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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic is a serious global burden. Epide-
miological data suggest that the severity of COVID-19, in 
particular its case fatality rate, rises strongly with age. It is 
possible that neither a vaccine nor an effective treatment 
will be available for >1 year. Thus, it may be necessary for 
older adults to protect themselves by avoiding direct social 
contact and practicing social distancing for a rather long pe-
riod of time. This may result in loneliness and social isolation 
because, for example, grandchildren cannot visit their 
grandparents. In turn, both loneliness and social isolation 
can have serious deleterious consequences (e.g., in terms of 
morbidity and mortality). Thus, the question arises: are there 
ways to mitigate loneliness and social isolation? One way to 
stay in contact is to use online social media such as Face-
book or using video calling software such as Skype. How-
ever, there are very few studies examining whether the use 

of online social media or video chats are associated with 
loneliness and social isolation in older adults. We sum up 
some preliminary findings and make a call for further re-
search on the link between online social media use/video 
chat and loneliness, as well as social isolation, in older adults.

© 2020 S. Karger AG, Basel

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has already changed the 
world and will continue to do so. While the economic and 
social consequences are not completely predictable, there 
is little doubt that it will have an effect on many areas of 
life – at least in the midterm.

It is widely acknowledged that the severity of COV-
ID-19, in particular its case fatality rate, increases consid-
erably with age. One possible scenario is that older adults 
will be forced to stay home for extended periods of time 
to avoid physical contact with other people (e.g., when 
buying food) in order to avoid infection with the corona-
virus. This can affect mental health and well-being among 
individuals in old age [1, 2]. Ultimately, this can also lead 
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to feelings of social isolation (feeling that one does not 
belong to the society) and loneliness (perceived discrep-
ancy between actual and desired social relationships). 
This has been found to be the case, for example, when 
grandchildren cannot have direct contact with their 
grandparents. Loneliness and social isolation are corre-
lated, but they are distinct constructs and differ in their 
predictors. While individuals can perceive themselves as 
socially isolated, they may not feel lonely at the same time 
and vice versa. Nevertheless, both social isolation and 
loneliness should be avoided because they can have im-
portant negative consequences for morbidity and mor-
tality.

Main Text

One possible solution to cope with this situation and 
stay in contact with others is to use video chats (e.g., 
Skype) or online social media (e.g., Facebook). These so-
lutions may at least temporarily substitute physical con-
tact (e.g., with friends, acquaintances, children, or grand-
children) in times of the COVID-19 pandemic. It ap-
pears plausible that these possibilities can reduce feelings 
of social isolation or loneliness (e.g., when seeing their 
grandchildren on their monitor or smartphone). More-
over, older individuals using video chats or online social 
media sites to stay in contact with family and friends 
may think that they are better off than when they did not 
use such technical possibilities during self-isolation (in-
traindividual comparison). Thus, they may highly ap-
preciate such technical solutions to overcome feelings of 
isolation and loneliness. Furthermore, they may com-
pare themselves with other individuals who are not able 
to participate (e.g., for health reasons) in video chats or 
online social media sites (interindividual comparisons) 
and may realize that they are better off than these indi-
viduals. Both intraindividual and interindividual com-
parisons could lead to decreased feelings of social isola-
tion or feelings of loneliness.

To date, very few studies have investigated the asso-
ciation between the use of video chats or online social 
media and social isolation or loneliness among older 
adults. We first summarize these preliminary findings 
before making a call for further research on the associa-
tion between online social media use/video chat and so-
cial isolation among older adults. It is worth noting that 
we focused on nationally representative samples to pres-
ent findings which are generalizable to the entire (com-
munity-dwelling) population of older adults in the spe-

cific countries. We included studies focusing on indi-
viduals in their second half of life (i.e., 40 years and over 
[3]).

Based on nationally representative samples, only 3 
studies have investigated the link between online social 
network sites and loneliness or social isolation among 
older adults. While a first study focused on various out-
comes (i.e., social connectedness and social isolation) 
[4], a second study focused on loneliness [5], and a third 
study focused on social isolation as the outcome measure 
[6].

Based on data from the nationally representative 
Health and Retirement Study (n = 1,620 individuals aged 
50 years and over in the United States), the first study [4] 
showed a link between use of social network sites and 
increased feelings of connectedness (an aspect of loneli-
ness), whereas the use of these sites was not associated 
with feelings of social isolation. Based on a sample of 
community-dwelling individuals aged 60 years and over 
(n = 626) in the Netherlands, the second study revealed 
that the use of these sites was neither associated with gen-
eral loneliness nor with social or emotional loneliness 
[5]. The third study [6] examined the link between social 
network sites and social isolation. Based on a nationally 
representative sample of individuals in the second half of 
life (n = 7,837 individuals aged 40 years and over) in Ger-
many, this recent cross-sectional study [6] showed that 
daily online social network users (e.g., users of Facebook) 
reported lower social isolation scores compared with 
those with less frequent or no social media use. In a sen-
sitivity analysis, this study [6] also examined the associa-
tion between the use of the internet “for contact with 
friends and relatives (e.g., e-mail, Facebook, chat, video 
calls)” and social isolation. Compared to daily users, less 
frequent users and nonusers had significantly higher so-
cial isolation scores. These associations did not differ by 
sex or educational level. This is in line with a review per-
formed by Leist [7]. She thought that online communi-
ties are “places where people can get together and engage 
in social contact, for example, overcome loneliness at 
nighttime” [7]. Therefore, she concluded that these sites 
can help to overcome feelings of loneliness and isolation. 
In a similar vein, a very recent qualitative study conclud-
ed that sites such as Facebook or video chats, via Skype, 
for example, can help to overcome social isolation among 
Muslim immigrant older adults in Canada [8]. In sum, 
the findings are mixed. Moreover, these results come 
from a time prior to COVID-19. Therefore, they may not 
directly be transferable to our present time. Thus, future 
research is urgently required.
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Conclusion

We would like to conclude with some recommenda-
tions for future research. There is a need for further re-
search examining the link between online social network 
sites/video chat and loneliness as well as social isolation, 
particularly among the older adults based on nationally 
representative samples.

While one longitudinal study exists which investigated 
the link between video chat and depressive symptoms 
based on a nationally representative sample of older 
adults [9], there is a complete lack of nationally represen-
tative longitudinal studies regarding the link between on-
line social network sites/video chat and loneliness as well 
as social isolation. Therefore, future studies are urgently 
required.

Future research is required to elucidate the underlying 
mechanisms. For example, a recent study [10] among stu-
dents aged 18–30 years showed that while having positive 
experiences on social network sites is not associated with 
social isolation, negative experiences on social network 
sites is associated with increased levels of social isolation. 
This suggests that humans weigh negative entities more 
than positive ones (negativity bias) [10]. Moreover, the 
intensity of using online social network sites should be 
investigated among older adults. Even personality factors 

such as extraversion may play a role in the link between 
online social network sites/video chat and loneliness or 
social isolation among older adults.

We truly hope that this commentary will inspire new 
research in this emerging area. Ultimately, we hope that 
this knowledge may help to avoid feelings of social isola-
tion and loneliness among older adults dealing with the 
conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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