Online Communities: How social media helped communities during coronavirus
lockdowns

Abstract

Coronavirus lockdowns and physical distancing regulations have led to many people around
the world having to isolate for varying lengths of times. In light of this, many have turned to
communities on social media for support and connection. According to Bauman (2001),
community helps us to feel cared for and secure, hence why it is sought after from generation
to generation. This paper will address social media’s ability to foster communities, provide
evidence as to how social media has been able to mitigate mental health implications and
identify ways in which social media usage has increased during the duration of the
coronavirus pandemic. The findings reviewed highlight social media communities have
helped mitigate some the negative mental health implications of social distancing. The
purpose of this paper is to refute the misconception that social media has or is diminishing

society’s ability to form deep and meaningful communities.

Main Text

On the 11™ of March 2020, the World Health Organisation (WHO) declared the coronavirus
outbreak a global pandemic (Cucinotta & Vanelli, 2020). By April of 2020, 90 countries
around the world had implemented national or regional lockdowns (Sandford, 2020). This
meant that more than half of the world’s population (3.9 billion people) was subject to strict
stay at home orders (Sandford, 2020). As coronavirus cases continued to increase throughout
2020-2022, many countries intermittently enforced lockdowns and/or social distancing
regulations for citizens. Additionally, following lockdown announcements many
communities could not gather or communicate physically, and so gravitated towards a variety
of social media platforms (Obren et al., 2020). Firstly, in a time where physical distancing
made it difficult to connect with various communities, social media platforms such as
Facebook, Instagram and Tik Tok proved that they were able to be used to foster new and
existing communities. This was through expanding the ways we could communicate, the
people we could communicate with, and the accessibility to communicate. Ultimately, the
formation of communities during coronavirus lockdowns, illustrated that the development of
social media and technology has positively impacted society. This paper will argue that social
media communities have helped mitigate the negative mental health implications of social

distancing.



As social media advances, it remains possible to form and nurture deep and meaningful
online communities. This position is refuted by some and, throughout history it has been
argued that the development of social media has been detrimental to communities. Many of
these arguments are centred around the idea that community was better off in the past, and
that the introduction or evolution of social media platforms has a negative relationship with
individuals’ ability to nurture meaningful communities (Dotson, 2017). For instance,
Dotson’s (2017) suggests that since the introduction of Facebook and mobile devices, society
has increased its practice of “networked individualism” (p. 3). “Networked individualism”
refers to, “the relational turn from bounded, densely knit local groups to multiple, partial,
often far-flung social networks” (Rainie and Wellman 2012 as cited in Hampton, 2018, p.
643). The communities of the past that are referred to in statements such as this are often
nineteenth century communities (before the rise of the industrial revolution). These
communities generally consisted of an individual’s family and those in geographical
proximity who shared similar values or beliefs. An idealisation of past generation is not
surprising, as throughout history, “... observers look back nostalgically to what they
supposed were the supportive, solidary communities of the previous generations” (Hampton,
2018, p. 643). Although community may look considerably different to what it once was at
any other point in history, it is still to be celebrated for what it is today, and what it can
facilitate in our everchanging world. Although there may never a comprehensive substitution
for physical face to face connection and interaction, we must accept that, “there are clear
downsides to all configurations of community”, as well as upsides (Hampton, 2018, p. 648).
It is useful to consider that if the pandemic and its repercussions (extended global lockdown
and physical distancing regulations) had occurred in a time such as the nineteenth century,
prior to the existence of social media how would communities have formed or even be able to
stay connected with one another? The various outcomes to such a question implies that in this
instance the age old adage of ‘the grass is greener on the other side” may be in play in many
anti-social media arguments Hampton & Wellman, 2018, p. 643). Further, Hampton and
Wellman (2018) warn that, “Lamenting about the loss of community, based on a selective
perception of the present and an idealisation of ‘traditional community’, dims awareness of
powerful inequalities and cleavages that have always pervaded human society and favours
deterministic models...” (p. 643). It is necessary to accept that there have been changes to the
structure of communities because of social media, however following the finding of Hampton

and Wellman (2018) it can be concluded that, “Social media is fostering networked,



supportive, persistent and pervasive community relationships™ (p. 648). This is evident as the
pandemic has seen a lot more people relying in social media to connect with their pre-

pandemic communities, as well as newly discovered communities.

According to studies conducted by the Australian Communications and Media Authority
(2020), there was a 9 percent increase in the number of Australians using social media
between 2019 and 2020. This evidence supports the idea that individuals were utilising social
media to foster communities, especially during periods of isolation. There are various
platforms and ways that social media can be used to connect or meet new communities — each
easily accessible, despite geographical restrictions. Platforms including Facebook, Instagram,
Twitter and Tik Tok are amongst the most some of the most well-known social media
platforms which are used to foster community. However, there are various other platforms
which can be utilised to foster communities. According to Meikle (2016), social media are
“networked database platforms that combine public with personal communications” (p. 6).
This definition encompasses the wide array of social media platforms people use to find or
maintain communities. Research conducted in March of 2020 shows that in the countries
impacted most severely by the coronavirus and rigorous lockdown regulations, total
messaging increased by approximately 50 percent in the span of one month (Schultz &
Parikh, 2020). Additionally, video and voice calling on the Messenger and WhatsApp
platform (Schultz & Parikh, 2020). In some ways, people were able to seek refuge in social
media; due to it being a place that they could go to find community (Bauman, 2001). This
illustrates that there is an increase in social media usage during periods of isolation.
Communities that can be formed on these various platforms are diverse as they are not
limited to a geographic location and give people an opportunity to easily gain access to a
variety of community options. The communities fostered on social media during periods of
isolation have been instrumental in mitigating negative mental health implications amongst

many individuals globally.

During the pandemic and various lockdowns and social distancing restriction, social media
played an instrumental part in fostering communities, which effectively helped to mitigate
some of the implications on individuals’ mental health. Regardless of one’s prior mental
health status, isolation increases an individuals’ vulnerability to mental health complications
(Huremovic 2019). According to research conducted by Damir Huremovic (2019),

“complications can include delirium, anxiety, depression, a sense of hopelessness and



despair, psychological trauma (acute stress disorder or posttraumatic stress disorder [PTSD]),
and cognitive impairment” (p. 95). This can be seen in the study of patients who were
isolated or quarantined for MERS (Middle Eastern respiratory syndrome) (Kim et al., 2018).
According to the study, 40 percent of patients quarantined for MERS required some sort of
psychiatric intervention, while none of those out of isolation were found to require
psychiatric intervention. This study illustrates that isolation or quarantine can have adverse
implications on an individual’s mental health. A lack of community connection is irrefutably
a contributory factor to this finding (Orben et al, 2020). However, some studies suggest that
interaction amongst virtual social media communities contribute in mitigating the potentially
harmful effects of physical isolation on one’s mental health (Orben et al, 2020). According to
research conducted by Orben et al., (2020), there is evidence to show that communication on
social media has some of the abilities to mirror face to face interactions. Furthermore,
“Functional MRI studies have shown that experiencing partial components of positive social
interactions such as real time sharing of eye gaze, hearing someone laugh after a telling a
joke, and observing videos from someone who has a shared intention, activates neural reward
systems in similar ways as do non-social rewards” (Orben et al, 2020, p. 638). Thus, Muzi et
al., (2021) found “that pandemic adolescents showed lower levels of emotional-behavioural
problems than their pre-pandemic peers, specifically less internalizing ones” (p. 2). Although
social media cannot be held entirely responsible for this, as per the conclusions draw by
Orben et al., it is reasonable to find that the unexpected low levels of mental iliness amongst
pandemic adolescents can be partially attributed with the use increased of social media. This
is further supported by Valdez et al., (2020) who state that, “Increased use rates suggest that,
for some, social media may be a coping mechanism to combat feelings of isolation related to

long-term social distancing” (p. 1).

As discussed, the coronavirus lockdowns and physical distancing regulations have inherently
had implications on people’s overall mental health and well-being, however social media has
assisted in mitigating some of the potential implications of these circumstances. One of the
limitations of this paper is that research into this area is likely not yet completed and will be
continuing more in years to come. This is because the mental health ramifications of
lockdowns may not fully be evident, as various mental illnesses are not reflected in
individuals immediately, nor may they be in the months or years following any time of
traumatic incident. However, as per the research referred to in this paper, studies are already

beginning to show that social media has contributed to mitigating some of the mental health



implications of the coronavirus lockdowns. Further research may be necessary into how
younger generations will continue to interact with communities online and in person post
pandemic, once there are no more restrictions. An example for instance is whether people
continue to interact and seek community on social media as much, once all lockdown and
physical distancing restrictions are entirely disposed of? In this instance social media has
proven itself as an able means of fostering community, whilst also being a useful tool to

mitigate isolations impact on mental health.
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