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Abstract

The global COVID-19 pandemic has led to widespread social isolation measures, potentially exacerbating mental
health issues, especially among young adults. This demographic, known for its high social media usage, faces
increased risk of negative mental health outcomes such as isolation and depression. This study explores how social
media engagement and social support seeking mediate the relationship between age and social isolation symptoms
during the pandemic. Using a qualitative research methodology, data was collected from twenty university students
in Pakistan through semi-structured interviews. The interviews delved into various aspects including depressive
symptoms, loneliness, coping mechanisms, and changes in daily routines due to the pandemic. The analysis reveals
that university students experienced greater levels of loneliness compared to older age groups. Additionally, they
exhibited increased use of social media platforms while seeking less social support. These findings highlight the
mental health implications of fear and isolation during a global pandemic, both in Pakistan and in other countries.
The study underscores the importance of targeted interventions to address the mental well-being of young adults
during and after the COVID-19 crisis.
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Abstrak

Pandemi global COVID-19 telah menyebabkan diberlakukannya langkah-langkah isolasi sosial secara luas, yang
berpotensi memperburuk masalah kesehatan mental, terutama di kalangan orang dewasa muda. Kelompok ini,
dikenal dengan penggunaan media sosialnya yang tinggi, menghadapi risiko lebih tinggi terhadap hasil kesehatan
mental negatif seperti isolasi dan depresi. Studi ini mengeksplorasi bagaimana keterlibatan media sosial dan
pencarian dukungan sosial memediasi hubungan antara usia dan gejala isolasi sosial selama pandemi. Dengan
menggunakan metodologi penelitian kualitatif, data dikumpulkan dari dua puluh mahasiswa di Pakistan melalui
wawancara semi-struktural. Wawancara tersebut membahas berbagai aspek termasuk gejala depresi, kesepian,
mekanisme penanganan, dan perubahan dalam rutinitas harian akibat pandemi. Analisis menunjukkan bahwa
mahasiswa mengalami tingkat kesepian yang lebih tinggi dibandingkan dengan kelompok usia yang lebih tua.
Selain itu, mereka menunjukkan peningkatan penggunaan platform media sosial sambil mencari dukungan sosial
yang lebih sedikit. Temuan ini menyoroti implikasi kesehatan mental dari ketakutan dan isolasi selama pandemi
global, baik di Pakistan maupun di negara lain. Studi ini menekankan pentingnya intervensi yang ditargetkan
untuk mengatasi kesejahteraan mental orang dewasa muda selama dan setelah krisis COVID-19.

Kata Kunci: mahasiswa; ketahanan digital; pandemi COVID-19; isolasi mandiri; media sosial; dukungan sosial

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic, which emerged in 2019, precipitated a global public health crisis, thrusting
individuals into an unforeseen and distressing predicament (Ciotti et al. 2020). This crisis significantly
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disrupted personal emotions, daily routines and interpersonal relationships, primarily driven by concerns
of potential infection and the experience of social estrangement. The inherent ambiguity surrounding
the pandemic’s duration further compounded people’s anxieties, stress levels and sense of disorientation
(Varmaetal. 2021). As indicated by Kowal et al. (2020), both younger and older populations encountered
heightened anxiety and increased feelings of social isolation due to the imposed quarantine measures.

Researchers around the world have been diligently investigating the impact of the pandemic on mental
health since the early days of COVID-19 (Cullen et al. 2020). This scrutiny has prompted individuals to
devise coping strategies to contend with the challenges posed by enforced social isolation (Fluharty et
al. 2021). The disruption of established routines and reduced opportunities for social interactions have
given rise to sentiments of ennui, frustration and isolation among individuals. These emotional states can
lead to significant distress and elevate the susceptibility to mental health disorders, notably depression.

In this context, it is pertinent to emphasize that the subjective perception of loneliness serves as a
profound indicator of individuals’ adverse sentiments concerning the absence of meaningful social
connections, encompassing both quantitative and qualitative aspects of their social interactions (Tuijt
et al. 2021). While a distinction exists between objective social isolation and subjective loneliness
(Holt-Lunstad et al. 2015), it is undeniable that social detachment stands out as one of the most potent
determinants of loneliness, exerting detrimental effects on overall health and well-being (Kanitz et al.
2014). Notably, social isolation resulting from disengagement from society exacerbates the experience
of loneliness in affected individuals.

The global COVID-19 pandemic, accompanied by stringent lockdown measures, precipitated a
widespread occurrence of social isolation, significantly impacting the mental well-being of the general
populace on a global scale. This pervasive phenomenon led to a discernible increase in psychological
distress, manifested as heightened levels of depression and anxiety. These psychological ramifications
were occasionally observed alongside notable alterations in emotional states and lifestyle patterns.
Such modifications encompassed reduced engagement in physical activity, adoption of unhealthy
dietary habits, compromised sleep quality and an overwhelming sense of loneliness (Luciano et al.
2021). Notably, parents grappled with pronounced psychological distress, primarily stemming from the
pervasive uncertainty surrounding their financial stability, the closure of educational institutions and the
suspension of educational services (Mazza et al. 2021). This multifaceted distress permeated various
facets of their lives.

In parallel, children and adolescents increasingly displayed adverse emotional responses, characterized
by heightened stress, pronounced anxiety, a prevailing sense of helplessness, the emergence of social
and hazardous behavioural challenges and a notable upsurge in depressive symptoms. Furthermore,
these younger demographic groups exhibited significant modifications in their lifestyle practices. These
changes encompassed disruptions in sleep patterns, a substantial increase in screen time engagement, a
reduction in physical activity levels and the adoption of suboptimal dietary habits.

On January 30, 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) officially declared the COVID-19 outbreak
as a global public health emergency. Subsequently, in March 2020, the WHO escalated its classification
to the status of a pandemic. This reclassification aimed to underscore the severity of the situation and
to compel all governments worldwide to take comprehensive measures for case identification and
containment efforts (Mazza et al. 2021).

It is crucial to acknowledge that the COVID-19 virus, with its multifaceted impacts spanning health,
economy, politics and societal order, poses a formidable and far-reaching challenge to our civilization.
Despite the existence of treatments and significant advancements in our society, the most potent and
efficacious defence mechanism against this virus remains the prevention of its transmission. Key
strategies for curtailing the spread of the disease within society encompass stringent adherence to hand
hygiene practices, the implementation of social distancing measures and the application of quarantine
protocols. Enhanced and more stringent quarantine regulations play a pivotal role in the identification
and isolation of additional COVID-19-positive individuals within communities, thereby bolstering
testing capacities and contributing to the elimination of secondary cases.
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In formalized settings, such as support groups, as well as more casual interpersonal relationships like
friendships, the term “social support” pertains to the reservoir of social resources accessible to or
extended to an individual by non-professional associates (Frison & Eggermont 2015). Scholars have
categorized social support into three distinct forms: emotional support, encompassing elements like
affection, compassion and empathy; informational assistance, encompassing responses to specific
queries; and instrumental support, involving aid with day-to-day responsibilities, provision of essential
physical resources and assistance with transportation (Burleson 2003).

One type of social support that scientists have paid a lot of attention to is when people intentionally ask
their friends and family for help when they’re stressed out (Helsen et al. 2000). Researchers have looked
at this kind of support quite a bit. Social media includes online platforms Facebook, Instagram and
Twitter where people can connect and share things online. Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, when
people can’t go out for anything except essential stuff and can’t meet in person, social media has become
even more important for communication. Even before the pandemic, lots of young adults were already
using social media a whole lot — about 90% of them, according to a study in 2021 (Kumar et al. 2021).

In the past ten years, scientists have started looking at how using social media more might be linked
to worse mental health in young people (Sanchez et al. 2020). They’ve been focusing on how social
media affects things like young adults’ feelings of being supported, loneliness, how they feel overall and
whether they get depressed (Lisitsa et al. 2020). One study found that when teenagers asked for help and
felt they got it through Facebook, they felt less sad. But when they didn’t get the support they needed,
they felt even sadder (Wadley 2016). If this pattern also happens with young adults, it might mean that
their ability to get support, both online and offline, could make them feel better or worse and it could
keep going in a loop.

In older people, loneliness and social isolation are all too prevalent and typically coexist. Social isolation
is based on the volume and frequency of social interactions, whereas loneliness is related to an individual’s
subjective feelings. Social isolation is defined as the objective state of a person’s social surroundings and
patterns of interaction, whereas loneliness is defined as the subjective feeling of being alone (Page 2013).
Page provided clarification that loneliness and social isolation are distinct concepts, yet research has
demonstrated that both have negative impacts on health, albeit through similar yet distinct mechanisms.
One of the drawbacks of the aforementioned studies is their reliance on generalized assessments that
only encompass overall levels of seeking assistance. A substantial portion of the current research on
social support and support-seeking has defined social support by inquiring about participants’ social
network size or their perception of the availability of support resources (Antonucci 1986).

A subsequent study defines that the act of seeking assistance from one’s partner is associated with
increased emotional closeness, greater relationship satisfaction, and reduced levels of anxiety (Collins
& Feeney 2000). In studies examining daily experiences of pain and coping, a frequently employed
methodology is the daily diary method (Gunthert & Wenze 2012). These investigations, even though
they only encompass a small aspect of help-seeking, offer valuable insights. In the context of managing
arthritis pain, social support plays a role, and research has found that higher levels of pain are correlated
with greater efforts to seek emotional support, suggesting that the perceived severity of a negative event
influences the likelihood of seeking assistance (Smyth et al. 2014).

Even before the general public gained access to the Internet, computer-mediated communication had
already been utilized extensively for fostering social connections. This practice of employing computer-
mediated communication for exchanging supportive messages, often anonymously, persisted into the
Internet era. Discussion forums, commonly referred to as “newsgroups,” emerged during the early
stages of the Internet as a means of disseminating information and promoting group discussions among
scholars and system administrators (McKenna & Bargh 1998).

Nonetheless, a recent study brings to light that individuals’ online and offline social networks are

becoming increasingly intertwined. Historically, the Internet served as a groundbreaking medium for
providing support to specific groups, particularly in the realm of social support (Romiszowski & Mason
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2013). However, as the Internet’s prevalence has grown, the individuals one interacts with at their
workplace or within their local community have also become the same individuals they engage with
through email and chat (Luppicini 2007). The surging popularity of online social networking services
plays a pivotal role in driving this transformation.

With the emergence of new web services that accentuated social interaction, the Internet gained
widespread recognition as a facilitator of social connectivity (Keenan & Shiri 2009). Platforms such
as MySpace, Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter gained prominence in the mid-2000s, offering diverse
communication channels (including video, audio, and text) for connecting with others, fostering new
relationships, and maintaining existing ones. Consequently, significant shifts in how the Internet is
utilized and its position within the social landscape began to manifest.

Loneliness has far-reaching physical and psychological implications, including elevated systolic blood
pressure and an increased susceptibility to heart disease. Even middle-aged individuals with no prior history
of myocardial infarction face a heightened risk of coronary artery disease-related death when experiencing
loneliness and social isolation (Valtorta et al. 2016). Moreover, research underscores that both social
isolation and loneliness independently contribute to a higher overall mortality risk (Plagg et al. 2020).

The detrimental effects of loneliness extend to mental health. Loneliness has been linked to a 7%
reduction in sleep efficiency and prolonged wakefulness following sleep onset (Christiansen et al.
2016). Furthermore, it can give rise to a range of adverse outcomes, including diminished self-reported
health, decreased functional capacity, vision impairments, a perceived decline in quality of life, and an
escalation in depressive symptoms (Segrin & Passalacqua 2010). Systematic analysis has demonstrated
a connection between loneliness and both attempted and completed suicide among older individuals, as
illustrated in the study by Gomboc et al. (2022). Loneliness, akin to depressive symptoms, has also been
associated with a decline in cognitive function over time. A comprehensive examination has revealed a
strong correlation between social isolation, loneliness, and the onset of dementia (Rafnsson et al. 2020).

The proposed cause of the adverse health effects associated with loneliness centres on the physiological
stress response, particularly the elevation of cortisol levels. These aberrant stress reactions can
significantly undermine one’s health. Furthermore, the mechanism linking social isolation to health
issues may involve behavioural alterations, such as adopting an unhealthy lifestyle characterized by
smoking, excessive alcohol consumption, reduced physical activity, poor dietary choices, and non-
compliance with medical directives (Pinto et al. 2021). These problems can be exacerbated by having a
smaller social network and limited access to healthcare. An improved understanding of these potential
pathways can aid in the development of more effective therapeutic approaches.

The younger generation notably increased their use of social media during the pandemic, as they
encountered an unprecedented situation. Coping with this novel challenge posed a significant adjustment
for them (Lemenager et al. 2020). Quarantine and social distancing measures were implemented as
strategies to manage the pandemic’s impact (Shah et al. 2020). These measures effectively eliminated
direct interpersonal contact, which, in turn, gave rise to feelings of isolation, boredom, anxiety, and
depression. Social media emerged as a novel outlet for expressing and alleviating the problems arising
from isolation (Bonsaksen et al. 2021).

Amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, individuals in Taiwan exhibited diversified information-seeking
behaviours, influenced by factors such as gender, age, occupation, and their degree of pandemic-related
concern (Chu et al. 2020). Notably, there was a pronounced preference for seeking information about
COVID-19 over academic coursework, reflecting a heightened prioritization of health-related matters
over other facets of life (Vokinger et al. 2020). Crucially, it is worth noting that the younger demographic
exhibited a greater reliance on internet-based sources for obtaining COVID-19 information in comparison
to their older counterparts, who displayed a preference for traditional media channels (Orben 2020).

Social media emerged as a pivotal information dissemination platform during the pandemic, leveraging

its reach to engage health experts, psychologists, and psychiatrists. These professionals utilized social
media as a conduit to provide guidance and counsel on coping mechanisms and strategies for managing
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anxiety and stress induced by the pandemic’s circumstances (Liu 2021). Adolescents, in particular,
harnessed the potential of social media as a constructive coping strategy to navigate the challenges of
anxiety, depression, and frustration arising from the pandemic’s impact (Cauberghe et al. 2021). For
those experiencing limitations in direct social interactions, social media platforms serve as a vital means
to fulfil their essential social and survival needs.

An additional benefit observed during the period of quarantine and isolation was the positive impact on
individuals’ physical well-being. With the closure of gyms as a consequence of the lockdown measures
(Inasaridze 2021), physical activity opportunities were curtailed. However, people turned to social
media platforms to engage in digital exercise routines, which not only contributed to improved physical
health but also provided a means to alleviate symptoms of depression, fostering overall well-being.
Furthermore, the lockdown period facilitated the emergence of online identities and the establishment
of social networks, particularly among the younger generation, through social media channels. These
platforms played a crucial role in fostering valuable social support mechanisms (Qin et al. 2022).
Additionally, social media served as an avenue for self-expression, enabling individuals to openly share
their thoughts and feelings without the fear of judgment or exposure.

The discovery that social media has a significant influence on teenagers’ lives during the COVID-19
quarantine is also explained in the findings of Abbas et al. (2021) in the journal titled ‘The Role of
Social Media in the Advent of COVID-19 Pandemic: Crisis Management, Mental Health Challenges
and Implications’. The existence of social media among the younger generation is likened to a double-
edged sword, especially during the COVID-19 era. On the one hand, it has positive impacts as it can
increase emotional support, provide information, and facilitate friendship networks. However, on the
other hand, it can have negative impacts on mental health, such as depression and anxiety.

This crucial theme is what makes the topic related to social media and support networks regarding
university students’ isolation during COVID-19 interesting to explore. By adopting a different
approach and informant identity from previous studies, in this research, the researchers formulate three
research questions to be explored, including: (1) How are university students affected by isolation in
the COVID-19 lockdown?; (2) What are the reasons for isolation for university students?; (3) What
strategies do university students use to cope with isolation in lockdown? Therefore, this study aims to
assess and understand how social media and support networks impact university students’ isolation amid
the COVID-19 pandemic.

In alignment with theoretical frameworks and empirical evidence, we argued that individuals experiencing
heightened levels of loneliness amidst the COVID-19 pandemic would exhibit a greater propensity for
anxiety and heightened engagement in excessive use of social media platforms, potentially as a coping
strategy. Consequently, our investigation sought to ascertain whether participants reporting elevated
loneliness during the enforced isolation period of COVID-19 were more susceptible to experiencing anxiety
and indulging in addictive patterns of social media utilization. Additionally, we explored the interplay
between excessive social media engagement and the subjective experiences of loneliness and anxiety.

Research Method

This qualitative research study offers a descriptive analysis of self-perceived stress among late
adolescents during the COVID-19 pandemic, which transpired in the year 2021. Against the backdrop
of the COVID-19 crisis, the research adopted a cross-sectional approach employing semi-structured
interviews to investigate the levels of perceived stress among late adolescents attending both public and
private universities in Pakistan. Additionally, the study sought to identify key attributes associated with
perceived stress in this demographic and shed light on the reasons behind the utilization of social media
platforms for seeking social support during the period of quarantine.

This study focuses on examining the phenomena occurring among teenagers from various universities

scattered across Pakistan. The research recruited individuals aged between 18 to 24 years old, using a
strategy of selecting informants found and meeting the criteria specified by the researcher. Recruitment
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efforts were facilitated through engagement with university student organizations on popular social
media platforms such as Facebook and Instagram. Eligibility criteria included age within the specified
range, residence in Pakistan, and a history of residing in regions subjected to COVID-19-related safety
measures. Ultimately, a total of 20 adolescents participated as informants in this study during the early
months of 2021.

Results and Discussion

This section elucidates the perspectives of the participants concerning the COVID-19 lockdown and
ensuing isolation. The results section is structured into three delineated segments. The initial segment
elucidates the repercussions of the COVID-19 lockdown. Within this ambit, the qualitative data analysis
unveiled a spectrum of thematic elements, with some exhibiting ubiquity across Pakistan. Subsequently,
the ensuing section delineates the findings derived from the perspectives of participants hailing from
Pakistan.

The investigation revealed a multifaceted array of rationales underpinning the heightened proclivity
of Pakistani university students toward augmented social media utilization during the COVID-19
pandemic. Furthermore, the section expounds upon the coping mechanisms employed by this cohort to
contend with the concomitant isolation experienced during this period.

The COVID-19 lockdown had an impact on university students in Pakistan

The primary source of the feeling of isolation stems from the stringent government-imposed lockdown
measures in both nations. Transitioning from a traditional lifestyle to a predominantly virtual one was
described as one of the most challenging phases in the lives of the participants. University students from
Pakistan noted that the shutdown of public venues, travel restrictions, the shift of in-person classes to
online platforms, closure of cultural and recreational institutions, suspension of shopping opportunities,
the absence of gym facilities, restrictions on social gatherings and limitations on visiting relatives had
adverse effects on students in both countries.

The COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent implementation of ‘Stay-at-Home’ measures have had
a profound impact on the ‘Health-Related Behaviors’ of university students. Participants noted that
COVID-19 not only posed substantial risks to physical health but also had adverse effects on social,
psychological, and mental well-being due to factors such as lockdowns, job losses, financial stress, and,
most significantly, disruptions in daily routines.

Furthermore, the COVID-19 lockdown had a significant and widespread impact on the ‘Public Transport
System’ globally. In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, cities in Pakistan with elevated transmission
risks were compelled to enforce stringent restrictions on public transportation to curb the virus’s spread
and ensure the safety of essential personnel. These measures resulted in substantial financial losses, with
bus operators estimated to have incurred millions of dollars in daily fare revenue losses.

One of the formidable global challenges is the issue of “Food Security.” Respondents provided insights
into the food security challenges faced by Pakistan and the resulting socioeconomic consequences.
Despite extensive efforts, including government initiatives to enhance the efficiency of Pakistan’s agri-
food systems, many livelihood and food security needs in rural areas of Balochistan, Sindh, and KPK
remain unaddressed due to limited resources.

The outbreak of the COVID-19 virus prompted governments worldwide to implement the “Closure
of Educational Institutions.” In Pakistan, this led to a transition from in-person education to virtual
instruction, impacting various stakeholders and posing a threat to the global education system.
University and college students, in particular, highlighted the challenges they faced with the abrupt shift
to online education. Insufficient internet infrastructure in remote areas exacerbated these issues, causing
distress among both students and educators. The condition was expressed by one of the interviewees
we encountered, SAT (24 years old), who admitted that the lockdown policy made him feel stressed and
lonely. The expression is elaborated as follows:
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“Being away from friends and family during the lockdown made me feel incredibly lonely.
It was difficult not having those face-to-face interactions that [ was used to. I realized that I
wasn’t reaching out for social support as much as I should have. I think I was trying to deal
with everything on my own, which only made things worse.” (Informant SAT).

A similar sentiment was also expressed by MIT (20 years old), who revealed that studying from home
had changed his life, making it difficult for him to stay motivated and productive. The expression is
elaborated as follows:

“My motivation and productivity definitely took a hit during the lockdown. It was hard to
stay focused when everything felt so uncertain. I noticed changes in my mood and mental
health during the lockdown. There were days when I just felt overwhelmed by everything.”
(Informant MIT).

Based on the interview, Pakistani students emphasized that the COVID-19 pandemic brought about
profound changes and significantly affected all aspects of life. They noted that the direct consequences
of the virus and the secondary effects of measures like lockdowns and the resulting economic hardships
had a notably adverse impact on their mental well-being, leading to stress, depression, and anxiety. This
finding is further underscored by the expressions of Maital & Barzani (2020) that almost all over the
world, COVID-19 has caused the collapse of national economies, triggering stress among the population.
Especially in the context of Pakistan, where the spread of the COVID-19 virus has been so massive, with
more than 65,000 positive cases and a total death toll of around 2.10% or approximately 1,317 deaths
by mid-2020 (Abbas et al. 2021).

As reported by the participants, the widespread outbreak of COVID-19 had a detrimental effect on
employment conditions within the country, leading to a significant number of individuals losing their
jobs due to the implementation of lockdown measures. Additionally, the pandemic compelled many
individuals who had previously secured employment opportunities abroad to return to the country,
further exacerbating the issue of unemployment.

The results of coping with isolation in Pakistan

Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, students experienced profound feelings of isolation and depression,
prompting their active engagement in various activities. This section focuses on the outcomes in Pakistan,
particularly highlighting the extensive use of the TikTok application. During the initial COVID-19
lockdown, stringent measures were enforced to enforce social distancing and safeguard public health,
compelling students to confine themselves to their homes. Respondents emphasized that TikTok, unlike
any other platform, offered content that not only entertained but also alleviated stress during these trying
times. TikTok’s content was described as humorous, relatable, and uniquely suited for consumption
during lockdowns. This is because TikTok, with its short, vertical video format, allows users from
various parts of the world to actively share content, ranging from educational content, hobbies, self-
expression, to humor (Savira et al. 2022). It’s no wonder then that the platform attracted more than 1.6
billion users worldwide in the third quarter of 2023, a number that has rapidly increased since the social
restrictions of the Covid-19 pandemic (Annur 2023). The use of TikTok as a medium to relieve stress is
also practiced by UHI (21 years old), who admitted to using social media, especially TikTok, to alleviate
feelings of loneliness. It is elaborated as follows:

“I found myself spending more and more time scrolling through social media, especially
TikTok when I felt isolated. Maybe I could scroll for more than 5 hours a day. It was like a
temporary escape from the loneliness.” (Informant UHI).

In contrast, SKI (23 years old) mentioned that his lockdown period was spent watching series and films
available on OTT platforms like Netflix. The explanation is detailed as follows:

“I spent time watching movies, dozens of series, and films that I’ve already watched. From
sci-fi genre to adventure. For me, social media, Netflix, and the like provided a much-
needed distraction from the stress and anxiety of the pandemic. It was a way to escape from
everything, even if just for a little while.” (Informant SKI).
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This is related to second thematic area pertains to the ‘Elevated Utilization of Netflix.” Participants
reported a significant increase in their usage of Netflix during the lockdown, resulting in binge-watching
tendencies. This is because Netflix, as part of the new popular culture worldwide, offers a new way of
watching that can be accessed anytime and anywhere with a variety of film and series genres (Burroughs
2019). The convenience of immersing themselves in virtual reality while confined to their homes held a
strong allure. Although offering comfort in watching, this habit fostered a dependence on Netflix to the
extent that some individuals began to eschew physical interactions with family members, often reacting
with irritation when urged to participate in physical activities. If this condition persists, it can have an
impact on family relationships that are strained or even destroyed.

In this section, a thematic category labeled ‘Cavalier Approach to Education’ emerges. Participants
expressed their challenges with online education during the COVID-19 pandemic. They noted that online
education mandated access to a computer or laptop, a stable internet connection, and reliable electricity,
and the absence of any one of these components disrupted their learning experience. Participants
also voiced concerns regarding the digital preparedness of their instructors, difficulties maintaining
concentration during virtual lectures, and a perceived lack of support from higher education institutions.
This situation, as articulated by Nambiar (2020) in his journal article titled ‘The impact of online
learning during COVID-19: students’ and teachers’ perspective,” where the quantitative calculation
of respondents stated that online classes made students less motivated to receive lessons compared to
face-to-face classes. This is because there is no supervision or satisfactory technical assistance from the
campus. ARI (19 years old) expressed similar concerns as follows:

“I noticed changes in my mood and mental health during the lockdown. There were days
when I just felt overwhelmed by everything. How could I not? During online learning, there
wasn’t a single topic that I truly understood. My attention was easily distracted by trivial
things, like social media notifications. This caused my grades to plummet.” (Informant ARI).

Furthermore, ARI (19 years old) and HAS (19 years old) mentioned that to improve their mood during
the pandemic, they formed online gaming groups. Usually, they would play online games throughout
the day.

“I enjoy playing Mobile Legends with my friends (in a group). I don’t like the silence of
being alone at home, so playing games keeps me sane. I can still laugh with my friends.”
(Informant HAS).

When connected with the theme of ‘Excessive Engagement in Online Gaming’ emerged as a response to
the prohibition of face-to-face communication during the lockdown. Participants found online gaming
to be a platform that allowed them to maintain connections with their friends, such as ke Apex Legends,
Rocket League, or Mobile Legend, and etc (Washington Post 2021). Together with their peers, they
would engage in extended gaming sessions to alleviate boredom, given the limited availability of leisure
activities while confined to their homes. Participants cited factors such as anxiety, entertainment, and
escapism as motivations for their increased involvement in online gaming. The increased access to online
games has subsequently transformed students’ lives, with online gaming becoming a global relaxation
activity for teenagers that is almost done every day for hours (Naaj & Nachouki 2021).

Besides, during the COVID-19 lockdown, a ‘Surge in Online Shopping’ trend simplified and enhanced
participants’ lives by offering round-the-clock shopping convenience. This is similar to Sharma’s finding
(2020), which states that the closure of shopping centers and public areas during COVID-19 has led
people to flock to online marketplaces to buy goods. Online shopping allowed them to make purchases
without being constrained by store operating hours; instead, they could browse the internet, locate
their desired items, and place orders at their convenience. This trend was more prevalent among male
students, as the lockdown prevented them from visiting physical stores. The purchased items varied,
ranging from daily necessities to accessories to decorate their rooms. This aligns with the experience of
AYA (18 years old) who stated that she bought certain items online to avoid feeling like she was missing
out on her friends’ activities.

133



Surya et.al: “Digital resilience: Understanding the influence of social media and support networks”

“I felt like I was missing out on so many important social interactions. It was hard seeing
everyone else on social media having fun while I was stuck at home. So, to cope with that,
I usually shop online. For example, | bought a hairdryer that was trending on social media.”
(Informant AYA).

This research reveals the various challenges faced by students in Pakistan from various aspects of life
during the COVID-19 isolation period, with a focus on the role of social media and support networks.
During the pandemic, students experienced profound feelings of isolation and depression, yet they also
showed active engagement in various activities as a response to these conditions. The research provides
an overview of how students in Pakistan use social media to cope with stress and isolation during
lockdowns. Overall, this study provides new insights into how the development of digital technologies,
such as social media, has become an important tool for students to survive and adapt to the drastic
lifestyle changes caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Conclusion

The findings of this study shed light on the multifaceted impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
university students in Pakistan. The stringent lockdown measures imposed by the government
significantly contributed to feelings of isolation among the participants. Transitioning from traditional
to virtual lifestyles presented unprecedented challenges, affecting various aspects of daily life, including
education, employment, and mental well-being. The consequences of the pandemic were particularly
pronounced among university students, who faced disruptions in their routines, academic challenges
due to the sudden shift to online education, and heightened levels of stress, depression, and anxiety.
Additionally, the study highlighted the broader socio-economic impact, with issues such as food security,
unemployment, and the return of overseas workers contributing to the complex challenges.

Furthermore, the coping mechanisms employed by students during isolation underscored the pivotal
role of technology and digital platforms. The widespread use of TikTok and Netflix served as not just
sources of entertainment but as means to alleviate stress and foster connections in a socially distanced
world. However, challenges in online education, excessive engagement in online gaming, and a surge
in online shopping also reflected the diverse ways in which students adapted to the constraints of the
lockdown. In essence, the study paints a comprehensive picture of the profound changes brought about
by the pandemic, emphasizing the need for tailored support systems and interventions to address the
varied challenges faced by university students in Pakistan during these unprecedented times.

The study recommends the implementation of targeted interventions and support mechanisms to
address the diverse challenges faced by university students in Pakistan during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Specifically, it suggests enhancing mental health support services to help students cope with isolation,
stress, and anxiety. Additionally, improving digital preparedness in education and ensuring equitable
access to technology are crucial for a smoother transition to online learning. The study also underscores
the importance of addressing broader socio-economic issues such as food security and unemployment,
as well as promoting healthy coping mechanisms and social interactions among students. Overall, the
recommendations highlight the need for a holistic approach to supporting students’ well-being and
academic success during and after the pandemic.
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