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The relationship between subjective happiness and social media usage during the COVID-
19 pandemic: the moderating role of resilience

Summary. The COVID-19 pandemic has had an impact on individuals’ mental health. Individuals have tended 
to obtain information about the pandemic from social media. With the aim of exploring the relationship between 
subjective happiness and social media usage during the COVID-19 pandemic and the possible moderating role of 
resilience in this relationship, we asked 277 young adults in Iran to complete a number of online questionnaires, 
including a demographic questionnaire, a survey on social media usage, a subjective happiness scale and a brief 
resilience scale. The results showed that there is a significant negative correlation between social media usage and 
subjective happiness. In terms of the different degrees to which resilience can act as a moderator, our findings 
showed that when resilience is average or high, the relationship between social media usage and subjective happi-
ness is significant. This study has implications for mental health professionals seeking knowledge about happiness 
during periods of adversity.
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La relación entre la felicidad subjetiva y el uso de las redes sociales durante la pandemia 
de COVID-19: el papel moderador de la resiliencia

Resumen. La pandemia de COVID-19 ha tenido un impacto en la salud mental de las personas. Las personas 
tendían a obtener información sobre la pandemia en las redes sociales. Con el objetivo de explorar la relación 
entre la felicidad subjetiva y el uso de las redes sociales durante la pandemia de COVID-19 y el posible papel 
moderador de la resiliencia en esta relación, le pedimos a 277 adultos jóvenes en Irán que completaran una serie 
de cuestionarios en línea, incluido un cuestionario demográfico. una encuesta sobre el uso de las redes sociales, 
una escala de felicidad subjetiva y una breve escala de resiliencia. Los resultados mostraron que existe una corre-
lación negativa significativa entre el uso de las redes sociales y la felicidad subjetiva. En términos de los diferentes 
grados en los que la resiliencia puede actuar como moderador, nuestros hallazgos mostraron que cuando la resi-
liencia es promedio o alta, la relación entre el uso de las redes sociales y la felicidad subjetiva es significativa. Este 
estudio tiene implicaciones para los profesionales de la salud mental que buscan conocimiento sobre la felicidad 
durante períodos de adversidad.
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Introduction

The 2019 coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic is having 
a noticeable effect on individuals’ lives and on societies 
all over the world. People are experiencing difficulties 
in different aspects of their lives, including psycho-
logical, financial, educational and even physiological 
problems. The pandemic has had both direct and in-
direct effects on individuals’ mental health in a num-
ber of ways. Social distancing measures, quarantines, 
school and university closures, the inability to con-
tinue working, and the general lockdown of cities have 
all contributed to increasing citizens’ distress during 
the outbreak. The coronavirus outbreak in Iran was 
officially confirmed in Qom on February 19, 2020 
(Anadolu Agency, 2020). As of September 17, 2020, the 
number of confirmed Coronavirus cases in Iran had 
reached 410,334, while 23,632 had died of the disease 
in the country and 352,019 had recovered (Worldom-
eter, 2020).

In this situation with people staying at home, many 
have tended to seek out different ways to keep in con-
tact with the outside world and to stay informed about 
the latest news on the pandemic, looking to a range of 
national and international governmental and private 
sector sources. In recent decades, social media has 
become one of the main means of communication 
among people all over the world. In all countries, in-
dividuals spend a lot of time every day on social media, 
which they use to forge connections with others and 
for the purposes of entertainment, education, obtain-
ing information and getting the news. The use of social 
media as a source of news and information about the 
COVID-19 has been a notable trend during the pan-
demic. 

The term social media refers to online networks 
which make it possible for people to communicate and 
interact with large groups of individuals using the same 
network (Carr & Hayes, 2015). In a recent study during 
the COVID-19 outbreak in Wuhan, Gao et al. (2020) 
found that the COVID-19 pandemic had led to an 
increase in social media use. In fact, the results showed 
that more than 80% of participants reported frequent 
exposure to social media during the outbreak in Wu-
han, China.

Social media usage has been shown to have both 
advantages and disadvantages for people’s wellbeing 
(Keles et al., 2020; Longstreet & Brooks, 2017; Viner et 
al., 2019). Several studies have found that individuals 
can benefit from the opportunities social media affords 
them to express their emotions, connect to other 
people, reduce their feelings of loneliness and receive 
social support (Akhavan Malaayeri et al., 2015; Allcott 
et al., 2020; Deters & Mehl, 2013). However, other 
studies have concluded that social media usage is linked 
to higher level of depression and psychological distress 
(Best et al., 2014; Dhir et al., 2018; Hoare et al., 2016; 
Marino et al., 2018; McCare et al., 2017). The negative 
impact of social media usage has even been found by 
some studies to have taken the form of a contribution 

to an overall increase in the rate of suicide and depres-
sion said to have accompanied the expansion of social 
media usage (Allcott et al., 2020; Twenge et al., 2018). 
It has also been argued that social media can be addic-
tive and harmful (Alter, 2017; Newport, 2019). 

People in different countries tend to use different 
social media platforms. For example, in Iran, Instagram 
and Facebook are the most common and popular plat-
forms. According to international data (Datareportal, 
2020), there were 33.4 million social media users in 
Iran in January 2020, a figure that reflects an increase 
of 9.4 million (+39%) between April 2019 and January 
2020. In this study, we consider the most common 
social media platforms that Iranians use, including 
Instagram, Facebook, Telegram groups, and WhatsApp 
groups. Our aim is to explore how individuals’ happi-
ness is associated with their usage of social media dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, we have 
sought to explore the moderating role of resilience and 
age in the relationship between social media usage and 
happiness. 

Happiness is defined as an individual’s perception 
that assesses pleasure throughout his or her life (Veen-
hoven, 2012). From a subjective viewpoint, happiness 
is described as emotional well-being that can be used 
to determine a person’s well-being in the subjective 
condition (Diener, et al., 2003; Hashemiannejad et al., 
2016; Veenhoven, 2009). One of the earliest academic 
definitions of happiness highlighted that happiness 
does not mean the rate at which one experiences spe-
cific happy moments, but rather refers to how happily 
an individual responds to his or her life situations 
(Tatarkiewicz, 1976). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has increased loneliness 
and social isolation (Holmes et al., 2020) and caused 
many people to experience higher levels of depression 
and anxiety, both of which mean reductions in feelings 
of happiness (Elovainio et al., 2017; Matthews et al., 
2019).

Meanwhile, during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
people have been seeking out trustworthy information 
and news. They have used media to help guide them 
through the outbreak (Holmes et al., 2020). In this 
situation, obtaining information can be positive and 
helpful for mental health and wellbeing. However, 
exposure to news and information about the pan-
demic can also increase public anxiety (Sell et al., 2017). 
Social media can spread erroneous information and 
reports very fast (Wang et al., 2019), possibly contrib-
uting to an increased perception of danger (Ng et al., 
2018) and affecting people’s wellbeing. Social media 
users may fall into a cycle of behaviour consisting of 
gathering information and news from social media, 
experiencing increased anxiety and helplessness, and 
turning back to social media, over and over (Thompson 
et al., 2019). According to Pennycook, Epstein, et al. 
(2020), many people want to avoid sharing misinfor-
mation, and they are often able to distinguish the truth 
from incorrect information. Nonetheless, they some-
times share inaccurate and deceptive information be-
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cause their intentions might be based on factors other 
than accuracy of the information (e.g. political align-
ment) when they choose to share the content on social 
media. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, social media has 
been one of the most important platforms where 
people share information, both false and true (Pen-
nycook, McPhetres, et al., 2020). Social media offer 
easy access to an enormous amount of content and can 
exacerbate the problems associated with misinforma-
tion and controversial data (Cinelli et al., 2020). Un-
controlled social media usage borne of an obsession 
with seeking information and news might have nega-
tive consequences on people’s wellbeing and could 
affect their happiness and quality of life. Studies in Iran 
have shown that excessive use of social media has an 
impact on happiness (Ansari et al., 2016) and on indi-
vidual and family functioning (Jafari Nadrabadi, 2018). 

At the same time, research has shown that happi-
ness and life satisfaction are associated with resilience 
(Beutel et al., 2010; Fereydooni et al., 2020; Han et al., 
2020; Short et al., 2020). Resilience is the ability to 
overcome the stressful events through adequate psy-
chological and physical functioning (Aboalshamat et 
al., 2018). According to the American Psychological 
Association (2020), resilience is the ability to confront 
trauma, high levels of stress, tragedy or disaster. For 
example, resilience is called for in facing severe health 
problems, environmental stressors or social and rela-
tionship problems. This means that resilient individu-
als can better cope with these kinds of hardships. Ad-
ditionally, Martz and Livneh (2015) found that 
individuals with levels of resilience undergo less pain 
because of these better coping strategies. 

In this study, we hypothesise that the use of social 
media during the COVID-19 pandemic has a relation-
ship with individuals’ happiness. Additionally, we 
believe that this relationship may be mediated by re-
silience as a moderator. The conceptual framework is 
illustrated in Figure 1. 

Method

This study used a quantitative research method, with 
data gathered in the form of a survey. Data were col-
lected during the COVID-19 outbreak from 20 March 
to 10 April 2020 in Iran. The questionnaires were dis-
tributed through online networks such as WhatsApp, 
Telegram, and the Iranian social network Soroush. The 
recipients were asked to distribute them to their con-

tacts as well. The informed consent forms were attached 
to the questionnaires. Participants all freely expressed 
a willingness to take part in this study, and the confi-
dentiality and privacy of the respondents were ensured. 
The inclusion criteria called for participants who were 
young adults (aged 20 to 40) and who had smart-
phones, social media accounts, and internet access to 
use social media. A total of 277 completed question-
naires were included in data analysis after we had 
discarded incomplete questionnaires. 

Instruments

In this study, the demographic questionnaire included 
information about age, gender, marital status, educa-
tion level, and residential status (living alone, living 
with family, living with friends). Additionally, instru-
ments to measure social media usage and subjective 
happiness were used, as was a brief resilience scale. 

Social Media Usage

Social media usage was measured via a question about 
the total hours that participants spend on social media, 
including Instagram, Facebook, Telegram groups, and 
WhatsApp groups, for the purposes of getting informa-
tion and news about COVID-19. Participants were asked 
to state the average number of hours for which they 
used social media only for this pandemic-related pur-
pose. The calculation did not include time spent using 
social media for any purpose other than the pandem-
ic (such as work/study-related hours). 

Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS) 

This instrument was developed by Lyubomirsky and 
Lepper (1999) to assess an individual’s overall subjective 
happiness. Participants’ degree of happiness is assessed 
through self-reporting and comparisons with others. 
The SHS consist of 4 items answered on a 7-point Lik-
ert scale. Each of the items assesses happiness in a 
different way. Item 1 is intended to examine the extent 
to which an individual thinks he or she is happy. Pos-
sible responses range from 1 to 7, with higher scores 
representing greater levels of happiness. Item 2 is meant 
to examine the extent to which a person believes him- 
or herself to be happy in comparison with others, with 
possible scores ranging from less happy to happier. 
Meanwhile, items 3 and 4 examine the extent to which 
an individual believes him- or herself to be generally 
happy or unhappy, with scores ranging from not at all 
happy to very happy. Higher scores on this instrument 
indicate higher levels of happiness (Lyubomirsky & 
Lepper, 1999). The score is calculated by adding up the 
scores (considering reversed items) ad dividing by 4, 
which yields a total score from 1 to 7. The average range 
for SHS is 4.5 to 5.5 (Lyubomirsky, 2001; Lyubomirsky 
& Lepper, 1999). The reliability of the SHS is .86 while 
the validity of SHS is .62 (Sousa et al., 2017). The Persian 
version of SHS has a reliability coefficient, measured 

Figure 1.  Conceptual framework of moderating effect of resi
lience on relationship between social media usage and subjec-
tive happiness.
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in terms of internal consistency by Cronbach’s alpha, 
of .76 (Aghababaei & Błachnio, 2014). In this study, 
the internal consistency of the SHS measured by Cron-
bach’s alpha was .78.

Brief Resilience Scale (BRS) 

This instrument, developed by Smith et al. (2008), 
measures the ability of an individual to recover from 
stress and difficult situations. BRS consist of six items 
answered on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 to 5 
or from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Three of 
the items on the Brief Resilience Scale are reversed 
scores. This technique is used to prevent desirability 
response bias. The total score on the BRS is the sum of 
scores by (considering the reversed items) divided by 
6. This calculation yields scores ranging from 1 to 5. 
The internal consistency of BRS measured by Cron-
bach’s alpha is .93 (Rodríguez-Rey et al., 2016) and it 
is ranges between .82 to .91 for individual items (Amat 
et al., 2014). Respondents are more resilient when they 
record higher mean scores on the the Brief Resilience 
Scale (Kyriazos et al., 2018). The Persian version of BRS 
has a reliability coefficient of internal consistency, 
measured by Cronbach’s alpha, of .76 (Kashani & Na-
jafi, 2016). In this study, the internal consistency cal-
culated using Cronbach’s alpha was .77.

Results

A total of 277 questionnaires were collected in this 
study for data analysis. Table 1 shows the sample de-
mographic information, and Table 2 shows the descrip-
tive statistics on age, social media usage, resilience, and 
subjective happiness for the participants of this study.

Before carrying out the Pearson correlation analysis 
and moderation analyses in this study, five basic as-
sumptions were tested, including the absence of outli-
ers, normality, linearity, homoscedasticity, and multi-
collinearity (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Since all the 
assumptions were fulfilled, a Pearson product-moment 
correlation was conducted to determine the relation-
ship between social media usage and subjective hap-
piness. 

The outcomes of the Pearson Correlation analysis 
showed that there is a significant negative correlation 
between social media usage and subjective happiness 
(r=-.278, p<.001). According to Cohen (1988), when 
classifying and interpreting correlation strength using 
r, values of .10 to .30 are considered to represent weak 
correlations. Elsewhere, a classification by Evans (1996) 
has said that correlations between .20 and .39 are weak. 
According to these two classification systems, the cor-
relation between social media usage and subjective 
happiness found in this study can be interpreted as a 
weak correlation. 

The tests of the moderating effects of resilience on 
how social media usage associates with subjective hap-
piness was performed using Hayes’s SPSS macro PRO-
CESS analysis (Hayes, 2017). The overall model showed 

that the moderating effect of resilience on the model 
is statistically significant F(3,273)=11.270, p<.01, 
R2=.110. Table 3 shows the interaction between the 
variables. According to the results, for every one-unit 
increase in resilience scores, we get a .555 unit increase 
in subjective happiness. In this study, the effect size 
(R2) in the moderation model was low. While modera-
tion in the model was considered statistically signifi-
cant, the small effect size may indicate that other un-
controlled variables have an unregulated impact on 
the current study.

Slopes for social media usage predicting subjective 
happiness at each level of resilience showed that for 
low resilience [b=-.087, t(273) = -1.811, p=.071], there 
is no relationship between social media usage and 
subjective happiness. For average resilience [b=-.179, 
t(273)=-5.132, p<.01], there is a relationship between 
social media usage and subjective happiness. Every 
slope of social media usage gives us -5.132 on our hap-
piness. For high resilience [b=-.272, t(273)=-5.340, 
p<.01] there is a relationship between social media 
usage and subjective happiness. Every slope of social 
media usage gives us -5.340 on our happiness.

According to an analysis based on the Johnson-
Neyman technique, if the resilience level is above 2.506 

Table 1. Frequency of Demographic Variables (N=277)

Frequency Percentage

Gender

Male 121 43.7

Female 156 56.3

Marital Status 

Single 172 62.1

Married 77 27.8

Divorced 28 10.1

Living With

Alone 42 15.2

Family 185 66.8

Friends 50 18.1

Education

Diploma or Below 62 22.4

Bachelor 119 43

Master 60 21.7

PhD 20 7.2

Rather Not to Say 16 5.8

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of Variables (N= 277)

Variables Minimum Maximum Mean SD-3

Age 18 37 29.02 4.71

Social Media Usage 1 8 4.07 1.76

Subjective Happiness 1.5 7 4.16 1.07

Resilience 1 5 3.29 .83

Table 3. Moderating Role of Resilience in Relationship between 
Social Media Usage and Subjective Happiness (N=277)

Model b df t P LLCI ULCI

Resilience .555 273 1.130** .001 .206 .904

Social Media Usage .186 273 1.321 .187 -.091 .464

Interaction -.111 273 -2.640 .008 -.193 -.028

Note: ** p≤.001.
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on the resilience scale, social media usage and happi-
ness levels are significantly related [b=-.092, t(273)=-
1.968, p=.05]. As resilience levels increase, the relation-
ship between social media usage and happiness 
becomes more negative. Figure 2 presents the interac-
tion between social media usage and resilience in 
predicting subjective happiness.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to examine the relationship 
between subjective happiness and social media usage 
during the COVID-19 pandemic in Iran. It further 
sought to explore whether the association between 
social media usage and subjective happiness was mod-
erated by the resilience level of participants during this 
outbreak. 

This study found that during the COVID-19 pan-
demic Iranians spent a mean of 4.07 hours a day on 
social media specifically to obtain information about 
the pandemic. This finding is similar to those of a report 
published by the Iranian Students’ News Agency (2018), 
which stated that the average social media usage among 
Iranians is between 4 to 7 hours a day, much higher 
than global average for social media usage.

The result revealed that there is a significant rela-
tionship between social media usage and subjective 
happiness. The correlation is negative, indicating that 
if social media usage increases, subjective happiness 
decreases. In other words, a person who spends more 
time on social media seeking, reading or watching 
content related to news or information about the CO-
VID-19 pandemic is more likely to report lower levels 
of subjective happiness than a person who spends less 
time on social media looking at content related to the 
outbreak. In this regard, it should be noted that even 
though the correlation is weak, it is nonetheless statis-
tically significant. 

This finding was in line with previous research that 
has concluded that social media overuse is associated 
with depression and low levels of happiness (Best et 
al., 2014; Dhir et al., 2018; Hoare et al., 2016; Marino 
et al., 2018; McCare et al., 2017). Because in this study 
social media usage was defined in terms of using social 

media to obtain information, news, or any content 
related to the COVID-19 pandemic, it can be observed 
that when people spend more time on social media for 
this purpose, they report lower levels of subjective 
happiness. This impact may be due to the magnifying 
role of social media in reporting the risk and danger of 
the pandemic. Additionally, social media can be a 
source of misinformation (Wang et al., 2019). During 
the period of lockdown, people in different countries 
sought out information from a range of resources. 
Many social media accounts do not provide scientifi-
cally accurate or reliable information, and they may 
share unproven data and news items not supported by 
any evidence. Even the official accounts that share 
reliable information also share lots of information 
about the risk of the virus and statistical reports on the 
death toll or the at-risk population. These types of 
information, whether they are true or false, will in-
crease individuals’ anxiety, depression, and feelings of 
helplessness concerning the COVID-19 pandemic and 
decrease their happiness and positive emotions. 

In this time of uncertainty, much like other difficult 
times in life, individuals’ resilience plays a significant 
role in their ability to engage successfully with adverse 
events and experiences (McGinnis, 2018; Ryff & 
Singer, 2003). In the current study, the moderating role 
of resilience was explored in order to determine 
whether the interaction of resilience and social media 
usage had an influence on the level of subjective hap-
piness during the COVID-19 pandemic. The results of 
this study revealed that the overall interaction between 
social media usage and resilience had a significant as-
sociation with subjective happiness. Exploring the 
different levels of resilience showed that when the 
participants’ resilience was low, there was no relation-
ship between social media usage and subjective hap-
piness. However, when the levels of resilience were 
average or high, the relationship between social media 
usage and subjective happiness was significant. This 
means that when people have an average or above 
average levels of resilience, social media usage is as-
sociated with a decrease in subjective happiness. In 
contrast to previous studies (Beutel et al., 2010; Ferey-
dooni et al., 2020; Han et al., 2020; Short et al., 2020), 
there was no significant relationship between subjec-
tive happiness itself and resilience. Although this ex-
ploration was not the aim of the current study, this is 
substantial information for interpreting the findings 
of the moderating role of resilience in the relationship 
between social media usage and happiness. 

It should be highlighted that, in this study, the 
relationship between social media usage and subjective 
happiness was a weak one, though it remained statisti-
cally significant. Meanwhile, the moderating role of 
resilience on the association between social media 
usage and subjective happiness also showed a low effect 
size as well. Even though the results in both analyses 
showed a low effect sizes, but they should be considered 
for more investigation as both were statistically sig-
nificant. 

Figure 2.  Interaction between social media usage and resili-
ence in predicting subjective happiness.

5

4.75

4.5

4.25

4

3.75

3.5

Su
bj

ec
tiv

e 
H

ap
p

in
es

s

	 Low	 Moderate	 High

Social Media Usage

 Low     Moderate     High



Sonia Khodabakhsh1 & Somaye Ahmadi2110 2020, 38(2)

Implications

The most important implication of this study is that 
is shows us that increased social media use during the 
COVID-19 pandemic is associated with a decreased 
level of subjective happiness in individuals. As this 
study was correlational, it is not possible to understand 
whether the overuse of social media leads to lower 
levels of happiness, or whether people who are less 
happy tend to spend more time on social media. 

At the same time, as in this study participants were 
asked to report how much they use social media to 
obtain information and news about the COVID-19 
pandemic, it can be said that during this kind of out-
break governments or professional associations should 
consider putting in place controls and policies to pre-
vent the spread of misinformation which may amplify 
panic and distress in populations, with possible con-
sequences for happiness, general wellbeing and health. 
Providing genuine and sufficient information from 
professional organizations to inform people about the 
pandemic and to educate society is an important way 
to help ensure that people will not seek information 
from unofficial sources such as unreliable social media 
accounts. 

Limitations and recommendations for future studies

This study was done during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which was a time of extreme uncertainty for Iranians. 
The majority of people were not psychologically and 
emotionally in a stable state, and they were under the 
highest level of pandemic stress. This might influence 
the self-report questionnaires about happiness and 
resilience. Therefore, more research is needed to explore 
the relationship between social media and happiness 
and the moderating role of resilience. It is recom-
mended to explore this important relationship in 
other countries and among a larger number of partici-
pants. Moreover, the data for this study were collected 
online and participants volunteered to take part. 
Hence, the data may suffer from the sampling method. 
Even though the sample size was considered to be suf-
ficient, it would be desirable to use a different sampling 
method or data collection procedure to avoid possible 
bias associated with the sampling method. It would 
also be worth conducting experimental studies de-
signed to explore the causal relationship between social 
media and happiness, even after the pandemic. Fur-
thermore, future research could consider taking posi-
tive steps to control for other variables which may 
affect the results. Additionally, the model could ben-
efit from the inclusion of other variables to explore the 
associations between these variables again and find out 
whether there is any relationship or moderating role 
effect in this conceptual framework. Because the effect 
sizes in the current study were low, further investiga-
tions are needed. However, the current study’s findings 
can be used as a starting off point for future investiga-
tions. The use of pre-designed content for social media 

in an experimental study would provide deeper infor-
mation for policymakers and mental health profession-
als and allow them to gain knowledge to inform their 
policies and interventions when they are faced with 
experiences of adversity or outbreaks in the future. 
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