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Abstract 
Online social networks have become one of the most widely used sources of information in the world and also an 
important part of our daily life. A huge boost to their spreading came with the outbreak of the COVID-19 
pandemic. As social distancing and lockdown orders due to COVID-19 health emergency grew more pervasive, 
individuals began to spend more time online and to use social networks (SNs) to keep up to date regarding the 
spread of pandemic and also to maintain communication with friends and family and reduce isolation. Given 
these evidences, the present study aims to investigate the social supporting role of SNs during the pandemic 
emergency. Specifically, it intends to analyze (a) the use of SNs as a means of interaction in the face of the social 
containment imposed by the COVID-19 spreading, and (b) the factors (homophily, trust, loneliness, and 
emotional instability) that affect such use. An online survey with a sample of 194 Italian people was conducted. 
Structural equation modelling was used to estimate the model proposed. Results revealed that sense of belonging 
to SNs had a strong impact on search for social support and is, in turn, positively influenced by trust in SNs and 
homophily. Emotional instability also increased the search for social support. The study contributes both 
theoretically and empirically to the understanding of the role of SNs in influencing individual behavior. As the 
use of SNs continues to spread around the world, understanding why consumers rely in SNs and what 
gratifications they receive from them is undoubtedly of interest for both academics and practitioners.  
Keywords: COVID-19, social networks, sense of belonging, emotional state, trust, homophily 
1. Introduction 
In 2020, the world was hit by a terrible pandemic. In a few months, the Chinese health emergency linked to the 
spread of COVID-19 (the disease caused by the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome Corona virus 2) has 
evolved into a global pandemic that has led to a humanitarian, social and economic crisis whose effects are still 
difficult to assess (e.g., Laborde, Martin, & Vos, 2020; McKibbin & Fernando, 2020; Lucchese & Pianta, 2020). 
A lot of people have died and the health care systems of many countries have come close to collapse. Among the 
measures governments have taken to counter the COVID-19 pandemic, social distancing and isolation have been 
widely introduced. Lockdown and social distancing measures have suddenly changed the ways in which 
individuals lived and worked, and stopped many manufacturing activities. People were asked to stay at home and 
socially isolate themselves to prevent being infected (Rossi et al., 2020). Whole sectors, such as air travel, 
tourism, restaurants, transportation, and schools have completely stopped (Lucchese & Pianta, 2020).  
As a consequence of these measures, many scholars have been interested in the psychological consequences of a 
complete or near-complete lockdown, finding that it is associated with a wide range of psychiatric comorbidities 
including anxiety, panic, depression, and trauma-related disorders (e.g., Cullen, Gulati, & Kelly, 2020; Killgore, 
Cloonan, Taylor & Dailey, 2020; Orgilés, Morales, Delvecchio, Mazzeschi, & Espada, 2020; Qiu et al., 2020; 
Rossi et al., 2020). From an economic point of view, literature, research institutes and national governments have 
focused on the changes in market dynamics and, mostly, on the global crisis due to the pandemic (e.g., Ashraf, 
2020; Maital & Barzani, 2020; McKibbin & Fernando, 2020; Nicola et al., 2020; Statista, 2020; World Bank, 
2020). Finally, from a social perspective, the media usage among individuals to seek information regarding the 
spread of pandemic, the quarantine procedures, and medical information or general advices in order to decrease 
the spread of fears and uncertainty has been investigated (e.g., Basch et al., 2020; Kouzy et al., 2020; Saud, 
Mashud, & Ida, 2020). Scholars have focused on online media and, specifically, on social media in order to 
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investigate their use for seeking support and awareness about COVID-19 as well as their impact in 
misinformation. On the contrary, to the authors knowledge, the impact of social distancing and isolation on the 
ways individuals interact and communicate with each other in order to maintain their social relationships and - at 
least apparently - continue their routines appears less explored. The present study focuses on the social networks 
usage during the pandemic emergency in order to investigate their social support role. More specifically, it 
intends to analyze (a) the use of social networks as a means for interaction during the lockdown due to the 
COVID-19 emergency and (b) the factors that affect such use (homophily, trust, loneliness, and emotional state). 
Social networks (SNs) and, more generally, social media platforms are amongst the most widely used sources of 
information in the world. In the plethora of Web 2.0 online communication channels, social networks stand out 
because they enhance the information sharing process by allowing consumers to chat in real time with each other. 
They are a way to connect to the online world to exchange (seek and give) information with families, friends and 
the general public. 
When the COVID-19 pandemic has spread to entire nations, upending normal existence for much of the world’s 
population, social media usage has surged once more. People were turned to social media for updates and social 
connection. Analytics company Sprinklr reported a record nearly 20 million mentions of coronavirus-related 
terms on March 11 2020 (Conn, 2020) and SNs have all experienced a double-digit increase in usage 
(Nabity-Grover, Cheung, & Thatcher, 2020). Social media platforms have become helpful for the public to 
maintain communication with friends and family, to entertain and reduce isolation and boredom (Nabity-Grover 
et al., 2020; Pérez-Escoda, Jiménez-Narros, Perlado-Lamo-de-Espinosa, & Pedrero-Esteban, 2020). 
Given these evidences, the study aims to enrich the literature on this research area in order to shed light on the 
relationship between people and SNs and, specifically, on their use as a means for maintaining social 
relationships, finding support and concrete help. 
The paper is organized as follows. In the next section the literature review and the proposed conceptual model 
are described. The Methodology section describes the data collection procedure and the analysis method. Finally, 
the results are presented and the theoretical and managerial implications are discussed. 
2. Research Framework and Conceptual Model 
In February 2004, Facebook was born and the era of social networks began. Although other SNs had already 
been created before, 2004 marked the transition to the Web 2.0 era. The term Web 2.0 had its origin in the name 
given to a series of Web conferences, first organized by publisher Tim O’Reilly in 2004. His intention was to 
distinguish a first phase of the Web – where the user was mostly passive – from a second phase characterized by 
widespread interactivity. Digital communication has become interactive and dialogues-based. Today everyone 
can be an online content producer and this evolution has been made possible above all thanks to social media.  
Social media have been defined as group of Internet-based applications allowing users to conveniently and 
selectively interact with each other through the creation and exchange of user-generated content (Carr & Hayes, 
2015; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Within this general definition, there are various types of social media that need 
to be distinguished further. Among these, social network sites have gained tremendous traction as a popular 
online hangout spaces for both youth and adults (Boyd, 2010). Social networking sites are applications that 
enable users to connect by creating personal information profiles, inviting friends and colleagues to have access 
to those profiles, and sending e-mails and instant messages between each other (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). The 
term emphasizes the relational and sharing aspect of the medium. People flock to SNs to socialize with their 
friends and acquaintances, to share information with interested others, and to see and be seen (Boyd, 2010). The 
high levels of self-disclosure and social presence of SNs have enabled users to connect with other users by 
exchanging information, opinions, and thoughts (Chu & Kim, 2011). And this system of relationships and 
sharing is built on a fundamental pillar that consists of the user-generated contents (UGC), namely on consumers’ 
online information generation, distribution and retrieval. 
As social distancing and lockdown orders due to COVID-19 health emergency grew more pervasive, individuals 
began to spend more time online. In addition to working reasons, they increasingly turned to digital platforms for 
entertainment and connection to others. In particular, the social distancing has led to a huge increase in the use of 
SNs to stay connected with family, friends, and colleagues (Kantar, 2020). Drawing on this evidence, this study 
intends to investigate the social support role played by SNs during periods of isolation and social distancing.  
Cobb (1976) defined social support as the information leading the individual to believe that he or she is cared for, 
loved, esteemed, valued, and belonging to a network of communication and mutual obligation. Thoits (1982) 
synthesized by referring to “the degree to which a person’s basic social needs are gratified through interaction 
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with others”. 
Existing literature theorized that people join virtual communities to exchange social support (Hiltz & Wellman, 
1997; Mickelson, 1997; Ridings & Gefen, 2004; Wellman & Gulia, 1999). Frison and Eggermont (2015) 
highlighted how, in comparison to a face-to-face context, social support needs may be more easily expressed in a 
SNs context, as Facebook functions, such as status updating or instant messaging, facilitate the sharing of social 
support needs. Moreover, SNs comprise family members, close friends, colleagues, and friends of friends, whom 
users might not know well (or at all) offline. Due to this diversity of social ties on a single online platform, it is 
likely that SNs users receive more social support on these online platforms than offline (Trepte, Dienlin, & 
Reinecke, 1015). On the contrary, Li, Chen and Popiel (2015) did not found a significant relationship between 
interaction on SNs and perceived social support. 
The importance of social support following trauma, disaster or disease is reflected in several study (e.g., Bartone 
et al., 1989; Anderson & Lyons, 2005; Pakenham et al., 1994). The spreading of a worldwide pandemic can be 
considered as a trauma for some individuals. Health emergencies such as epidemics can lead to detrimental and 
long-lasting psychosocial consequences, due to disease related fear and anxiety and to large-scale social isolation 
(Cullen et al., 2020; Killgore et al., 2020; Orgilés et al., 2020; Qiu et al., 2020; Rossi et al., 2020). In the context 
of complete or near-complete lockdown due to the COVID-19 health emergency, SNs may have represented a 
useful tool that individuals have used to “create” a sense of normality and seek that social support that they could 
not get in the real-life environment due to social distancing measures. 
Starting from this reasoning, a better understanding of the social supporting role of SNs during the pandemic 
emergency and, more in detail, of the dimensions which affect this role is undoubtedly of interest for both 
academics and practitioners. In order to suit the research objective of the study, the conceptual model shown in 
Figure 1 was proposed. Five focal antecedent variables of search for social support in SNs were identified. The 
selection was made according to the relevant literature and to their expected relevance in the context under 
investigation.   
The first set of variables pertained to the individual confidence and involvement with SNs, measured in terms of 
trust and sense of belonging. Sense of belonging is an affective or internal evaluative feeling or perception 
(Hageyrty Lynch-Sauer, Patusky, Bouwsema, & Collier, 1992). Anant (1966) defined it as a “sense of personal 
involvement in a social system so that persons feel themselves to be an indispensable and integral part of the 
system”. In the context of SNs, sense of belonging is recognized as the psychological state of being part of the 
community in an online social network that influences users’ attitudes, stickiness and subsequent usage 
behaviors (Cheung, Chiu, & Lee, 2011; Hsu & Liao, 2014; Lin, Fan, & Chau, 2014). Users develop a sense of 
belonging to SNs via managing personal relationships and developing feelings of membership, identification, 
and shared socio-emotional ties as a result of continued exposure and usage of the system (Lin et al., 2014). Liu 
and Guo (2015) figured belongingness at the core of user’s decision to continued use of social media. Similarly, 
other authors highlighted its significant role as affective antecedent of usage habit and continuance behavior 
within the social media communities (e.g., Lin et al. 2014; Liu, Shao, & Fan, 2018). Furthermore, sense of 
belonging reflects a high willingness of members to care about one another (Zhao, Lu, Wang, Chau, & Zhang, 
2012). In light of these evidences, the sense of belongingness to a social network is expected to affect its use as a 
means of social support, especially in a context of deprivation of physical social relationships. Therefore, the 
following hypothesis is formulated: 
H1: Sense of belonging positively influences search for social support in SNs. 
Rotter (1967) defined trust as “an expectancy held by an individual or a group that the word, promise, verbal or 
written statement of another individual or group can be relied upon”. In other words, it is a belief or expectation 
about the other (trusted) party, or a behavioral intention or willingness to depend or rely on another party (e.g., 
Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995; Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & Camerer, 1998). Grabner-Kräuter and Bitter (2013) 
referred to a “mental short-cut” that enables users to promptly engage in trust-related behaviors, such as the 
provision of personal information. Trust is a fundamental aspect in virtual communities since they are largely 
anonymous and cannot count on face-to-face contact. Members may have greater concerns about the truthfulness 
of others and lack of trust among participants is a major barrier in establishing virtual communities (Blanchard, 
2008; Lin, 2008). On the contrary, trustworthiness of a social media site may provide its members an expectation 
of successful operation and reduce uncertainty stemmed from more dynamic nature of social media sites (Liu & 
Guo, 2015). 
The literature has highlighted the role of trust in increasing the users’ propensity to use social networking sites 
(e.g., Chu & Kim, 2011; Ridings, Gefen, & Arinze, 2002; Zhao et al., 2012). Starting form this evidence, it is 
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reasonable to assume that trust in SNs positively affects their use as sources of social support. In situations of 
uncertainty, trust can serve as an important mechanism to reduce it and mitigate the complexity of exchanges and 
relationships (Grabner-Kräuter & Bitter, 2013). On the base of this reasoning, in situations of uncertainties 
regarding the consequences and the persistence of the pandemic and, above all, of lack of real-life social 
relationships during periods of social containment, a high trust in SNs can increase their use as a means of social 
support. This leads to the formulation of the following hypothesis: 
H2: Trust in SNs positively influences search for social support in SNs. 
Homophily is another construct that is worth consideration in the conceptualization of consumers’ search for 
social support in SNs. Homophily is defined as the degree to which individuals who interact with one another are 
congruent or similar in certain attributes (Rogers & Bhowmik, 1970). This may cause more enjoyment and time 
spent in interacting with similar people (Zhao et al., 2012). Prior research has suggested that in virtual 
communities, members are more willing to interact and share information with similar people (e.g., Kim, 
Kandampully, & Bilgihan, 2018; Mainolfi & Vergura, 2019; Steffes & Burgee 2009; Vergura, Luceri, & Zerbini, 
2021). The presence of similar values, preferences, and lifestyles can facilitate individuals’ external information 
search process because it reduces uncertainty (Chu & Kim, 2011). Given these considerations, the present study 
aims to test the effect of perceived homophily with SNs’ contacts on seeking social support. Similarity between 
the individuals in a community can lead to a greater propensity to seek social support in that community, 
compared to what might be expected between dissimilar individuals: 
H3: Homophily positively influences search for social support in SNs. 
Both trust and homophily have found to be correlated with sense of belonging. Some scholars have highlighted 
that trust fosters a sense of belonging in online communities (e.g., Lin, 2008; Liu & Guo, 2015; Zhao, 2012). 
Zhao (2012) also found that perceived similarity with other members is positively related to sense of belonging, 
which in turn mediates the effect of homophily and trust on intention to get knowledge. The present study 
intends to support the existence of these relationships also in the context of getting social support. Therefore, the 
following hypotheses are formulated: 
H4: Trust in SNs positively influences sense of belonging to SNs. 
H5: Homophily positively influences sense of belonging to SNs. 
H6: Sense of belonging mediates the relationship between (H6a) trust and search for social support and (H6b) 
homophily and search for social support. 
The last set of variables pertains to the emotional states of individuals, measured as emotional instability and 
loneliness. Emotion can be defined as a complex series of psychophysical stimulate which invokes either a 
positive or a negative response, physical reactions, and facial expressions (Tang et al., 2011). Emotional states 
often vary enormously over very short periods of time. Underwood and Froming (1980) argue that there are 
some people typically more emotionally stable and others who can generally be categorized as unstable. 
Emotional instability is a personality trait which refers to the tendency to experience mood swings and negative 
emotions such as guilt, anger, anxiety, and depression (Kosinski, Bachrach, Kohli, Stillwell, & Graepel, 2014). 
The psychological literature provides some examples of the relationship between personality traits and users’ 
behavior in an online setting (e.g., Kosinski et al., 2014; Marcus, Machilek, & Schütz, 2006; Moody, 2001; 
Morahan-Martin, 1999; Vazire & Gosling, 2004) highlighting how this can be influenced, among other 
dimensions, by emotional instability and loneliness. Loneliness is described as an emotional state with 
unpleasant, negative connotations. It implies a need for another person or group that has been disrupted and is 
discussed in the context of absence or loss (Copel, 1988; Russell, Cutrona, Rose, & Yurko, 1984; Welt, 1987). 
Even before the pandemic some scholars had highlighted the use of social networks to cope with negativity and 
loneliness (Radovic, Gmelin, Bradley, 2017; Şar, Göktürk, Tura, & Kazaz, 2012). And this was also confirmed 
during the lockdown measures due to the COVID-19 emergency (Cauberghe, Wesenbeeck, De Jans, Hudders, & 
Ponnet, 2020). There are growing concerns that lockdown measures due to the COVID-19 pandemic could lead 
to a rise in loneliness, which is recognized as a major public health concern (Bu, Steptoe, & Fancourt, 2020; 
Killgore et al., 2020). Since social isolation can lead to feelings of emotional instability and loneliness, the use of 
social networks can be used as a constructive coping strategy to deal with these feelings (Cauberghe et al., 2020). 
This study aims to increase knowledge on this issue. The tendency to be emotionally unstable and the feeling of 
loneliness can affect the users’ tendency to seek social support in virtual communities when real-time 
relationships are almost zero. In light of these reasoning, the following hypotheses are formulated: 
H7: The greater the emotional instability, the greater the search for social support in SNs. 
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H8: The greater the loneliness, the greater the search for social support in SNs. 

 
Figure 1. Research model and hypotheses 

Note. Mediated relationships are represented in dotted lines. 
 

3. Method  

To test the proposed model, a self-administered questionnaire was filled in online by a sample of Italian users. 
Dara were collected between April 29 and May 6 2020. All participants were informed that the study was on a 
voluntary basis and that information provided would be kept confidential. The survey was developed using the 
free software Google Forms. Respondents were recruited online thanks to the publication of an informative post 
on some SNs. They were immediately asked if they had an account on a social network. Only those who 
answered “yes” were able to complete the questionnaire. The final sample size was 194.  
Measures for the various constructs were adapted from previous research, with some amendments made to fit the 
context of the present research.  
Sense of belonging was measured through the four items developed by Liu and Guo (2015). Measures for trust 
consisted of four items adapted from Fogel and Nehmad (2009). Homophily was measured through the four 
items proposed by Kusumasondjaja (2015), while the 7-item Crisis Support Scale by Elklit et al. (2001) was used 
for detecting social support in SNs. Loneliness was measured using the UCLA Loneliness Scale (ULS-8) (Wu & 
Yao, 2008). Finally, the Reactive 8-items subscale from the Mood Survey by Underwood and Froming (1980) 
was used for detecting emotional instability. All items were constructed using a 7-point anchored scale (from 
“completely disagree” to “completely agree”). Cronbach’s alphas were used to assess the scales’ internal 
consistency. The index was very high for each construct, ranging from 0.75 for loneliness to 0.91 for trust (see 
Table 1). In addition, demographic questions and SNs usage habit (SNs used) were included. 
Structural equation modelling with maximum likelihood method was employed for the analysis of the conceptual 
model. Data analysis was performed using the IBM SPSS statistical software (SPSS Inc, Chicago, IL; release 
25.0) and the LISREL software (release 8.80).  
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Table 1. Measurement scales and reliability indices 

Variables Items (1 = completely disagree; 7 = completely 
agree) 

Cronbach’s 
alpha Source 

Sense of 
belonging 
 

In this moment of social isolation, I feel a strong 
sense of belonging to the (members of) social 
networks 
In this moment of social isolation, I enjoy being a 
member of social networks 
In this moment of social isolation, I am very 
committed to social networks 
Overall, in this moment of social isolation, the 
social networks have a high level of morale. 

0.84 Adapted by Liu and Guo 
(2015) 

Homophily  
 

The interests of my contacts on social networks 
are similar to mine  
On social networks, I find ideas similar to mine  
I share similar tastes with my contacts on social 
networks 
I found similarity in likes/dislikes with my 
contacts on social networks 

0.89 Kusumasondjaja (2015)

Trust 

Social networks are trustworthy  
I can count on the fact that social networks 
protect my privacy 
I can count on the fact that social networks 
protect customers’ personal information from 
unauthorized use 
Social networks can be relied on to keep their 
promises 

0.91 Adapted by Fogel and 
Nehmad (2009) 

Social support  

(During this period of social restraint, please 
indicate how often you have happened to:) 
Having someone available to listen to you on 
social networks 
Being in contact through social networks with 
people in a similar situation to yours 
Express thoughts and feelings on social networks
Have the solidarity and support of members of 
social networks 
Get concrete help from other members of social 
networks 
Feeling disappointed by other members of social 
networks * 
Overall, being satisfied with the support received 
from social networks 

0.86 Adapted by Elklit et al. 
(2001) 

Loneliness 

I lack companionship 
There is no one I can turn to 
I am an outgoing person * 
I feel left out 
I feel isolation from others 
I can find companionship when I want it * 
I am unhappy being so withdrawn 
People are around me but not with me 

0.75 Wu and Yao, 2008 

Emotional 
instability 

I can change my mood several times in a single 
week 
I’m frequently “down in the dumps” 
Compared to my friends, I think less positively 
about life in general 
I am a very changeable person 

0.85 Underwood and 
Froming (1980) 
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Variables Items (1 = completely disagree; 7 = completely 
agree) 

Cronbach’s 
alpha Source 

I’m not as cheerful as most people 
My friends often seem to feel I am unhappy 
I’m not often really elated 
Sometimes my mood swing back and forth very 
rapidly 

 

4. Results 

4.1 Respondent Profile 
The sample was represented by 60% women and 40% men, with a mean age of 29 (min = 18; max = 63). The 
respondents were well-educated: 41% had graduated or post-graduated and 50% completed high school; the 
remaining 9% had left school after the primary or secondary level. Out of the sample, 15% lives alone, 61% with 
parents and 24% were married or cohabiting. The three most used SNs were Facebook, Instagram and Twitter. 
4.2 Research Results 
As the skew and kurtosis statistics showed that the normality assumption was violated (χ2 = 2533.935, p < 0.001), 
the model was estimated using the Satorra–Bentler method (Satorra & Bentler, 1994). The fit indices indicated 
an acceptable overall fit of the measurement model to the data: Satorra–Bentler scaled χ2 = 744.366, df = 514, p 
= 0.000, comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.986, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.048, 
normed fit index (NFI) = 0.897, non-normed fit index (NNFI) = 0.962 and standardized root mean square 
residual (SRMR) = 0.090.  
The analysis provided support for the H1 (Fig. 2). Sense of belonging to SNs significantly and positively 
influenced search for social support in these virtual communities (β = 0.606, p < 0.01). On the contrary, the 
direct effects of trust and homophily on the use of SNs as a means of social support did not found support on the 
empirical data (H2 and H3 are not supported). However, these two variables act as antecedents of sense of 
belonging: greater trust in SNs and greater perceived similarities with their members translate in a higher sense 
of belonging, thus supporting H4 (β = 0.169, p < 0.05) and H5 (β = 0.386, p < 0.01). Mediation analysis also 
showed that sense of belonging completely mediates the relationships between homophily and search for social 
support (indirect effect = 0.276; p < 0.01; CI 95%: [0.092; 0,397]), thus supporting H6b: perceived similarity 
with the other SN’s members increased the sense of belonging, which in turn exerted a positive effect on seeking 
social support. On the contrary, the indirect effect of trust on the final dependent variable (H6a) did not found 
support in the mediation analysis. Finally, whit reference to the effect of emotional states, only emotional 
instability significantly increased the users’ tendency to seek help in SNs (H8; β = 0.135, p < 0.05). The effect of 
loneliness was found to be not significant (H7 not supported). 

 
Figure 2. Structural model with standardized coefficients 

Notes: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01, indirect relationships are represented in dotted lines 
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5. Conclusion 
Online social networks have recently increased at an exponential rate. This growth in popularity and membership 
has created a new world of collaboration and communication (Cheung et al., 2011). A huge boost to this spread 
came with the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. Online platforms, in general, and social media in particular 
have become crucial for the individuals to gather information and keep up to date, for shopping and also to 
maintain communication with friends and family and reduce isolation. 
The objective of this study was to explore the use of SNs as a source for social support during the total or partial 
absence of real-life interactions due to the pandemic emergency. The results showed that sense of belonging to 
SNs has a strong impact on search for social support and is, in turn, positively influenced by trust in SNs and 
homophily. When users perceive a similarity in certain attributes with the other members and consider SNs to be 
trustworthy, they will feel a higher belonging to the virtual community and, consequently, they will have higher 
tendency to search for support and concrete help. Among the other investigated antecedents of social support, 
emotional instability stands out. Mood swings affect the search for social support and increase it. 
The study enriches the literature on social networks and provides practitioner some guidance for the 
understanding of their role in influencing individual behavior. At the theoretical level, it highlights a causal 
relationship path in which search for social support in SNs is directly and mainly guided by the sense of 
belonging to the online community and, indirectly, by homophily. Emotional state also influences the 
investigated behaviour through its emotional instability dimension rather than loneliness. Therefore, the study 
makes an important contribution to understanding which contextual factors can best predict why a person goes to 
SNs to seek social support. 
Results of this study are also important to practitioners. From a managerial perspective, understanding the role of 
SNs in the consumer daily life may help companies to effectively incorporate these media as an integral and 
significant part of the marketing communication mix. Previous studies have already shown the effect of social 
media communication on purchase decisions (e.g., Goh, Heng & Lin 2013; Park & Cho, 2012; Pookulangara & 
Koesler, 2011; Syrdal & Briggs, 2018; Vergura, Luceri & Zerbini, 2021; Zhu, Wang, He, & Tian, 2020). This 
study aims to enrich this knowledge by extending the analysis to other aspects of the consumer behavior. Against 
this background, as the COVID-19 pandemic continues to spread around the world, and the use of social 
networks too, it is even more important for companies to understand why consumers use SNs and what 
gratifications they receive from them. Moreover, because of uncertainty about the economic environment and the 
increase in users’ engagement with digital content, brands are increasing their use of organic content and 
decreasing their ad spend (Socialbakers, 2020). This means that owned and earned media, like SNs and online 
communities, are becoming more and more important. 
If one of the reasons for using SNs is to receive social support, companies need to be aware of this in order to 
develop their marketing strategies accordingly. In a period like a lockdown, SNs can be a fundamental tool to 
stay close to consumers by creating the contents and offering the help they need. This means developing contents 
capable of satisfying the need for social support. Branded content marketing strategies, for example, can address 
this goal. An analysis carried out on 52 marketing campaigns from different industrial sectors and five European 
markets showed that, in March and April 2020, they were oriented to the “new needs of security and belonging” 
by focusing on safety, home, relationship with their loved ones and creation of a sense of belonging (Reply, 
2021). In this way, companies have the opportunity to create a community and retain their followers. 
The results of this study are a stepping stone towards future research. Despite the literature contribution, further 
research is recommended in order to generalize the results. Extended the investigation to larger samples and 
testing the proposed model in other countries would be appropriate. Moreover, the causal relationship between 
emotional instability and search for social support should be better explored. If it is true that emotional instability 
increases the use of SNs as social support, experiencing this support could in turn affect the emotional state by 
improving it. This could generate positive effects not only in virtual relationships but also in real-life 
relationships, as well as stimulate new needs and behaviors. Finally, a comparison between different SNs would 
be opportune in order to explore any differences in the social interaction dynamics.   
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