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Abstract
This exploratory mixed methods study examines how the emerging adulthood development tasks of autonomy, intimacy, and
identity are reflected in the social media (SM) uses and gratifications during the COVID-19 pandemic. This research draws its
analysis from qualitative and quantitative data from an online survey of 1003 Filipino college students aged 18–29. Convenient
sampling was done via online recruitment on social media sites. Qualitative findings reveal subcategories characterizing how
respondents use social media to meet three developmental needs of EA: (1) autonomy, by practicing informational control and
performing adulthood-related tasks; (2) intimacy, by maintaining relationships with peers and family; and (3) identity, by engaging
in educational experiences and in entertainment and self-expression. Quantitative strand results suggest that sex, household
income, Instagram and Tiktok use, and the number of active SM sites are significantly associated with the use of SM for at least
one emerging adulthood development task (p < 0.05).
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Introduction

The 2019 novel coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic and its
impacts on society have affected the development of indi-
viduals across the lifespan. Even as the number of infections
subsides globally and economies are gradually easing re-
strictions, there are concerns that this long-standing public
health crisis will have lasting effects on the development of
children, youth, adults, and older individuals beyond the
outbreak (Settersten et al., 2020). Individuals, families,
schools, workplaces, industries, and other sectors of society
had to innovate and incorporate technologies to perform their
daily activities amid pandemic-induced restrictions and
challenges. One of the digital technologies that was widely
used to navigate the COVID-19 pandemic is social media
(SM). In 2020 and 2021, the first and second years of the
pandemic, Kepios (2022) estimates a 10% average yearly
increase in global SM users (totaling 4.62 billion users
worldwide by the end of 2021), which can be attributed to the
need to maintain social connections amid the lockdowns and
physical distancing measures that disrupted in-person inter-
actions. Aside from maintaining social wellbeing, COVID-19
research has demonstrated other functions of SM and other
online platforms to help support various aspects of quality of

life during the pandemic, such as education, health, and hu-
man development, economic productivity, and political par-
ticipation (Mouratidis & Papagiannakis, 2021). Specifically,
this present study focuses on the use of social media in
gratifying the development needs of Filipino emerging adults
during the pandemic.

The coronavirus crisis has introduced many challenges in
the lives of emerging adults. Studies have indicated that
emerging adults experienced disruptions of routines, lack of
social contact, financial strain, family-related stress, unhealthy
behaviors, school- and work-related stress, emotional dis-
tancing, fear of infection, negative perceptions of the future,
and overall decreased quality of life during the COVID-19
outbreak (Bianchi et al., 2021; Dotson et al., 2022; Hall &
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Zygmunt, 2021; Halliburton et al., 2021; Preetz et al., 2021).
The Philippines, a country that belongs to the list with the
longest lockdown and poorest COVID resilience scores
(Chang et al., 2022), also present similar problems, especially
in the college population (Cleofas, 2021a, 2021b; Egcas et al.,
2021). Even as the country is slowly easing its restrictions due
to decreasing cases at the beginning of 2022 (Tomacruz,
2022), the threat of new life-altering waves of COVID ca-
ses among Filipino emerging adults continues to loom because
of high rates of vaccine hesitancy in the said age bracket
(Cleofas & Oducado, 2022). We note that many of these
challenges are not unique to emerging adulthood, but we
suspect that the effects of these challenges can differ across
developmental stages.

Even before the pandemic, social media has become an integral
part of the lives of emerging adults, especially among the Yand Z
generational cohorts. Emerging adults comprise 86% of people
worldwide who actively use SM in 2021 (Khoros, 2021). Thus, it
is unsurprising for emerging adults to turn to SM to meet de-
velopment needs, as evidenced by recent research (Cleofas, 2021;
Karayiğit et al., 2021; van den Berg et al., 2021). This is especially
true in the Philippines, whichwas recognized as the “Social Media
Capital of the World” for registering the highest number of active
SM users and longest daily use since the beginning of 2010
(Ichimura, 2020). This present study extends the literature on SM
use by focusing on its function in facilitating the achievement of
emerging adulthood development tasks.

Theoretical Framework

Emerging Adulthood Theory

Emerging adulthood (18–29 years old) is a period in the
lifespan between adolescence and young adulthood. This age
bracket has been characterized as a time of exploring identity,
feelings of instability, being in-between, self-focus, and op-
timism regarding the future (Arnett, 2006). Emerging adult-
hood affords individuals the opportunity to flourish (e.g.,
obtaining an advanced degree, entering the workforce, ex-
panding worldviews, finding love), flounder (e.g., engaging in
risky behaviors, succumbing to mental health issues), and
generally shape the trajectory of their lives towards adulthood
(Nelson, 2021). Coyne et al. (2013) forwarded three devel-
opmental tasks for emerging adults which are autonomy,
intimacy, and identity. While these tasks are also observed
during adolescence, Arnett (2006, 2010) argued that the ex-
ploration of these tasks is developmentally distinct in
emerging adulthood. Adolescents realize these developmental
tasks while still largely dependent on adults and experiencing
bodily changes. Meanwhile, emerging adults work toward
these developmental tasks with more social independence and
a semblance of adulthood (e.g., financial independence;
maintaining social and sexual relationships beyond recrea-
tional motives; developing a career identity) (Arnett, 2000,
2006, 2010).

The ways individuals go through emerging adulthood (EA)
and the extent of affordances it provides them also vary based
on culture and socioeconomic status (Arnett, 2006, 2010).
Specifically, in the Philippines, emerging adulthood has been
described as a period of expressing oneself, immersion in pop
culture, increased consumption behaviors, engagement in
travel, leisure, and sports, the pursuit of education and pro-
fessional advancements, use of digital technologies and so-
ciopolitical arrangements (Velasco, 2020). Unlike their Western
counterparts, whose emerging adulthood is characterized by
emancipation from home (Arnett, 2006), the lives of Filipino
emerging adults remain close to and influenced by their parents
and other family members (Hock et al., 2018; Velasco, 2020).

Uses and Gratifications Theory

This study appeals to the uses and gratifications (U&G) theory in
attempting to understand the vital role of social media in the lives
of emerging adults amid the COVID-19 pandemic. The U&G
approach posits that audiences’motivations to engage in a specific
media type or content are based on the gratification of identified
social and psychological needs and desires (Ruggiero, 2000).
U&G theory suggests that individuals are aware of these needs and
intently choose to use media to satisfy them (Katz et al., 1974;
Rubin, 2002). Scholars have used various typologies of motives,
which vary based on the type and content of the media of interest
and social context (Ruggiero, 2000). Recent research among youth
and emerging adults has indicated that their motives for using
social media are to maintain existing relationships, socialize with
new people, express, and be popular, manage tasks, engage in
entertainment, and achieve informational and educational benefits
(Kircaburun et al., 2020).

This present study draws its focus on how emerging adults
use SM to gratify their development needs. Hence, we use the
three motives proposed by Coyne et al. (2013) in their ex-
tensive state-of-the-field work that integrates emerging
adulthood theory and media U&G in this development stage.
Aligned with Coyne et al. (2013), we conceptualize emerging
adulthood uses and gratification of social media (EA-U&G-
SM) as the attainment of developmental tasks during this
period: autonomy, intimacy, and identity. While these tasks
are not exclusive to emerging adulthood—as these are tasks
for adolescents and other adults as well—scholars argued that
the context and the manner in which emerging adults pursue
these tasks, and the way they use various forms of media to
meet these developmental needs differ from teens and young
to middle adults (Arnett, 2000, 2006, 2010; Bjornsen, 2018;
Coyne et al., 2013)

Literature Review

Social Media U&G for Autonomy in EA

The development of autonomy during emerging adulthood is
related to the performance of adult functions in society
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(Arnett, 2006). Most emerging adult university students view
themselves as “adults in some ways, but not in others”
(Nelson, 2021). Emerging adults have identified the ability to
make independent, unsupervised decisions and take respon-
sibility for their actions as key to being an adult (Nelson &
Barry, 2005). While it is expected for Filipino emerging adults
to practice obedience to their parents, they are able to make
important life decisions compared to when they were younger
(Cruz et al., 2001). Coyne et al. (2013) posit that emerging
adults have greater control over decisions related to media
selection and usage, and less parental monitoring for media
use. This freedom is further expanded by social media, which
affords emerging adults boundless information and diverse
ways to engage with people and ideas (Bjornsen, 2018).
Another affordance of emerging adulthood is the ability to
consume media products intended exclusively for adults, such
as R-18 games, music with explicit lyrics, and pornography
(Coyne et al., 2013). For non-student emerging adults, social
media is also a platform to present their adult professional
activities (Velasco, 2020). Taken together, these EA studies
demonstrate themes of social media use to meet the devel-
opment need of autonomy that revolve around having greater
agency for media consumption, using social media to perform
mature/adult roles, and consuming adult content.

Social Media U&G for Intimacy in EA

Social media allows emerging adults to initiate and improve
relationships (Coyne et al., 2013). With features like sharing
and private messaging, SM sites are ideal platforms for
emerging adults to receive social support among their peers,
family, and other significant others, especially those who are
distant from them (Chen, 2011; Ezumah, 2013; Coyne et al.,
2013; Wang et al., 2012; Yang & Brown, 2013). Literature
also indicates the benefits provided by SM in starting and
maintaining romantic relationships (Bjornsen, 2018). In the
Philippines, emerging adults use SM to publicize their rela-
tionships with friends, family, partners, and colleagues
(Velasco, 2020). However, evidence has also dealt with the
negative impacts of SM on emerging adults’ social relation-
ships, as it also becomes a platform for social conflicts,
distracted conversations, creeping, cyber-infidelity, cy-
berbullying, and catfishing (Bjornsen, 2018). The afore-
mentioned EA literature reveals the importance of social
media to establish and sustain relationships with different
social entities, like peers, romantic partners, and family.

Social Media U&G for Identity in EA

Emerging adulthood is considered the longest period in the
lifespan that affords individuals to explore, develop, and enact
their identities in the aspects of career, worldviews, gender,
sexuality, ethnicity, and religion (Arnett, 2006; Schwartz et al.,
2013; Waterman, 1999). Literature demonstrates how
emerging adults use SM to explore their identity by posting

statements and various content on the feeds as a form of
experimentation on attempting various possible selves (Coyne
et al., 2013). Michikyan (2020) suggests that online presen-
tation in SM is linked with identity coherence and integration
among emerging adults. The pop culture-related content that
emerging adults share on SM also contributes to their ex-
pression of identity (Coyne et al., 2013). For instance, in the
Philippines, entertainment has been identified as one of the
needs significantly gratified by SM use among college stu-
dents (Basilisco & Cha, 2015). Moreover, Filipino emerging
adults also make use of SM for political expressions and
engagements (Velasco, 2020). Possible negative aspects of
social media on identity include unrealistic societal beauty
standards that can lead to body image disturbances (Bjornsen,
2018). The extant literature on emerging adulthood demon-
strates various ways to realize the need for identity exploration
during this life stage using social media. This includes online
self-expression, entertainment, cultural consumption, and
sociopolitical participation.

Demographic Characteristics, Social Media Profile and
U&G

Pre-pandemic evidence suggests that certain demographic
characteristics are linked with specific U&G of SM. In terms
of gender, studies among university students revealed that
females are more likely to use SM to maintain existing re-
lationships, pass the time, accomplish tasks, and pursue ed-
ucational goals, while males use SM to meet new people
(Karayiğit et al., 2021; Kircaburun et al., 2020). As regards to
age, the same studies showed that younger students have
higher uses and gratifications for SM. Furthermore, income
has been positively linked with Internet use (Cho et al., 2003).
Also, the specific social media used (i.e., Facebook, Twitter,
YouTube, Instagram) were found to be significantly correlated
with U&G of SM among university students (Kircaburun
et al., 2020). Social and digital inequalities in well-being
outcomes have been noted among Filipino college students
during the early months of the pandemic (Cleofas & Rocha,
2021). Thus, there is reason to suspect that their develop-
mental tasks and the way they use social media to realize these
tasks would demonstrate disparities as well.

Social Media Use Motives Among Emerging Adults
During the COVID-19 Pandemic

Several research studies involving emerging adults explored
social media use motives during the coronavirus crisis. A US-
based study among college emerging adults revealed that
gratifying the need for entertainment was the highest moti-
vation for using social media during the COVID-19 pandemic,
followed by information, social connectedness, and social
recognition (Karayiğit et al., 2021). On the other hand, a study
from the Netherlands indicated that emerging adults primarily
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turn to social media to seek social support from family and
friends while on lockdown (van den Berg et al., 2021). These
findings are corroborated by another university-based US
study that indicated keeping up with friends and having fun as
the primary purposes of using social media, followed by
communicating, procrastinating, killing time, and reading
news during the coronavirus crisis (Pressly, 2021). Shafer
et al. (2022) suggested that social media was used as a form of
surveillance for their romantic partners. Emerging adults also
made use of social media for political participation and civic
engagement during the pandemic (Dayrit et al., 2022; Yazdani
et al., 2022). In the Philippines, a qualitative study indicated
that emerging adult college students use social media to
maintain their ties with peers during pandemic-induced
community quarantine. Still, informants claimed that it
does not fully substitute the social gains of in-person inter-
actions (Cleofas, 2021a).

Based on the literature mentioned in this review, there is
teeming evidence of the role of social media in the attainment
of developmental tasks of individuals during the period of
emerging adulthood. Meanwhile, emerging adulthood re-
search during the time of COVID-19 also reveals how social
media addressed pandemic-induced challenges and improved
lives during this public health emergency. However, none of
these recent endeavors investigated social media use utilizing
Coyne et al.’s (2013) classification of uses and gratifications
(autonomy, intimacy, and identity). Using Coyne et al.’s
(2013) framework can help frame the motives based on de-
velopmental tasks experienced by emerging adults to address
the unique needs of individuals in this developmental stage.
There is reason to suspect that the pandemic may have induced
changes in the social media is used in the name of these three
developmental tasks. Cognizant of these knowledge gaps, this
present mixed methods study aims to:

1. Qualitatively examine the specific emerging adulthood
uses and gratifications of social media (EA-U&G-SM)
among Filipino college students during the COVID-19
pandemic in terms of autonomy, intimacy, and identity.

2. Determine the significant associations between de-
mographic and social media profile of the respondents
and their EA-U&G-SM in terms of autonomy, inti-
macy, and identity.

Methods

Research Design

This paper is a component of a larger research project that
examines social media behaviors and digital health among
college SM users during the pandemic. For the present study,
we used an exploratory mixed methods design and adhered to
the guidelines of Good Reporting of a Mixed Methods Study
(GRAMMS, O’Cathain et al., 2008). In an exploratory mixed
methods design, qualitative data analysis is accomplished first.

Then, the concepts that emerged from the qualitative data are
further tested using quantitative analysis (Plano Clark et al.,
2008). For this study, the qualitative strand (QUAL) used a
deductive qualitative descriptive approach and addressed the
first research question (subcategories of EA-U&G-SM under
the three developmental tasks of emerging adulthood). On the
other hand, the quantitative strand (QUAN) used a descriptive
cross-sectional approach (association between demographic
and social media profile and EA-U&G-SM). We used a mixed
methods design to identify emergent subcategories from
narrative data while also examining if these concepts vary in
distribution across social gradients, as suggested in previous
research (Cho et al., 2003; Kircaburun et al., 2020). Figure 1
shows a visual diagram of our mixed methodology.

Population and Sampling

The target population of this study is Filipino social media
users (students) who are enrolled in an undergraduate program
in any college/university in the Philippines. Another eligibility
criterion is being within the age range of 18–29, which is the
period of emerging adulthood (Nelson, 2021). A screening
question was asked on the first page of the survey tool to
ascertain their college status and age. Based on G*Power
computation, the minimum number of respondents required to
employ the statistics in the quantitative phase for three out-
come variables is 435 (w = 0.3, p = 0.05, power = 0.95).
Participants were recruited via our SM accounts. Convenient
sampling was employed in the study; those who accessed the
online survey link via our posts in our public and private social
media accounts were initially included in the study. A total of
1152 individuals accessed the survey link, and only 1087 of
them fit the eligibility criteria based on the screening questions
and were able to enter the formal questionnaire. The dataset
was then rid of entries with no answer to the survey’s open-
ended question, bringing the final sample size down to N =
1003.

Majority of the respondents are within the 18–20 years old
age group (n = 606, 60.4%), female (n = 609, 60.7%) and
came from low-income households (n = 685, 68.3%). In terms
of social media profiles, 902 (89.9%) respondents were active
on Facebook, 571 (56.9%) on Twitter, 699 (69.7%) on In-
stagram, and 830 (82.8%) on YouTube, and 476 (47.5%) on
Tiktok. The majority of them are active on four or more SM
sites (63.6%).

Data Collection and Ethical Procedures

The study protocol was granted ethical clearance by the re-
searchers’ home department at the university. The survey was
constructed using Google Forms. The link to the online form
was posted on the researchers’ social media accounts and
through a Facebook Page post. The post included details on
the project and the eligibility criteria for potential participants.
We boosted the post using Facebook Ads and targeted
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accounts within the 18–29 age range and geolocated in the
Philippines. We also shared our links through private and
direct messaging through our personal online networks. We
secured informed consent through the first page of the form,
where we indicated the research problems and procedures and
their rights as respondents of the study. Clicking “yes” on the
informed consent page signified their willingness to partici-
pate. Data was stored in a two-factor authenticated cloud
storage that only the researchers had access to. No personal
information was collected; each participant was assigned with
a unique numerical control number (e.g., #001, #500).

Instruments

Demographic and Social Media Profile. To measure demo-
graphic characteristics, we asked the respondents’ age (coded
as 0 = 18–20 years old and 1 = 21–29 years old), sex assigned
at birth (coded as 0 = females and 1 = males) and estimated
household income (coded as 0 = low-income [PhP 43,827.00/
837 USD and below] and 1 = middle-to high-income). These
income brackets were based on the Philippine Institute of
Development Studies (Domingo, 2020). The merging of
middle- and high-income levels was to address variability
issues (there was only 7.4% of the respondents from high-
income households). For social media profile variables, we
asked the respondents if they actively used the following SM
sites: Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube and Tiktok
(coded as 1 = yes, 0 = no). The respondents were provided
another blank wherein they can enumerate the other SM sites
outside the list. Number of sites used was counted for each
respondent. These variables were used for the QUAN phase of
the study.

Emerging Adulthood Uses and Gratification of Social Media (EA-
U&G-SM). To describe the respondents’ EA-U&G-SM, we

asked the open-ended question, “what is the role of social
media in your life as a young, emerging adult college student
in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic?” The respondents
were afforded a paragraph box to type in their answers in the
online survey and were encouraged to answer as liberally as
possible. A brief definition of emerging adulthood was placed
in the introduction part of the survey to help respondents
familiarize themselves with this developmental stage. This
strategy of inquiring respondents open-endedly has been used
in traditional U&G research (Ruggiero, 2000). Asking a
general open-ended question in surveys without a specific
prompt is a strategy to elucidate deeper insights and
respondent-driven answers, which has been used in recent
public perception research (Knudsen et al., 2021). The
questions were administered in English. All the narrative
answers that were received were also in the English language.
These narratives were used for the content analysis in the
QUAL phase of the study and were then numerically coded for
the QUAN phase.

Data Analysis Procedure

For the QUAL phase of the study, the deductive qualitative
content analysis by Elo and Kyngäs (2008) was used to an-
alyze the respondents’ narratives to draw out the specific
subcategories of EA-U&G-SM among the respondents. A
deductive approach was pursued because the emergent sub-
categories were subsumed under three pre-set categories based
on the development tasks of emerging adulthood (i.e., au-
tonomy, intimacy and identity). The first step of analysis is the
preparation phase, where we immerse ourselves in the data by
reading and rereading the narratives. The second step was to
reduce the narratives into codes. The third step is the orga-
nization phase, where we created a categorization matrix to
assign the codes and narratives based on the developmental

Figure 1. Overview of the mixed methodology of the present study.
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task manifested by the answers of the respondents. Within
categories, further abstraction was pursued by identifying
emerging patterns that depicted specific EA-U&G-SM sub-
categories. Theoretical and empirical underpinnings on
emerging adulthood and uses and gratifications theory (e.g.,
Arnett, 2000, 2006, 2010; Coyne et al., 2013) were frequently
consulted in clustering codes and subcategories within the
three major categories of autonomy, intimacy, and identity.
Trustworthiness in the data analysis process was ensured by
employing consensual analysis among researchers to deter-
mine codes and subcategories, memoing of the process, and
thick description of each emergent subcategory of EA-U&G-
SM in the results. We also computed inter-coder reliability
(ICR) for each subcategory. ICR scores ranged from 81.56 to
100.00% (acceptable value is from 75% and up). Microsoft
Excel was used to organize the narratives and assign them the
codes that designated their categories and subcategories.

For the QUAN phase of the study, the association between
demographic and social media profiles and the general EA-
U&G-SM categories based on the three development tasks
was determined. First, the responses were quantified by as-
signing them values: 1 if the response depicted a specific
development task and 0 if it did not. Some respondents can be
classified into more than one development task based on the
content of their answers. These values served as the dependent
variables of the study, which were then linked with the profile
variables using the chi-square test for association. Crude odds
ratios were computed using bivariate logistic regression. The
significance level was set at 0.05. JAMOVI 2.0.0 was used for
the statistical computations of this study.

Results

QUAL: Subcategories of EA-U&G-SM Based on
Narrative Responses

From our qualitative analysis of the narrative survey responses
of the college students emerged seven subcategories of
emerging adulthood uses and gratifications of social media
under the three EA development tasks. Table 1 shows the
overview of these subcategories of EA-U&G-SM and sample
codes, together with representative excerpts from the narrative
answers from the survey.

Subcategories of EA-U&G-SM for Autonomy
Practicing Informational Control. During emerging adult-

hood, individuals get to practice more agency in choosing the
type and content of media that they consume compared to
when they were adolescents (Coyne et al., 2013). From the
narratives of more than half of the respondents (53.0%; ICR =
100%), we gleaned ways that EA college students use SM to
enact a sense of autonomy by practicing agency over the
information they consume and are exposing themselves to. EA
students demonstrate the capability to navigate the sea of
content they find on SM. A common favorable type of

information they intentionally access is formal news. For
instance, #245 wrote, “Social media serves as my key to the
world… I rarely watch news; that is why I use social media to
get updates about what is happening.”A specific type of news
that the EA students frequently consume is about COVID-19
and the external environment that they have been restricted
from exploring because of the pandemic; as #612 shared, “The
role of social media during this time for me is more of an
informative type… to gather information about the current
situation of our country concerning COVID-19 and other
problems of different countries.”

Another way that EA college students practice informa-
tional control is by exercising the ability to discern the
quality of the information afforded to them by SM. Many
respondents recognize and lament the proliferation of mis-
information on SM and express the need to avoid and fight
against ‘fake news.’ According to #879, “Social media is
very important nowadays because of the information we can
collect but be mindful that sometimes there is fake or un-
reliable information that we need to look at to prevent
misinformation.” Aside from misinformation, EA students
are aware that there are posts that would not be beneficial for
their wellbeing; hence, they exercise autonomy by choosing
to stay away from ‘bad’ types of content on SM; as #850
mentions, “…the people who spread fake news, negativities,
and nudity across the internet make me sick. But, as an
emerging adult, I am learning how to just focus on what’s
important and helpful, and just ignore the unnecessary
ones.” Codes under this category are accessing information
and consuming social media content critically.

Performing Adulthood-Related Tasks. During the time of
emerging adulthood, individuals are gradually gaining a sense
of being an adult and starting to engage in activities that are
socially expected of adults, such as generating income,
managing finances, and community engagement (Arnett,
2006). A small portion of the respondents (7.5%; ICR =
87.50) report that they use SM to do tasks that are socially
expected of adults. One of these is engaging in economically
productive work and career development. There are respon-
dents who run their own business through SM, like #640, who
verbalized, “…It helps me to make money online... one of my
businesses is networking.” Other EA students use SM to look
for and engage in employment, such as #293, who utilizes SM
“…to look for something may help me for my future [on-the-
job training] and job opportunity.” Other students also earn
money and manage their own finances through SM by using
their skills, like #928, who responded, “[social media is]
heavily important to me, as an artist who tries to make money
through commissions….” SM also allows EA college students
to perform adulthood by being a channel they can use to
engage in community building and social advocacy. For in-
stance, #831 mentioned, “…I am a council member in our
community, I should be aware of any developments about the
school and our village right away.” Codes under this
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Table 1. Overview of Categories and Subcategories of Uses and Gratification of Social Media Based on the Emerging Adulthood
Development Tasks of Autonomy, Intimacy, and Identity (N = 1003).

EA-U&G-SM categories
based on EA developmental
tasks (n, %)a

Subcategories of EA-U&G-SM
for each EA developmental

task (n, %)a Sample codes Representative excerpts

Autonomy (560, 55.8%) Practicing informational
control (532, 53.0%) ICR =
100.00%

Accessing information #032: “Social media is a platform where this
generation’s adults and college students can
communicate. Although it is easy to spread fake
news, it is not impossible to find credible sources.
Social media is a necessity, but can be bad if
overused…”

Consuming social media
content critically

Accessing information #302: “…I think as an emerging adult, [social media]
has made it easier to access news and updates but
you still need to be wary about the things you see or
read in social media these days.”

Consuming social media
content critically

Consuming social media
content critically

#854: “…I do think that restraining and having much
discipline is what we ought to have while using this
platform. Therefore, I can say that social media is a
tool that must be mindfully and thoughtfully used due
to the fact that it affects one’s aspect and
perspectives…”

Performing adulthood-related
tasks (75, 7.5%) ICR =
87.50%

Doing online-based
work

#150: “I can promote my online business, as well as
help other people through my online job. Throughout
my experiences, I’m confident that I will be able to
benefit when it comes to searching through the
internet.”

Exploring income
opportunities

#582: “…social media, such as Instagram and FB
marketplace, have also both helped me build
connections with small businesses…”

Performing financial
transactions online

#720: “…Another thing is that most of transactions
such as payments now can be done through social
media making it more important…”

Intimacy (459, 45.8%) Maintaining relationships with
peers (442, 44.1%) ICR =
97.00%

Communicating with
classmates and
friends

#187: “…social media is the only way we could
communicate with our classmates… social media
helps a lot in making friends since we could not
socialize with others physically at home…”Establishing friendships

online
Connecting with friends #353: “It helps me keep tabs on friends and loved ones

even though we are apart, I feel like there’s a thing
that still connects us to the outside world even when
we are in a pandemic. It helps me feel less lonely at
home when I miss my friends.”

Easing loneliness

Communicating with
significant others

#945: “…I believe that communicating with important
people and colleagues are one of the many
important roles of social media during these trying
times…”

Maintaining relationships with
family (347, 34.6%) ICR =
94.44%

Communicating with
distant relatives

#557: “As a young adult, social media have helped me
to be able to communicate with my friends and other
relatives who are far away from me…”

Communicating with
distant relatives

#976: “…It also lets me communicate freely to my
loved ones who is in faraway places…”

Knowing status of family
members

#1002: “For me, social media is a means to stay
updated with what is happening around, as well as to
see families and relatives’ status…”

(continued)
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subcategory are doing online-based work, exploring income
opportunities, performing transactions online, and com-
munity engagement.

Subcategories of EA-U&G-SM for Intimacy
Maintaining Relationships With Peers. Peers remain to be an

important social group among emerging adults (Arnett, 2006).
Almost half of the respondents (44.1%; ICR = 97%) addressed
their intimacy needs during the pandemic by using SM to
maintain peer relationships. Many EA college students ex-
pressed that pandemic-induced community quarantine had
disrupted their social relationships with friends; however, SM
has helped maintain their connection with peers. Related to
this, #827 mentioned, “…It can help us communicate with our
friends since we cannot see each other personally….” Con-
necting with friends via social media makes EA students feel
less isolated. Related to this, #430 responded, “…being online
is kind of good for me because I still get to check up on other
peers and connect. It’s just nice not to feel alone—even if it’s
just virtually.” Moreover, respondents have shared that SM
helped them deepen their relationships with classmates and
other school entities during pandemic-induced online learn-
ing, especially those that they have not seen in-person in
campus, “Social media has been our only way of communi-
cation with regards to our academic works and social life with
professors and classmates we’ve never met due to the

situation.” Codes under this subcategory include communi-
cating with classmates, friends, and significant others, es-
tablishing friendships online, and easing loneliness.

Maintaining Relationships With Family. For Filipinos, the
family remains to be a central social group among emerging
adults (Cleofas, 2021; Velasco, 2020). Some EA college
student respondents (34.6%; ICR = 94.44%) used SM for
intimacy needs through online communication with family
and relatives. From the narratives, it can be gleaned that
sustaining social connection with family members is essential
during emerging adulthood. Respondent #564 mentioned,
“other social media platforms allow me to communicate with
my friends and extended family because I can’t see them
physically because of the pandemic.” There are respondents
whose family members live in distant locations and even
abroad, such as #240, who wrote, “…during this pandemic,
social media could really be helpful for us nowadays through
communicating to our relatives from other countries or other
places….” Being able to interact with family members online
improve the emotional well-being of some respondents. In line
with this, #330 shared, “…online emotional support sent by
family thru online platform is the main role of social media for
me.” SM has helped some of the EA students strengthen their
ties with their families, like #635 who verbalized, “…social
media helps me to stay connected with my loved ones and to

Table 1. (continued)

EA-U&G-SM categories
based on EA developmental
tasks (n, %)a

Subcategories of EA-U&G-SM
for each EA developmental

task (n, %)a Sample codes Representative excerpts

Identity (599, 59.7%) Engagement in educational
experiences (246, 24.5%)
ICR = 97.00%

Communicating with
school entities

#240: “…social media has been our only way of
communication with regards to our academic works
and social life with professors and classmates we’ve
never met due to the situation.”

Engaging in online
school activities

#412: “…social media also became a platform to
conduct online school activities and most of our
school activities, groupings, and other important
announcements are posted on it…”

Accessing school-
related information

Discussing academics
with classmates

#874: “…I can also discuss topics in our courses with
my classmates, and it makes me feel better to realize
that online learning may be interesting if you have
people with whom to share your struggles.”

Entertainment and expression
(368, 36.69) ICR = 81.56%

Consuming art #513: “…it keeps me entertained by the inspirational
videos or posts by Christian pages.”

Consuming pop-culture
content online

#794: “…I just follow pages about memes, news, and
K-pop. So, I think the role of social media for me is for
entertainment.”

Finding and sharing art #968: “The role of social media for me is to share my
art and to find inspiration.”

Expressing opinions
online

#407 “…[it is] a way to get information about the
current social and political situation around the
world. I use social media to inform others and voice
out my opinions too.”

Note: A narrative can be assigned to more than one category or subcategory.
aThe denominator of the percentage is the total number of the population (N = 1003).
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make our bond or relationship stronger than ever because
[even if] we are only talking virtually… we can still get in
touch….” Codes under this subcategory include communi-
cating with distant relatives and knowing the status of family
members.

Subcategories of EA-U&G-SM for Identity
Engagement in Educational Experiences. Arnett (2000, 2006)

argues the importance of receiving formal education in the
identity exploration of emerging adults, as college is instru-
mental in developing their worldviews and career identity.
Around a quarter of the respondents (24.5%; ICR = 97.00%)
posted narratives signifying that SM helps them perform the
role of a student. It is evident that SM had been instrumental in
accomplishing the academic tasks of students during the era of
pandemic-induced online education in the country. EA college
students access announcements from professors and schools
via social media, such as #210, who mentioned, “the use of
Facebook groups and messenger groups were utilized as a
platform for teacher-student communication… it’s hard to go
to see announcements related to school without these essential
apps….” Moreover, respondents report that SM applications
facilitate groupwork among students; as #015 shared, “Since
some professors still assign group activities often, social
media platforms are means to which you can connect and
brainstorm with your group mates.” Also, the information
they can get from SM regarding current events can help their
learning. Related to this, #725 wrote, “social media also
allows me to be updated about what’s happening in our so-
ciety… social media is also a big help [to] gain information
that we can use in our study.” Codes under this subcategory
include communicating with school entities, engaging in
online school activities, accessing school-related informa-
tion, and discussing academics with classmates.

Entertainment and Expression. Identity exploration among
emerging adults is facilitated by media through the con-
sumption of cultural activities and products and using the
platform to express oneself (Coyne et al., 2013). Another way
that EA college students express their identity through the
entertaining and leisure-related content they consume and post
on social media, primarily to escape from their worries
(16.7%; ICR = 81.56%). Respondents reported that they use
SM to access fun and relaxing content to address the boredom
and isolation that they experienced during confinement, like
#624 who shared, “…social media [can be] used to spread
good vibes in the context of memes, life hacks while people are
bored staying at home.” Others use SM to be updated with
their music idols and other pop culture icons. “Social media
led me to knowing BTS (a K-Pop Group), which I am very
thankful for because BTS helped me a lot in healing,” #699
wrote. Moreover, SM has become an avenue for them to
explore their hobbies and meet other people with the same
interests, such as #084 who mentioned, “…I have a decent
number of hobbies, and because of [social media], I am able

to see what others are doing related to my hobbies.” Identity
exploration and formation among EA students are also fa-
cilitated by their engagement in social issues. For #560, social
media is “…a decent platform to share thoughts and opinions
with other people, mostly about sociopolitical stuff; it’s nice to
know different perspectives and opinions so I could analyze
and weigh my own.” Codes under this subcategory include
consuming pop-culture content online, finding, consuming,
and sharing art, and expressing opinions online.

QUAN: Association of Demographic and Social Media
Profile on EA-U&G of Social Media

Table 2 shows the results of the chi-square tests and odds ratios
that determine the demographic and social media profile
variables that are significantly associated with the general
categories of EA-U&G-SM in terms of the three develop-
mental tasks of emerging adulthood.

Among the independent variables, only Tiktok use was
significantly associated with EA-U&G-SM for autonomy.
Respondents who are active on Tiktok have 0.626 times lesser
odds of using social media for autonomy compared to those
who are inactive on the application (X2 = 13.4, p < 0.001).

Household income, Instagram use, and the number of sites
were significantly associated with EA-U&G-SM for intimacy.
Specifically, respondents who live in middle-to high-income
households have 0.737 times lesser odds of using SM for
intimacy than those from low-income households (X2 = 5.04,
p = 0.025). Furthermore, respondents who are active on In-
stagram have 0.679 times lesser odds of using SM for intimacy
compared to non-active respondents (X2 = 7.70, p = 0.006).
Finally, students who used four or more SM sites have 1.43
higher odds of using SM for intimacy than those with less (X2

= 7.12, p = 0.008).
Sex and household income were significantly associated

with EA-U&G-SM for identity. Specifically, females have
1.58 times higher odds of using SM for identity than males (X2

= 12.0, p < 0.001). Meanwhile, respondents from low-income
households have 1.33 times higher odds of using SM for
identity than middle-to-high income (X2 = 4.26, p = 0.039).

Discussion

The objectives of this present study are to explore the sub-
categories of emerging adulthood uses and gratifications of
social media based on the three developmental tasks among
college students during the pandemic and to identify the
demographic characteristics and social media use attributes
that are associated with the EA-U&G-SM for these devel-
opmental tasks. While there is substantial literature on SM use
in this specific population, not many studies specifically fo-
cused on the development features of EA in the context of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, Southeast Asian pop-
ulations are underrepresented in social media and emerging
adulthood research. This discussion integrates the QUAN and
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QUAL findings of the study, ties the insights with the broader
literature, and highlights how specific Filipino contexts are
possibly linked with the respondents’ categories and sub-
categories of EA-U&G-SM.

On Autonomy

Qualitative findings suggest that emerging adults exercise
autonomy when critically consuming the information they
are exposed to on social media. During emerging adulthood,
individuals no longer need guidance from parents or teachers
to access a wide range of content on SM and to discern the
quality and possible impacts of these contents (Coyne et al.,
2013). This necessity to search and temper information in
SM is heightened because of the socially restrictive and

worrisome period of COVID-19 when misinformation is
easily spread on online platforms (Zarocostas, 2020). This
increased information literacy and agency during emerging
adulthood has been noted in previous studies (Bjornsen,
2018; Coyne et al., 2013). The generational cohort of the
Filipino emerging adults in this study have been exposed to
the subject, “Media and Information Literacy,” which was
recently introduced in the new senior high school curricu-
lum; hence, their enhanced critical understanding of the
online information ecosystem (Bautista, 2021). Furthermore,
the attainment of autonomy may be facilitated by SM by
affording emerging adults the ability to assume more adult
roles, like starting a business and earning their own income
(Arnett, 2006, 2010), as seen in a small portion of our
respondents.

Table 2. Tests for Association of Demographic and Social Media Profile, and EA-U&G-SM in Terms of Autonomy, Identity, and Intimacy (N =
1003).

Profile Variables

Autonomy Intimacy Identity

n (%)a X2 ORb p-value n (%)a X2 ORb p-value n (%)a X2 ORb p-value

Demographic profile
Age
18–20 years old 333 (59.5) 0.483 1.09 0.487 290 (47.9) 2.70 0.808 0.100 372 (62.1) 1.77 0.840 0.184
21–29 years old 227 (40.5) 169 (42.6) 227 (37.9)

Sex assigned at birth
Male 234 (41.8) 3.33 0.788 0.068 167 (36.4) 2.98 1.25 0.084 209 (34.9) 12.0*** 1.58 <0.001
Female 356 (58.2) 292 (63.6) 390 (65.1)

Household incomec

Middle to high income 178 (31.8) 0.004 0.992 0.951 162 (35.3) 5.04* 0.737 0.025 175 (29.2) 4.26* 1.33 0.039
Low income 382 (68.2) 297 (64.7) 424 (70.8)

Social media profile
Facebook
Yes 499 (89.1) 0.948 1.23 0.330 421 (91.7) 3.00 0.689 0.083 533 (89.0) 1.48 1.31 0.224
No 61 (10.9) 38 (8.3) 66 (11.0)

Twitter
Yes 330 (58.9) 2.07 .0832 0.151 274 (59.7) 2.64 0.812 0.104 331 (55.3) 1.69 1.18 0.193
No 230 (41.1) 185 (40.3) 268 (44.7)

Instagram
Yes 389 (69.5) 0.0308 1.02 0.861 340 (74.1) 7.70** 0.679 0.006 422 (70.5) 0.915 0.406 0.524
No 171 (30.5) 119 (25.9) 177 (29.5)

Youtube
Yes 465 (83.0) 0.0716 0.956 0.789 389 (84.7) 2.37 0.770 0.124 494 (82.5) 0.0822 1.05 0.774
No 95 (17.0) 70 (15.3) 105 (17.5)

Tiktok
Yes 237 (42.3) 13.4*** 0.626 <0.001 226 (49.2) 1.08 0.877 0.300 290 (48.4) 0.909 0.546 0.460
No 323 (57.7) 223 (50.8) 309 (51.6)

Number of sites used
3 or less 204 (36.4) 0.105 0.958 0.746 145 (31.6) 7.12** 1.43 0.008 229 (38.2) 3.23 0.784 0.072
4 or more 356 (63.6) 314 (68.4) 370 (61.8)

aTotal number and percentage based on those who reported general EA-U&G-SM (autonomy, identity and intimacy).
bCrude odds ratio.
cLow-income = 837 USD and below (based on the Philippine Institute of Development Studies).
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p = <0.001.
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Moreover, quantitative results indicate that those who do not
use Tiktok are more likely to demonstrate autonomy-related SM
use. Recent evidence suggests that the micro-video blogging
format and overall interface of Tiktok make it more engaging
and addictive compared to other SM apps (Husin et al., 2021;
Smith & Short, 2022); thus, it is unsurprising that respondents
who use this app are less likely to exercise autonomy in fil-
tering content to consume.

On Intimacy

Consistent with recent research (Cleofas, 2021a; Cleofas,
2021b; Cleofas et al., 2021; Shafer et al., 2022; van den
Berg et al., 2021), our qualitative analysis drew out themes
that demonstrate how emerging adults use SM to maintain
their social relationships with peers and family members to
meet their development need of intimacy during this pe-
riod. However, unlike pre-pandemic evidence (e.g.,
Bjornsen, 2018) that advocates for a balance of online and
offline socializing among emerging adults, our findings
reveal that due to COVID-19-induced mobility restric-
tions, respondents have no other choice other than SM and
going online for them to interact with distant friends and
relatives. This is especially true in the Philippines, the
country with the longest lockdown in the world (mid-
March 2020 to the end of February 2022) (Chang et al.,
2022). Data for this study were collected in the middle of
community quarantine and remote learning mode in
schools; hence, in-person socializing with peers was
limited.

Contrary to previous evidence that noted the non-
significance of the correlation of income status with the
use of SM for connectedness (Chen, 2011), our quantitative
results suggest that emerging adults from low-income
households are more likely to use SM to gain intimacy.
While Filipino emerging adults prefer in-person interactions
over online during the pandemic (Cleofas, 2021a), traveling
for family members and friends to meet in person has become
costly during the pandemic (i.e., COVID-19 screening test
requirements to cross borders, increased transportation fees)
and may only be accessible to richer individuals (Cleofas
et al., 2021; Mayo et al., 2021). Social media is a cheaper way
for Filipinos to socialize with friends and family members;
hence, the reliance of poorer students on social media for
social connection. Furthermore, our findings indicate the
significant link of non-Instagram use with the gratification of
intimacy, contrary to earlier research that used the applica-
tion for social interactions (Huang & Su, 2018). This may be
attributed to the changing interface, and features of Insta-
gram introduced in the time of COVID that more frequently
present more promoted accounts, brands, and advertisements
rather than the people/accounts that one actually follows and
has personal relations with (Olinga, 2022). Finally, our
quantitative results suggest that those active in at least four
different sites use them for intimacy purposes. Being active

in more SM applications, or poly-social-media use (Tandoc
et al., 2019) may help individuals manage their relationships
and reach more friends or family members who may be active
in other apps as well.

On Identity

Emerging adults demonstrate various ways they use SM to
gratify the need for identity formation and expression. The
first is using SM for educational engagement. Evidence has
shown how the positive use of SM for academic purposes
improves student achievement (Bjornsen, 2018). In the
Philippines, many schools experienced challenges in insti-
tutionalizing the learning management system during the time
of COVID-19 (Toquero, 2020); thus, students and teachers
make use of SM to fill in these gaps. Second, consistent with
social media research in the EA age group (Basilisco & Cha,
2015; Coyne et al., 2013), EA students use SM for enter-
tainment and expression. Even before the pandemic, Filipino
emerging adults have used SM as a platform for sharing their
thoughts and feelings and engaging in leisure activities and
pop culture (Basilisco & Cha, 2015; Velasco, 2020).

Moreover, quantitative results suggest that female EA
college students from poorer households were more likely to
use SM to gratify the need for identity. Previous research in the
Philippines has indicated that females and low-income stu-
dents are disproportionately affected by the pandemic in terms
of educational outcomes (Basilisco & Cha, 2015). Moreover,
Karayiġiṫ et al. (2021) suggest that females are more likely to
use social media for entertainment and social recognition,
which could be concerning since evidence has demonstrated
the detrimental effects of social media on self-esteem and
body image of young women (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016).

Taken together, the results of the present study confirm the
body of pre-pandemic literature on social media use motives
towards the attainment of emerging adult developmental tasks,
such as having more autonomy for media use, maintaining
social connections, school engagement, and identity explo-
ration (Basilisco & Cha, 2015; Coyne et al., 2013; Velasco,
2020). Our findings indicate that from the perspectives of
college students, these tasks remain to be important during the
time of the pandemic. However, our findings also extend the
literature by offering new insights into the context of emerging
adulthood development amid the pandemic. First, our findings
demonstrate how the increasing complexity of the informa-
tional ecosystem and economic affordances on social media
shapes the lives of emerging adults during the coronavirus
crisis. The emerging adults in our study must navigate the
social media online space which facilitates the viral spread of
false information or infodemic (Zarocostas, 2020) and in-
creasing affordances for income generation, artistic avenues,
and academic achievement. These phenomena were not as
apparent in pre-pandemic literature (Basilisco & Cha, 2015;
Coyne et al., 2013) as they were when this research was
conducted. Hence, this research was able to capture more
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nuanced ways of realizing developmental tasks (i.e., prac-
ticing informational control through critical consumption, and
engaging in online student activities), which have been more
pronounced during the time of the pandemic compared to pre-
COVID (Mouratidis & Papagiannakis, 2021; Toquero, 2020).
Second, another unique insight that our study offers is how
these uses and gratifications for developmental tasks differ
based on social position and social media sites used. While
there has been a study in the same age group that associated
demographics with social media motives (Karayiğit et al.,
2021), the U&G concepts used were not specific to the de-
velopment tasks of emerging adulthood. This insight is im-
portant so that sectors involved in the needs and wellbeing of
emerging adults in the Philippines are aware of social groups
(i.e., females from low-income households, Tiktok, Instagram
and polymedia users) that may need more assistance in re-
alizing specific development tasks.

Strengths and Limitations of the Study

The main strength of this study is its mixed methods design
and relatively large sample size. However, we admit some
limitations. First, ours was a convenient sample that relied on
college students who would be exposed to the link and willing
to answer the said survey. No English proficiency test was
employed for the respondents before formal data collection.
Since recruitment was done online, there was no other con-
firmatory step in validating the eligibility criteria other than
screening questions. Moreover, our sample had a slight
overrepresentation of females and students coming from low-
income households. These factors might affect the general-
izability of our results. In addition, the narratives analyzed in
this study are answers on a survey form, so it missed a full
exploration that other qualitative techniques such as inter-
views and focus group discussions can afford. For our
quantitative strand, we only used non-adjusted statistical tests.
It must also be noted that ours is a college sample; hence, the
findings may not reflect the experience of working emerging
adults and other non-university-based populations. Also, since
there were no comparison groups from other developmental
stages (e.g., adolescents, young and middle adults), it is un-
certain whether the tasks and the categories under them are truly
unique to EA. Future researchers can consider involving a non-
student sample, employing more immersive qualitative tech-
niques and/or complex quantitative modeling. Future research
can also look into associating EA-U&G-SM with mental health
outcomes and examining the ability of emerging adults to
decipher falsehoods online compared with other age groups.

Conclusion

This study contributes to emerging adulthood and social
media literature by highlighting how college students navigate
the pandemic and its restrictive societal impacts to meet their
autonomy, intimacy, and identity development needs using

social media. Furthermore, our study provides new insights on
how the use of social media for a particular development need
can significantly differ among emerging adults, based on
gender, income status, and the nature and number of social
media sites used.

The emerging subcategories of EA-U&G-SM signify the
“new normal” ways to address emerging adulthood devel-
opmental tasks in online environments as we enter the post-
pandemic era. Initiatives to facilitate emerging adulthood
development in this volatile, transitionary period may include
the improvement of local and global online information
ecosystems, ensuring the safe return to in-person social in-
teractions, promoting safe online spaces, and enhancing
digitalization of schools and workplaces.
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