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Abstract
The emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic has emphasised the importance of social 
connectedness, whilst the popularity of social media continues to rise. The present study 
examined the relationship between engagement on social networking sites (SNSs), social 
connectedness and social isolation in a sample of Hong Kong Chinese adults during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. A total of 232 participants (65% female) aged 18–65 years were 
recruited to a cross-sectional online study. SNS engagement was predictive of social con-
nectedness in the present sample. Findings revealed that SNS engagement was associated 
with lower levels of social isolation. Younger participants reported greater engagement 
with SNSs, and lower levels of social isolation compared to older participants. However, 
older respondents reported greater levels of social connectedness. No gender differences 
were observed in social connectedness, but men reported significantly higher levels of 
social isolation compared to women. With the COVID-19 pandemic only just at an end, 
social restrictions have recently been lifted in Hong Kong, resulting in the significance of 
online communication becoming ever more important as a means of maintaining social 
connectedness.

Keywords  Social media · Social connectedness · Social isolation · Wellbeing · Hong 
Kong

The popularity, significance and use of digital and social media has grown substantially 
in the last decade, an ever-increasing phenomenon of the 21st century that has become an 
essential part of people’s lives (Ortiz-Ospinosa, 2019). Social media has changed the way 
we communicate with one another and how we access information (Ortiz-Ospinosa, 2019; 
Rosenfeld et al., 2019). Social networking sites (SNSs) are online platforms that allow users 
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to create public or semi-public profiles and interact with other users. The most popular SNSs 
around the globe include Facebook, YouTube, WhatsApp, and WeChat (Statista, 2023a). 
Social media and SNSs are used for various reasons including networking, entertainment, 
communication, and sourcing information. Recent research suggests that social media is 
changing forms of group interaction, as well as changing both individual and collective 
behaviour (Tateno et al., 2019). This has resulted in increasing concerns of the potential 
negative impact on wellbeing. Excessive use has been associated with anxiety and depres-
sion, loneliness, and social isolation (Appel et al., 2020; Choi & Noh, 2019). Meanwhile 
other studies have identified a link between use of social media, reduced feelings of social 
isolation, and building a sense of connectedness and community among users (Twenge & 
Campbell, 2019; Ostic et al., 2021). There remains widespread concern about the long-term 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and its associated stressors on mental health and wellbe-
ing. Social connectedness during COVID-19 has been identified as an important determi-
nant of health and wellbeing (Okabe-Miyamoto & Lyubomirsky, 2021).

Members of social networks have access to a range of social support, information, and 
other resources resulting from their network membership and social connections (Bekalu 
et al., 2019). The shift to increasingly more time being spent online has led to questions 
about associations between digital media and health and wellbeing. Social connectedness is 
broadly defined as feelings of belongingness and closeness and feeling connected to others 
(Winstone et al., 2021), while loneliness and social isolation have been identified as public 
health risks (Lai et al., 2023; Rochelle, 2023). The extant literature has examined a range of 
indicators of wellbeing; the present study focuses on social isolation and social connected-
ness as two opposite ends of the same continuum (Franke et al., 2021).

SNSs have been shown to benefit wellbeing by increasing social capital (Hussenoeder, 
2022; Ostic et al., 2021). Increased online communication has been shown to enhance well-
being by expanding communication quantity and quality (Dienlin et al., 2017); time spent 
communicating online with family and friends has been linked to reductions in depression 
(Nagakomi et al., 2022). However, scholars disagree on the impact of SNSs. One longitu-
dinal study found no changes in depression among adolescents (Scherr et al., 2019), sug-
gesting no effect of SNS engagement on wellbeing. A growing body of evidence suggests 
that social media can impact negatively on health-related outcomes and wellbeing due to 
the increasing amount of time invested online coming at the expense of offline relations 
and activities (Lin et al., 2016). There is much evidence demonstrating that offline, real 
time, face-to-face connection is linked to better wellbeing (Adams et al., 2011; Ng et al., 
2014). Researchers have argued that online communication lacks quality and depth, and 
thus does not bring the same benefits as face-to-face communication, reducing connected-
ness and increasing isolation among individuals (Yang et al., 2014). Others have shown that 
who people connect with online is a more important consideration (Okabe-Miyamoto et al., 
2021).

The habit of being more permanently online and connected than ever before is leading 
to higher mental load due to multitasking, which can lead to higher stress and worse quality 
and quantity of sleep (Vorderer et al., 2017). The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic led to 
restrictions on free movement, social gatherings etc., being implemented by governments 
around the world; it will be interesting to explore how SNS engagement is linked with con-
nectedness and isolation during the time of the pandemic. Although much evidence supports 
a negative association between wellbeing and SNS engagement, during the pandemic with 
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limitations and restrictions on face-to-face contact, this may have impacted on the impor-
tance of SNSs as a means of keeping in touch and feeling connected.

Research has consistently shown young people to be more engaged with social media 
and SNSs, and with higher rates of use than older people (Twenge & Campbell, 2019). 
However, the recent COVID-19 pandemic resulted in a context in which social media was 
proposed and promoted as a way of helping individuals to maintain contact with one another 
whilst isolated/separated and abiding by rules on restriction of movement etc. (Dixon, 
2021). As such it could be expected that COVID-19 impacted on SNS engagement among 
adults of all ages, not just young people.

While studies have traditionally shown women to be more avid users of social media, 
more recent data has shown this gender gap to be closing, with greater gender parity now 
observed in use of digital and social media (Statista, 2023b). Gender differences have also 
been found in social support and social networks, with women generally reporting larger 
and wider networks of support than men (Kiely et al., 2021). Studies have found that while 
men report higher utilisation of resource-based social media tools, women have more of 
an emphasis on relationship-building platforms (Twenge & Martin, 2020). These gender 
differences could potentially impact on connectedness, and motives for using social media. 
Motives include social interaction, communication, information sharing, entertainment, and 
relaxation (Whiting & Williams, 2013). Studies have shown that motives for social media 
use are associated with social media engagement (Jarman et al., 2021), other research has 
made a distinction between using social media for social interaction and entertainment, and 
the differential impact on wellbeing (Wang et al., 2014).

1  The Case of Hong Kong

Hong Kong is a densely populated region located near the epicentre of COVID-19 in main-
land China. The leading social media platforms in Hong Kong include WhatsApp, Face-
book, Instagram, WeChat, and Signal (Oosga, 2024). Recent data reveals that over 91% of 
the population aged 18 and above use at least one social media profile (Kemp, 2023). The 
age profile of social media users in Hong Kong is predominantly younger; that said, up to 
a third of social media users in Hong Kong are middle aged or older (Oosga, 2024). There 
is relative parity in the gender distribution of social media users, with 55% of social media 
users female and 45% male (Kemp, 2023). Hong Kong is a digitally connnected city with 
eight in ten HongKongers spending two hours or more on social media platforms daily 
(Statista, 2024).

Immediately prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, a series of protests and demonstrations 
took place across Hong Kong throughout 2019 and early 2020 against the government’s 
attempts to introduce a bill of amendment that resulted in the introduction of the National 
Security Law in 2020. Recent longitudinal research has shown that the wave of social unrest 
that took place across Hong Kong immediately prior to the pandemic had a significant nega-
tive impact on the mental health and wellbeing of Hongkongers (Ni et al., 2020).

Following initial reporting of COVID-19, Hong Kong immediately began to implement 
rigorous preventive measures with strictly enforced quarantine and social distancing pro-
tocols in place for over three years, from January 2020 until March 2023. By March 2020, 
Hong Kong had closed its borders to incoming non-residents, and banned indoor and out-
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door public gatherings of more than four people, reducing to a maximum of two people at 
peak points during the pandemic; meanwhile food venues were required to operate at half 
capacity, while pubs and bars closed (HKSAR Government, 2023). Despite its geographi-
cal proximity and close connections to China, Hong Kong achieved a relatively low fatal-
ity rate (HKSAR Government, 2023). The immediate and comprehensive response to the 
pandemic was credited for the initial success in containing a local outbreak (Cowling et al., 
2020). However, this comprehensive response to COVID-19 came at a price and meant that 
the community inhabited a prolonged and enforced period of social distancing and social 
isolation.

2  The Present Study

Increased online communication has been shown to enhance wellbeing by expanding com-
munication quantity and quality (Dienlin et al., 2017); time spent communicating online 
with family and friends has been linked to reductions in depression (Nagakomi et al., 2022). 
However, the literature remains undecided. Despite a large body of literature examining the 
relationship between digital media and wellbeing, the findings remain mixed. Some studies 
link use of digital media to reduced wellbeing (Appel et al., 2020; Schemer et al., 2021), oth-
ers have found that social media use can enhance health and wellbeing, by enhancing social 
connection and reducing feelings of loneliness and isolation (Dienlin et al., 2017; Husseno-
eder, 2022). Some have found no link between digital media use and wellbeing (Berryman 
et al., 2017), while others have emphasised that what people do online, and who people 
spend time with online, is more important than the amount of time spent on digital media 
(Marino, 2018; Okabe-Miyamoto et al., 2021). Although the literature continues to expand, 
there is surprisingly little research examining the issue in the Chinese context. Much of the 
literature has been conducted in Western contexts, using majority white populations and/or 
student samples (Schemer et al., 2021; Twenge & Campbell, 2019). In these unprecedented 
times, it is also important to examine how the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted on SNS 
engagement, isolation, and connectedness. Thus, one of the overarching aims of the pres-
ent study was to examine the association between digital media and wellbeing in a Chinese 
context during the COVID-19 outbreak in Hong Kong. The present study examines the 
relationship between SNS engagement, social isolation, and social connectedness during the 
COVID-19 outbreak in Hong Kong. Based on previous research, it was hypothesized that:

H1: SNS engagement will lead to more social connectedness (H1).
H2: SNS engagement will lead to less social isolation (H2).
H3: Age differences will be observed in SNS engagement, social isolation, and social 
connectedness. Younger adults are expected to report greater SNS engagement than 
older adults (H3a), more social connectedness (H3b), and lower levels of social isola-
tion (H3c).
H4: Gender differences will be observed in social connectedness and isolation. Women 
are expected to report greater social connectedness (H4a) and lower levels of isolation 
(H4b).
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3  Methodology

3.1  Participants & Procedure

The study adopted a cross-sectional online design. Inclusion criteria: Hong Kong Chinese, 
aged ≥ 18 years, and possession of at least one social media account. As the purpose of the 
study was to examine social media use, a convenience sample of participants were recruited 
online via social media platforms, including adverts on Facebook, and through a partici-
pant pool advertising the study to students in a higher education institution in Hong Kong. 
Online recruitment also suited the COVID-19 pandemic climate of minimising physical 
contact. Interested parties were directed to further information about the study in the form 
of an online participant information sheet via a URL before providing informed consent. 
Participation was voluntary, no payment or incentive was provided. Data were collected via 
QuestionPro during November 2020.

3.2  Measures

The online survey consisted of the following five domains:

Social Network Site Engagement  The Facebook Intensity Scale (FBI; Ellison et al., 2007) 
was used to measure participants’ engagement with social network sites. The FBI was 
originally developed to examine Facebook use but has since been widely used to examine 
engagement with social network sites in general, including in the Chinese context (Cheng 
et al., 2019). In the present study, the term ‘Facebook’ was replaced with ‘social media’, 
for example: ‘Social media is part of my everyday activity’. The FBI is an 8-item measure 
with items measured on a 5-point scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree). Total 
scores are averaged, with higher scores indicating greater engagement with social network-
ing sites. The scale had robust reliability (α = 0.74).

Motives for SNS Use  The Motives for Facebook Use (MFU; Hollenbaugh & Ferris, 2014) 
was used to examine participant’s motives for using SNS. The MFU is a 24-item designed to 
measure motives across the following five areas: virtual community, companionship, exhi-
bitionism, relationship maintenance, and passing time. The MFU was originally developed 
to examine Facebook use but has since been widely used to examine engagement with social 
network sites more broadly. The term ‘Facebook’ was replaced with ‘social media’ in the 
current study, for example: ‘I use social media to meet new people’. Items are measured on 
a 5-point scale (1 = Very Unlikely to 5 = Very Likely). Items for each domain are averaged, 
with higher scores indicative of stronger motives. Cronbach’s alphas for the five motives 
ranged from α = 0.84 to α = 0.88 indicating robust reliability.

Social Isolation  The Lubben Social Network Scale-Revised (LSNS-R; Lubben et al., 
2002). The LSNS-R was adopted to examine social isolation. The LSNS-R is a 12-item 
measure examining two domains of social networks, namely kin and non-kin. The LSNS-
R examines social network size and interactions (i.e. How many relatives/friends do you 
see at least once a month) with items measured on a 5-point response format (None to 10 
or more people). The measure has been used previously in a Chinese context (Ng et al., 
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2014). In the present study items were reverse-scored to gauge levels of social isolation, 
with higher scores representing greater levels of social isolation. The scale had robust reli-
ability (α = 0.79).

Social Connectedness  The Social Connectedness Scale Revised (SCS-R; Lee et al., 2001) 
was used. The SCS-R is a 20-item measure consisting of 10 positive and 10 negative state-
ments concerning social connectedness. Items include: ‘I am able to relate to my peers’ 
and are measured on a 6-point scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 6 = Strongly Agree), with 
negatively worded items reverse-scored. Items are summed, with higher scores indicating 
greater social connectedness. The scale had very robust reliability (α = .91).

Sociodemographics  The survey contained a number of items relating to personal character-
istics, including gender, age group, educational attainment, and employment.

3.3  Analysis

Data were analysed using IBM SPSS 27. Preliminary analysis including descriptive sta-
tistics and a correlation matrix examining associations between key variables was initially 
conducted. This was followed by t-test analyses to examine age, gender, and educational 
differences between key variables. Finally, a linear regression analysis (see Table 1) was 
conducted to examine predictors of social connectedness. Data were screened for multicol-
linearity no issues were identified; VIF values for variables included in the analysis ranged 
from 1.00 to 1.86. Statistical assumptions for normality were tested using the White test 
(χ2 = 58.17, p = .06) and modified Breusch-Pagan test (χ2 = 0.05, p = .83), both were non-sig-
nificant, demonstrating normal data distribution.

4  Results

The sample consisted of 232 Hong Kong Chinese adults aged 18 to 65 years (65% female). 
Over two thirds (69%) of the sample had obtained a bachelor’s degree or above, and 72% 
were employed. A correlation analysis was initially conducted where several significant 
associations were observed. SNS engagement was positively associated with social con-
nectedness, although the association was not significant (r = .11), offering no preliminary 
support for H1. SNS engagement was significantly negatively associated with social isola-
tion (r = − .20**), indicating that SNS engagement was linked with lower levels of social 
isolation, providing preliminary support for H2.

Three independent samples t-test were conducted to examine age, gender, and educa-
tional differences between key variables. Age was grouped into younger (≤ 35yrs) and older 
(≥ 36yrs) age. Younger participants (M = 3.81, SD = 0.60) were significantly more likely 
engage with SNSs than older participants (M = 3.55, SD = 0.57; t (230) = 3.30, p = .001), 
supporting H3a. The magnitude of the differences in the means (MD = 0.25, 95% CI: 0.10 
to 0.41) was moderate (eta2 = 0.05), meaning that 5% of the variance in SNS engagement 
can be explained by age. Significant differences were observed in social isolation, older 
participants (M = 29.35, SD = 8.32) reported greater social isolation compared to younger 
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participants (M = 27.03, SD = 7.92; t (230) = -2.18, p = .03), whilst conversely also report-
ing greater levels of social connectedness (M = 82.93, SD = 12.80) than younger respon-
dents (M = 78.42, SD = 12.66; t (230) = -2.70, p = .008). The magnitude of the differences in 
the means for both social isolation (MD = -2.33, 95% CI: -4.43 to − 0.23, eta2 = 0.02) and 
social connectedness (MD = -4.515, 95% CI: -7.80 to -1.21, eta2 = 0.03) was small. Find-
ings reveal that H3b was not supported as older, not younger adults, reported greater levels 
of social connectedness. Support was shown for H3c, younger adults reported significantly 
lower levels of social isolation. Significant differences were also observed in virtual com-
munity, and companionship motives. Younger participants (M = 3.11, SD = 0.76) were more 
likely to use SNSs for the upkeep of virtual communities (M = 2.78, SD = 0.79; t (230) = 3.24, 
p = .001). The magnitude of the differences in means (MD = 0.33, 95% CI: 0.13 to 0.53) 
was small (eta2 = 0.01). Younger participants (M = 2.84, SD = 0.94) were also more likely to 
use SNSs for companionship motives compared to older participants (M = 2.47, SD = 0.78; t 
(230) = 3.20, p = .002). The magnitude of the differences in the means (MD = 0.36, 95% CI: 
0.14 to 0.59) was relatively small (eta2 = 0.04), with 4% of the variance in companionship 
explained by age.

Gender differences were observed in virtual community and social isolation. Men were 
more motivated to use SNSs for the building and upkeep of virtual communities (M = 3.15, 
SD = 0.76) compared to women, M = 2.84, SD = 0.79; t (230) = 2.94, p = .004. The magni-
tude of the differences in means (MD = 0.31, 95% CI: 0.10 to 0.53) was relatively small 
(eta2 = 0.04), meaning that 4% of the variance in virtual communities can be explained by 
gender. Men also reported higher levels of social isolation (M = 30.51, SD = 8.11) compared 
to women, M = 26.95, SD = 7.97; t (230) = 3.22, p = .001 in the present study. Again, the mag-
nitude of the differences in the means (MD = 3.56, 95% CI: 1.38 to 5.74) was relatively small 
(eta2 = 0.04). These findings demonstrate partial support for H4, although women reported 
greater social connectedness, the difference was not significant, thus H4a was not supported. 
Differences were observed in social isolation, men reported significantly greater levels of 
social isolation, providing support for H4b.

Educational differences were explored; education was grouped into lower (≤ college) 
and higher (≥ bachelor’s degree) educational attainment. Significant differences were 
observed in SNS engagement and relationship maintenance. Participants with higher edu-
cational attainment were more likely to engage with SNSs (M = 3.75, SD = 0.59) compared 
to those with lower educational attainment (M = 3.53, SD = 0.59; t (230) = -2.66, p = .008). 
The magnitude of the differences in means (MD = − 0.22, 95% CI: − 0.39 to − 0.06) was 
relatively small (eta2 = 0.03), 3% of the variance in SNS engagement can be explained by 
education. Higher educated participants were also more likely to use SNSs for relation-
ship maintenance (M = 4.18, SD = 0.52) compared to those with lower educational attain-
ment (M = 3.91, SD = 0.65; t (230) = -3.31, p = .001). The magnitude of the differences in the 
means (MD = − 0.27, 95% CI: − 0.42 to − 0.11) was small (eta2 = 0.01).

Hierarchical regression analysis examined predictors of social connectedness (see 
Table 1). Age and gender were entered into Block I, SNS engagement was entered into 
Block II, motives for SNS use (virtual community, companionship, exhibitionism, and rela-
tionship maintenance) were entered into Block III, and social isolation was entered into 
Block IV. The inclusion of age and gender in Block I explained 4% of the variance in social 
connectedness, the addition of SNS engagement to Block II explained a further 3% of the 
variance in social connectedness, the inclusion of SNS engagement motives into Block III 
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explained an additional 9% of the variance, while the inclusion of social isolation into the 
final Block IV explained a further 12% of the variance. Age retained significance throughout 
the model and was predictive of social connectedness, meaning that older age was predictive 
of greater social connectedness, reiterating lack of support for H3a. SNS engagement also 
retained significance throughout the model, suggesting that engagement with SNS’s was 
predictive of social connectedness, providing support for H1. Companionship and relation-
ship maintenance motives for SNS use both retained significance through the model, being 
motivated for SNS use by companionship was associated with lower levels of social con-
nectedness, while being motivated to use SNS’s for relationship maintenance was predictive 
of social connectedness. Finally, as expected, social isolation was significantly negatively 
predictive of social connectedness. The total variance in social connectedness explained by 
the model was 28%, F(8,223) = 10.58, p < .001.

5  Discussion

The emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic has emphasised the importance of social con-
nectedness and the impact of social isolation (Liu et al., 2022; Okabe-Miyamoto & Lyu-
bomirsky, 2021). Recent studies have shown that the impact of stress is more pronounced 
when the experience is prolonged (Goldfarb, 2020). Prior to the COVID-19 outbreak, Hong 
Kong experienced a prolonged period of social unrest through 2019 and into early 2020, 
halted only by the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic. This led to one of the longest, more 
rigorous and restrictive COVID-19 measures in place around the globe. The present study 
sought to examine the relationship between SNS engagement, social isolation and social 
connectedness during the COVID-19 outbreak in Hong Kong, in the immediate aftermath 
of the social unrest. Regression analysis revealed that SNS engagement was a significant 
predictor of social connectedness, providing support for H1. SNS engagement was nega-
tively associated with social isolation, providing support for H2. Greater SNS engagement 
was observed in younger adults, confirming H3a. Older not younger adults reported greater 
social connectedness in the present sample, meaning H3b was not supported. Significantly 
lower levels of social isolation were observed in younger adults, providing support for H3c. 
Gender differences were observed in social isolation; men reported significantly higher lev-
els of social isolation compared to women (H4a), however significant differences were not 
observed in social connectedness (H4b), meaning that H4 was partially supported.

SNS engagement was a significant predictor of social connectedness in the present study. 
This implies that during the early stages of the pandemic social media use enabled respon-
dents to feel more socially connected. This finding is in line with previous research (Kovacs 
et al., 2021; Latikka et al., 2022; Ostic et al., 2021). SNS engagement was negatively related 
to social isolation, suggesting that during the pandemic engagement with social media 
enabled respondents to feel less socially isolated, supporting previous findings (Kovacs et 
al., 2021; Latikka et al., 2022; Ostic et al., 2021; Twenge & Campbell, 2019).

Age differences were observed in SNS engagement, social isolation, and social con-
nectedness. Greater SNS engagement and lower levels of social isolation were evident 
among younger participants (≤ 35yrs). This supports previous research observing greater 
social media engagement among younger populations and lower levels of social isolation 
(Hawkley et al., 2022; Twenge & Campbell, 2019). However, this did not lead to feel-
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ings of greater social connectedness among younger participants in the present study: older 
respondents (≥ 36yrs) reporting significantly greater levels of social connectedness. This 
echoes the findings of Cornwell et al. (2008) and is inconsistent with the assumptive nega-
tive impact of ageing on social connectedness. This could suggest that older individuals 
engage in more meaningful social interaction online that contributes to greater feelings of 
social connectedness.

Gender differences were observed in social isolation, with men reporting greater levels 
of social isolation. This supports previous research reporting that the larger and wider net-
works of women may help to reduce or buffer feelings of isolation (Kiely et al., 2021). Gen-
der differences were identified in SNS engagement, with men engaging in SNSs less than 
women in the present sample, gender differences were also observed in SNS engagement 
motives, with men more motivated to engage with SNSs for virtual community building, 
supporting previous reports of men’s higher utilisation of resource-based SNSs compared to 
women (Twenge & Martin, 2020).

Age was associated with greater levels of social connectedness in the present study. This 
is interesting as much of the literature associates older age with declines in social con-
nectedness (O’Rourke et al., 2018). However, more recent examinations of the relationship 
between age and social connectedness remain undecided (Ang, 2019; Kiely et al., 2021). 
Older age was associated with being motivated to engage in SNSs for companionship in 
the present study, and was also associated with social isolation, supporting recent research 
reporting social isolation risks in older adults, particularly in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic (O’Rourke et al., 2018; Wu, 2020). SNS engagement was associated with lower 
levels of social isolation, implying that engagement with SNSs reduced social isolation in 
the present study. This aligns with previous research on the positive effects of digital media 
on wellbeing, where SNS has been shown to have beneficial effects on wellbeing by increas-
ing social capital, which in turn boosts wellbeing (Valkenburg & Peter, 2011).

Hong Kong experienced one of the strictest and longest of COVID-19 restrictions, after 
over three years of enforced limitations and restrictions on movement and social gather-
ings, it cannot be expected that individuals can immediately return to ‘normal’ following 
the upheaval of the previous three years and beyond. Immediately prior to the COVID-19 
pandemic, Hong Kong had already experienced major social unrest throughout 2019, which 
has resulted in a major burden on the mental health of the local Hong Kong population (Ni et 
al., 2020; Tso & Park, 2020). During the social unrest, SNSs and social media was described 
as battleground (Shao, 2019), whereby the population had already begun utilising SNSs in 
an increasing bid to keep in touch and connect during the social unrest (Lim, 2019; Parker, 
2014). As such, online communication has become ever more important as a means of social 
connectedness. Although recent research concerning the mental health of Hong Kongers 
paints a disconcerting picture (Ni et al., 2020; Tso & Park, 2020), the present findings reveal 
that social connectedness offers hope for salvation. In the present study older age was pre-
dictive of social connectedness and associated with lower engagement on SNSs. Recent 
research has revealed a 16% prevalence of mental health disorders among young people in 
Hong Kong (Hung, 2023), with experts appealing to health authorities to address the impact 
of technology on young people. Findings from the present study, although small scale, align 
with previous findings observing that older adults who spend less time engaging on SNSs 
report greater levels of social connectedness (Newman et al., 2021).

1 3



The impact of social media use on the relationship between social…

5.1  Limitations & Conclusions

The present study makes a meaningful contribution to the literature examining the rela-
tionship between social media engagement, social isolation and social connectedness in a 
Chinese context during the COVID-19 outbreak in Hong Kong. The current findings lend 
support to the extant literature. However, the study is not without its limitations: firstly, the 
data was cross-sectional, meaning that any long-term changes in the relationship between 
social media engagement, social isolation and social connectedness through the emergence 
and evolution of COVID-19 remains unknown. Secondly, the reliance on a convenience 
sample limits the ability to generalize the results to a larger population. Future studies could 
consider a larger sample examined longitudinally to examine the long-term impacts of 
COVID on the relationship between social media engagement, social isolation and social 
connectedness. It is now more than three years since the emergence of COVID-19, while 
COVID-related restrictions may be over in most countries, the lingering effects of enforced 
and prolonged social restrictions and isolation are cumulative, necessitating more in-depth 
examination of the long-term effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on social connectedness 
and wellbeing.
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