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Abstract

Since the outbreak of COVID-19, Asians and Asian Americans have been experiencing an uptick of discrimination. With most people experiencing months of lockdowns, social media may become a particularly
important tool in Asian people’s coping with discrimination. Grounded in the multiactivity framework of social
media use, this study explored whether experience with discrimination was associated with more social media
use among Asian people and how adaptive social media use was for their well-being during COVID-19.
A sample of 242 Asians/Asian Americans residing in the United States (Mage = 32.88, SD = 11.13; 48 percent
female) completed an online survey. Results showed that more experience of discrimination during COVID-19
was associated with more engagement in social media private messaging, posting/commenting, and browsing,
but the activities yielded different implications for subjective well-being. Both social media private messaging
and posting/commenting were associated with more perceived social support, which contributed to better
subjective well-being. Social media posting/commenting was also related to better subjective well-being
through lower worry about discrimination. In contrast, social media browsing was associated with poorer
subjective well-being through more worry about discrimination.
Keywords: social media, discrimination, well-being, coping, COVID-19

passive use (e.g., browsing) and nonpassive use (e.g., messaging,
commenting, and posting),6–8 they vary in the conceptualization
of nonpassive social media activities. Some scholars refer to
most nonpassive use as active usage,8,9 whereas others make
distinctions between targeted interaction (e.g., messaging and
commenting) and broadcasting (e.g., posting).6,11 Still others
differentiate private messaging from public posting.7
Regardless of the categorization, messaging, commenting,
posting, and browsing are among the major activities, and
experience of discrimination may associate with higher engagement in all these activities as they have the potential to
satisfy various needs, such as reaching out to family and
friends, sharing or documenting experiences, receiving information, and diversion.12,13 However, not all social media
activities are instrumental.6,14 Whereas nonpassive activities
are usually associated with better well-being,7,14 passive use
is typically related to poorer well-being.8,9,14
Two processes seem especially relevant in explaining the
relationship between social media use and well-being. The

Introduction

S

ince the outbreak of COVID-19, Asians/Asian
Americans have been experiencing an uptick of discrimination,1,2 a stressor detrimental to well-being.3–5 During this
time, due to large-scale lockdowns, social media may become
a particularly important tool in Asian people’s coping with
discrimination, but it remains unclear whether and how social
media use associates with subjective well-being when the
group faces increased discrimination. Grounded in the multiactivity framework of social media use,6–8 this study explored
whether experience with discrimination was associated with
more social media use among Asian people and how adaptive
social media use was to their well-being during COVID-19.
Under our chosen framework, the implications of social media
use vary as a function of the activities performed on social media.9,10 Despite this consensus, scholars using the framework
differ in how they categorize social media activities. Specifically, although most scholars recognize the difference between
1
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first one is perceived social support, which buffers the negative impact of stress and improves well-being.15,16 Social
support stems from relationships and positive interactions.17
Nonpassive social media use, such as interacting with others
and actively posting on social media, associates with better
well-being through social support.7,18,19 In contrast, social
media browsing does not relate to social support7 likely due
to its passive nature. Second, emotions induced by perceived
social reality may also explain how social media use relates
to well-being. When people form judgments, they usually
retrieve only a small set of information frequently and/or
recently activated in their memory,20 which explains the
cultivation effect21 identified in the use of social media.22
During COVID-19, when information about the pandemic
and pandemic-related discrimination against the Asian
community1 was circulated on social media, browsing may
construct a social reality that anti-Asian racism is an increasing concern, leading to Asian users’ worries about being
discriminated. Worry, an emotion with a future-oriented
focus on anticipated threats, is related to poor well-being.23
In contrast, because the cultivation theory21 concerns passive
media consumption, whether nonpassive social media use
also elicits worry about discrimination is unclear. We proposed a path model to investigate the following hypotheses*:

Social media use. We designed a 12-item scale to measure participants’ engagement in nonpassive and passive use
of social media (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). Participants
answered the questions by considering the social medium they
used most often. For each subscale, there were questions about
general use, use related to COVID-19, and use associated with
racism related to COVID-19 (See Tables 1 and 2 for scale
items, internal reliability, and mean scores).

H1: Experience of discrimination associated with higher
engagement in non-passive social media use, which induced
higher perceived social support and thus better subjective
well-being.

Given the lack of consensus on the categorization of social
media use (especially for nonpassive use), we started with
exploratory factor analysis (EFA) of the social media use
scale. A principal axis factoring with direct oblimin rotation
was conducted. Scree plot and the principle of eigenvalues
>1 were used to determine the number of factors. Items
would be removed if they did not load on any factors (factor
loading <0.40) or if they cross-loaded on more than one
factor (loading difference <0.10).
We then examined the hypothesized path model, controlling for age and gender, with maximum likelihood robust
being the estimator. Subjective well-being was regressed on
perceived social support and worry about discrimination,
both of which were regressed on social media activities,
which, in turn, was regressed on experience of discrimination. We also controlled for the effects of experience of
discrimination on worry about discrimination and wellbeing. Error terms of the three social media activities were
allowed to covary as different social media activities often
correlate.27 The model was deemed acceptable when comparative fit index (CFI) and Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) were
close to or >0.95,28 coupled with an root-mean-squared error
of approximation (RMSEA) being <0.08.29

H2: Experience of discrimination associated with higher
engagement in passive social media use, which induced
more worry about discrimination and thus poorer subjective well-being.

RQ1: How did experience of discrimination relate to
subjective well-being through nonpassive social media
use and then worry about discrimination?
Method
Participants

Recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk in May 2020,
242 Asians/Asian Americans residing in the United States
(48 percent female; Mage = 32.88, SD = 11.13) provided
consent before completing the IRB-approved online survey,
and received a monetary incentive for their participation.
Measures

Participants completed the following scales by considering their experience since the outbreak of COVID-19.
Experience of discrimination. We used the 5-item Everyday Discrimination Scale24 (1 = Never, 5 = A lot; a = 0.93;
M = 1.87; SD = 0.93). The item ‘‘People act as if they think
you are not smart’’ was modified as ‘‘People act as if you are
dangerous’’ to reflect a bias against Asians since COVID-19.
*Existing literature suggests that social media browsing would
not relate to social support. Given that only the alternative hypothesis should be proposed, we did not hypothesize for this path.
This path, however, was still included in the analysis for the
comprehensiveness of the model.

Perceived social support. We used the 15-item perceived social support scale reported by Utz and Breuer25
(1 = not at all, 5 = very often; a = 0.93; M = 2.71; SD = 0.83).
Worry about discrimination. We again used the Everyday
Discrimination Scale24 (a = 0.96; M = 2.58; SD = 1.18) but
changed the instruction to ‘‘Since the COVID-19 outbreak,
how often have you worried about the following things?’’
Because worry is future oriented, future tense was used for
the scale items.
Subjective well-being. We used the 5-item Satisfaction
with Life Scale26 (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree;
a = 0.92; M = 4.15; SD = 1.47).
Analysis

Results

Results of EFA suggested a three-factor solution. All
items were retained as each item loaded on one and only one
factor (loading differences: 0.30–0.79). Six items of posting
and commenting loaded on Factor 1 (a = 0.93), three items of
browsing on Factor 2 (a = 0.81), and three items of private
messaging on Factor 3 (a = 0.84). See Table 1 for explained
variance and factor loading.
The hypothesized path model met all the fit criteria, but age
and gender were nonsignificant and were thus removed, after
which the model remained well fitted: v2 (5) = 3.63, p = 0.604;
RMSEA = 0.000, confidence interval (90% CI 0.000–0.076);
CFI = 1.000; and TLI = 1.008. See Table 3 and Figure 1 for
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Table 1. Results of Exploratory Factor Analysis of the Social Media Use Scale
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Factor
Variance
loading Eigenvalue explained
Posting and commenting
1. In general, how much do you post or repost things to your own page since the
COVID-19 outbreak?
2. In general, how much do you interact with others through commenting since
the COVID-19 outbreak?
3. On social media, how much do you post or repost information and news related
to COVID-19?
4. On social media, how much do you discuss COVID-19 with others through
commenting?
5. On social media, how much do you post or repost information and news about
racism related to COVID-19?
6. On social media, how much do you discuss racism related to COVID-19 with
others through commenting?
Browsing
1. In general, how much do you read posts and browse your newsfeed since the
COVID-19 outbreak?
2. On social media, how much do you pay attention to and read posts related
to COVID-19?
3. On social media, how much do you pay attention to and read about racism
related to COVID-19?
Private messaging
1. In general, how much do you interact with others through private messaging
since the COVID-19 outbreak?
2. On social media, how much do you discuss COVID-19 with others through
private messaging?
3. On social media, how much do you discuss racism related to COVID-19 with
others through private messaging?
path coefficients. Experience of discrimination was associated
with higher engagement in all three types of social media
activities and more worry about discrimination, but not subjective well-being. Private messaging was associated with
higher perceived social support but not worry about discrimination. Posting/commenting was related to higher perceived
social support and lower worry about discrimination. Browsing was not associated with perceived social support, but was
related to more worry about discrimination. Perceived social
support was related to better subjective well-being whereas
worry about discrimination was related to lower well-being.
Four indirect paths of interest were significant: experience
of discrimination was related to better subjective well-being

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of the Social
Media Use Scale
Posting
Private
and
messaging commenting
Mean (SD) for overall
sample (N = 242)
Mean (SD) by gender
Female (N = 116)
Male (N = 125)
Other (N = 1)
Mean (SD) by age
18–29 (N = 107)
30–39 (N = 80)
40–59 (N = 46)
60 and above (N = 9)

Browsing

3.12 (1.55) 2.85 (1.58) 4.74 (1.41)
3.10 (1.50) 2.83 (1.51) 4.83 (1.34)
3.14 (1.60) 2.87 (1.66) 4.65 (1.48)
1.67
3.17
5.67
3.12
3.08
3.23
2.76

(1.47)
(1.56)
(1.72)
(1.78)

2.75
2.87
3.17
2.33

Note: The scale was a 7-point Likert scale.

(1.56)
(1.53)
(1.67)
(1.94)

4.83
4.60
4.87
4.30

(1.44)
(1.47)
(1.20)
(1.60)

a

6.28

49.71%

0.93

1.58

10.18%

0.81

1.10

6.31%

0.84

0.82
0.62
0.91
0.76
0.77
0.65
0.84
0.79
0.58
0.68
0.81
0.65

through (a) more private messaging and then more perceived
social support (supporting H1), (b) more posting/commenting
and then more perceived social support (supporting H1), and
(c) more posting/commenting and then less worry about discrimination (answering RQ1). In contrast, experience of discrimination was associated with poorer subjective well-being
through more browsing and thus more worry about discrimination (supporting H2).
Discussion

During COVID-19, news stories of anti-Asian discrimination1 have been disseminated. In this stressful context, Asians/
Asian Americans in the United States appeared to use social
media as a coping tool—those who experienced discrimination
during COVID-19 engaged in more social media private
messaging, posting/commenting, and browsing. Social media
private messaging and posting/commenting were both associated with better subjective well-being through more perceived
social support, consistent with earlier research.7,18,19 Among
the three social media activities, private messaging had the
strongest association with perceived social support, likely because private communication channels (e.g., messaging and
texting) are often used among closer associates,30 with whom
social media communication is particularly beneficial for wellbeing.11 Posting and commenting can serve as a mobilization
request, defined as broadcasted posts in which people ask
questions, request information, or seek various forms of assistance, and such posts predict more bridging social capital.31
Some posts and comments may also involve self-disclosure
related to COVID-19 and racism. When people share authentic experiences, emotions, and thoughts and reveal their
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Table 3. Results of Path Analysis

Direct paths of interest
Experience of discrimination / SM private messaging
Experience of discrimination / SM posting and commenting
Experience of discrimination / SM browsing
SM private messaging/ perceived social support
SM private messaging / worry about discrimination
SM posting and commenting / perceived social support
SM posting and commenting / worry about discrimination
SM browsing / perceived social support
SM browsing / worry about discrimination
Perceived social support / subjective well-being
Worry about discrimination / subjective well-being
Controlled direct paths
Experience of discrimination / worry about discrimination
Experience of discrimination / subjective well-being
Significant indirect paths to well-being: single-level mediator
SM private messaging / perceived social support / subjective well-being
SM posting and commenting / perceived social support / subjective well-being
SM posting and commenting / worry about discrimination / subjective well-being
SM browsing / worry about discrimination / subjective well-being
Experience of discrimination / worry about discrimination / subjective well-being
Significant indirect paths to well-being: sequential mediators
Experience of discrimination / SM private messaging / perceived
social support / subjective well-being
Experience of discrimination / SM posting and commenting / perceived
social support / subjective well-being
Experience of discrimination / SM posting and commenting / worry about
discrimination / subjective well-being
Experience of discrimination / SM browsing / worry about
discrimination / subjective well-being

b

SE

p

0.44
0.45
0.23
0.35
0.11
0.28
-0.37
0.03
0.31
0.25
-0.22

0.05
0.05
0.05
0.10
0.10
0.10
0.10
0.06
0.05
0.07
0.08

<0.001
<0.001
<0.001
<0.001
0.259
0.007
<0.001
0.610
<0.001
<0.001
0.006

0.70
-0.02

0.05
0.09

<0.001
0.858

0.09
0.07
0.08
-0.07
-0.15

0.03
0.03
0.04
0.03
0.06

0.011
0.030
0.019
0.012
0.007

0.04

0.02

0.020

0.03

0.02

0.038

0.04

0.02

0.023

-0.02

0.01

0.028

SM, social media.

vulnerability on social media, they receive positive feedback
from the social media network and greater social support.32–34
Social media posting/commenting was also related to better
well-being through lower worry about discrimination. Although one possible explanation is that social support derived
from posting/commenting7,19 reduced worry, our additional
analysis showed that perceived social support did not mitigate

worry about discrimination (b = 0.05, p = 0.395). Another,
more plausible, explanation is that posting and commenting
empower people and give them a sense of control, which is
crucial to well-being,35 especially in a stressful situation.36
When people post and share information on social media, they
become an information source and develop a sense of influence through relevant and thoughtful feedback from their

FIG. 1. Results of path analysis. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Only significant paths are presented. All indirect paths were
significant. SM, social media.
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network.37 Such sense of influence can be critical in the circumstances wherein individuals face multifaceted stressors
that seem out of their control. Furthermore, public posting and
commenting, as a form of self-presentation, can also be an
intentional act that induces self-reflection,34 which directs
people’s attention to problem solving rather than fixation on
negative and anxious thoughts.38 Participants’ lower levels of
worry, in the context of posting/commenting, may reflect
higher self-efficacy to respond to the situation.
In contrast, browsing was related to poorer subjective
well-being through more worry about discrimination. Participants who experienced discrimination became more worried about further discrimination through more browsing,
likely because information on social media during this period
cultivated in them a social reality21 wherein anti-Asian racism was ubiquitous. Browsing during COVID-19 likely
makes information about racism in one’s memory highly
accessible; given the positive correlation between accessibility of information about an incident and assessed probability of the incident,20 the identified path is not surprising.
Limitations and Implications

The study has a few limitations. First, given the crosssectional nature of the data, directionality of the relationships
remained inconclusive. For instance, did social media use
contribute to perceived social support and worry about discrimination or the other way around? To clarify this point, we
examined a reverse-order model in which the three social
media activities switched their positions with perceived social
support and worry about discrimination. The model fit poorly:
v2 (6) = 57.63, p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.189, 90% CI (0.146–
0.234); CFI = 0.926; and TLI = 0.741, suggesting that the
assumed directionality in our original model was more reasonable. However, longitudinal data are still needed for
stronger evidence. Second, we did not examine what the participants messaged, posted/commented, and browsed, and yet
the content and its tone may condition the implications of these
social media activities. Future research aiming at analyzing the
content of users’ social media activities would advance our
understanding of social media content and well-being. Third,
the study focused on one specific challenge faced by selfidentified Asians/Asian Americans, but there are challenges
experienced by other marginalized groups during COVID-19,
such as isolation and loneliness, experience and worry about
infection, and financial hardship. Using our model, future research may explore how nonpassive social media use can
possibly alleviate distress in the face of these other difficulties.
At the theoretical level, the study confirmed the speculation
that social media played an important role in people’s lives
during large-scale lockdowns. The model also clarified the
distinct implications of different social media activities and
revealed the promising role of nonpassive social media use in
coping with discrimination. Practically, we suggested that
social media private messaging and posting/commenting, but
not browsing, should be an instrumental tool for coping with
discrimination and would associate with better well-being.
Although it was not directly examined in the study, given that
private messaging likely features communication with closer
associates,30 intimate self-disclosure may play a role in the
positive path involving this activity.39 In more public channels, such as posting and commenting, sharing authentic ex-
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periences, emotions, and thoughts is associated with greater
positive feedback and social support.32–34 Social media users
may consider these specific practices (intimate self-disclosure
and authentic self-presentation) in their messaging and posting. For people who browse to cope with discrimination, although they may do so to seek information as a way to cope
with anxiety,40 they should be reminded of a potential affective forecasting error41 they are committing—they may hold a
false assumption that browsing will make them feel better. For
many people, social media and communication technologies
may have become the primary channel for communication
during COVID-19; it is our hope that the study would provide
much-needed guidance for people to use these technologies to
their advantage during this unprecedented time.
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