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ABSTRACT

Objective: The aim of this study was to examine the mediating effect of social media use on the relationship between negative emotional state and hopelessness 
levels of young adults during COVID-19 outbreak.

Methods: As a quantitative research method, a relational survey model was used for the research. The participants consisted of 586 young adults aged between 
18 and 40 years, of which 250 (42.7%) were male and 336 (57.3%) were female. The mean age of the participants was 28.40 ± 5.73 years. The data were collected via 
personal information form, Depre ssion -Anxi ety-S tress  Scale, and Beck Hopelessness Scale (BHS). PROCESS Macro regression analyses were used in the data analysis 
process.

Results: According to the findings, the levels of negative emotional state of the participants were high and their hopelessness levels were moderate. The average 
daily use of social media is approximately 4 hours. The duration of social media use has a low level of positive correlation with negative mood and hopelessness. 
The duration of social media use has a partial mediating effect on the relationship between negative mood disorder and hopelessness.

Conclusion: Findings show that negative emotional state increases the duration of social media use. The increase in the duration of social media use increases 
hopelessness levels. Negative emotional state and social media use have been found to be risk factors for hopelessness. The results of the research were discussed 
within the scope of the literature, and various suggestions were presented.
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Introduction

In the COVİD-19 pandemic, negative emotional states such as depression, anxiety, stress, and hopelessness increased among people.1,2 These psy-
chological problems affected all age groups, but the greatest impact is on the young adults aged between 18 and 40 years.3,4 This may be related 
to decrease in social activities and relations causing a loss of meaning and value in symbolic objects people give importance. The loss of meaning 
and value attributed to symbolic objects (e.g., freedom, right to travel, right to have education, and participating in social life) and threat and 
uncertainty about the future may have an impact on beliefs and thoughts. People may reevaluate their purposes, what life means to them, daily 
routines, and priorities and redo their cognitive evaluations. Exposure to stressful experiences and accompanying false cognitive evaluations may 
exacerbate mental disorders.5 Negative emotional states are closely connected to hopelessness.1,2 When people are exposed to stressful experi-
ences often and have difficulties in dealing with these issues, they may have hopelessness and despair for future especially if they adopt negative 
cognitive evaluation style.6

Social media platforms such as Instagram and Twitter became even more popular during COVID-19.7,8 Users come together and share media and 
information in accordance with their interests and try to keep abreast of world news in these platforms.9 Especially young people frequently used 
social media in the pandemic process to satisfy their communication needs and to learn about COVID-19.7-9 The issue of whether psychological 
disorders increase social media use (SMU) or SMU increases psychological problems are controversial topic among researchers. Self-medication 
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hypothesis states that depressive and socially anxious individuals try to 
remedy their negative emotional state via use of the internet.10 Thus, 
the negative emotional state of young adults during this period may 
be linked to the amount of SMU.11 Some research findings support this 
argument.12-14 On the other hand, some underline the dark side of SMU 
and claims that intensive SMU may increase many mental health issues 
such as depression, anxiety, stress, suicidality, low-self-esteem,12,14 
social isolation, existential dissatisfaction, and hopelessness.15,16 It may 
stem from the spread of both accurate and inaccurate information 
during chaotic times.17 Some studies have revealed findings that con-
firm this idea.18,19

The present study aims to investigate the potential mediator role 
of SMU on the relationship between negative emotional state and 
hopelessness level of young adults during the COVID-19 period. Even 
though there are no studies which cover the use of these 3 variables 
in the national and international literature, some available research 
supports a mediating role of the relationship among depression, 
social anxiety, and supportive welfare.10 Both studies were carried out 
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, and the subjects of the studies were 
adolescents. A specific study, which utilizes social media usage as the 
mediator variable for the relationship between negative emotional 
state and hopelessness of young adults (aged 18-40 years) defined as 
the vulnerable age group of pandemic periods,20 could not be found 
in the literature. In this sense, analyzing the psychological problems 
which stem from the COVID-19 outbreak and evolved into another 
serious issue especially for young adults, who are expected to build 
the future, is of high significance.

Methods

Participants
The population of the study consists of young adults aged between 
18 and 40 years. Five hundred eight-six people volunteered to fill the 
online survey form. It is estimated that approximately 30 million peo-
ple are in this age group (18-40 years) in Turkey according to Turkish 
Statistical Institute data.21 According to Sekaran and Bougie,22 when 
the population is 10 million and over, a sample of at least 384 peo-
ple would be enough for 95% reliability. In this case, it is estimated 
that the sample represents the population. Two hundred fifty male 
(42.7%) and 336 female (57.3%) individuals participated in the study. 
The mean age of the participants was 28.40 ± 5.73 and the age of the 
participants varied between 18 and 40 years. Two hundred forty-seven 
(42.2%) of the participants were married, while 339 (57.8%) of them 
were single. While only 36 (6.1%) of the participants had high school or 
lower education, 550 (93.9%) of them had 2-year or higher degree edu-
cation. While 268 (46%) of the participants were government employ-
ees, 239 (41%) of them were unemployed (unemployed or students) 
and 79 (13%) were self-employed.

Data Collection Tools
Personal Information Form: A personal information form was uti-
lized to gather the sociodemographic information (gender, age, mari-
tal status, and income). An open-ended question (How many hours do 
you spend on social media in a regular day?) that measures the SMU of 
the participants was asked.

Depre ssion -Anxi ety-S tress  Scale (DASS-21): This scale was developed 
by Lovibond and Lovibond23 and adapted into Turkish by Sarıçam.24 
The scale consists of depression, anxiety, and stress sub-factors, each 
of which contains 7 items. Items of the scale are graded in 4-point 
Likert scale in which 0 stands for “never,” 1 stands for “sometimes,” 
2 stands for “often,” and 3 stands for “always.” While total scores of 
the sub-factors can be taken, the total score of the whole scale can 
also be calculated. The total score of the sub-factors varies between 

0 and 21, and the scoring is done as follows: normal, mild, medium, 
advanced, and extreme. A depression score of 11 and over, an anxiety 
score of 8 and over, and a stress score of 13 and over mean advanced 
and extreme levels of depression, anxiety, and stress, respectively.23 
Besides, the total score of the whole scale can be calculated. The low-
est score is 0 and the highest score is 63 for the scale. A score of 30 and 
over is graded as having advanced level of negative emotional state.25

The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were α = 0.87 for depression, 
α = 0.85 for anxiety, and α = 0.81 for stress calculated by Sarıçam.24 In 
the present study, according to reliability analysis results, which was 
calculated for the total score of the whole scale, the Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient is α = 0.93.

Beck Hopelessness Scale (BHS): The scale developed by Beck et al 
consists of 20 items and is of one factor and is graded between 0 and 
1. Eleven of the items receive 1 point for response “yes” and 9 of the 
items receive 1 point for “no.”26 The arithmetical total score stands 
for hopelessness score. The lowest score is 0 and the highest score is 
20. Scores between 0 and 3 are graded normal, 4 and 8 are graded 
mild, 9 and 14 are graded medium, and 14 and 20 are graded severe 
hopelessness.27,28 With the original form of the scale, Cronbach’s alpha 
reliability coefficient was α = 0.93. With Seber et al.’s adaptation, the 
Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient was α = 0.86.28 In the present 
study, the reliability coefficient is α = 0.93.

Ethical Considerations
All procedures performed in studies involving human participants 
were in accordance with the Helsinki Declaration of 1975, revised in 
2000. Before the study was conducted, ethical committee approval 
was obtained from Sivas Cumhuriyet University Ethical Committee of 
Social and Humanities (Date: January 31, 2022/E-6 02630 16-05 0.06. 
04-12 5704) . With online survey form which was constituted utilizing 
“Google Forms,” measuring tools of the study were delivered to the 
participants via social media platforms between February 2, 2022, and 
February 15, 2022. Online informed consent was obtained from all 
participants included in the study.

Statistical Analysis
With the normality tests that were carried out prior to the analysis of 
hypotheses, it was determined that the scales have a homogeneous 
distribution. Upon understanding that it was possible to use the 
parametric tests, PROCESS Macro regression analysis was utilized with 
the purpose of revealing the mediator effect of SMU on the relation 
between the independent variable (negative emotional state) and the 
dependent variable (hopelessness). PROCESS Macro is of the capacity 
to test a variety of mediator effect patterns with path analyses which 
are based on linear regression in accordance with the variables, 
thanks to mediation and regulatory effect analysis.29 PROCESS Macro 
analysis was carried out with 95% reliability. The conceptual pattern 
in Figure 1 was developed in order to analyze the impact of negative 
emotional state on hopelessness and the mediator effect of SMU on 
this impact.

Based on the model in Figure 1, the following hypotheses were 
developed:

H1: There is a meaningful relationship among negative emotional 
state, SMU, and hopelessness.

H2: Negative emotional state predicts hopelessness at a meaningful 
level.

H3: Negative emotional state predicts SMU.

H4: SMU predicts hopelessness.
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H5: SMU has a mediating role on the impact of negative emotional 
state on hopelessness.

Results

In this study, for all participants, the depression level average score is 
(x̄ = 11.40 ± 5.57), the anxiety level average score is (x̄ = 9.21 ± 4.91), 
and the stress level average score is (x̄ = 11.59 ± 4.61). The average 
score of the participants on DASS-21 is x̄ = 32.21 ± 13.76, and this score 
stands for 32.21 × 2 = 64.42 on DASS-42. From these values, it can be 
deduced that the participants have severe level of negative emotional 
state. By the hopelessness level score average (x̄ = 10.00 ± 6.48), it was 
determined that the participants have medium level of hopelessness 
(Table 1). It can also be seen that the participants spend almost 4 hours 
(x̄ = 3.69 ± 1.93) on social media every single day. Taking the frequency 
distribution into account, it can be understood that the SMU is around 
1 to 5 hours for 88.4% of the participants.

With the correlation analysis for variables, the intermediate level posi-
tive relation between negative emotional state and hopelessness was 
determined (r = 0.650, P < .01). There is positive but low-level relation-
ship between SMU and negative emotional state (r = 0.233, P < .01) 

and between SMU and hopelessness (r = 0.232, P < .01). In accordance 
with the findings, hypothesis H1 (There is a meaningful relationship 
among negative emotional state, SMU, and hopelessness) is accepted 
(Table 1).

With the SPSS PROCESS analysis, 3 different regression analysis models 
were tested together with the purpose of determining the effect of 
negative emotional state on hopelessness and the mediator role of 
SMU on this effect. The results of the analysis are presented in Table 2.

With the first model, the effect of negative emotional state on SMU was 
analyzed. According to the results, the model is meaningful (F = 33.660; 
P = .000 < .001). Furthermore, negative emotional state has a mean-
ingful effect over SMU (t = 5.801; P = .000 < .001), and this effect has 
positive direction (β = 0.032). R2 value shows that the predictive effect 
of negative emotional state in explaining hopelessness is 5%.

With the second model, it was analyzed whether negative emotional 
state and SMU have any effect on hopelessness. According to the 
analysis, the model is meaningful (F = 218.847; P = .000 < .001). In the 
model, negative emotional state and SMU have a statistically mean-
ingful effect on hopelessness. Both negative emotional state (β = 0.29) 
and SMU (β = 0.28) have an impact on hopelessness. Adjusted R2 value 
for negative emotional state and SMU is 0.43, and this value shows that 
the predictive effect of these 2 variables in explaining hopelessness is 
43%. This means that negative emotional state and SMU have a posi-
tive predictive effect on hopelessness individually and together.

With the third model, the effect of independent variable on depen-
dent variable was analyzed. According to the results of the analysis, 
the model is meaningful (F = 426.399; P = .000 < .001). In the model, 
negative emotional state has a statistically meaningful effect over 
hopelessness (t = 20.65; P = .000 < .001). The effect of negative emo-
tional state over hopelessness level is positive (β = 0.306); and R2 value 
shows that the predictive effect of negative emotional state in explain-
ing hopelessness level is 42%. Based on the findings, H2 (Negative emo-
tional state predicts hopelessness at a meaningful level), H3 (Negative 

Figure 1. Conceptual pattern of the study.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistical Values About Variables and Inter-variable Relations

Variables n x̄ SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Depression 586 11.40 5.57 1

2. Anxiety 586 9.21 4.91 0.708** 1

3. Stress 586 11.59 4.61 0.758** 0.773** 1

4. NES 586 32.21 13.76 0.912** 0.903** 0.918** 1

5. SMU 586 10.00 6.48 0.268** 0.155** 0.207** 0.233** 1

6. BHS 586 3.69 1.93 0.707** 0.468** 0.584** 0.650** 0.232** 1
**P < .01.
NES, negative emotional state; SMU, social media use; BHS, Beck Hopelessness Scale; SD, standard deviation.

Table 2. Findings About the Effect of NES On Hopelessness and Mediator Role of Social Media Use

Variables Regression Model Summary

Dependent variable SMU β SE t P LLCI ULCI P R2 F

Independent variable Stabilized 2.633 0.197 13.306 .00 2.244 3.022 .000** 0.05 33.660

NES 0.032 0.005 5.801 .00 0.065 0.131

Dependent variable BHS β SE t P LLCI ULCI P R2 F

Independent variable Stabilized –0.613 0.590 –1.040 .298 –1.772 0.545 .000** 0.43 218.847

NES 0.297 0.015 19.565 .00 0.267 0.326

SMU 0.285 0.108 2.636 .00 0.072 0.497

Dependent variable BHS β SE t P LLCI ULCI P R2 F

Independent variable Stabilized 0.136 0.519 0.263 .792 –0.883 1.157 .000** 0.42 426.399

NES 0,.307 0.044 20.65 .00 0.277 0.335
**P < .001.
NES, negative emotional state; SMU, social media use; BHS, Beck Hopelessness Scale; SE, standard error.
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emotional state predicts SMU), and H4 (SMU predicts hopelessness) 
hypotheses are accepted.

In the study, the mediator role of SMU over the relation between nega-
tive emotional state and hopelessness was also analyzed (Table 3). The 
statistical meaningfulness of SPSS Process bootstrap analysis can be 
understood from BootLLCI and BootULCI effects. For the mediator vari-
able to be meaningful, these 2 values must be in the same direction. 
In other words, in order to determine the mediator effect, the value 0 
must not exist between low (BootLLCI) and high (BootULCI) reliability 
gaps.29 The related findings can be seen in Table 3. In accordance with 
the analysis, it was determined that the direct effect of negative emo-
tional state on hopelessness (β = 0.306) and the indirect effect of the 
mediator role of SMU (β = 0.010) have positive directions. The model 
is statistically meaningful (P < .001). It was determined that the total 
effect (direct effect + indirect effect) of negative emotional state on 
hopelessness has a positive direction and is statistically meaningful 
(P = .000 < .001). Findings show that the SMU has a mediator role over 
the relation between independent and dependent variables, but this 
effect is partial. According to this information, it can be said that SMU 
partly affects this relation as the mediator variable. In order to test 
whether the independent variable has any meaningful indirect effect 
over the dependent variable the Sobel test was utilized. The Sobel test 
result came out to be Z = 2.837 and P = .004. As 2.837 > 1.96, it is 
accepted that the mediator effect is meaningful, and there is a media-
tor role.30 Thus, hypothesis H5 (SMU has a mediator effect on the impact 
of  negative emotional state on hopelessness) is accepted.

Discussion

In this study, the negative emotional state and hopelessness level of 
young adults during COVID-19 period are analyzed, and it was tried to 
find out whether SMU has a mediator role over the relation between 
variables.

The first finding of the study is that the participants have a severe level 
of negative emotional state and intermediate level of hopelessness. 
This finding supports the findings of other studies which claim that 
COVID-19 period has an impact over young adults.3,4 As mentioned 
previously, the uncertainty and lack of social interactions that stem 
from COVID-19 outbreak resulted in fear and anxiety. This condition 
supports the idea that individuals may experience emotional disor-
der upon the loss of symbolic objects. Strict rules limited social life/
interactions and uncertainty about when these restrictions will end 
during the critical young-adulthood period, which is full of educa-
tion, career, and future and marriage plans and of high significance 
in terms of life and development, which may cause stress.5 During the 
outbreak process, emergence of new waves and peaks of number of 
cases, emergence of related precautions, widespread information pol-
lution by social media and getting exposed to these experiences again 
and again may have made people focus on false patterns and lead to 
repeated false evaluations.31 During the COVID-19 period, the wrong 
cognitive evaluations for risks and conditions are suspected to have 
impacts on emotional state.

The second finding of the study shows that there is a positive rela-
tionship between negative emotional state and hopelessness, and 
negative emotional state increases the hopelessness level. The find-
ings support the findings in the literature.32 With the study that was 
carried out by Padmanabhanunni and Pretorius4 on young adults 
in South Africa, it was found out that there is a positive relationship 
between the hopelessness level of young adults, who are isolated from 
social life, and depression. As stated previously, this positive relation-
ship may be thought to stem from stressful/traumatic experiences. The 
mental structure of individuals is formed by the interaction of social 
environment, biological structure, emotional and cognitive structure, 
and behaviours.31 Because of the social, economic, and physiologi-
cal problems, it creates the COVID-19 outbreak, which functions as a 
significant stressor affecting human life directly, is a global traumatic 
experience for the young adults who had never experienced such a 
thing previously, and can be regarded as a significant factor in devel-
oping mood disorders.

A positive relationship was discovered between negative emotional 
state and SMU, and with the regression analysis it was determined that 
negative emotional state increases the SMU. Findings of the study have 
similarities with the outcomes of previous studies.12-14 This result con-
firms the assumptions of the self-medication hypothesis. The young 
adults may regard the internet as a medium to avoid negative mental 
states like loneliness and anxiety and to initiate new social support 
webs.10 Besides, the young adults may be using the social media so 
often with the purposes of learning about the disease and decreasing 
their anxiety, learning how to protect themselves from the disease, 
finding pass time activities, sharing experiences, and relaxing.

The fourth finding of the study shows that even when the intermediary 
variable is absent, there is a positive relationship between SMU and 
hopelessness, and when the SMU increases so does the hopelessness. 
The finding of the study has similarities with the outcomes of previous 
studies.18,34 This situation may stem from the internet use’s evolving 
into addiction and its potential to harm psychological welfare of indi-
viduals.10 During the COVID-19 period, as well as the correct informa-
tion, misinformation became widespread and amplified the negative 
effects of the pandemic.17 The study carried out in USA showed that 
the individuals who are about to share posts about COVID-19 do not 
think enough about the truthfulness and accuracy of the context of 
their posts. To be able to realize the truthfulness of the posts, social 
media users must have a high level of medical information.33 Those 
who have medical education can understand this kind of information 
in the most accurate way. People without any medical information 
may spread false information about disease through social media. 
Excessive misinformation about Covid-19 on social media platforms 
may have increased the fear, anxiety, and hopelessness level of the 
young adults.34

The fifth and the most significant finding of the study shows that the 
SMU have an intermediary variable role over the relationship between 
negative emotional state and hopelessness. Social media use has a par-
tial intermediary effect on these 2 variables. Thus, it can be concluded 

Table 3. Findings About Direct and Indirect Effects of Social Media Use in Effect of Negative Emotional State on Hopelessness

Effect (without mediator) β SE LLCI ULCI t P Result

NES → BHS 0.307 0.014 0.277 0.335 20.649 .000** Accepted

Direct effect (mediator) β SE LLCI ULCI t P Result

NES → SMU→ BHS 0.297 0.015 0.267 0.326 19.565 .000** Accepted

Indirect effect (mediator) β Reliability gap Result

NES → SMU→ BHS 0.010 (0.002-0.017) Meaningful (mediator)
**P < .001; NES, negative emotional state; SMU, social media use; BHS, Beck Hopelessness Scale; SE, standard error; → = effect.



5

Öztürk et al. Negative Emotions, Social Media Use, and Hopelessness

that the negative emotional state increases the SMU, and higher the 
SMU so is the hopelessness. In the literature, there are no studies 
which analyze the variables of this study together. However, in the 
studies which analyze similar variables, the intermediary role of the 
internet addiction and SMU was put forth.10 Baron and Kenny claims 
that when there is partial intermediary effect, in addition to the inter-
mediary variable which is utilized for the relationship between inde-
pendent and dependent variables, the effect of other variables should 
be taken into consideration.35 From this point of view, it is possible 
to suspect that for the relationship between negative emotional state 
and hopelessness, as well as SMU, variables such as isolation, fear of 
death, and social support may have an intermediary role. Analysis of 
the intermediary role of other possible variables is of significance for 
future studies.

It was found out that the negative emotional state and hopelessness 
level of the young adults is significantly high. In this context, it is 
important to develop  a system integrating mental health services and 
first-level healthcare services in order to fight the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Thanks to the initial level of mental care services, which have become 
widespread globally, mental health checks are applied to populations, 
and the problems are intervened even before they become more seri-
ous. Within the collective perspective, mental health service groups, 
which consist of family practitioners, psychologists, and social service 
specialists, should be constituted at family practice centers which 
make the initial-level healthcare facilities. Physiologic, psychologic, 
and social dimensions of healthcare services, which are defined as 
bio-psycho-social welfare, should be able to be delivered at facilities 
that are easy to reach.

The research has some limitations. The first is the collection of research 
data via internet due to some restrictions under COVID-19 precau-
tions. It is difficult to control the low response rate and non-response 
bias in the internet-based survey process. Second, in this study, SMU 
was examined in the relationship between negative emotional state 
and hopelessness. Since there are only a few studies on the subject, 
researchers have a difficulty in comparing the findings of the present 
study with the findings of the other researchers.
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