay-at-home orders led millions of people to remain largely
isolated from friends, family, and co-workers, people were more at risk for feelings of
loneliness and for deleterious effects onmental health (Banerjee &Rai, 2020; Berg-Weger
& Morley, 2020; Usher et al., 2020). One way that people contended with this unique
period of social isolation, was by using social media (Gebel, 2020; Handley, 2020).
According to some reports, 32% of Americans spent more time on social media during the
pandemic than they did before (Statista, 2020). For example, Facebook.com experienced
a 27% increase in traffic between February 29th, 2020 and March 24th, 2020 (Keoeze &
Popper, 2020), though there are likely many reasons for this shift.

A critical question, then, is how social media consumption impacted people’s ability to
maintain what scholars have long maintained are a critical pillar of well-being—
perceptions of MIL (Zika & Chamberlain, 1992)—during a pandemic that may render
such perceptions especially challenging. One possibility is that social media use could
help to combat loneliness and isolation, and in turn, enable people to maintain meaning
during the early phases of the pandemic. The present studies examined this broad
possibility while also considering that social media use may have a multifaceted influence
on MIL through different types of subjective isolation.

Social media use, meaning, and well-being

Social media broadly refers to internet based networks that enable users to interact with
others verbally and/or visually (Carr & Hayes, 2015) and offers a way for people to
consume and disseminate information in a variety of methods (e.g., text messaging, video
messaging, and sharing and commenting on photos), including information on the
pandemic (Allington et al., 2020; Cinelli et al., 2020). Social media use is quite common,
with about 70% of the US population reporting having ever used social media, with the
majority visiting social media sites daily (Pew Research Center, 2019).
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Evidence regarding how social media affects well-being is mixed. Some research
suggests that social media use has negative well-being outcomes, such as fatigue, poor
sleep quality, stress (Dhir et al., 2018; Woods & Scott, 2016), social comparison (Verduyn
et al., 2015), lower self-esteem (Woods & Scott, 2016), as well as depression (Seabrook
et al., 2016; Vannucci & Ohannessian, 2019), anxiety (Dhir et al., 2018; Vannucci et al.,
2017; Woods & Scott, 2016), and psychological distress (Marino et al., 2018). Recent
work highlights that social media exposure related to COVID-19 was also related to
depression and anxiety (Gao et al., 2020). Still, other research suggests more positive
outcomes of social media use, such as greater life satisfaction (Burke & Kraut, 2016), and
reduced loneliness (Burke & Kraut, 2016; Deters & Mehl, 2013). These mixed results
point to the heterogeneity of social media use. A meta-analysis on online communication
(including social media) and well-being revealed that time spent on social media and
content consumption (browsing/searching) was negatively related to overall well-being
(mental health, self-esteem, and life satisfaction), whereas number of friends and in-
teractions (messaging or commenting) was positively related to overall well-being (Meier
& Reinecke, 2020). Further, social media use was associated with greater well-being
when maintaining existing relationships, but lower well-being creating new relationships
(Rae & Lonborg, 2015). Relatedly, passive social media use (i.e., not directly com-
municating with others) has been found to lower well-being (e.g., Fardouly et al., 2015;
Krasnova et al., 2015; Shaw et al., 2015; Wenninger et al., 2014), whereas active social
media use (i.e., directly communicating with others) is related to greater well-being
(Burke et al., 2010; Kim et al., 2013; Verduyn et al., 2015; Wenninger et al., 2014).

Additionally, research has yet to examine the impact of social media use on MIL. MIL
is a key aspect of psychological well-being and is associated with a multitude of health
benefits (see King et al., 2016 for a review), and while adverse experiences lower
perceptions of MIL, finding meaning during such times predicts better well-being
(Edwards & Van Tongeren, 2019). During a pandemic, maintaining a sense of MIL
can be important for protecting against psychological consequences from the pandemic
(Lin, 2021). This manuscript examines social media as a predictor of MIL, to the extent
that social media promotes or detracts different facets of subjective isolation during the
pandemic.

Using social media to contend with loneliness and isolation

One reason social media use can affect people’s meaning is that it provides an opportunity
to enhance social connections and thus reduce loneliness. As humans are social creatures
(Hall & Davis, 2017), social connections are key to psychological flourishing, including
to create and perpetuate meaning (e.g., Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Echterhoff, et al.,
2009; Greenberg et al., 2008). This socially constructed meaning can range from con-
fidence in one’s basic conceptions of reality (Festinger, 1954) and in one’s ability to
predict and control the world (Swann et al., 1992) to how one conceptualizes the self and
one’s cultural worldview (Arndt et al., 2013). Further, as the Communicate Bond Belong
Theory (Hall & Davis, 2017) posits, human’s need to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995)
may motivate social interactions that build communal relationships with close others.
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Indeed, time communicating and type of communication (e.g., affectionate, meaningful
talk, catching up, and joking around) with others are related to greater closeness (Hall,
2019) as well as reduced loneliness and greater subjective well-being (Hall, 2018). As
social media can provide a platform for such communication (via shared content and
messaging), its use may fulfill social interactions to build relationships (e.g., through
greater social support) that can then lead to greater psychological benefits, includingMIL,
particularly during a time of a pandemic where other forms of connecting are inhibited.

In support of this, Facebook use was related to greater perceived social support
particularly from close-others (Burke & Kraut, 2016). Further, two recent meta-analyses
have confirmed a positive association between social media use and social support
(Domahidi, 2018; Liu et al., 2018). Research has also largely found a negative association
between social media use and loneliness (e.g., Lou et al., 2012; Pittman & Reich, 2016;
Thomas et al., 2020). Experimental studies support this general finding, such that par-
ticipants instructed to post more frequent status updates on social media reported greater
perceptions of social connectedness and less loneliness compared to participants who
received no such instructions (Deters & Mehl, 2013). Similarly, participants explicitly
told not to use social media for 2 days reported less belonging than those told to use social
media as usual (Tobin et al., 2014). Finally, another meta-analysis supports the prediction
that receiving social support via social media was associated with reduced loneliness as
well as improved well-being (Gilmour et al., 2020).

Theory and research suggest that social media’s tendency to reduce loneliness might
help to bolster MIL. Indeed, there is a consensus in the literature that loneliness tends to be
related to lower MIL (e.g., Hicks et al., 2010). In one such study, Stillman and colleagues
(2009) found loneliness predicted less MIL, and that excluded individuals tend to report
life as less meaningful. Moreover, a sense of belonging is an important predictor of greater
MIL (Lambert et al., 2013).

Based on prior literature, if social media use offers a means to connect with others, and
if strong social connections contribute to meaning and well-being, then social media use
should increase one’s sense of meaning. Of course, social media should only increase
meaning if it actually leads someone to feel connected and therefore less lonely. However,
loneliness is only one form of subjective isolation and social media use may differentially
impact different forms of isolation.

Three forms of subjective isolation

Research has identified three main types of subjective isolation: emotional loneliness,
social loneliness, and existential isolation. Loneliness broadly refers to the unpleasant
experience when a person feels their social relationships are lacking in some important
way (Cacioppo et al., 2009; Perlman & Peplau, 1981). There are two kinds of subjective
isolation that can stem from loneliness: the perceived absence of intimate relationships or
close emotional attachment figures such as a partner or best friend gives rise to emotional
loneliness (De Jong Gierveld & Van Tilburg, 2006; Weiss, 1973); in contrast, social
loneliness stems from the perceived absence of a broader engaging social network (Weiss,
1973; De Jong Gierveld & Van Tilburg, 2006). Thus, a person could have a meaningful
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and fulfilling intimate relationship (i.e., low in emotional loneliness) but not have an
engaging social group of friends (i.e., high in social loneliness). Conversely, someone
could have a tight group of friends, but not have a meaningful romantic relationship.

Recent research has also focused on feelings of existential isolation (EI; Helm,
Greenberg et al., 2019; Yalom, 1980). EI refers to the existential reality that humans
can never truly know the subjective experiences of others. Although EI is characteristic of
all humans, people vary in the degree to which they are aware of this separation from
others, that others share their perspectives, and have the same outlook they do (Pinel et al.,
2017). In this sense, EI is a subjective form of interpersonal isolation that reflects the
degree to which people feel that others are able to understand their subjective experiences.

Existential isolation differs from loneliness in a number of ways. Whereas loneliness
typically refers to the perceived presence or absence of satisfying social relationships, EI
refers to feelings that others are able to understand their perspective. Multiple studies have
found EI and loneliness to be moderately, but not highly, correlated and support the
divergent validity between EI and loneliness (Helm et al., 2018, 2020; Helm, Lifshin
et al., 2019; Pinel et al., 2017). For example, Pinel and colleagues (2017) found EI to be
uncorrelated with the need to belong while loneliness positively correlated with this need.
Helm and colleagues (2020) found that while both EI and loneliness were positively
correlated with insecure attachment, EI was more correlated with avoidant than anxious
attachment, while loneliness was more correlated with anxious than avoidant attachment.

These distinctions in the type of isolation may be important. The view that social media
should decrease loneliness and thus enhance meaning does not consider that different
influences may unfold depending on the type of isolation that people experience.
Moreover, it remains an open question of how such social media use might moderate the
effects of isolation on meaning during the widespread admonitions to stay-at-home during
the coronavirus pandemic.

Present research: Social media use, isolation, andmeaning in the
context of a pandemic

Perhaps especially during the early phases of the unprecedented coronavirus pandemic in
which millions of people practiced social distancing behaviors or self-quarantining, social
media use was a primary way of connecting with the outside world, be it friends, family, or
staying up-to-date with the news. As noted, during the pandemic, social media use
increased and was inundated with content related to the coronavirus, public health, and
staying home (Gebel, 2020; Handley, 2020). At the same time, although people’s ev-
eryday experiences varied, the vast majority contended with the same core challenge of
trying to navigate an uncertain risk of viral transmission under widespread stay-at-home
or shelter-in-place recommendations (if not directives). Taken together, this context of
distancing from others, and yet having the opportunity to either passively observe or
actively take part in the sharing of that experience through social media, suggests that
social media use may have different effects on different aspects of subjective isolation
(emotional vs. social vs. existential), with different consequences for MIL.
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Social media offers a means through which people can connect with one another, share
their experiences, and affirm that others are in the same situation (Rae & Lonborg, 2015),
thereby normalizing the stress of the global crisis. This reasoning suggests a path in which
social media use should reduce one’s EI, thus leading to higher MIL. Yet, overexposure to
pandemic related news on social media is associated with decreased mental health (Gao
et al., 2020), which may reflect a sense of aloneness and despair, feeling as though others
cannot understand one’s personal experiences (i.e., increasing EI), predicting lower MIL.

While social media facilitates connecting with others, the connection is mediated; this
indirect interaction, during a time in which one does not have the ability to connect in-
person, could make missing close others especially salient (e.g., De Jong Gierveld & Van
Tilburg, 2006; Verduyn et al., 2015). In this case, social media use would potentially
increase emotional loneliness, which should predict lower MIL. Conversely, social media
use has been found to increase social support with strong ties (e.g., Burke & Kraut, 2016;
Domahidi, 2018; Pennington, 2021), thus possibly reducing emotional loneliness thereby
predicting higher MIL.

Lastly, social media use has been found to increase well-being when used for
maintaining existing relationships (Rae & Lonborg, 2015), even when those existing
relationships are inaccessible (Thomas et al., 2020); thus, it may be associated with lower
social loneliness, which should predict higher MIL. However, browsing social media has
been found to increase envy and social comparisons (Krasnova et al., 2015; Verduyn et al.,
2015), which may lead to greater social loneliness and thus lower MIL.

Taken together, previous research suggests a variety of opposing predictions con-
cerning relationships between social media use, forms of subjective isolation, and
meaning in life. The current studies were conducted during the early stages of the
pandemic in the United States as an exploratory test of these relationships. Specifically,
we examine the following general research questions:

RQ1. How will social media use predict the different forms of subjective isolation (EI,
emotional loneliness, social loneliness)?

RQ2. Will social media use differentially indirectly predict MIL through different forms
of subjective isolation?

RQ3. How might these effects differ between active and passive social media use?

Study 1 serves as an initial exploratory study where we examine RQ1 and RQ2. Study
2 was conducted to replicate the patterns of Study 1 and to differentiate between active
and passive social media use, informing RQ3. These studies are thus the first to examine
how social media use relates to EI, and how social media use may differentially relate to
different types of subjective isolation. Additionally, these studies are the first to examine
how social media use may indirectly predict MIL through forms of interpersonal isolation
in the context of the pandemic.
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Study 1

The foregoing conceptual analysis suggests that social media usage may have divergent
relationships with forms of interpersonal isolation and MIL. Study 1 was an initial
exploratory test of the relationships. The research was approved by an Institutional
Review Board at the University of Missouri.

Methods

Procedure

Data were collected online onMarch 26th, 2020. Participants were recruited on Amazon’s
Mechanical Turk (mturk) via CloudResearch (Litman et al., 2017) and were asked to
participate in a survey on various social outcomes.1 After providing consent, participants
completed a series of questionnaires, were presented with a debriefing form, and were
compensated $0.75 for their time. Compensation was based on available funds.

Participants

A total of 318 participants completed the survey online. Of these, we excluded partic-
ipants who failed an attention check (n = 19) leaving a final sample of 299 participants2

(age range = 19–87, median = 35, Mage = 38.75, SD = 14.07), including 149 who
identified as male and 148 who identified as female (2 did not provide a gender). Ad-
ditionally, 232 participants identified as White, 36 as Black, four as Native American, 23
as Asian, and eight as “Other” (these categories were not mutually exclusive).

Sixty-one (20.4%) participants indicated that they were not or were only somewhat
staying home, and 235 (78.6%) indicated they were staying home. A total of 266 par-
ticipants reported being employed, 15 reported being retired, and 16 reported being
unemployed (two did not report this information). Fourteen participants reported being a
high school graduate (diploma or equivalent), 64 reported having some college but no
degree, 34 reported having an Associate degree (2-year college), 130 reported having a
bachelor’s degree (4-year college), 47 reported having a master’s degree, five reported
having a doctoral degree, three reported having a professional degree (J.D. or M.D.), and
two did not report this information. Additionally, 164 participants (54.8%) reported
residing in states with active stay-at-home orders, and 131 (43.8%) resided in states
without those orders (four participants did not indicate state of residence).

Materials

Participants completed the survey in the following order:
State Existential Isolation Scale: As in previous research (Helm, Lifshin et al., 2019), a

modified version of the existential isolation scale (Pinel et al., 2017) presented the in-
structions and items phrased to reflect in-the-moment feelings rather than general ones
(e.g., “I usually feel like people share my outlook on life” was changed to “I feel like
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people share my outlook on life”). The scale consists of six statements in which par-
ticipants indicate their agreement or disagreement with each from 1–strongly disagree to
7–strongly agree (α = .87, skew = .44, kurtosis = .15). Higher scores indicate greater state
EI.

Social and emotional loneliness: Social and emotional loneliness was assessed via the
6-item De Jong Gierveld Loneliness Scale (De Jong Gierveld & Van Tilburg, 2006). This
scale consists of two 3-item subscales measuring social (e.g., “There are many people I
can trust completely”) and emotional loneliness (e.g., “I miss having people around me”).
Participants indicate whether they do, do not, or more or less experience each statement.
Scores were coded and averaged for each subscale such that scores ranged from 0 to 1 for
each type of loneliness (emotional loneliness α = .59; social loneliness α = .72, skew = .20,
kurtosis =�1.55). Due to the low reliability of the emotional loneliness scale, we dropped
one item to improve reliability (α = .62, skew = .56, kurtosis = �1.22).3 Higher scores
indicate greater social or emotional loneliness.

Meaning in life: MIL was assessed using the 5-item presence of meaning subscale of
theMeaning in Life Questionnaire (Steger et al., 2006). Participants indicate whether each
item is true for them from 1 = absolutely untrue, to 7 = absolutely true. Example items
include, “I understand my life’s meaning” and “My life has a clear sense of purpose” (α =
.91, skew = �.69, kurtosis = .93). Scores were coded such that higher scores indicate
greater presence of meaning.

Social media use: Social media use was measured in general terms using a single item
(skew = .67, kurtosis = �.63), “How frequently do you currently use social media?”
Participants responded from 1 (never) to 7 (very frequently). We purposely left the term
“social media” broad in hopes of assessing a broad array of platforms (e.g., Facebook,
Twitter, and Instagram). Face valid single-items have been used in prior research to assess
frequency of social media use (e.g., Brailovskaia & Teichert, 2020).

Demographics: Lastly, participants answered questions about age, sex, race, and state
of residence. This section also included an item assessing whether participants were
currently staying home or not, “Are you currently staying home to avoid spreading
coronavirus?” Participants responded with yes, no, or somewhat.

Analytical plan

Utilizing SPSS version 26, we examined initial zero-order correlations between variables
before conducting a multiple mediation model utilizing SPSS plugin PROCESS (Hayes,
2012) model 4. This model assesses the indirect effects of multiple mediators operating in
parallel (i.e., not affecting each other). We also included the following covariates: gender,
age, whether they were in a state with active stay-at-home orders, and whether participants
were actually staying home.

Results

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations for measures of interest are presented in
Table 1. At the zero-order level, general social media use was only significantly correlated
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with lower state EI. The multiple mediation analysis revealed greater general social media
use predicted lower state EI and social loneliness, which subsequently predicted greater
MIL. General social media use did not predict emotional loneliness at the zero-order level
or in the multiple mediation analysis (see Table 2 for a summary of contrasting mediation
paths and Figure 1 for a graphical depiction).

Discussion

Addressing RQ1 and RQ2, Study 1 reveals that social media use during the pandemic was
associated with lower state EI and social loneliness, which indirectly predicted greater
MIL. Interestingly, social media use did not significantly predict emotional loneliness,
though the relationship was trending in the opposite direction than state EI and social
loneliness.

These results should be interpreted with caution. Self-report frequency of internet use
items can be inaccurate (Scharkow, 2016) and potentially problematic when predicting
well-being related variables (Orben, 2020). In the present context, we were interested in
how social media use indirectly predicts MIL via subjective isolation rather than the direct
relationship. Nevertheless, the accuracy of self-report usage measures may limit
generalizability.

Of course, Study 1 was an initial exploratory test of these multifaceted relationships
between social media use, types of subjective isolation, andMIL. Replication is important
to increase confidence in potential insights, which was the primary purpose of Study 2.
Moreover, we sought to test whether different ways in which people use social media
would differentially predict facets of isolation. Research has highlighted that social
media’s effect on well-being can depend on how it is used. In particular, we were in-
terested in comparing the effect of actively and passively using social media (Burke et al.,
2010; Frison & Eggermont, 2016) on MIL via forms of subjective isolation (RQ3).

As discussed above, active social media use refers to users engaging on social media
platforms in a manner that leads to direct exchanges with others, while passive social
media use refers to using social media platforms in a manner that does not lead to direct

Table 1. Zero-order correlations between variables in Study 1.

State EI
Emotional
loneliness Social loneliness MIL Descriptive

1 SM use �.205*** .104† �.113† .022 5.01 (1.82)
2 State EI 1 .105† .249*** �.330*** 3.46 (1.16)
3 Emotional

loneliness
1 .273*** �.393*** .35 (.40)

4 Social loneliness 1 �.414*** .45 (.41)
5 MIL 1 4.99 (1.46)

Notes. † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. EI = existential isolation; MIL = meaning in life. Means are
presented in the descriptive column with standard deviations in parentheses.
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exchanges or communication with others (Burke et al., 2010). Generally, active use has
been found to be positively related to well-being while passive use has been found to be
negatively related to well-being (Burke et al., 2010; Fardouly et al., 2015; Kim et al.,
2013; Krasnova et al., 2015; Pennington, 2021; Shaw et al., 2015; Verduyn et al., 2017;
Wenninger et al., 2014), though some meta-analyses find no relationship between passive
use and social support (e.g., Liu et al., 2018).

Given the exploratory nature of these studies, Study 2 assesses whether the rela-
tionships observed in Study 1 with general social media use would replicate when active
was differentiated from passive use.

Study 2

Study 2 served as an opportunity to replicate and extend Study 1, address RQ3, and was
conducted over a longer period of time.

Table 2. Path coefficients, indirect effects, and 95% confidence intervals predicting meaning in life
from social media use via multiple mediators in Study 1.

Path Effect Boot LLCI Boot ULCI SE t p-value

Total effect (c) .08 �.10 .17 .05 1.63 .105
Direct effect (c’) .03 �.05 .11 .04 .61 .542
a1 �.12 �.20 �.04 .04 3.11 .002
a2 .01 �.01 .04 .01 .91 .366
a3 �.03 �.06 �.00 .01 2.15 .032
b1 �.31 �.43 �.19 .06 4.89 <.001
b2 �.94 �1.31 �.57 .19 5.02 <.001
b3 �.86 �1.23 �.50 .19 4.64 <.001

Indirect effects
Total indirect effect .05 �.01 .11 .03
a1b1 .04 .01 .07 .02
a2b2 �.01 �.04 .01 .01
a3b3 .03 .00 .05 .01

Contrasts
C1 .05 .02 .09 .02
C2 .01 �.03 .05 .02
C3 �.04 �.07 �.01 .02

Notes. a1, a2, a3 = regression coefficients of social media use predicting state existential isolation, emotional
loneliness, and social loneliness, respectively. b1, b2, b3 = regression coefficients of state existential isolation,
emotional loneliness, and social loneliness predicting meaning in life, respectively. C1 = state existential isolation
minus emotional loneliness (a1b1–a2b2); C2 = state existential isolation minus social loneliness (a1b1–a3b3); C3 =
emotional loneliness minus social loneliness (a2b2–a3b3).
Boot LLCI = bootstrapping lower limit confidence interval; Boot ULCI = bootstrapping upper limit confidence
interval; SE = standard error; C# = contrast.
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Methods

Procedure

Data for Study 2 were collected between April 2nd, 2020, and April 24th, 2020. The
procedure for Study 2 was identical to Study 1. We set exclusion criteria to prohibit
anyone who participated in Study 1 or in prior data collection from taking part.

Participants

A total of 1309 participants completed the survey online. Of these, we excluded par-
ticipants who failed an attention check (n = 162) leaving a final sample of 1147 par-
ticipants4 (age range = 18–82, median = 34, Mage = 37.47, SD = 12.64), including 654
who identified as male and 478 who identified as female (four identified as “other” and 11
did not indicate their sex). Additionally, 798 participants identified as White, 208 as
Black, 27 as Native American, 94 as Asian, 12 as Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and
25 as “Other” (these categories were not mutually exclusive).

Two-hundred and twenty-eight (19.4%) participants indicated that they were not or
were only somewhat staying home, and 900 (78.5%) indicated they were staying home;
18 (1.6%) did not answer this question. A total of 1015 participants reported being
employed, 34 reported being retired, and 86 reported being unemployed (12 did not report
this information). Three participants reported having less than a high school degree, 66
reported being a high school graduate (diploma or equivalent), 156 reported having some

Figure 1. Graphical depiction of social media use predicting meaning in life via forms of subjective
isolation. Note: EI = existential isolation; Soc. Lone = social loneliness; Emo. Lone = emotional
loneliness; MIL = meaning in life. ** p < .01; *** p < .001.
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college but no degree, 103 reported having an Associate degree (2-year college), 546
reported having a bachelor’s degree (4-year college), 224 reported having a master’s
degree, 15 reported having a doctoral degree, 20 reported having a professional degree
(J.D. or M.D.), and 14 did not report this information. Additionally, 1048 (91.4%)
participants reported residing in states with active stay-at-home orders, and 82 (7.2%)
resided in states without those orders (16 participants (1.4%) did not indicate state of
residence).

Materials

The materials in Study 2 were identical to those used in Study 1, with the exception of
social media use item, which was replaced with two items measuring active and passive
social media use. Scale reliabilities are presented in Table 3.

Active and passive social media use: Participants responded to two items, one as-
sessing active social media use: “How frequently have you been actively using social
media in the current situation? (e.g., actively liking and sharing posts, commenting on
posts, posting status updates, etc.)” and one assessing passive social media use: “How
frequently have you been passively using social media in the current situation? (e.g.,
browsing through your newsfeed without commenting or liking, viewing photos, etc.).”
Participants responded from 1 (never) to 7 (very frequently). These items were adapted
from Frison and Eggermont (2016).

Analytical plan

We opted for the same analytical plan adopted in Study 1: assessing initial zero-order
correlations between variables and conducting a multiple mediation model assessing the

Table 3. Zero-order correlations between variables in Study 2.

Active
SM

Passive
SM State EI

Emo.
Lone

Social
Lone Descriptive α

Skew;
kurtosis

Active
SM

1 4.59 (1.83) –– �.47, �.83

Passive
SM

.476*** 1 5.00 (1.64) –– �.70, �.15

State EI �.179*** �.115*** 1 3.46 (.98) .76 .60, .93
Emo.
Lone

.238*** .194*** .150*** 1 .46 (.41) .61 .13, �1.53

Social
Lone

�.106*** �.057† .290*** .203*** 1 .45 (.39) .71 .18, �.147

MIL .083** .011 �.321*** �.334*** �.357*** 5.00 (1.27) .83 �.83, .85

† p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. EI = existential isolation; MIL = meaning in life; SM = social media use;
Emo. Lone = emotional loneliness5; Social Lone = social loneliness. Means are presented in the descriptive
column with standard deviations in parentheses.
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indirect effects of each mediator in parallel. This model was conducted separately for
active and passive social media use. We also included the following covariates: gender,
age, whether they were in a state with active stay-at-home orders (1 = yes, 0 = no), whether
participants were actually staying home (0 = no or somewhat, 1 = yes), and survey week.
Additionally, models focusing on active social media use controlled for passive use, and
vice versa.

Results

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations between variables of interest are pre-
sented in Table 3. At the zero-order level, active social media use was positively correlated
with emotional loneliness and negatively correlated with state EI and social loneliness.
Passive social media use was also positively correlated with emotional loneliness and
negatively correlated with state EI but was not significantly correlated with social
loneliness.

Multiple mediation analysis specifying active social media use as the predictor re-
vealed a positive indirect effect on MIL via lower state EI and social loneliness, and a
negative indirect effect on MIL via higher emotional loneliness. Multiple mediation
analyses specifying passive social media use as the predictor revealed a significant
negative indirect effect on MIL via higher emotional loneliness. Pathways from passive
social media use to MIL via state EI and social loneliness were nonsignificant. The
multiple mediation models are summarized in Tables 4 and 5 (see Figures 2 and 3 for
graphical depictions).

Discussion

Study 2 replicated the findings from Study 1 in that social media use indirectly predicted
MIL via different forms of subjective isolation. Moreover, Study 2 extended findings from
Study 1 by breaking down general social media use into active and passive social media
use.

The zero-order correlations reveal both passive and active social media use to be
positively correlated with emotional loneliness and negatively correlated with state EI.
Only active use was significantly negatively correlated with social loneliness.

Informing RQ3, and replicating Study 1 patterns, active social media use was dif-
ferentially related to state EI, emotional loneliness, and social loneliness. Active social
media use predicted lower state EI and social loneliness, but greater emotional loneliness,
which predicted greater and reduced MIL, respectively. In contrast, passive social media
use only significantly predicted MIL via higher emotional loneliness. Consistent with
prior research on well-being (e.g., Kim et al., 2013; Verduyn et al., 2017), active social
media use directly predicted greater MIL

General Discussion

During a time when people were dealing with unprecedented challenges, how did their
increasing reliance on social media impact their sense that life remained meaningful? The

Helm et al. 13



present studies help to answer such questions by elucidating relationships between social
media use, subjective isolation, and MIL during a pandemic in the United States. Study 1
found that general social media use indirectly predicted greater MIL via lower state EI and
social loneliness. The relationship between general social media use and emotional
loneliness was non-significant, though trending in the opposite direction than state EI and
social loneliness.

Study 2 differentiated between types of social media use and revealed that active social
media use was positively correlated with MIL. Moreover, active social media use pre-
dicted lower state EI and social loneliness, but greater emotional loneliness, thus indi-
rectly positively and negatively predicting MIL, respectively. Conversely, passive social
media use was not directly related to MIL, and only indirectly related to meaning via
higher emotional loneliness.

Stated differently, actively engaging on social media (e.g., liking, sharing, com-
menting, and updating) was associated with increased awareness of the absence of in-
timate or emotional attachment figures (i.e., higher emotional loneliness). Yet active use
was also associated with a lower sense that one was alone in one’s experiences and a lower

Table 4. Path coefficients, indirect effects, and 95% confidence intervals predicting meaning in life
from active social media use via multiple mediators in Study 2.

Path Effect Boot LLCI Boot ULCI SE t p-value

Total effect (c) .08 .03 .12 .02 3.21 .001
Direct effect (c’) .07 .03 .11 .02 3.06 .002
a1 �.09 �.12 �.05 .02 4.69 <.001
a2 .03 .02 .05 .01 4.55 <.001
a3 �.02 �.04 �.01 .01 2.81 .005
b1 �.25 �.32 �.18 .04 6.81 <.001
b2 �.82 �1.00 �.65 .09 9.14 <.001
b3 �.76 �.94 �.59 .09 8.41 <.001

Indirect effects
Total indirect effect .01 �.02 .04 .01
a1b1 .02 .01 .04 .01
a2b2 �.03 �.04 �.02 .01
a3b3 .02 .00 .03 .01

Contrasts
C1 .05 .03 .07 .01
C2 .01 �.01 .02 .01
C3 �.04 �.06 �.03 .01

Notes. a1, a2, a3 = regression coefficients of social media use predicting state existential isolation, emotional
loneliness, and social loneliness, respectively. b1, b2, b3 = regression coefficients of state existential isolation,
emotional loneliness, and social loneliness predicting meaning in life, respectively. C1 = state existential isolation
minus emotional loneliness (a1b1–a2b2); C2 = state existential isolation minus social loneliness (a1b1–a3b3); C3 =
emotional loneliness minus social loneliness (a2b2–a3b3).
Boot LLCI = bootstrapping lower limit confidence interval; Boot ULCI = bootstrapping upper limit confidence
interval; SE = standard error; C# = contrast.
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sense that one is missing their broader social network (i.e., lower EI and social loneliness).
Thus, active engagement with social media was associated more with missing close
attachment figures, with feeling validated in one’s experiences, and with being part of an
engaging social network. Passive use in contrast, was only associated with missing close
attachment figures but not with feeling validated or with feeling part of a social network.
Thus is appears that the positive relationships between social media use and subjective
interpersonal isolation only occur when people are actively engaging with social media.

Study implications

These findings extend the broader literature on social media use and well-being by
clarifying the differential relationships between social media use and interpersonal
isolation. Previous work has identified the general negative relationship between social
media use and loneliness (Hall, 2018; Lou et al., 2012; Pennington, 2021; Pittman &
Reich, 2016; Thomas et al., 2020), yet the present work suggests, at least during a
pandemic, that active social media use is associated with lower social loneliness and state

Table 5. Path coefficients, indirect effects, and 95% confidence intervals predicting meaning in life
from passive social media use via multiple mediators in Study 2.

Path Effect Boot LLCI Boot ULCI SE t p-value

Total effect (c) �.00 �.06 .05 .03 .16 .871
Direct effect (c’) .00 �.05 .05 .02 .01 .994
a1 �.02 �.06 .02 .02 1.10 .271
a2 .02 .00 .03 .01 2.17 .030
a3 �.01 �.02 .01 .01 .72 .474
b1 �.25 �.32 �.18 .04 6.81 <.001
b2 �.82 �1.00 �.64 .09 9.14 <.001
b3 �.76 �.94 �.59 .09 8.41 <.001

Indirect effects
Total indirect effect �.01 �.03 .03 .02
a1b1 .01 �.01 .02 .01
a2b2 �.02 �.03 �.00 .01
a3b3 .01 �.01 .02 .01

Contrasts
C1 .02 .00 .04 .01
C2 .00 �.01 .02 .01
C3 �.02 �.04 �.00 .01

Notes. a1, a2, a3 = regression coefficients of social media use predicting state existential isolation, emotional
loneliness, and social loneliness, respectively. b1, b2, b3 = regression coefficients of state existential isolation,
emotional loneliness, and social loneliness predicting meaning in life, respectively. C1 = state existential isolation
minus emotional loneliness (a1b1–a2b2); C2 = state existential isolation minus social loneliness (a1b1–a3b3); C3 =
emotional loneliness minus social loneliness (a2b2–a3b3).
Boot LLCI = bootstrapping lower limit confidence interval; Boot ULCI = bootstrapping upper limit confidence
interval; SE = standard error; C# = contrast.
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Figure 2. Graphical depiction of active social media use predicting meaning in life via forms of
subjective isolation. Note. EI = existential isolation; Soc. Lone = social loneliness; Emo. Lone =
emotional loneliness; MIL = meaning in life. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.

Figure 3. Graphical depiction of passive social media use predicting meaning in life via forms of
subjective isolation. Note. EI = existential isolation; Soc. Lone = social loneliness; Emo. Lone =
emotional loneliness; MIL = meaning in life. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.
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EI, but higher emotional loneliness. This nuance underscores the importance of measuring
the type of interpersonal isolation rather than treating it as a singular construct.

Prior work suggested multiple diverging relationships between types of social media
use andMIL. The present studies help clarify these relationships. Rae and Lonborg (2015)
suggested social media offers opportunities for connection, sharing information, and
affirming one’s experiences. Consistent with this proposition, active social media usage
was associated with lower state EI and subsequently higher MIL.

Literature also suggested that social media use may increase the salience of missing
others and thus increase emotional loneliness (De Jong Gierveld & Van Tilburg, 2006;
Verduyn et al., 2015), while other work suggested usage may increase perceived social
support (Burke & Kraut, 2016), thus possibly reducing emotional loneliness. The present
work provides support for the former. Furthermore, the negative relationship between
social media use and social loneliness, particularly regarding active use, supports prior
work that social media use increases well-being when used to maintain relationships (Rae
& Lonborg, 2015; Thomas et al., 2020).

Taken together, the present research contributes to the broader literature by finding the
relationships between social media use and well-being (as measured by MIL; Steger,
2017) appear similar to those observed in non-pandemic times. This is important because
recent work has highlighted that the overall relationship between social media use and
well-being tends to be negative, but weak (Orben, 2020). By identifying the divergent
pathways between social media and MIL via different forms of isolation, this work
clarifies that the nature of these relationships differ depending on the type of interpersonal
isolation examined, and the type of social media use, which underscores the importance of
taking these differences into account.

Beyond contributions to social media literature, the present research is also the first to
examine the relationships between EI and MIL, emotional loneliness, and social lone-
liness. Not only does this offer an opportunity to understand the multifaceted aspects (and
influences) of isolation, it helps to inform a burgeoning understanding of the novel
construct of EI. State EI was negatively associated withMIL, suggesting that the more one
feels as though others do not share in their subjective experiences, the less meaning they
tend to report. While there have been theoretical reasons to expect EI to negatively relate
to MIL, no research had examined this link empirically.

Additionally, previous research (e.g., Helm et al., 2020; Pinel et al., 2017) found EI to
be moderately and positively correlated with general loneliness, but no research had
examined how EI relates to different types of loneliness. In the present research, EI was
weakly correlated with emotional loneliness and weakly-to-moderately correlated with
social loneliness. In other words, the extent to which one feels alone in their experience
(existentially isolated) appears to be only weakly related to the extent to which one feels as
though they lack an intimate close relational figure (emotional loneliness). Conversely,
feeling more existentially isolated is correlated with feeling as though one lacks a broader
group of contacts or an engaging social network (social loneliness). This distinction helps
to clarify the way in which these constructs overlap.

These distinctions, in turn, can also be leveraged to explore ways to help people better
cope with confinements. To be sure, people across the world were facing unprecedented
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challenges of in-person interaction. As additional waves of the pandemic are confronted,
it may be useful to examine specific strategies by which social media can be used to
validate one’s subjective experience (i.e., reduce EI) while also reducing the extent to
which virtual interaction makes salient how much intimate others are missed (i.e., in-
creasing emotional loneliness). For example, encouragement to disclose struggles may be
more useful for maintaining well-being than dwelling on get-togethers lost. Future work is
needed to articulate how the present findings can be used to advance more concrete
communication recommendations.

Limitations and conclusions

While these models provide consistent evidence regarding the relationships between
social media use, types of isolation, and MIL, they are not without limitations. Both
studies were cross-sectional, and thus, causal pathways cannot be assessed and may be
subject to bias (e.g., Maxwell & Cole, 2007). We articulated these models with the idea
that social media use leads to differing types of isolation, which then subsequently affects
MIL. While this conceptualization is consistent with prior literature (e.g., Verduyn et al.,
2017), it is possible other relationships exist. Along these lines, mediation analysis was
designed to test for intervening variables in causal relationships (e.g., Baron & Kenny,
1986; Judd & Kenny, 1981). The cross-sectional nature of our design cannot establish
temporal precedence; thus, the conclusions drawn from these models is limited
(Wiedermann & von Eye, 2015). Yet, cross-sectional mediation tests can be useful as an
initial exploration of a theoretical relationship, especially when the hypothesized direction
is supported by theory and previous research (Pieters, 2017), as was the case in the present
studies. That being said, it will be important for future work to utilize both longitudinal
and experimental designs and to assess these relationships outside the pandemic to
determine whether these theoretical relationships hold in other contexts.

Our studies are also limited in that they only examine these processes within a single
national context: the United States, and at discrete time points in what has been an
evolving health crisis. In terms of the global landscape, the United States has been an
outlier in its response to the pandemic (Mellish et al., 2020; Wike et al., 2020) with its
citizens adhering less to public health official suggestions than have citizens of other
industrialized nations (Yong, 2020). Future research should assess these relationships in
other cultural contexts as well, and perhaps especially in more collectivistic countries
where there may be more widespread volitional endorsement of social distancing
measures. Further, within the U.S. context, one’s ability to stay at home during the initial
stages of the pandemic was closely tied to their socioeconomic status (Sy et al., 2021). By
not including data related to socioeconomic status and other potentially relevant de-
mographic factors, it remains possible that other third variables could account for the
relationships observed in the present studies. A more focused analysis of the ways social
media use predicts MIL through forms of interpersonal isolation while accounting for
socioeconomic status and other related demographic variables is necessary to better
inform these questions.
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Another limitation is that the present studies relied on single-item measures of social
media use in both Studies 1 and 2. While these measures were face-valid and are often
used in the literature (e.g., Brailovskaia & Teichert, 2020), single-item measures can be
problematic due to low reliability, limited sensitivity, and limited content validity (e.g.,
Nunnally, 1978). Similarly, the studies relied on self-report data on social media use
which is also susceptible to recall bias and comprehension of survey items (Orben, 2020).
Future research could benefit from utilizing more objective measures of social media use.
Additionally, previous research has identified that “active” social media use can en-
compass a wide variety of behaviors (e.g., from liking a post to sending direct messages)
with divergent consequences (Gerson et al., 2017). The present studies did not differ-
entiate between types of active use and thus cannot comment on which behaviors are most
predictive of isolation and MIL.

The reliability of emotional loneliness was also suboptimal in both studies. Previous
research has demonstrated excellent reliability of this scale in a multitude of contexts
across age-groups and nationality (e.g., De Jong Gierveld & Van Tillburg, 2010). It is
possible that the pandemic affected the reliability of these items (e.g., stay-at-home orders
may lead people to miss others but not affect their general sense of emptiness or rejection).
Eliminating an item from this scale increased reliability to an acceptable threshold, but
nevertheless, the low reliabilities in the present study constitutes a limitation.

The present studies were conducted during a narrow window of time during the early
months of the pandemic in the United States. Yet given the consistency of the present
findings with prior research (Rae & Lonborg, 2015; Thomas et al., 2020), there is reason
to suspect these relationships may generalize beyond those months (e.g., Pennington,
2021), especially given the pandemic is ongoing and is likely to continue to ebb and flow.

Lastly, the present studies did not thoroughly assess gender identity, sexual orientation,
ethnicity, or disability status. Given the variety and prevalence of online social support
groups available for those with varying identities (Fox, 2009), these results may be further
moderated by identity and participation in such groups (e.g., utilizing social media to
connect with others with shared identities may differ from connecting with others more
broadly). Exploring how these identities may affect connectedness is an important area for
future research.

Despite these limitations, this work provides important insights into the dynamics of
the likely mediums through which people were trying to cope with the challenges of the
pandemic. People were facing considerable mental health challenges during the coro-
navirus pandemic (e.g., Pfefferbaum & North, 2020; Rajkumar, 2020) and research has
found that MIL is an important mediator of the relationship between suffering and well-
being (e.g., Edwards & Van Tongeren, 2019). As social media use surged during pan-
demic times, this research helps identify the divergent relationships between social media
and MIL via different forms of subjective isolation.

More social media use was associated with more emotional loneliness but less state EI
and social loneliness. Accounting for these relationships, in turn, enabled insights that
social media use indirectly predicts lower and greater MIL, respectively. Moreover, these
relationships appear to be stronger when assessing active usage than when assessing
passive usage. Future efforts to understand why and how social media can be used as a
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means to increase well-being may want to focus on ways in which social media can
decrease one’s sense that they are alone in their experience and/or to focus on ways to
reduce the negative impact social media use has on emotional loneliness.
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Notes

1. The present study only focuses on a subset of the available measures (see https://osf.io/anbe6/ for
data and full list of measures).

2. 3.3% of the sample reported missing data on at least 1 item. Data was found to be missing
completely at random and were listwise excluded in any given test.

3. Results are similar if all three items are used, or other combinations of 2 items. See supplemental
materials for full analyses.

4. 5.1% of the sample reported missing data on at least 1 item. Data was found to be missing
completely at random and were listwise excluded in any given test.

5. One item was again dropped from the emotional loneliness scale to improve reliability.
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