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Article

The Impact of COVID-19-Related Online Networking
Sites Use on Wellness: Insights from a 34-Wave
Longitudinal Study
Toral Desai

Independent Researcher; toralndesai@gmail.com

Abstract: The paper investigates the consequences of COVID-19-related online media on indivudual’s
wellfare a longitudinal analysis of 34 waves of data from a representative Austrian panel. Focusing
on both between-person correlations and individual changes, the study explores how varying levels
of engagement with COVID-19 content—via reading, liking, sharing, and posting. Between-person
analyses show that increased engagement with COVID-19 content is linked to reduced wellness,
particularly higher negative effects, while individual effects remain small and statistically insignificant.
Although some statistically significant individual changes are observed—such as reduced positive
affect from reading COVID-19 content and increased negative affect from sharing—it is concluded
that these effects are minor and not practically meaningful. Notably, the study finds that posting
COVID-19-related content slightly increases both positive and negative effects, with more negative
effects observed for Generation Z. Communication channels also show varying impacts, with Twitter
and YouTube associated with more negative outcomes than Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp.
Overall, the findings suggest that the effect of COVID-19-related online networking sites engagement
on wellness is limited, with factors like physical health and exercise exerting a more substantial
influence. The study highlights the importance of distinguishing between different online networking
sites activities and channels when assessing their effects on mental health.

Keywords: COVID-19 online media engagement; mental wellness; longitudina

1. Introduction
Amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, staying informed became paramount, prompting heavy reliance

on online networking sites for updates, with use being at an all time high (Statista, 2021). The
phenomenon of “doomscrolling” emerged as individuals struggled to disengage from COVID-19-
related news (Buchanan et al., 2021; Sharma et al., 2022), sparking concerns about its impact on the
emotional wellness (Sandstrom et al., 2021). While initial scrutiny began exploring the apprehension
(e.g., Bendau et al., 2021; Eden et al., 2020; Sewall et al., 2021), the impact of COVID-19-related online
networking sites use on wellness remains largely unknown. The paper aims to assess the effects
of different online networking sites usage patterns on individual wellness using a comprehensive
longitudinal dataset spanning 34 waves, offering insights into individual causal relationships.

1.1. Comprehending Wellness and Social Networking

The paper explores howdifferent mediums of entertainment mediaimpact three key facets of
subjective wellness: life satisfaction, positive affect, and negative affect. Building on Diener et al.’s
(2018) typology of subjective wellness, which includes both cognitive evaluations and emotional
experiences, the analysis distinguishes between different types of online networking sites use and the
platforms employed.

online networking sites encompasses diverse subdimensions, including social networking sites
(e.g., Facebook, Instagram), instant messaging apps (e.g., WhatsApp, Signal), and interactive video
platforms (e.g., YouTube, TikTok) (Carr & Hayes, 2015). Research indicates that purposeful, active,
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and social uses of these platforms are generally linked to positive outcomes, while passive or non-
purposeful usage correlates with negative effects (Frison & Eggermont, 2015; Verduyn et al., 2022).
However, these generalizations have been recently debated (Valkenburg et al., 2022).

To better understand these effects, the paper distinguishes between three types of online
networking sites use: posting (active use), reading (passive use), and liking/sharing (low-threshold
active use) COVID-19-related content. It focuses on five popular platforms: Facebook, Twitter,
Instagram, WhatsApp, and YouTube—among the most widely used in Austria at the time of the
study.

Rather than relying on broad measures like total time spent online, the paper aims to offer a more
refined analysis of how different online networking sites activities specifically affect wellness. While
overly narrow measures might lack broader applicability, a balanced approach is needed to capture
meaningful insights into the relationship between online networking sites use and subjective wellness.

1.2. Online Entertainment Platform Impact on Wellness

Research shows that more active online networking sites users tend to report slightly lower levels
of wellness, including life satisfaction and feelings of loneliness (Meier & Reinecke, 2020). However,
these effects are generally small and based mainly on correlational studies. A recent meta-analysis of
experimental studies even failed to find significant causal links between active online networking sites
use and lower wellness (Ferguson, 2024). These mixed findings can be explained by the differential
susceptibility model (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013), which suggests that media effects vary widely among
individuals. For instance, one study estimated that about 25% of consumers feel discomfort, 25%
healthy impacts,and others neutral effects (Beyens et al., 2021). Despite claims of strong negative
impacts (e.g., Twenge, 2017), two major media theories suggest otherwise:

Mood Management Theory (Zillmann, 1988): This theory argues that people subconsciously learn
which types of media improve their moods based on personal needs. As a result, frequently used
media are likely serving a positive regulatory function (Marciano et al., 2022).

Uses and Gratifications Theory (Katz et al., 1973): This theory takes a more conscious approach,
asserting that individuals choose media based on expected benefits, such as mood improvement,
information, or entertainment. Given the diverse benefits of social media, this helps explain its
widespread appeal and use (Pelletier et al., 2020). Positive aspects may include social support,
inspiration, and maintaining connections, while negative aspects could involve social comparison,
misinformation, or emotional contagion (Clark et al., 2018; Hall & Liu, 2022; Vanden Abeele, 2021;
Verduyn et al., 2022). Given these varied mechanisms, it’s unlikely that online networking sites has a
uniformly strong impact—positive or negative—on wellness, making nuanced and moderate effects
more probable.

In summary, while theories and empirical evidence show mixed effects of online networking sites
on wellness, this variability underscores the complexity of how individuals experience and engage
with these platforms.

1.3. Online Networking Sites During COVID-19

If I look at COVID-19 related use more specifically, how did the different mediums have an impact
on wellness during the pandemic? Several uses and gratifications exist, which help explain why
people used online networking sites frequently during the pandemic. Despite incorrect information,
online networking sites provide a vast platform for disseminating accurate and timely information about
COVID-19 (John Hopkins University, 2023). online networking platforms enable individuals get in
touch with those in similar cases during the pandemic (Guazzini et al., 2022). Many mental health
organizations and professionals utilize online networking sites to share tips, strategies, and resources
for wellness at the time of the outspread virus. online networking sites campaigns and initiatives can
promote positive COVID-19 behaviors, such as mask-wearing, physical distancing, hand hygiene, and
vaccination (Hunt et al., 2022), which ultimately benefit wellness.
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On the other hand, the effects might be negative, perhaps best explained by the following five
mechanisms. online networking sites platforms can easily spread false or misleading information about
COVID-19 (Li et al., 2020). Constant exposure to COVID-19-related content on online networking
sites can lead to information overload and contribute to heightened anxiety levels (Fan & Smith,
2021). Discussions around COVID-19 are known for fostering negativity, with users sometimes
engaging in cyberbullying and harassment. online networking sites often showcase the highlights and
accomplishments of others, encouraging social comparison (Przybylski et al., 2013). Especially during a
pandemic, seeing how others successfully cope with every-day challenges—for example, by baking
banana bread, inventing creative games with kids, or exercising at home—might intensify feelings of
inadequacy or FOMO, especially when individuals are unable to participate in similar activities due to
restrictions or personal circumstances (Sharma et al., 2022).

Echoing the theoretical rationales outlines above, empirical studies have yielded mixed results.
Some studies found negative effects, indicating that excessive online networking sites use for pandemic
content led to compulsive behavior and increased stress levels, particularly due to upward social
comparison (Stainback et al., 2020). Individuals who relied on online networking sites as their primary
information source reported higher levels of anxiety and depression symptoms (Bendau et al., 2021).
Doom-scrolling was associated with negative emotional experiences (Buchanan et al., 2021). On the
other hand, some studies reported positive outcomes. Certain individuals experienced increased virtual
community and social connectedness during the pandemic through social media, which contributed
to their wellness (Guazzini et al., 2022). Additionally, identification with online networking sites
networks was associated with reduced feelings of loneliness (Latikka et al., 2022). Several studies
reported mostly neutral or dual effects of online networking sites use on wellness indicators (Eden et
al., 2020; Sewall et al., 2021).

1.4. Littlest Impact Size of Interest

Exploring the preposition entails establishing the criteria for discerning a ‘trivial effect size.’ To
achieve this, it is necessary to define the smallest effect size of interest (SESOI) (Anvari & Lakens,
2021). In this context, a trivial effect should fall below the threshold set by the SESOI (detailed below).
Determining what constitutes a minimally intriguing, nontrivial effect is a matter with normative
implications, making it challenging to arrive at a definitive, singular consensus. I propose the following
SESOI as a suitable reference point for this study:

Norman et al. (2003) found that users can detect 7 forms of change in wellness. Therefore,
on a scale of seven,four in media should correspond to least one pointer in wellness, which was
measured on an eleven scale, and affect on a 5-point scale. Transposed to this scaling, the SESOI for
life satisfaction is b = ±.30, and for positive and negative affect b = ±.15 (see online supplementary
material).

2. Method
2.1. Data Analysis
2.1.1. Causality

Analyzing causal effects within non-experimental designs requires adopting an internal
perspective. This entails evaluating how alterations in an individual’s media consumption directly
impact changes in their own wellness. Consequently, this study exclusively investigates individual
effects.

An essential strategy for isolating the genuine impact of variables is to control for confounding
factors that influence both media use and wellness (Rohrer, 2018). In the context of individual
analysis, this necessitates accounting for time-varying confounders (Rohrer & Murayama, 2023).
However, a cautious balance must be maintained by not controlling for variables that mediate the
relationship (Rohrer, 2018), as their inclusion could distort the evaluation of reaction. The paper,
therefore, incorporated several control variables (see below), which have demonstrated connections
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with both usage of online networking platform and betterment and are likely not arbitrators. (Eger &
Maridal, 2015).

Establishing causality necessitates determining a plausible temporal interval (Rohrer & Murayama,
2023). For instance, fluctuations in positive and negative affect call for shorter intervals, while the more
enduring nature of life satisfaction implies longer intervals (Dienlin & Johannes, 2020). In this study,
I examine the linkage between changes in online networking sites use and changes in effect within
the same week. Specifically, I investigate if heightened pandemic-related online networking sites use
during a week corresponds with enhanced or diminished affect during that same week. I consider a
longer interval for life satisfaction, examining whether increased online networking sites use over the
course of a week influences one’s life satisfaction at the week’s end. Supplementary analyses extend
this investigation to observe how media use might affect wellness one or four months later.

2.2. Measures
2.2.1. Wellness

Life fulfillment was estimated with the thing, “In light of everything, how fulfilled are you
with your life in general these days?” from the European Social Review, with reactions from 0 (very
disappointed) to 10 (very fulfilled).

Good influence was surveyed by asking respondents how frequently they felt (a) without a care
in the world, (b) cheerful, and (c) ready to go over the course of the last week (World Wellbeing
Association, 1998). Reaction choices went from 1 (never) to 5 (day to day). The scale showed great
factorial fit, χ2(66) = 69.42, p = .363, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA < .01, 90% CI < .01, .02, SRMR = .01, with high
dependability (ω = .85).

Pessimistic influence was estimated by getting some information about sensations of (a)
forlornness, (b) irritation, (c) profound sorrow, (d) anxiety, (e) uneasiness, and (f) trouble in the
previous week (World Wellbeing Association, 1998). The reaction choices were equivalent to for
positive effect. The scale showed great factorial fit, χ2(471) = 4012.14, p < .001, CFI = .98, RMSEA = .07,
90% CI [.07, .08], SRMR = .03, with solid dependability (ω = .91). Every one of the three factors were
estimated in each wave.

Coronavirus related online entertainment use was assessed in two aspects: sorts of correspondence
and channels.

Correspondence types were evaluated with three things adjusted from Wagner et al. (2018),
asking respondents how frequently they participated in exercises like perusing and posting about the
Covid. Reactions went from 1 (a few times each day) to 5 (never), with things upset for examination.

Channel use was estimated utilizing five factors from Wagner et al. (2018), asking how frequently
respondents followed data connected with the Crown emergency on stages like Facebook and
Instagram, with comparable reaction choices and reversal for investigation.

Information via online entertainment use were gathered during waves 1, 2, 8, 17, 23, and 28 (see
Figure 1). New respondents addressed all Coronavirus related questions, permitting consideration of
their information in the examinations, which utilized information from every one of the 34 waves.

2.2.2. Control Variables

To control for the impacts of Coronavirus related virtual entertainment use, stable factors included
orientation (female, male, different), age, training (ten choices), origination in Austria (yes/no),
guardians’ origin (no parent, one parent, the two guardians), and family size.

Changing covariates controlled remembered five things for everyday environments (self-detailed
wellbeing, Coronavirus compression, pay, telecommuting, complete work hours), nine things on the
utilization of explicit media sources, five things on outside exercises, and two mental measures (locus
of control and hazard attitude).
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4. Suspend judgement

3. Reject positive effect

2. Reject trivial effect

1. Accept trivial effect

−0.4 −0.2 0.0 0.2
Effect Size (b)

Smallest effect size of interest: b = |.30|
                  Null region: b = −.30, .30

Figure 1. Null region CI testing. Figure adapted from Dienes (2014).

3. Results
The wellness measures remained stable throughout data collection, while engagement with

pandemic-related online networking sites content significantly decreased, particularly in reading,
sharing, and liking. This decline likely occurred because data collection started at the end of March
2020, approximately three months after the pandemic began, suggesting that interest in COVID-19
content had already started to wane.

Using average traits across all waves to present a consistent overview, I examined the relationships
in online networking sites and betterment (see Figure ??). Generally, individuals engaging more with
COVID-19-related content reported lower wellness, with increased negative affect. Specifically, those
who frequently read, liked, shared, or posted about COVID-19 experienced notably more unfruitful
impact (r = .61). It’s important to note that these results reflect between-individual relationships rather
than causal within-individual effects.

Figure 2. Wellness and media usage.
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Figure 3. Descriptive statistics and correlations.

3.1. Preregistered Analyses

The analysis of COVID-19-related communication types (reading, sharing, posting) found most
effects within the null region, indicating trivial impacts on life satisfaction (b = −0.02 [95% CI -0.06,
0.01]).

Notably, reading more COVID-19 content slightly decreased positive affect (b = −0.03 [95% CI
-0.05, -0.02]), while liking and sharing increased negative affect (b = 0.05 [95% CI 0.04, 0.07]). Posting
decreased life satisfaction (b = −0.04 [95% CI -0.08, -0.01]) and increased negative affect (b = 0.05 [95%
CI 0.04, 0.07]), but also led to slightly higher positive affect (b = 0.02 [95% CI 0.01, 0.04]).

For online networking sites channels, increased Facebook use had no significant impact on life
satisfaction (b = −0.01 [95% CI -0.04, 0.02]). However, Twitter and YouTube use was linked to higher
negative affect (b = 0.02 [95% CI 0.01, 0.04] and b = 0.01 [95% CI <0.01, 0.02]), remaining within the
null region.

For an overview of all individual effects, see Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Unstandardized impacts

3.2. Exploratory Analyses

To better understand the results, I examined the effect sizes of the covariates using standardized
scales for comparability across different variables. Following Cohen’s convention, a small effect size is
defined as |r| ≥ 0.10.

The findings revealed several effects that crossed or fell outside the small effect size threshold,
indicating their significance. Notably, a decrease in physical health significantly impacted wellness:
life satisfaction (β = .19 [95% CI .18, .20]), positive affect (β = .18 [95% CI .17, .19]), and negative
affect (β = −.19 [95% CI -.20, -.18]). Additionally, increased outdoor exercise meaningfully enhanced
positive affect (β = .12 [95% CI .11, .14]).

The most influential factor was the internal locus of control. Greater feelings of control correlated
with increased life satisfaction (β = .33 [95% CI .31, .35]) and positive affect (β = .28 [95% CI .27, .30]),
while reducing negative affect (β = −.29 [95% CI -.31, -.27]).

For an overview, see Figure 5.
Because life satisfaction is more stable than affect, the effects of communication might materialize

some time later. I hence also tested the effects across the longer intervals of one month and four months.
Results showed that all effects disappeared. No effect remained significant, implying that at least in
this case in this case effects take place on a shorter interval.

Finally, as suggested by the differential susceptibility of media effects model, media effects can
depend on dispositional factors, developmental stages, or cultural norms (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013),
such as gender and age (Orben et al., 2022). I hence reran the analyses, differentiating effects for
boys and girls and for age cohorts. The results showed that effects did not differ across genders. The
effects also did not depend on age. However, one effect stood out and was significant. Compared to
the middle age category Generation X, results showed that if users from Generation Z posted more
COVID-19 content than usual this lead to significantly more negative affect (β = .04 [95% CI .01, .06]).
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Figure 5. Results of main variables together with covariates to provide context. All variables standardized. SESOI:
beta = |.10|.

4. Discussion
This study, drawn from a representative panel spanning 34 phases within the Austrian population,

investigated the impact of pandemic related online site usage on wellness.
To explore if these effects translated into impacting within aperson, it was examined whether

individual changes in media consumption corresponded with individual changes in wellness. As
expected and aligned with the literature, increased consumption of COVID-19 content did not
significantly decrease wellness at a meaningful level. While several statistically significant effects
emerged, their magnitudes were notably small.

Posting more COVID-19 content reduced life satisfaction slightly while elevating both positive
and negative effects. The effects, although statistically significant, fell within a predefined range that
was considered insignificant.

That said, there is no consensus among scholars as to when effects become practically relevant
and meaningful. If I adopt a more liberal and cautious perspective, the study indicates a tendency for
COVID-19-related online networking sites usage to impact wellness negatively more frequently than
positively. Notably, several statistically significant negative effects were observed, contrasting with a
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single positive effect. Hence, although impacts were overall very small, the trend was for effects to be
negative.

These results align with prior research highlighting that online networking sites usage is rather
associated with elevated negative affect but not reduced life satisfaction (Meier & Reinecke, 2020). The
study suggests that varying communication types and channels warrant separate analyses. Reading
COVID-19-related content slightly reduced positive effects, while liking, sharing, and posting increased
negative effects slightly. Posting COVID-19-related comments slightly increased both negative and
positive affects, while it reduced life satisfaction. Posting COVID-19 content was more negative
for Generation Z, potentially reflecting the broader negative effects of online networking sites on
this generation. Together, this finding is aligned with recent work challenging the assumption that
active use is inherently beneficial and passive use detrimental (Valkenburg et al., 2022). Notably,
communication channels exhibited differences. Twitter and YouTube appeared more negative, whereas
Instagram, WhatsApp, and Facebook were neutral.

Several limitations exist. While the study’s focus on individual effects enhances the reaction,
challenges exist related to additional relevant confounding exogenous variables not included here
(Rohrer, 2018), the correct definition of the SESOI (Anvari & Lakens, 2021), and the exact measurement
of media use (Scharkow, 2016). As noted above, different operationalizations of COVID-19 related
online networking sites use might lead to different results. For example, the measures of online
networking sites use did not include interpersonal communication about COVID-19-related content,
which might result in more positive outcomes (Frison & Eggermont, 2015). While this study did not
find meaningful individual effects of online networking sites use on wellness, between person analyses
revealed strong negative correlations. Alternative causal processes not explored in this paper might
explain these correlations. The study’s results are applicable primarily to Western societies and may
not hold true in different cultural contexts.

The study’s findings conclude that COVID-19-related online networking sites activity minimally
affects wellness, with other factors such as health and physical activity playing more substantial roles.
In light of these minimal effects, concerns over COVID-19-related online networking sites engagement
on wellness could not be substantiated.
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