
BEING ONLINE DURING COVID-19 AND THE RELATIONSHIP  
WITH WELL-BEING: NARRATIVES AMONG UNIVERSITY STUDENTS 

Simone Rollo1, Claudia Venuleo1, Lucrezia Ferrante1, Claudia Marino2, 
& Adriano Schimmenti3 

1Department of History, Society and Human Studies, University of Salento, Lecce (Italy) 
2Department of Developmental and Social Psychology, University of Padova, Padova (Italy) 

3Faculty of Human and Social Sciences, University of Enna "Kore", Enna (Italy) 

Abstract 

During COVID-19 outbreak various technological devices have provided a basis for maintaining social 
connections with friends, family, work and community networks, and media have reported a global 
increase in Internet use. Scholars debate whether Internet use represented a resource for well-being or on 
the opposite a risk for health. 
In the frame of Semiotic, Cultural Psychosocial Theory, we argue that the meaning of Internet use and its 
impact on well-being might depend on semiotic resources people possessed to represent the crisis and to 
use the Internet in a healthy manner. 
The study examines the meanings of being online during the COVID-19 pandemic based on narratives 
collected from Italian young students (N=323; Mean age = 22.78, SD = 2.70; 77.3% women; 81.9% 
living with their parents), recruited by Microsoft Forms online survey during first Italian Lockdown, and 
explores whether different views of being online related to different connotations of the Internet during 
the pandemic and different levels of well-being. 
Computer-assisted Content Analysis was used to map the main Dimensions of Meaning (DM) 
characterizing the texts. Then, ANOVA was used to examine (dis)similarities between DM related to 
Internet connotations (e.g., resource, danger or refuge); Pearson’s correlations were computed to examine 
the relationships between DM and well-being. 
Two DM emerged, the first represent the relationship between being online and the daily life context; the 
second, the Internet functions during the pandemic. Relations between DM, internet connotation and 
well-being were found. 
Findings highlight how a plurality of representations of being online are active in the cultural milieu and 
their potential role in explaining the different impact of Internet use on well-being during pandemic. 
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1. Introduction

The containment measures of COVID-19 have provided physical isolation as the main way to 
contrast the diffusion of the virus. All over the world there has been the closure of schools/universities 
and workplaces and the obligation to stay at home and leave only for primary needs. A relationship 
between these physical distance measures and the risk of psychosocial distress has been hypothesized 
(Brooks et al., 2020; Mazza et al., 2020).  

In this emergency situation, technology – and being online – is configured as the main way to 
“be together”, but scientific community debates about the role that internet could be assume in terms of 
well-being or health risks (Boursier et al., 2020). In this sense, at least two visions are possible: from one 
side, Internet is a resource where people might maintain friendships increasing social support 
(Nabity-Grover et al., 2020) or collect health information (Canale et al., 2020) in order to be updated on 
the pandemic and to reduce distress levels relating to health condition knowledge; from the other side, 
Internet could be experienced as a constraint in the interpersonal, school/academic/work spheres or even 
as a danger, as it may have exacerbated distress responses, amplified worry and impaired functioning 
(Schimmenti et al., 2020; Thompson et al., 2017). 

In this study, it is recognized that the relationship between the internet and well-being is complex 
and dynamic and, to our knowledge, no study has examined the meaning of being online during the 
COVID-19 pandemic from a user perspective. Adopting a Semiotic Cultural Psycho-social Theory 
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(SCPT; Venuleo et al., 2020a) it is recognized the meanings that foster and constrain the way people 
interprets any specific event, object and state of their life (Salvatore et al., 2018). In this framework, 
individuals interpret what happens in their life in terms of specific affect-laden meanings that are 
consistent with the symbolic and cultural environment in which their self and their being-in-the-world are 
grounded (Salvatore et al., 2018; Venuleo et al., 2020b). In these terms, we suggest that the meaning of 
Internet use and its impact on well-being might depend on the personal and social cultural meanings in 
terms of how people interpret their being online in a given historical circumstance, that is, the pandemic 
situation. 

2. Design

2.1. Aims and hypothesis 
The study aims to explore the representations (i.e., meanings) related to “being online” during 

pandemic and their association with well-being levels. We expect that (1) a plurality of representations of 
being online reflecting people’s variability in the categorization of the experience (Salvatore et al., 2018); 
(2) different views of being online relate to different Internet connotations during the pandemic and
different levels of well-being.

2.2. Participants 
From 1st April to 19th May 2020, the period when the Italian government imposed self-isolation, 

an anonymous online survey using Microsoft Forms was conducted. A total of 323 questionnaires were 
collected among Italian university students (Mean age = 22.78, SD = 2.70; 77.3% women; 81.9% living 
with their parents). 

2.3. Data collection 
The online questionnaire was administered. It was composed by three sections. (1) An open 

question – “Being online in the time of COVID-19...” – was chosen to gain access to the people’s 
subjective experience and to capture their ways of making sense of the state of being online. The open 
text is more likely to work as a “projective stimulus” (Venuleo & Guidi, 2016). Participants were 
encouraged to writing down everything that comes to mind with respect to the situation and responding in 
the manner that is deemed most appropriate, taking into account that the objective of the investigation 
was to collect people’s subjective experience. Subsequently, (2) participants were asked to choose a 
connotation of their Internet use during the health emergency between “refuge”, “danger”, “resource”, in 
accordance with literature suggestions (cf. for Internet as refuge: Tzavela et al., 2015; for Internet as 
resource or danger: Guan & Subrahmanyam, 2009). In the last section, (3) the overall well-being of 
participants was detected through the Flourishing Scale (FS; Diener et al., 2010) in the Italian version by 
Di Fabio (2016). 

2.4. Data Analysis 
Three steps for data analysis: 
(1) An automatic procedure for content analysis (Salvatore et al., 2012; Salvatore et al., 2017) –

performed by T-LAB software (version T-Lab Plus 2020; Lancia, 2020) – was applied to the whole 
corpus of narrative texts collected from opened question in order to map the main dimensions of 
meanings underpinning the set of contents. Specifically, Lexical Correspondence Analysis (LCA) – a 
factor analysis procedure for nominal data (Benzécri, 1973) – was computed in order to extract principal 
factorial dimensions that describes the juxtaposition of two patterns of strongly associated (co-occurring) 
lemma (i.e., the citation form – namely, the headword – used in a language dictionary) and that can be 
interpreted as a marker of a latent dimension of meanings underpinning dis/similarities in the 
respondents’ discourses (Gennaro et al., 2019; Salvatore et al., 2017). In order to compute LCA, the 
textual corpus of narratives (N = 323) was split into units of analysis (EC = 546), called Elementary 
Context Units (ECUs) and the lexical forms present in the ECUs categorized according to the “lemma” 
they belong to (LEM Total = 550; LEM Analysis = 465; Threshold Selection = 4). A digital matrix of the 
corpus was defined, having as rows the ECU, as columns the lemmas and in the cell xij the value ‘1’ if the 
jth lemma was contained in the ith ECU, otherwise the xij cell received the value ‘0’ (Types = 3720; 
Occurrences = 19551). 

(2) ANOVA was computed by SPSS v22 to examine (dis)similarities related to Internet
connotations with regard to dimensions of meaning extracted. 

(3) Pearson’s correlation was computed by SPSS v22 to examine the relationships between the
dimensions of meanings and the levels of well-being. 
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3. Findings

3.1. Dimensions of meaning detection 
Examples of lemma associated on the polarity are reported in brackets using italics. 

FIRST FACTORIAL DIMENSION. “Being online in the daily life context”: Rupture versus 
Continuity. This dimension opposes two patterns of lemma which we interpret as the markers of two ways 
of representing the relationship between being online and the daily life context. 

(-) Rupture: being online is recounted as something which reflects the rules and restrictive 
measures imposed on the citizens during the health emergency to ensure health security (city, citizen, 
service, rule, restriction, security, reason). Lemmas such as power, impose, immediately evokes a sense 
of imposition and passivity felt in the regulatory relationship established by the government with the 
citizens and that brings to mind the human, relational and social condition (condition, relationship, social, 
human, isolation). 

(+) Continuity: being online emerges as a state that makes it possible to continue academic 
commitments (online lessons, professor, degree), leisure activities (leisure, pastime, recipe, cooking, TV 
series, music, movies), and relationships (friend). 

SECOND FACTORIAL DIMENSION. “Internet functions during the pandemic”: Health 
emergency versus Daily activities. This dimension opposes two patterns of lemma which we interpret as 
the markers of two ways of representing the Internet functions. 

(-) Health emergency: being online is recounted in its two-sided nature of being at the same time 
a source of entertainment and distraction (beautiful, pleasant) during the lockdown (restriction, 
quarantine), and as a source of danger and unpleasant experiences (source, dangerous, panic, 
distressing), due to disinformation and media alarmism (fake news, alarmism). 

(+) Daily activities: the Internet is interpreted as a means of carrying on (continue, participate, to 
go forward, as opposed to stop) study activities (university, lesson, online lesson, exam, student), work 
(working, worker), free time (YouTube, recipe). 

3.2. Comparison of Internet connotations on Dimensions of Meaning (ANOVA) 
Significant statistical differences were found on the second dimension extracted (i.e., “Internet 

function during the pandemic”) with respect to Internet connotation (i.e., resource, danger or refuge) 
(F2,298 = 5.14; p < .01). Post-hoc analyses by Bonferroni test showed that the differences concerned the 
connotations of the Internet as “Resource” and “Refuge” (Mean Difference I – J = .28141; p < .01). This 
result highlights that participants with higher factor scores on the second dimension of meaning (positive 
polarity: Daily activities) connoted Internet as “resource”, whereas participants with lower factor score on 
the same dimension (negative polarity: Health emergency) connoted the Internet as “refuge”. 

3.3. Relation between Dimension of Meaning and Well-Being levels (Pearson’s 
Correlation) 

Significant statistical correlation was found between participants’ positioning on the second 
dimension (i.e., “Internet function during the pandemic”) and well-being levels (r = .12; p < .01). This 
result highlights that higher scores on the second dimension (positive polarity: Daily activities) are related 
to higher well-being levels; whereas lower scores (negative polarity: Health emergency) are related to 
lower well-being levels. 

4. Discussion

Different interpretations were identified about what “being online” means during the pandemic. 
The distribution of the lemma on the semiotic map (i.e., factorial space) defined by the two dimensions of 
meaning reflects how each polarity captures a way of interpreting being online. 

Referring to the first dimension “Being online in the daily life context”, from one hand, Internet 
represents a way to continue own daily life, that is Internet may play a key role in supporting the response 
to the crisis (Pan et al., 2020; Roy et al., 2020); from the other hand, the “rupture” meaning could be 
referred to a view of Internet as an amplifier of the social changes and of the "forced" isolation due to 
emergency measures (Gruber et al., 2020). The analyses show that there is not association between 
positioning on the first dimension, the Internet connotation and the well-being levels. This finding could 
be interpret in this way: continuity may be felt as distressing in some cases (e.g., if it is associated to the 
pressure to maintain the same standard of productivity and efficiency in a changed scenario) and a benefit 
in others (e.g., if the sense of maintaining meaningful objectives is in the foreground); similarly, rupture 
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can acquire the meaning of having lost or of lacking what existed before or also the meaning of an 
opportunity to reflect on previous choices and their critical impact and to make the future better. 

Referring to the second dimension “Internet functions during the pandemic”, from one hand, 
internet is useful for acquiring health information; from the other hand, it offers the possibility of carrying 
on with daily activities and goals. These different ways of interpreting the Internet functions were related 
to the different Internet connotations and to different well-being levels. The respondents that recognize 
the possibility of carrying on their daily activities online tend to connote the Internet as a resource and to 
show higher well-being levels, offering support for a compensatory social interaction model in a novel 
at-risk condition (Canale et al., 2020); on the other hand, the respondents that identify the Internet 
functions related to the health emergency (e.g., information about number of contagion), tend to connote 
the Internet as a refuge. This is possible probably because internet is experienced as a means to 
understand what is happening around. In this way it reduces uncertainty showing lower levels of 
well-being (Gómez-Salgado et al., 2020; Thompson et al., 2017). This result is consistent with the idea 
that cybercondria – that is excessive/repeated online searches for health information – is associated with 
increasing levels of health anxiety or distress. Starcevic and colleagues (2020) observed that during public 
health crises (such as the COVID-19 pandemic) several factors contribute to cybercondria, including fear 
of a newly identified and little-known disease, difficulty in coping with uncertainty, lack of authority and 
reliable sources of health information, large amounts of information often confusing, conflicting and 
constantly updated, and the inability of online health information to provide reassurance. These factors 
can help fuel a rapid alternation between need to know (fear of not knowing) and a need not to know (fear 
of knowing) which can interfere with decision-making and related actions during the pandemic and levels 
of distress. 

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, the results suggest the use of the Internet and its impact on well-being during the 
COVID-19 pandemic may depend on the cultural, social and personal meanings attributed to being online 
that define a connotation and motivation for use. 
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