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  Abstract 

What people do when they are online particularly during the COVID-19? It is a question that remains the 

same but the answers are different. In the present world, social media plays a vital role in all the segments 

of life. People use social media for several purposes. The behavioral patterns of people give birth to social 

and psychological dynamics of a 'hyper-real world'. This study investigates the behavioral patterns and the 

usage of social media in Pakistan during the COVID-19. A mixed-method approach vis-a-vis qualitative in 

the form of focus groups and interviews while quantitative in the form of a survey was used to collect the 

data. The focus Group Discussion and interviews were analyzed using NVIVO, and SPSS was employed to 

analyze the survey data. The findings indicate that majority of the respondents use social media for several 

purposes including seeking information, sharing opinions, interacting with others, watching content for 

fun, etc. All these activities when combined transform them into a 'Virtual Behavior' of the online users. It 

is recommended that netizens must train themselves to avoid the negative effects of social media use. As it 

was observed during the pandemic, people spent more time on social media than ever before, fake news 

and misinformation were other problems, and therefore, users firstly must self-regulate their behavior and 

then also equip themselves to encounter such negative aspects of social media usage. 

 

Keywords: Internet, Social Media, Virtual Behavior, Pakistan, COVID-19. 

 
Introduction 

 
The topic and problem of this research are quite novel in nature. The people around the world were living a 

normal and happy life. There were fewer or no restrictions imposed on movements. On social media, users 

would lead a hyperreal world. This hyperreal life was to some extent a reflection of the behaviors of the 

real world. However, in December 2019, a novel virus started to spread from China that has so far covered 

all the continents of the world. The COVID-19, as the virus was named, has affected the globe in an 

unprecedented manner. Never in this history before, a virus spread at this large scale that almost every 

country on this planet earth was affected some way or the other. Several governments chose to impose 

lockdown upon their citizens to maintain social distancing so that people might remain in their houses and 

do not socialize physically. The sole purpose was to make sure that the spread of the virus is brought under 
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control and therefore, the curve projecting the spread of the virus flattens. In Pakistan, this lockdown lasted 

for approximately three months only to be followed by series of 'smart lockdowns’. Almost everything 

including universities, schools, colleges, restaurants, markets, shopping malls, offices, parks were closed. In 

such an environment, the internet and social media played a vital role in helping people socialize virtually, 

and also assisted to build and maintain a new lifestyle, suitable for COVID-19 lockdown. A new virtual 

behavior started to emerge across all social media platforms. This was different in nature because it was not 

merely a reflection of real-world lifestyle but a complete behavior in its sphere. It also helped students to 

remain engaged in their academic activities. This era of information technology has transformed the way of 

living during the Covid-19. Internet and social media applications have become a core member of lifestyles. 

People had to learn and adopt many new things from the internet and incorporate them into their lives. The 

influence of social media has already increased due to the adoption of communication technology (Buffardi 

& Campbell, 2008).  

 

During the first wave of pandemic in Pakistan, the internet has transformed society in many ways, seeking 

information to adopting a newer lifestyle, penetration of new values to the change in social behavior, during 

the COVID-19, social media has minimized the distance by maintaining physical social distance. The users 

of the internet would always want to remain informed and equipped with others. With the introduction of 

social media: a new form of media was introduced in a society, which changed the whole pattern of human 

communication and interaction. Social media is a large group; an umbrella term encapsulating different 

internet-based applications, social networking sites, content communities, and many others (Kaplan & 

Haenlein, 2010). With time, these social networking sites are supported by mobile communication; this 

radical and distinctive feature of social media helps it in catering to the diverse audience and makes diverse 

popularity of social media worldwide. With the growth of different communication technologies, this field 

of communication has faced many radical changes. 

 

About two billion people around the world are taking advantage of social media tools during this global 

crisis. Social media these days is used for different purposes. The primary basis of social media is free and 

open communication in the cyber world and it also encourages maximum socialization by the platform of 

virtual communities. During COVID-19, social media has severely affected individuals, institutions, and 

society as a whole. Users spend more time on social media sites as compared to any other activity (Wang et 

al., 2012). Participants of social media spend most of their time on using different applications of social 

media by synchronizing their favorite social applications with their cellphones, tablets, and laptops. People 

are not bounded to use social media only on computers. Their cyber world is moving with them, where ever 

they go.  

 

Pakistan's Facebook users are approximately 15 million men and around 4.7 million women. Twitter and 

Instagram are also among the toppers in the list of most online hits per day. Although literature regarding 

the usage and effects of social media on almost every segment of life is available, the implication of this 

study will help us to explore the accessibility, usage, gratification, and psychological effects in a 

developing country, Pakistan. 

 
Significance of the Research 

 
The research at hand has double facet significance; academic and professional. The virtual behavior of 

netizens has been a widely discussed phenomenon among researchers and scholars across the world. 

However, now and then, a new factor emerges that requires intense scholastic brainstorming and research. 

Therefore, any research on social media usage is never an over-debated phenomenon. Moreover, with the 

spread of Covid-19, the use of social media during a pandemic is such a topic that can pave several new 

spheres in mass communication and media consumption-related research. Secondly, as already stated 

above, the pandemic has affected almost every sphere of life. Marketers, advertisers, psychologists, and 

other industry-related professionals are trying to analyze and re-strategize their plans to make them suitable 
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and feasible for a newer lifestyle both physical and virtual. This research can also help those professionals 

whose industries and work are related to social media. 

 
Objectives of the Research 

 
Following are the objectives of the research: 

 

1. To examine the nature and extent of social media usage in Pakistan. 

2. To analyze the virtual behavior of Pakistanis during the first wave of COVID-19. 

3. To explore different needs of social media users being fulfilled by social media. 

 
Research Questions 

 
The research aims at answering the following research questions: 

 

 RQ1 What is the usage of social media in Pakistan during Covid-19? 

 RQ2 What do people do when they are online (during the pandemic)? 

 RQ3 How are the self-projection needs of the users fulfilled by social media? 

 
Literature Review 

 
Park et al. (2009) conducted a web survey of 1,715 college students to gauge their behavior online 

participating in Facebook groups, the results show four primary needs of the users such as entertainment, 

status-seeking, information, and socializing. Likewise, Harsha Gangadharbatla commenced a survey on 

college students to investigate their attitude and motivation for using the internet and social networking 

sites (Gangadharbatla, 2008). Her results showed that internet self-efficacy, and collective self-esteem are 

the positive attitudes towards SNS. Whiting and Williams (2013) conducted 25 in-depth interviews with the 

users of social media to conclude that people use social media for social interactions, entertainment, pass 

time, information seeking, surveillance, information sharing, relaxation, communicatory utility, 

convenience utility, and knowledge about others.  Social media has facilitated the process of formal and 

informal communication. Social media refers to different activities of people in communities who gather 

online to share information, knowledge, opinion, and ideas (Gangadharbatla, 2008). In 2015, the ratios of 

social networking sites of individuals and cooperations reached over three billion. Thirteen percent of 

internet users have a Twitter account. Social media is engaging its audience with different tactics 

(Thackeray et al., 2012). The study of Zheng wang, John M Tchernev, and Tyler Solloway shows that there 

is a causal relationship between social media needs, social media use, and online behaviors. Social media 

users' needs are hatched by four major categories such as emotional, cognitive, social, and habitual (Wang 

et al., 2012).  

 

Individuals who are driven by information seeking, status-seeking, and socializing are more likely to share 

news and open up easily on social media in case of a contribution of content sharing on such platforms (Lee 

& Ma, 2012). While Hughes et al. (2012) worked on the comparison of Twitter and Facebook while 

applying several variables to it such as openness to experience, sociability, need for cognition (Information 

use), extraversion, and agreeableness. Social media is the most popular form of communication in the 

present age. Millions of people are using social media both for entertainment and infotainment; even 

informal education adopts different services of this vast field of communication (Burkhardt, 2010). 
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A comparative analysis between Facebook and instant messaging revealed that people use social media for 

different purposes. The results of Quan-Haase and Young (2010) show that people use social media for 

several reasons such as sociability, social information, sharing of problems, fashion, and affection, and pass 

time. The results of Whiting and Williams (2013) research paper show ten behavioral fulfillment of users 

which are social communication, information-seeking, pass time, relaxing, communicatory usefulness, 

convenience utility, expression of opinion, information-seeking, surveillance, and information about others.  

Social media gives interactive forums to its users. These forums provide their users platforms for social 

interaction and cohesion. According to the expert’s view, users are narcissists as they show off and love 

remaining in the limelight. According to the survey, people post their activities on social media for their 

self-satisfaction, to show off, and to make others jealous. Social media fulfills the demands of social 

integrative needs while providing these platforms, which people use distinctively. Some use them for 

publicity, some for self-satisfaction, and some for self-awareness while some for gathering information.  

In Pakistan, in this era of communication technology, many drastic changes have taken place and is 

transforming the pattern of communication and interaction. High internet penetration opens up new avenues 

of interactive platforms. Social media, on the other hand, is the leading platform for social cohesion and 

interaction. It opens up new avenues for getting information, relaxation, infotainment, and self-regulation 

by its diverse applications and services. 

 
Theoretical Framework 

 
This research is based on the Uses and Gratifications Theory by Blumler and Katz. The theory urges that 

audience consumes media to fulfill their needs. These needs are cognitive needs, affective needs, tension-

free needs, personal integrative needs, and social integrative needs. The audience uses media to satisfy 

these needs. 

 

Research Methodology 
 

This study is based on both qualitative and quantitative research techniques. The data was collected through 

the following tools. 

 
Interviews 

 

A total of four Unstructured interviews from Psychiatrists and Psychologists were conducted. The 

participants were selected through purposive sampling.  

 
Focus Group Discussion 

 

After the interviews, a Focus Group Discussion was conducted. A total of 12 participants were part of the 

Focus Group Discussion. Individuals from walks of life were invited to participate in the discussion. These 

participants included a banker, educationists, students, photographers, doctors etc. 

 
Survey 
 

The third tool to collect data was a survey. A total of 1860 social media users were asked to fill in the 

questionnaire. A pre-poll test was conducted to gauge the most popular social networking websites among 

internet users. This poll was conducted online via an e-poll. The sample size of this pre-poll test was 250 

respondents. This pretest was conducted to ensure the most relevant areas of study. It helped in enlisting the 

most likable social networking sites and their usage which helps in formulating the research questions of 

this study. The Systematic random sampling technique was used for selecting the sample for the 

questionnaire. 
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Findings and Results 

 
A pretest was administered, which helped in formulating the research questions. This pre-testing also 

helped the researcher in establishing that which social networking websites were most popular among 

social media users. Qualitative as well as quantitative methods were used during the course of this study to 

better explain the new socialization practices in the society and their effects upon the society. The research 

study commenced with interviews that were conducted with psychiatrists and psychologists to understand 

the gratification achieved through social media. A Focus Group was conducted to achieve a better 

understanding of the perception of social media among people and how social media usage is affecting the 

socialization process. The focus group helped in formulating the questionnaire to be handed out to 

respondents. The researchers used NVIVO software to deduct themes from interviews and focus group. 

 

Findings of in-depth interviews 

 
Interviewees are of the opinion that users preferred to use social media during the pandemic. During the 

lockdown, social networking sites became immensely popular for human interaction. Social media 

platforms fulfilled several needs of their users ranging from entertainment to infotainment. One of the 

participants had an opinion that social media is a necessary evil, we cannot avoid its importance but we 

must pay a cost for its usage. One of the respondents learnt plenty of things from social media. Facebook 

(or any other social media outlet) is just a platform; it depends upon the users for which purpose they are 

using it for and what effects they receive from it. The participants answered that people use social media for 

formal and informal communications. Moreover, social media was the most informative and influential 

platform for social interaction during the pandemic as it opened up free communication, learning, and 

sharing platforms. During the pandemic and subsequent lockdowns, the most important utility of social 

media was its connectivity and interactivity. The interviewees were of the view that social media indeed 

does fulfill the cognitive needs of its users by providing them plenty of online sources for information 

gathering and news. These sources are easier and swifter than any other source known to mankind, which 

has enabled users to access information and news faster than ever.   

 

 
Image 1.1: Findings of in-depth interviews 
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The findings of the focus group discussion are as follows: 

 
 Social networking sites are the open platforms for communication; they opened new areas for 

entertainment, enjoyment, infotainment, networking, and socializing. 

 It is also a platform for time wastage; you can kill time on networking sites, it is not more than a 

platform for relaxation. 

 Due to social media, they had access to the lives of everyone; they know that what was going on in 

their friends’ lives. So, social media helped them in maintaining their relationship easily. 

 Due to the easy accessibility of social media through their smartphones, they spent more time on 

social media. They regularly checked their online activities from their smartphones. 

 The respondents further said that they had used social media for numerous reasons such as to get 

information about different stuff, for relaxation, for entertainment, for escapism, for fulfilling 

curiosity, and to stay in touch. 

 Focus Group discussion also led to the conclusion that social media was the new avenue used by 

people for to fulfill tension release needs as it not only provided them news and information from 

around the world but also provided entertainment. 

 
Image 2: Findings of focus group 

 
Table 1: Usage of social media 

Age of the respondent 

Below 20 years 20-30 years 30-40 years Above 40 years 

25% 25% 25% 40% 

Most used website 

Facebook Twitter Instagram Snapchat 

46% 27% 10% 10% 

The gadget used to access social media 

Smartphone Laptop I-pad Computer 

67% 19.50% 9% 4.50% 

Time spent on social media per day 

Less than one hour 2-3 hours 3-4 hours More than 4 hours 

5% 14.50% 29% 51.50% 
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Table 2: Gratification received from social media 

What do you do when you are sad? 

Go for shopping Use social media Discuss with others Eat something 

11% 40.50% 16% 18% 

Reason for using social media 

Socialization Timepass Current affairs Interact with others 

24% 12% 40% 23.50% 

How do you get information from social media? 

Joining informative groups Reading friend status 
Reading E-

Newspaper 

Making a connection 

with others 

31% 18.50% 31.50% 19% 

The gratification of social networking sites 

Social integrative needs Cognitive needs Affective needs Tension release needs 

38% 30% 7% 25% 

 
Table 3: self-projection and social media 

Do you have more friends on social media than in real life? 

Yes No   

55% 45%   

Do you think social media affect your relationships? 

To some extent To great extent Greatest extent Least extent 

35.50% 30.50% 36% 7% 

How many times did you access social media when you are in a gathering? 

Many time Often Always Never 

17.50% 41% 20% 21% 

Why you prefer online interaction over face to face? 

It is easy Don’t need to face  
Easy to present 

contradictory view 

Can do other tasks in 

parallel  

30.50% 18.50% 21% 30% 

Do you ever use social media as a shelter to avoid an awkward situation? 

Often Sometime  Never Very often  

25.50% 50.50% 14.50% 9.50% 

 
Discussion 

 
RQ1 What is the usage of social media in Pakistan during Covid-19? 

 

The data shows that the majority of people use social media via Facebook and Twitter through smartphones 

and laptops. It also shows that majority of the people are using social media for more than 4 hours per day. 

Participants of the focus group also said that there were numerous reasons for their usage of social media. 

Some of them claimed that the primary reason for the usage of social media was peer pressure, as social 

media usage and having a cool social media profile also raised the stakes for people in the society. Besides 

that, social media is being used to stay in touch with friends and family, and to explore information and 

news and also to release tension. 

 

RQ2. What do people do when they are online (during the pandemic)? 
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The data shows that respondents use social media for several purposes. Social media is widely used to 

socialize with friends online, for current affairs, and for getting information. Social media is also used for 

social integrations, seeking information, and passing time. People use it to stay in touch. Social media is 

also used to fulfill the curiosity about what is going on in others’ lives. 21.50% said that they used it to 

know what was going on around the world, 19% said they used it to tell the world what they were doing, 

while 12% said they used it for relaxation purposes. 

 

RQ3. How the self-projection needs of the users fulfilled by social media? 

 

The data shows that majority of the respondents have more friends online. Social media affects the 

gathering of people and it is easy to avoid awkward situations as it is easy to present personal opinion and 

contradictory views on social media. People used social media to post statuses, their activities, and opinions 

during the pandemic. Therefore, social media helped users to project themselves. Focus Group discussion 

also highlighted that social media fulfills the cognitive needs of its users by providing them with loads of 

information and news in a very short period. It was also discussed that hundreds and thousands of 

information and news sources available on social media could be accessed with one click and that enabled 

the current users to be better informed than any other generation in history. 

 

To find out the cognitive needs fulfilled by social media, triangulation method was used to get information 

from all available sources like interviews, focus group, and questionnaire. The interviewee provided 

important information that helped in exploring the answer to the questions mentioned above. The 

interviewees were of the view that social media indeed does fulfill the cognitive needs of its users by 

providing them plenty of online sources for information gathering and news.  

 

The psychologists and psychiatrists were of the view that social media has provided people with an 

alternate medium to release their tensions and to escape from their daily monotonous and tiring routines. 

Social media provided them with a platform to explore the world sitting in their own houses. The results of 

Whiting and Williams (2013) also indicated similar patterns in social media usage.  

 

Focus Group discussion also led to the conclusion that social media was the new avenue used by people for 

tension release purposes as it not only provided them news and information from around the world but also 

provided entertainment. All of these things are available to the users at their fingertips. It was also 

discussed that people post sentimental statuses when they are in a sentimental state. This provides them 

with a medium to vent their emotions. 

 

Many of the users used social media for fun and entertainment purposes, they entertained themselves 

differently, some stalked others while some watched videos or read some articles, so users have had 

different approaches for using social media. Users loved to explore the world during the lockdowns and that 

is why they loved social media more than any other platform. Some users felt satisfied and relaxed after 

posting their activities publicly on social media. The results support the findings of (Wang et al., 2012). 

 
Conclusion 

 
During the first wave of the pandemic, when people were forced to follow social distancing and lockdowns 

being imposed nationally, social networking websites were the only platforms where people could 

socialize, interact and maintain their social circle. Communication technology has provided full-fledged 

upkeep to the happenings of society. Besides this, high internet penetration proved that users were more 

likable towards social media. Some users used this platform for interaction with friends and family 

members, for sustaining and maintaining the relationship more effectively because it allowed them to keep 

an eye on the activities of their friends and beloved ones. It has opened up new avenues to communicate, 

share and access information. Some people use social media to stay in touch with their friends and family, 

others use it to get information and news, while some use it to release their tension and to get a break from 
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their daily monotonous and hectic routines.  

 
It has been found through this research that users of social media get affiliation of different groups. Along 

with this, social media platform fulfills the tension release needs of its users by providing them with 

relaxation, entertainment, and fun-loving activities on online forums. They seek shelter under social 

networking forums which makes them feel good. Users loved to share content on social media like posting 

pictures, videos, statuses, and check-ins that in turn gives them satisfaction.  
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