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Abstract

The short-video app TikTok saw a large increase in usage during the COVID-19 lockdown
because it provided entertainment, distraction, and social interaction based on video
content engagement. We present results from an interview study with 28 U.S. TikTok users
on how they shared and engaged with lived pandemic experiences on TikTok to cope with
and socialize after the U.S. imposed its first lockdown. Participants had already established
TikTok as a peer community platform on which sharing lived experiences felt appropriate.
Due to COVID-19 restrictions, participants started to look for TikTok videos of shared lived
pandemic experiences to interact with others when physical interaction was made impos-
sible. We find that TikTok videos facilitated communication and parasocial interaction
based on known audiovisual styles. Participants were able to communicate through video
creation based on shared ways of presenting short-video content during COVID-19 physical
distancing.
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Social media communication during COVID-19

The lockdowns and physical distancing necessitated by the COVID-19 pandemic resulted
in immediate shifts in socialization and communication. Social technology played an
increasingly vital role in fostering and maintaining social connections, especially for
younger people (Anderson & Vogels, 2020; David & Roberts, 2021). With fewer in-person
social obligations and more time spent at home, youth and young adults worldwide have
turned to mediated interactions, such as video streaming or online gaming, to relieve
boredom (Lemenager et al., 2021) as well as to cope with and/or distract from COVID-19
realities (Kleinman et al., 2021).

From the beginning of the pandemic, social media platforms, providing a means for
mass communication through the consumption and interaction with user-generated con-
tent (Fuchs, 2021), have allowed young people to stay in touch with friends and peers and
to reduce the fear of missing out on social engagement opportunities (Gotz et al., 2020),
to find new online communities, and even to receive COVID-19 news (Day et al., 2020).
Aligning with work showing that increased media use is often used to reduce anxiety and
depression (Kiraly et al., 2020), numerous research studies have examined social media
use as a common coping mechanism for dealing with mental health issues, anxiety, or
loneliness during the COVID-19 pandemic (Pahayahay & Khalili-Mahani, 2020). Addition-
ally, studies have found that teenagers turned to already known social media platforms
to connect with friends and peers during physical distancing (Hamilton et al., 2020) and
that younger people with high anxiety significantly increased their use of social media
platforms to distract themselves from COVID-19 (Drouin et al., 2020). At the same time,
some research has shown that turning to social media has not successfully alleviated the
loneliness experienced by younger people during the pandemic (Cauberghe et al., 2021).

Numerous studies have investigated specific patterns of social media content creation
and sharing during COVID-19. Much of this work has focused on Twitter usage, show-
ing, for example, how young people have used the platform to voice their opinions and
to propagate and communicate civic engagement (Mohamad, 2020), as well as to share
their fear, frustration, and uncertainty about the pandemic (Damiano & Allen Catellier,
2020; Osakwe et al., 2021). Another common trend, particularly among Gen Z users, is
the creation and propagation of humorous content and memes (Glaveanu & de Saint
Laurent, 2021) as a way to address or provide commentary on political and social issues or
restrictions due to COVID-19 (Bischetti et al., 2021; Cancelas-Ouvifia, 2021; Dynel, 2021).
Further, studies have found that sharing personal content, such as vacation pictures, has
become more disfavored in light of social and travel restrictions, while sharing previously
undisclosed personal information, such as personal health, has become more acceptable
in the light of public responsibility and safety (Nabity-Grover et al., 2020).

In this article, we focus on the short-video platform TikTok as another social platform
that has seen significant upticks in use during the pandemic. We report the findings from
an interview study with TikTok users in the U.S. exploring how the COVID-19 pandemic

153



Daniel Klug, Geoff Kaufman & Morgan Evans MedieKultur 73
Article: How TikTok served as a platform for young people to share ...

has influenced their consumption and creation processes, as well as how they used TikTok
and short videos as a means to socialize. Our methodological approach is grounded in
the uses and gratification (U&G) theory of social media, focusing on understanding what
cognitive, emotional, or social benefits TikTok users glean from content consumption and
creation, and identifying what affordances for social interaction and engagement TikTok
provides. By analyzing users’ accounts of their own subjective experiences, we sought to
understand users’ motivations for utilizing TikTok, in particular, as a platform for com-
municating and interacting during the COVID-19 lockdown, and what gratifications

it offered to users for sharing lived experiences and sentiments around COVID-19. For
example, one hypothesis that guided this work is that TikTok as a social video app might
be especially effective for creating a feeling of immediacy and connection through view-
ing the lived experiences of others. More broadly, this work aimed to address the follow-
ing questions: (1) How has COVID-19 influenced TikTok users’ consumption and creation
habits?; (2) How have TikTok users used the platform to communicate or express COVID-
related knowledge or experiences? and (3) What features or affordances of TikTok have
made it particularly appealing for facilitating social bonding during a global pandemic?

Characteristics of user interaction and communication on TikTok

TikTok has long been popular among teens and young adults (Medina Serrano et al., 2020;
Vogels et al., 2022) in large part because it provides a means for creative self-expression in
social media contexts using staged, choreographed, or remixed content (Yarosh et al., 2016)
related to everyday life events (McRoberts et al., 2017). Videos posted to TikTok are typically
15 seconds to three minutes in length and usually integrate music or sound clips provided
in the app (Lu & Lu, 2019), which is why many videos feature users lip syncing (Bresnick,
2019), performing to music (Klug, 2020), or reenacting situations or memes around sounds
(Zulli & Zulli, 2020). Users can add stickers, emojis, and text elements to TikTok videos and
apply popular visual effects or video filters. In addition, users can caption posts or add
hashtags, a practice which is supported by the TikTok’s built-in suggestion feature and
which is the main vehicle for describing and finding videos on the app (Shutsko, 2020).
TikTok centers on short-video entertainment, and the app’s basic social interaction
features focus on creating, sharing, redistributing, and remixing audiovisual content.
However, TikTok does not provide common social network features (boyd, 2010), such as
detailed user profiles, friend lists, or extensive tools for direct communication; for exam-
ple, TikTok users can only message mutually befriended users. Compared to social net-
working sites, such as Facebook, TikTok does not provide a profile page or a profile wall to
communicate with each other. This means, instead of gathering personal information to
support networking, TikTok displays the videos posted by a user, their follower count, and
total number of likes across videos. In addition, unlike similar social media platforms, such
as Facebook, Snapchat, or Instagram, TikTok is foremost designed for user interaction and
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communication with and through user-generated video content rather than through pro-
files and text-based messaging (Chen et al., 2019). On TikTok, any user can comment on
any publicly posted video, and profiles may include the option to ask questions that users
can react to with a video post. TikTok furthermore provides in-app features that allow
users to react to a video in parallel recording (a practice known as a “duet”) (Anderson,
2020) or to take parts of other videos to montage into one’s own video (“stitch”). These
platform characteristics allow and encourage users to remix, reinterpret, and redistribute
existing content in addition to or beyond its original context.

While TikTok originally started out as a music-based entertainment app, its content
has, over time, evolved and diversified, ranging from popular dance challenges (Klug,
2020), to political content (Medina Serrano et al,, 2020), news and information (Vazquez-
Herrero et al., 2020), public health content (Basch et al., 2021), or social activism (Bandy
& Diakopoulos, 2020; Le Compte & Klug, 2021; Subramanian, 2021), posted by amateur,
(semi-)professional, or celebrity creators alike.

On TikTok, video content is by default presented on a user’s individual “for you” page
as a potentially endless (Bhandari & Bimo, 2020) and rather hard-to-anticipate (Simpson &
Semaan, 2021) flow of auto-looped content to scroll through. The video feed is curated by
the TikTok recommendation algorithm and largely based on how a user interacted with
previous content, using metrics such as viewing time, comments, likes, and shares (Klug et
al., 2021) instead of being generated from content of accounts a user follows. This means
that, over time, TikTok users consume a larger number of short videos of increasingly
similar content and style. This might influence their perception of popular content and
their motivation to participate in creating individual versions of similar content they were
shown based on how they interacted with the app and the video content (De Los Santos
& Klug, 2021). Compared to related social media platforms, these characteristics of the
TikTok algorithm appeared to be exceptionally beneficial to users during the beginning of
the COVID-19 pandemic and physical distancing. While users were not able to physically
enjoy preferred activities or meet with friends, their TikTok behavior and location would
largely result in receiving video content that matched their interests, location, social life,
or professional community.

The popularity of TikTok during COVID-19

In general, video-sharing platforms, such as YouTube (Koeze & Popper, 2020), and social
media platforms, such as Instagram or Snapchat, were already popular prior to COVID-19
(Statista 2022a, 2022b). However, in the U.S. and also globally, social media platforms saw
large spikes in usage, especially among Gen Z, in the beginning of the pandemic (Volkmer,
2021). Among these, the short-video app TikTok recorded the fastest and largest increase
among 15-29-year-olds (Auxier & Anderson, 2021), very likely due to young people stay-
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ing home and turning to TikTok to find distraction through video entertainment as well
as to socialize and stay up to date on friends’ activities or COVID-19-related events.

Recent studies on TikTok usage during COVID-19 (Feldkamp, 2021; Hellemans et al.,
2021; Kennedy, 2020; Southwick et al., 2021) show that young people turned to TikTok
to “binge-scroll” as a distraction (Kendall, 2021) and as a general forum, for example, to
share and communicate their experiences and opinions about online learning situations
in social distancing (Literat, 2021), or that trending videos during the pandemic largely
featured users” humorous or sarcastic commentaries as documented experiences of
everyday pandemic life (Unni & Weinstein, 2021).

In particular, Nouwen and Duflos (2021) showed TikTok’s potential as affectual digital
space for intergenerational solidarity and communication during physical distancing, and
Udenze and Uzochukwo (2021) analyzed how young Nigerians utilized TikTok to ensure
mental wellbeing during the pandemic. This demonstrates how TikTok functions as the
preferred social media content platform for younger people to process the circumstances
of the pandemic in the context of self-presentation and participation online.

Uses and gratifications of TikTok during COVID-19

Uses and gratification theory (U&G) provides a useful framework in qualitative
approaches to explore the manifold motivations of why people as users consume social
media (Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000). From a media studies perspective, the key compo-
nent in U&G is to understand users as an active audience who follows a focused goal
based on clear motivations of using a specific medium to achieve desired gratifications
(Flanagin & Metzger, 2001; Swanson, 1987) they may not get from other types of media
(Omar & Dequan, 2020).

Specifically, the U&G framework emphasizes identifying specific dimensions of benefit
derived from engagement with a platform and identifying the affordances of the platform
that provide those benefits (Leung, 2009). Among the most prevalent categories of grati-
fication (Ruggiero, 2000) are: (a) cognitive — a change in the way users think about them-
selves and/or their communities; (b) affective — a change in specific emotions inspired by
participation (e.g., pride, empowerment, joy, comfort); (c) social integrative — a change in
social connections and social networks that participants construct; and (d) tension release
— the degree to which participation on the platform provides individuals with a healthy
escape or catharsis.

Prior work taking a U&G approach have identified common gratifications of social
media use in general, including social interaction with a wide range of people (Raacke, &
Bonds-Raacke, 2008), the ability to pass time and alleviate boredom and to receive infor-
mation on topics of personal interest, and entertainment (Quan-Haase & Young, 2010;
Whiting & Williams, 2013).
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Recent studies on TikTok in particular have confirmed its ability to gratify needs such
as entertainment-seeking (Bucknell Bossen & Kottasz, 2020), information retrieval, and
social interaction with peers (Meng & Leung, 2021). Further research finds that engage-
ment with short-form video content on TikTok provides users with forms of escapism
(Omar & Dequan, 2020) and that video creation and sharing caters to users’ needs for a
creative outlet on social media (Wang et al., 2019), for participating in trends and novel
phenomena (Scherr & Wang, 2021), and for enjoying the social rewards of self-presen-
tation and self-expression in the context of recording and communicating everyday life
events (Lee et al,, 2015). From the beginning of the pandemic, TikTok users reflected the
circumstances of COVID-19 in their videos and utilized TikTok videos as commentary on
new lockdown realities and experiences (Unni & Weinstein, 2021). In addition, first studies
demonstrate that participants turned to social media when the pandemic started to pass
newly gained time and especially to help them maintain social relationships during physi-
cal distancing (Bowden-Green et al., 2021).

In the present work, we aimed to gain insight about how the affordances of TikTok as
a social media app help to create a feeling of immediacy and connection and, in particu-
lar, how TikTok may have helped users cope with lived experiences, such as loneliness,
sadness, and isolation during the COVID-19 quarantine. Prior work has revealed that
humans tend to affiliate with others in the context of stress as a means of coping with
and confronting the source of stress. Of particular relevance, this body of work has shown
that when stress is experienced by members of a group, affiliating with others can be an
effective strategy to reduce the perceived threat (Grieve & Hogg, 1999; Hogg, 2000; von
Dawans et al,, 2012).

Moreover, as revealed by foundational work on parasocial relationships, the benefits of
social affiliation can be experienced in mediated, and even imagined, interactions (Horton
& Wohl, 1956). A long history of research on parasocial relationships has revealed that the
human brain processes simulated or mediated social interactions in ways that are similar
to direct, face-to-face interactions (Kanazawa, 2002), and that new media venues, such as
social media platforms, that offer an enhanced interactive role increase the vividness and
impact of parasocial interactions (Chen, 2016). Thus, one key focus of the present work
was understanding how TikTok offered affective, social, and tension-release gratifications
to users via both the sharing of their own experiences and the vicarious consumption of
others’ experiences via video creation and sharing.

Furthermore, previous work has revealed that when confronted with threatening or
traumatic experiences or information, an effective defense mechanism is to provide some
degree of psychological distance between oneself and the source of threat or stress. The
technique of distancing is a common method in clinical and therapeutic contexts. For
example, research has shown that imagining or narrating traumatic experiences from a
third-person perspective allows individuals to process the meaning of negative events
without triggering their accompanying negative emotions (Ayduk & Kross, 2010; Kross
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& Ayduk, 2017). Likewise, using performative role-play, in which one enacts real or antici-
pated life events, has been shown to aid individuals in confronting harsh realities in a safer,
yet productive manner (Abel, 2011). The use of humor in response to trauma and tragedy
plays a similar role in providing a sense of safety in confronting and communicating lived
experiences and, moreover, facilitating coping, social coordination, and meaning-making
(McGraw & Williams, 2014). This work guided our focus on the features and patterns in
COVID-19-related video content shared by users, as a means to understand how the
platform affords mechanisms of distancing for engaging with the traumatic realities of the
pandemic.

Data collection and data analysis

We conducted 28 qualitative interviews (Hopf, 2004) with U.S.-based TikTok users in
August 2020. We asked participants about general TikTok motivations and routines, and
in particular, how their consumption and creation of videos changed due to COVID-19
lockdowns and social restrictions and how they used TikTok as a platform during the lock-
down. Participants were aged 18 to 25, and 65 pct. were female; participants had between
300 thousand and 450 thousand followers, had posted between 15 and 425 videos, and
had in total received between 10 thousand and 11.5 million likes for their TikTok videos.
We recruited participants through location-based and university-related hashtags in
TikTok videos (e.g, #philadelphia, #pitt, #upenn) and contacted users who included their
Instagram profile on TikTok through Instagram’s direct message feature. We messaged
192 users, out of which 28 users participated in the interview study (14.5 pct. participation
rate). Interviews were conducted online by two experienced researchers using the Zoom
video communication software, and they were transcribed and anonymized using an
online transcription service. The average interview duration was 31 minutes.

Our participant pool exhibits a wide variety, ranging from influencers with a large
following and output to ordinary users with only few followers and sporadic video cre-
ation. This provides a profitable and interesting foundation for studying communicative
practices on TikTok during the COVID-19 pandemic. As social and physical restrictions
affected all U.S. citizens, it is beneficial to look at how TikTok users with various popular-
ity, output, and community reach used the platform and short videos under pandemic
circumstances. At the time of the interviews, the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic in
the U.S. was over, and most states had lifted stay-at-home orders. However, public gather-
ings were largely limited to ten or less people, and schools, bars, restaurants, and non-
essential retail remained closed in almost all states (Wikipedia, 2022). The majority of our
participants were college students, and a large number were freshmen, which means they
were not able to attend or even start university in person due to COVID-19 restrictions.
Most participants experienced serious social and cultural disruptions compared to every-
day life before the pandemic, such as: not being able to meet friends or family; not being
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able to attend school; being laid off of work or being coerced to work under inappropriate
conditions; having to live in confined spaces, alone, or with roommates; not being able to
move to a different location; not being able to do activities for personal or mental health
care, etc. These circumstances need to be considered regarding the individual contexts of
study participants when compared to similar studies with participants of different social,
cultural, professional, and geographical status.

In the qualitative analysis, three experienced researchers followed an open coding
approach with a high level of agreement based on a codebook as a reference guide to
ensure validity of results through mutual agreement (McDonald et al., 2019). The creation
of the codebook followed a deductive approach. All researchers first coded the first-
conducted interview to generate an initial set of codes (Roulston, 2014). Codes were then
merged and grouped by similarity into a system of 175 codes in 33 categories which were
used by all researchers to code all interviews in equal parts. Afterwards, codes that were
only applied once were reviewed and either merged with existing codes or kept as single-
applied codes.

How TikTok users utilized short-form videos for communication during
COVID-19 lockdowns

In the following sections, we analyze how TikTok as a social video-entertainment app was
used in the U.S. to communicate via popular short-form media during the first phase

of the COVID-19 pandemic. From our qualitative interview study with 28 TikTok users,
we generally find that participants created TikTok videos to share lived experiences of
their pandemic reality, as well as consumed TikTok videos of shared lived pandemic
experiences to interact with others when physical communication spaces were made
impossible. By the time physical distancing was ordered, most participants had already
established TikTok as a major social media source for video-based entertainment and had
to some extent made use of short-form videos as communicative means to interact with
friends and peers. Almost all participants were college students, and many described how
lockdown orders resulted in more available time but less and limited opportunities to
spend it by physically meeting and interacting with people.

For participants, the public lockdown and restrictions resulted in a significant increase
of TikTok use in general and a major shift towards utilizing the app as a way to com-
pensate for now impossible face-to-face interaction. TikTok videos occasionally served
as communicative replacements for social interaction that would usually take different
forms if it was not for the pandemic. Few participants pointed out that the altered com-
munication situations made them rethink the way TikTok could be used to connect with
others rather than primarily as a space for video creation. For example, one participant
described how short-form videos could help circumvent typical communicative norms
to get in contact with people on TikTok:
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It’s awkward a little bit to just text someone out of the blue, but if you send them TikToks
[...], it feels like much more naturally to start a conversation. Like most of my roommates, |
text every day and it’s mostly TikTok. (P15)

This statement shows that for many participants, the audiovisual nature of TikTok videos
provided a unique means of communicating lived experiences with people that was not
possible through text-only messaging. Other participants explained how making and
sharing TikTok videos helped to establish and even intensify connections based on shared
social situations they addressed in their videos, such as connecting with fellow students:

I actually met a lot of friends, cause | made Cornell videos. | have met like a handful of
people who reached out to me and were like, Oh, | saw that you go to Cornell on TikTok.
I'm going to Cornell next year. Like let’s be friends. (P19)

Participants generally continued to use text-messaging apps at the beginning of the
pandemic. However, the ability to easily create and share short audiovisual messages with
peers distinguished their use of TikTok from other messaging apps and social media plat-
forms. As a result, we can see how especially younger people adapted and utilized TikTok
as a source for socializing with peers they share social interests with. While we cannot say
if such interactions would have also happened without the pandemic, it demonstrates
the way in which TikTok videos served to enhance the app’s rather limited networking
features to allow users to socialize based on shared lived experiences. We can see how
TikTok videos functioned as a means to compensate for established ways of communicat-
ing that were made impossible by COVID-19 lockdown:s.

Consuming lived experiences through TikTok videos

From our interviews, we generally find that turning to TikTok was a way for participants
to witness lived COVID-19 experiences through short-form videos, as one participant
explained: “You would just scroll through and watch and see other people going through
the same thing as you” (P14). More specifically, some participants explained that watch-
ing TikTok videos of their friends was a way to still see what they were up to, to stay in
touch, and to initiate communication to compensate for the fact that in-person meetings
were not possible. For example: “Cause being on it [TikTok], you still can see like not your
friends, but a lot of people that you still watch and stuff. So instead of hanging out with
friends, | could still communicate with them on it [TikTok]” (P24).

In some cases, participants mentioned that the ability to retain daily communication
with others by watching TikTok videos even helped them deal with COVID-19-related
mental health issues. For example, on stress and anxiety: “Not only did my use of the app
skyrocket, but my anxiety went down and my stress went down and, like, just my general
people-missing went down because | was interacting with all these people” (P02). In this
case, increased video consumption initiated interaction with other video creators instead
of otherwise simply serving to pass time or offering a distraction from COVID-19 realities.
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We also found that consuming TikTok videos and seeing peers going through and sharing
similar lived COVID-19 experiences helped participants feel less alone in lockdown situa-
tions when physical socializing was not possible:

It honestly helped me out a lot because it was nice knowing, seeing that other people were
feeling the way that I felt, which was alone. [..] So it was like honestly kind of comforting to
see that other people felt the way that | did. (P12)

P04 explained how they were able to better cope by consuming content of people
experiencing the same effects of the pandemic, “especially with going back to college and
not having a regular experience. Like | see a lot of people complaining about that, which |
relate to”".

One feature of the TikTok algorithm is that users who make videos assume that the
audience receiving their videos will likely be similar to them, for example, liking meme-
style videos or being a sibling. However, content on one’s “for you” page is not neces-
sarily location-based, so users may see videos from anywhere in the world, particularly
if videos are popular or viral. Watching first-hand accounts of others’ pandemic experi-
ences afforded “the ability to step in someone else’s shoes who may not live in the state
and may not live in the country and see what they’re experiencing throughout all of
this” (P02). Furthermore, participants described the perceived advantages of consuming
COVID-19-related content on TikTok as compared to other social media platforms like
Twitter. P18 explained how,

on Twitter, people are mostly talking about political things and you know, | was tired of
hearing COVID all the time, but on TikTok people were talking about it, but they were, like,
making jokes about it and it was more light-hearted.

This shows how participants deliberately turned to TikTok as a social media platform to
deal with their own and others’ lived experiences during the pandemic because of the
way users addressed these issues and because they felt connected to peers based on how
they communicated their lived experiences via TikTok videos.

Creating lived experiences in TikTok videos

Our interviews moreover revealed that increased consumption on TikTok occasionally
led to a reliance on the platform as a forum to connect and interact with people when
other physical communication spaces were made impossible because of the COVID-19
lockdown. For creating TikTok videos, we generally find that participants mostly got ideas
from watching content but also from outside events and situations and experiences in
their everyday lives online and offline. In the context of the pandemic and lockdown,
many participants described how they were motivated to create TikTok videos other than
based on trends or popular sounds, for example, to raise awareness for social issues, to
generally socialize with others — such as “to meet more people from the main campus by
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making TikToks” (P18) — and in few cases, to communicate with friends and peers, as P08
explained: “I keep coming back to it [TikTok] because it is a very efficient way of commu-
nicating”.

Most participants felt that the pandemic became a part of their lives which, over time,
they naturally included in some of their videos: “As we all got used to it [the pandemic],
you can definitely see it reflected every once in a while in my videos” (P10). While they
generally continued to create videos in the same style and frequency, most participants
adapted their TikTok content creation to the impacts of COVID-19, for example, by
making rather sarcastic or funny videos, such as “jokes about how we would act and
things after the coronavirus” (P27) or by participating in lockdown-related video trends
like “switching from my day pajamas to my night pajamas” (P26). Only a few participants
described significant changes in their video-creation practices, such as reusing old pic-
tures of friends to share memories because they could not meet to make new videos with
them (P12).

The most direct method of communicating personal experiences during lockdown
was by creating videos to document or comment on events in as close to real time as
possible. In one particular example, P19 shared their frustrating experience of being a
retail worker during the pandemic, where an older person called them a “sheep overlord
and made sheep noises” after P19 had asked the person to put on a mask while inside the
store. P19 explained their motivation as “even if people didn't relate to it, they could see
my point of view and be like, ‘Oh wow. It must suck to be a worker right now”. P19 cre-
ated this TikTok video in the store’s break room right after the encounter, which helped
to immediately communicate and channel the frustration and anger, as the video simply
shows P19 recounting this type of lived experience in a believable and realistic way. As a
student retail worker, P19 might not feel well positioned to complain about such cus-
tomer behavior. Creating and sharing a TikTok video functions as a comment or report in
the style of a public response as what P19 addressed as their preferred online community,
where they know they can speak their mind and are likely to get encouragement from
other users with similar lived experiences caused by the social changes of the pandemic
and lockdown. This example shows an individual lived experience that other users can
relate their own lived experiences to within larger contexts, such as experiencing harass-
ment when enforcing mandatory COVID-19 rules.

Participants also more generally communicated their emotions and opinions about
the consequences of the pandemic by making TikTok videos. For example, multiple par-
ticipants documented their universities handling of the lockdown, such as disbelief that
tuition was barely being lowered (P18). This shows how users communicated individual
opinions and perspectives on shared larger experiences. Because TikTok is a forum where
many users might have similar backgrounds, such as being in college, it seems reasonable
to utilize the app to communicate personal experiences or to voice opinions about such
instances based on short-form video creation as a popular means of social media interac
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tion. In this way, sharing lived experiences communicates and aims at solidarity and may
counteract experiences of loneliness and unchanneled frustration, anger, or fear about
existential situations and changes during quarantine.

From our examples, we can observe that sharing lived COVID-19-related experiences
in TikTok videos aimed at fostering mutual support between TikTok users facing similar
circumstances. As a video-based social entertainment app, TikTok provided participants
with the ability to experience other users’ lockdown reality through watching their videos
and subsequently interacting with each other based on the similarity of lived experiences
that were documented and shared through TikTok videos. Seeing peers going through
similar COVID-19 induced social changes as well served as motivation for some partici-
pants to create their own videos, for example, about “a neighbor who was having all these
parties while there was a stay-at-home order” (P10), because they anticipated that other
viewers would be able to relate: “I did make some videos just ‘cause, like, everyone living
in the same situation, like, they're all in the same boat. So people are like, ‘Oh yeah, | can
relate to that” (P24).

One participant explained how, by seeing TikTok videos about quarantine effects,
they were able to relate their own lockdown experiences and were inspired to participate
in this kind of video creation: “And because of that, | felt like | had more time and confi-
dence, | feel, to make videos. Cause there was also just, like, almost a shared community of
everyone’s going through this” (P26). This shows how participants utilized TikTok videos
to initiate interaction around shared experiences and to create a community based on
their lived experiences, through TikTok video creation in strong relation to video con-
sumption.

Furthermore, this sense of community is strongly based on the fact that every TikTok
user has the same opportunity and the same means to create videos and to commu-
nicate their individual experiences. This meant that everyone who is an avid TikTok
consumer understood a video’s message and was able to relate to it even though a lot
of videos used funny or meme styles characteristic to TikTok to present rather serious
COVID-19 subjects. One participant described how humor and sarcasm in TikTok videos
still — or particularly — served to communicate the informative message:

| remember seeing a lot of videos that were informing you, but it was also in the form

of a joke or a song. [...] The one TikTok that | really liked was a guy and the way that he
presented the information was he was pretending to be one of the anti-mask people, but
on the Titanic for life vests. And so he was trying to show how silly it is to not do that by
comparing it to the Titanic. (P27)

Conclusion

In the present interview study, we analyzed how the altered social and communicative
circumstances imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown changed younger
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TikTok users’ consumption and creation patterns. Specifically, we utilized a uses and
gratifications (U&G) approach to investigate the key benefits participants derived from
engagement with TikTok and what features or norms of the platform supported those
benefits. Moreover, we observed that most of our participants could best be described as
social media produsers (Bruns, 2007), meaning they consume and create the same kind of
media content within the same social media environment, and we interpret our findings
with this dual role in mind. Despite their differences in follower-base and content output,
participants pursued similar strategies in utilizing TikTok videos and platform features to
consume and create content that dealt with personal lived experiences in the beginning
of the COVID-19 pandemic. This suggests that TikTok at first provided equal opportuni-
ties and communicative means for users, independently from popularity or reach.

One key theme that emerged in our findings was that participants consistently
reported gratifications from the way they and other users shared perspectives and experi-
ences about the COVID-19 pandemic. As video creators, participants generally relied
on TikTok to post and distribute videos that either directly documented or indirectly
commented on their lived experiences during the pandemic and lockdown. As video
consumers, many participants reported benefiting from TikTok’s recommendation algo-
rithm, which generates individual video feeds based on users’ engagement with content,
because it allowed them to receive short-video content that better matched their prefer-
ences or the type of content they were posting themselves. In this way, participants felt
that the platform effectively connected them with other users they did not necessarily
know or follow based on the similarities of the lived experiences that they communicated.
The fact that short-form video constitutes an easy and fast means of communication,
particularly in light of the specific audiovisual styles and modes of presentation common
on TikTok (such as duets), helped ensure that users’ feeds were constantly replenished
with new content that aligned with their needs and preferences. We also found that, in
some instances, participants also tried to use TikTok as a means to temporarily enjoy
some degree of psychological distance from the harsh realities of a global pandemic.
Many participants pointed to particular normative features of TikTok videos, such as
the prevalence of humor and performative role-play, as a source of entertainment and
emotional comfort. In this, future work could more closely consider participants’ hetero-
geneity in follower counts and content output to provide a more nuanced understanding
of user types and how they relate to communicative strategies of sharing lived COVID-19
experiences on TikTok.

In sum, our work focused on exploring some of the specific ways that users commu-
nicated or engaged with video content on TikTok related to the COVID-19 lockdown and
gaining a better understanding of the general benefits TikTok has offered for social con-
nection and affiliation. Our results demonstrate the unique ways in which TikTok allows
users to build and sustain a social sphere that satisfies their fundamental need for affilia-
tion and belonging at a time in history when they perhaps needed it the most.
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