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Business firms and the public have encountered massive consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic. This pandemic has become the most significant challenge and influenced all communities. This research study focuses on exploring the relationship between COVID-19 knowledge, social distancing, individuals' attitudes toward social media use, and practices of using social media amid the COVID-19 crisis. This study examines how attitudes toward social media use mediate the linkage between COVID-19 knowledge, social distancing, and practices for social media use. This survey uses a non-probability convenience sampling approach to collect samples and recruit willing respondents with their consent for data collection. This study recorded the feedback from 348 participants who encountered the indirect/direct effects of nationwide lockdowns, restrictions on social gatherings, and COVID-19 infection. The findings validate the proposed hypotheses for their direct effects and indicate significant β-values, t-statistics, and the p-values at p <0.001. The results validate a relationship between the COVID-19 knowledge of and social distancing practices. Similarly, the results approved a positive link between social distancing and attitudes toward social media use amid COVID-19. The findings validate the relation between social distancing and attitudes toward social media use during COVID-19 challenges (β-value = 0.22 and t-statistics = 3.078). The results show the linkage between attitudes toward social media use and practices of using social media (β-value = 0.41, and t-statistics = 7.175). Individuals' attitude toward social media use during COVID-19 mediates the connection between COVID-19 knowledge and COVID-19 practices of using social media use. The results validate the first mediation at β-value = 0.21 and t-statistic = 5.327. Similarly, the findings approve that attitudes toward social media use in the pandemic have positively mediated the relation between distancing and practices for social media use amid the crisis of COVID-19 (β-value = 0.09 and t-statistic = 2.633). The findings indicate how people have been indulged in social media to pave their business communication needs. The results provide valuable insights for the global business community. This study provides a systematic and holistic research model that helps in exploring the consequences of COVID-19. The generalizability of the findings provides valuable directions for future research related to the current pandemic.
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INTRODUCTION

The immense use of social media during the pandemic has been observed not only among individuals but also among business organizations as well (Haman, 2020; Shafi et al., 2020; Zhao and Zhou, 2021). Due to COVID-19, different businesses have faced many health and business operations problems (Abbas et al., 2021; Mubeen et al., 2021a; Aman et al., 2022; Ge et al., 2022; Liu et al., 2022; Rahmat et al., 2022). These challenges refer to the loss due to lost customers and supply chain disruptions (Moradi et al., 2021; Wang Y. et al., 2021; Zhou et al., 2021; Aqeel et al., 2022; Fu and Abbas, 2022; Mamirkulova et al., 2022). Firms have encountered problems, such as health problems, changes in foreign/export orders, and raw material shortages (Abbas, 2020b; Aman et al., 2021; Aqeel et al., 2021; Azadi et al., 2021; Khazaie et al., 2021; Lebni et al., 2021; Paulson et al., 2021; Shoib et al., 2021; Li et al., 2022). Vaccine availability is a challenging issue for firms to keep their employees healthy (Su et al., 2021a,b,c), and firms have faced disruptions in the transportation problems due to the global crisis (Shafi et al., 2020). However, these issues have been resolved under this pandemic considering the extensive use of social media platforms to approaching their customers (Abbas, 2020a; Mubeen et al., 2020, 2021b; Shuja et al., 2020; Azizi et al., 2021; Maqsood et al., 2021; NeJhaddadgar et al., 2022). Technological applications (Abbas et al., 2021; Lebni et al., 2021; Su et al., 2021c) and the supply demand curve are helpful for online delivery through e-commerce (Mason et al., 2021a,b). This pandemic has changed the string of knowledge, attitudes, and practices (KAP) toward social media use as a marketing tool and approaching new online markets (Mason et al., 2021a).

Apart from entertainment, social media use has proven effective during natural calamities such as floods, wars, earthquakes, riots, or lockdowns, probably because of its ease of usability, accessibility, and availability as a simple mode of communication (Rosenberg et al., 2018). In such situations, social platforms have proven to be integral in accessing real-time information about the happenings around the world and socially interacting with others, especially during the pandemic it remained essential (Jogezai et al., 2021). Social media use increased during the pandemic (Zhao and Zhou, 2021) owing to social distancing and quarantining of the individuals to prevent the spread of infection caused by COVID-19. Previous studies have been carried out on COVID-19 from different perspectives like digital learning during the emergence of COVID-19 virus (Hasan and Bao, 2020; Aditya, 2021; Chaturvedi et al., 2021; Deshpande and Mhatre, 2021; Smith et al., 2021), its impact on the economies of different countries (Hasan and Bao, 2020; Ye et al., 2020; Ali et al., 2021; Bhattacharya and Banerjee, 2021; Cuschieri and Grech, 2021; Delbiso et al., 2021; Donnarumma and Pezzulo, 2021; Klasche, 2021; Mahi et al., 2021; Prempeh, 2021; Roy et al., 2021), its role in the global health crisis (Abdalla et al., 2021; Ankrah et al., 2021; Chaturvedi et al., 2021; Chirisa et al., 2021; Donnarumma and Pezzulo, 2021; Hannam-Swain and Bailey, 2021; Klasche, 2021; Prempeh, 2021; Sarfraz et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2021; Zhao and Zhou, 2021) and the worst of all its impact on the mental wellbeing of people (Ciotti et al., 2020; Elmer et al., 2020; Filipova et al., 2020; Lee, 2020; Serafini et al., 2020; Adom et al., 2021; Chaturvedi et al., 2021; Coupet et al., 2021; Das and Bhattacharyya, 2021; Deshpande and Mhatre, 2021; Hannam-Swain and Bailey, 2021; Kareem, 2021; Li and Cao, 2021; Pandya and Lodha, 2021; Saha et al., 2021; Tonkin and Whitaker, 2021; Xiong et al., 2021). However, understanding the role of online social media use to meet the social needs after the closure of physical social interactive places amid COVID-19 is critical (Haman, 2020; Jogezai et al., 2021). The current study explores how the attitudes and practices of people in Pakistan regarding social media use amid COVID-19 get affected after getting knowledge about the severity of COVID-19.

COVID-19 infection and its transmission can be prevented by abiding by the proposed guiding principles following the World Health Organization (WHO) protocols, which are social distancing, hand washing, elbow sneezing, wearing masks, and quarantining COVID-19 suspects at the top of the list (World Health Organization, 2021). The use of social media sites like Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram satisfied the social needs of information, entertainment, and interpersonal communication of people who were staying distanced and quarantined due to the fear of spread. Not only this, quarantine for virus suspects has become easier due to social media use during these days of isolation. Although these escalations caused addiction in social media use behaviors of people (Purnama and Susanna, 2020), social media still have the ability for learning and electronic communication, and an adequate use of social media has not been studied profoundly in this pandemic.

Scholars have employed the KAP theory to understand the pandemic (Al-Hanawi et al., 2020; Andrade et al., 2020; Ferdous et al., 2020; Yousaf et al., 2020; Zhong et al., 2020; Alqahtani et al., 2021a,b; Kumar et al., 2021; Lee et al., 2021). KAP is a behavioral change theory that is commonly used in the literature to identify the knowledge gap, behavioral patterns, and predicting different behavioral changes among different socioeconomic groups for implementing effective health interventions (Lee et al., 2021). Despite the fact that COVID-19 has been widely studied through the lens of the KAP theory, the existing literature still has a significant gap regarding the integration of KAP toward social media use after the spread of COVID-19 with its severity and seriousness. Therefore, the main objective of this study is to understand how COVID-19 knowledge urges people to socially distance themselves and use social media (Aqeel et al., 2021; Yoosefi Lebni et al., 2021). How attitudes develop, which ultimately indulges people to experience social media use during this pandemic where social distancing and quarantining are the normal routine.

This proposed research model addresses the literature gap by probing the effects of preventive protocols, such as social distancing, COVID-19 knowledge, attitudes toward social media use amid COVID-19, and practices for social media use amid COVID-19. This research framework offers a persistent step in addressing the literature gap, and the study probes the effects of the selected variables on the practices of using social media amid COVID-19. The study addresses the gap and identifies limitations from the past literature on the relationship between COVID-19 knowledge and social distancing measures through the mediating role of attitudes toward social media use amid COVID-19. Accordingly, this research paper hypothesizes the logical reasoning to probe the association between COVID-19 knowledge, social distancing, and social media practices during the pandemic crisis.

Keeping in view the abovementioned debate, this research paper has formulated the following research questions:

1. How does COVID-19 knowledge correlate with attitudes toward social media use?

2. How does COVID-19 knowledge correlate with social distancing?

3. How social distancing has contributed to shaping attitudes toward social media use amid COVID-19?



THEORETICAL FOUNDATION

The KAP theory is a contemporary philosophy, which is extensively used to measure the KAP toward a certain situation (Zhong et al., 2020). It shows the integrated information on the understanding and awareness about certain concepts, how people perceived and then implemented it (Yousaf et al., 2020; Lee et al., 2021). The problems of awareness and developing an attitude among the population during COVID-19 are critical challenges, and some previous studies have discussed these problems. Previous KAP studies have examined in the form of surveys to assess the public about their level of understanding regarding knowledge on the particular social phenomenon, the attitudes, and their tendency to practice those guidelines. For example, Lee et al. (2021) have studied the KAP survey results in Korea through the COVID-19 time that how people were building up an attitude and integrating the knowledge in their practices to avoid the pandemic.

In a study, Kumar et al. (2021) had argued about the KAP addressing the guidelines among the students of Bangladesh. Similarly, in another study conducted in Bangladesh, Ferdous et al. (2020) have argued that the awareness in the general public and control measures could radically influence the KAP toward COVID-19. Alqahtani et al. (2021b) had also conducted a study in Saudi Arabia measuring the knowledge, attitude, and practical inclination of the general population about COVID-19 while one more study with similar parameters was conducted in Cape Verdean (Carvalho Alves et al., 2021). It was argued that there is an unequal burden of COVID-19 in socially deprived areas, ethnically marginalized groups, and poor people, which was augmented by non-communication to health service providers (Lee et al., 2021).

The current study has adopted the KAP theory for formulating the framework for this study. As Andrade et al. (2020) and Zhong et al. (2020) have argued that the population should follow the preventive measures given by local authorities to combat the pandemic and minimize its effect on the general public's health. For an effective introduction of COVID-19 about adequate prevention, people must be timely made aware of the fundamental principles regarding its severity, challenges, and the grave consequences it can offer (Andrade et al., 2020; Kumar et al., 2021; Rizwan et al., 2021). In this study, the use of KAP theory addresses that when the people are given due knowledge they intuitively develop a distancing attitude and get inclined toward social media use when they are limited to physical interaction with other people.



LITERATURE REVIEW

COVID-19 disease is characterized by a contagious acute respiratory syndrome caused by the Corona Virus, which broke out in Wuhan, China in late 2019 after a few cases of pneumonia originated and it gradually swelled to the rest of the world (World Health Organization, 2021). In the pandemic situation, the intense use of social media by businesses has accessed new markets by reaching the potential customers through social marketing. A change in the social media behaviors of consumers has been seen recently since the COVID-19 pandemic (Mason et al., 2021b). Therefore, businesses have discovered new horizons in the capacity of small and medium enterprises to reach consumers on a mass level, which has been massively shaped through online social media marketing. This pandemic has given a new prospect to social media marketing to access new online markets adhering to supply chains, transportations, supply demand meet-up, and all issues faced in the pandemic.

This paper argues about the KAP of people in Pakistan regarding social media use amid COVID-19 and how they have used it to gain more business and approach new business markets by marketing their products through social media. Due to the global eruption of this viral disease throughout the world, the WHO declared it as an international emergency in January and 2 months later a pandemic as a result of the exponential spreading dynamics (World Health Organization, 2021). Regardless of the strict measures taken to prevent, avoid, and cure this viral pneumonia, it continued to affect thousands of people on a daily basis, all over the world. The fatality rate of COVID-19 remained higher at the global level. According to the WHO, around 276 million cases of COVID-19 have been reported. About 5.3 million people have died until 25 December 2021 from this severe pneumonic infection.

COVID-19 affected not only individuals facing the virus infection, but it also impacted the human society as a whole (Carvalho Alves et al., 2021). For this reason, as the COVID-19 spread started, the officials took several measures to avoid this spread. In an urge to keep the trajectory of COVID-19 flattened, educational institutes, including schools, colleges, and universities suspended all on-campus activities in the beginning; however, learning activities were converted to online classes and activities resumed (Kumar et al., 2021). Educational campaigns and awareness programs play a very vital role in waking up the consideration for taking measures to control diseases. Certain awareness and educational campaigns were initiated to let people know about the severity of the disease and how it could be prevented to get in touch with it. However, a very little proportion of the population adhered to the guidelines and measures taught to them. According to Zhong et al. (2020), the KAP toward social media use amid COVID-19 have been a major contributor to the general public's comprehension of the origin, transmission, and control of the disease and taking precautionary measures during this pandemic.

Local authorities used the social media platform to run their preventive measures and control campaigns as COVID-19 knowledge diverged them to interactive and communicative online social media rather than physical gatherings (Rizwan et al., 2021). So, during the pandemic, many cases of addictive social media use were reported where addiction to social media use is defined as an uncontrollable, a compelling, and an excessive use of social media (Andreassen, 2015). Knowledge and understanding about COVID-19 have intentionally forced individuals to distance themselves socially to avoid its spread, which induced the attitude toward social media among people. Elmer et al. (2020) and Rizwan et al. (2021) had argued that social crises like war, earthquakes, and pandemics affect the social orientations of individuals. The current pandemic of COVID-19 diverged the masses toward social media use for staying in touch, getting an education, or entertainment. In this attitude and inclination of indulging in using social media to compensate for their physical social interactions, an active social media use was observed (Baig and Waheed, 2016; Reuter et al., 2016; Azlan et al., 2020; Zhong et al., 2020; Carvalho Alves et al., 2021; Jogezai et al., 2021; Pandya and Lodha, 2021; Rizwan et al., 2021; Zhao and Zhou, 2021).

Due to the lockdown at the national level, sometimes smart lockdown, social distancing, and quarantining stopped lives resulting in developing the attitude of people in social media use that eventually turned into their addictions to social media use. In this critical phase of life, assessing the knowledge, perspectives, and practices regarding social media use during COVID-19 will have an important implication to take due precautionary measures to avoid its spread with physical social interactions. In this case, the owed knowledge, a reactive attitude, and vigorous practices regarding COVID-19, after its knowledge has created, the awareness to observe social distancing or quarantining, attitudes toward social media use amid COVID-19 rather than physical socialization, is still unexplored.


Research Framework

This paper is the first research that aims to investigate the relationship between COVID-19 knowledge, social distancing, individuals' attitudes toward social media use in COVID-19, and practices for social media use amid the COVID-19 crisis. The study examines how individuals' attitudes toward social media use amid COVID-19 mediate the relationship between COVID-19 knowledge, social distancing, and practices for social media use amid the COVID-19 disaster. This study has chosen four variables to develop and present the research model. The study framework has taken COVID-19 knowledge and social distancing as independent variables (IVs), and practices for social media use amid COVID-19 are dependent variables (DVs). At the same time, the mediating variable is an attitude toward social media use amid COVID-19.

The current study offers to fill the vacuum in the literature by evaluating the impact of COVID-19 knowledge on social distancing that consequently leads to the development of an attitude toward social media use amid the pandemic and nurtures the social media use behavior. The following framework gives a pictorial description of the theoretical grounds of this study. Figure 1 shows the study framework.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. Theoretical framework. The proposed research framework shows selected variables; COVID-19 knowledge, social distancing, individuals' attitudes toward social media use in COVID-19, and practices for social media use amid the COVID-19 crisis.


Based on the literature review and the devised theoretical framework, this study has formulated the following hypotheses:

H1: There is a positive relationship between COVID-19 knowledge and social distancing.

H2: There is a positive association between COVID-19 knowledge and attitude toward social media use amid COVID-19.

H3: There is a positive link between social distancing and attitude toward social media use amid COVID-19.

H4: There is a positive connection between attitudes toward COVID-19 containment and practices for social media use amid COVID-19.

H5: Attitude toward social media use amid COVID-19 mediates the relationship between COVID-19 knowledge containment and practices for social media use amid COVID-19.

H6: There is a positive mediation relationship between attitudes toward social media use amid COVID-19, social distancing, and practices for social media use during the pandemic.

The abovementioned framework of this study is based on the KAP theory of medical psychology, also known as behavior change theory. It proposes that the behavior change of the individuals is based on three phases, i.e., acquiring knowledge about a particular matter, generating an attitude toward that matter, and then forming individual behaviors.




MATERIALS AND METHODS


Study Design

This analytical study explores empirical relationships using a descriptive observational, cross-sectional, deductive, and quantitative approach (Pitafi et al., 2018a,b; Farashah and Blomquist, 2019).


Study Location

The geographical location for this study is the country of Pakistan.



Participants

This study has considered respondents from different locations residing in Pakistan as the population study. The investigators collected desired sample data in 2021 (Pitafi et al., 2018a,b), when the pandemic had decreased a bit and people had recovered from the consequences of COVID-19. Therefore, the investigators have drawn a sample from the Pakistani population who suffered a pandemic infection. At the same time, people have also started to use online social media to communicate and interact with each other. This survey applied non-probability convenience sampling to collect data for further analysis (Avotra et al., 2021a). The investigators recruited participants who were available and willing to participate in the survey and obtained respondents' prior consent for data collection. This study received responses from 348 participants who faced COVID-19 infection.



Eligibility Criteria

This study set the eligibility criteria, and any male or female resident of Pakistan was eligible to participate in this study. Inclusion was based on respondents who mentally or physically faced the effects of COVID-19. The total number of questionnaires distributed to participants was 400. The researchers received 348 valid questionnaires for analysis. Respondents' response rate was 87%. This study excluded incomplete questionnaires and rejected them as they indicated insufficient and unanswered questionnaires.



Data Collection Procedure

Self-administered questionnaires were distributed by the investigators of this study to receive participants' feedback. This study used a self-administered scale to avoid vagueness in understanding the questions. Study participants were educated about the purpose of the survey and assured them of data confidentiality. Survey forms were distributed among recruited people residing in various locations in Pakistan. The researchers allowed participants to have a time of 4 weeks to return the filled forms. The survey forms were received and screened, and only useful feedback for data analysis was included (Kaur and Anand, 2018).




Data Collection Instruments

This study collected the desired information through a 29-item questionnaire based on previous studies. The chosen questionnaire consists of two main parts (Abbas et al., 2019b; Farzadfar et al., 2022). The first part deals with the demographic profile of the respondents, and the second part consists of four further subsections, each subsection containing items dealing with each variable studied. The knowledge about COVID-19 has an IV. It consists of 11-items adapted from a previous study (Carvalho Alves et al., 2021). This scale measured the knowledge of people about COVID-19. The second and third parts contained the mediating variables of social distancing, and the study measured this with a four-item scale (Jogezai et al., 2021). This survey measured people's attitude toward social media use amid COVID-19 using a 10-item scale taken from the literature (Jogezai et al., 2021). Likewise, this study assessed DV, practices toward social media use amid COVID-19 with a four-item scale adopted from a past study (Jogezai et al., 2021). The study developed a questionnaire on a five-point Likert scale and indicated responses ranging from 1 to 5. Strong agreement was displayed with 5, while 1 indicated strong disagreement (where 1 = Strongly disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Agree, and 5 = Strongly agree). Table 1 shows demographic analysis of the participants.


Table 1. Demographic analysis.
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Statistical Analysis

In this study, the data have been analyzed with the help of statistical software Smart PLS version 3.3 for partial least-squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) (Latif, K. et al., 2020). The demographic profile of the respondents was analyzed using the frequencies and percentages obtained for the different questions mentioned earlier (Aman et al., 2019; Pitafi et al., 2020a). These demographic profile questions included age, gender, marital status, education, and nature of employment of the respondents. The second part of the questionnaire was used for hypothesis testing (NeJhaddadgar et al., 2020; Pitafi et al., 2020b; Yao et al., 2022). The analysis of the data for hypotheses testing was based on two phases. The first is the measurement model estimation, and the second is the structural model estimation. In the first phase of measurement model estimation, the survey data were screened for valid and reliable items on the scale. The discriminant and convergent validities of the data were measured (Marchena-Giráldez et al., 2021). In addition, the tests used for the validity checking were factor loadings, average variance extracted (AVE), heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratio, Fornell and Larcker criteria, along with f2 and R2 statistics. The hypotheses were tested for acceptance or rejection using the values, t-statistics, and p-values obtained for each hypothesis.




RESULTS


Participants' Profile Analysis

Respondents' demographic profile obtained included 60% male and 40% female. The ages of the respondents were all roughly the same between the two age categories, such as 15–20 and 21–25, which accounts for 30% of the participants. About 21% of the respondents are from the other two categories. Among the education categories, bachelor's degree participants showed the highest frequency of around 40%, while 33% had master's degrees and 26% had PhD and other degrees/diplomas. The marital status of the respondents showed that the highest 48% were single and 31% were married. In addition, 12% of the respondents were divorced and 9% were widowed. Regarding the nature of employment, 29.31% of the respondents were working on an ad hoc basis and 29.88% were unemployed. Likewise, 22.5% were contractual employees. Permanent employees accounted for 30%.



Descriptive Analysis

Table 2 shows the values of mean, standard deviation (SD), skewness, and excess kurtosis, addressing the descriptive statistics of the data.


Table 2. Mean, standard deviation (SD), excess kurtosis, and skewness analysis (n = 348).
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Skewness threshold values mentioned in the literature is that the values should be between −3 and +3. Whereas, for kurtosis, the values should be between −10 and +10 to keep the data symmetrical and normally distributed. Structural equation modeling is a robust analytical method that does not show a significant deviation in the drawn results due to the violation of values (Griffin and Steinbrecher, 2013). However, the values in the present study display values that congest between −1.5 and +1.5, which confirms that data are typically normal and suitable for running the SEM analysis.



Measurement Model Estimation

This paper incorporated a statistical software Smart PLS version 3.3.3 to obtain the measurement model algorithm for the results, as indicated in Figure 2. This software helps generate preliminary validity and reliability results of the received data. It includes convergent validity, discriminant validity, reliabilities, factor loadings, R2, and f2 statistics. PLS-SEM is a statistical tool used by some researchers in their research studies. It uses robust, superior, flexible, and adequate statistical tools to generate sufficiently competent analytical models (Lotfi et al., 2018; Latif, K. F. et al., 2020; Avotra et al., 2021b).
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FIGURE 2. Measurement model algorithm.



Factor Loadings, Reliabilities, and AVE

The current study measured the convergent validity for the chosen variables and applied statistical tests for the factor loadings of the items, along with AVE, Cronbach-α reliabilities, and composite reliabilities. Table 3 shows the results obtained for these tests. The threshold value mentioned in the literature for Cronbach-α reliability and composite reliability is 0.7, while AVE is mentioned at 0.5 (Hair et al., 2017). All the values obtained in this study for reliabilities and AVE are above the threshold mentioned in the literature, along with the factor loadings. The cutoff value reported in the literature for factor loadings is 0.7 or 0.45 or above for small samples (Abbas et al., 2019a). However, the values obtained in this study were all well above the thresholds mentioned above. The lowest value of factor loadings in this study was 0.651 for the KN7 term. As the reliability and AVE of the overall variable were within acceptable limits, the study has not removed this item. Therefore, considering the results obtained, there is convergent validity of the variables in this study.


Table 3. It shows factor loadings, composite reliabilities, and average variance extracted (AVE) and convergent validity.
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Table 4 indicates the factor loadings and cross-loadings of the variables chosen in this model. The table shows that the items included in their corresponding variables show the highest loadings for the included factors. The remaining loadings shown on other variables are not sufficient to be included in these variables.


Table 4. Cross-loadings of the items based on the study variables.
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Fornell and Larcker Criterion

Discriminant validities of the data were checked through the two most commonly used and strongly recommended tests of the Fornell and Larcker Criteria and the HTMT ratios (Franke and Sarstedt, 2019). The significance of the Fornell and Larcker test is that the top value in each column should be the highest of the rest of the column. The maximum values shown in Table 5 for the Fornell and Larcker test results were all significant in this study.


Table 5. Fornell and Larcker criteria.
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HTMT Ratio

Similarly, the most commonly used measure of discriminant validity is the HTMT ratio. The values obtained from the HTMT ratio are <0.85. The results are significant and do not show any multicollinearity, and the variables of the chosen model are distinct from each other. All the HTMT ratio values obtained in this study are <0.85, and 0.809 is the highest value in the analysis (Table 6). Thus, the acceptability of the data regarding discriminant validity has been shown (Franke and Sarstedt, 2019).


Table 6. Heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratio.
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R2 and f2 Statistics

R2-values obtained for the DV in this study show a decent outcome. The social distancing variable offers 58.5% of the highest R2-value. The results suggest that the knowledge of COVID-19 explains that the social distancing variable is influential. R2-values closer to 1 are considered more robust. Likewise, individuals' attitudes toward social media use amid COVID-19 present the entire model by 45.4%, while practices for social media use amid COVID-19 predict the proposed model by 16.4%, respectively (Mirayani et al., 2019). The values of f2 are usually small if they are <0.02. They will be moderate if below 0.15 and strong if the value is 0.35 or above. The highest value of f2 explains the relationship between COVID-19 knowledge and individuals' attitudes toward social media use amid COVID-19, which was 1.94. Similarly, the outcome between COVID-19 knowledge and social distancing is 1.42, which shows the most robust effect size. People's attitude toward practices for social media use amid COVID-19 showed a value of 1.96, which describes the strongest effect. Thus, all relationships identified in this study have shown significant effect sizes.




Structural Model Estimation

The next stage in the partial least squares structural model equation is the estimation of the structural model. Structural models estimate t-statistics, β-values, and p-values, which allow the study to accept or reject the hypotheses proposed. Figure 3 shows the structural model algorithm obtained for this study.
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FIGURE 3. Structural model algorithm.


The obtained structural model shows the relationships of β-values. The standardized β-value explains the change in the DV with the unit change in IV. These are the measures of each relationship demonstrated in this study. Higher β-values show a significant effect on DV. On the other hand, the t-statistic represents and validates the magnitude of the β-value. In this study, the bootstrapping method has been used to evaluate and assess the significance of the proposed hypothesis.


Direct Effects

Table 7 presents the results of β-values, t-statistics, and p-values. The findings validate the four proposed hypotheses for the direct effects of the study at p < 0.001. Thus, the findings indicate significant t-statistics and substantial β-values. The first hypothesis, H1, states a positive connection between COVID-19 knowledge and social distancing. As indicated in Table 7, the results validate the association of COVID-19 knowledge and social distancing practices at a value of β = 0.76 and a t-statistic = 27.891. Similarly, the second hypothesis, H2, claims a positive association between COVID-19 knowledge and attitudes toward social media use amid COVID-19. The results approve H2 with a value of β = 0.51 and a t-statistic = 8.649. The third hypothesis describes a positive link between social distancing and attitude toward social media use amid COVID-19. The findings have approved the third hypothesis regarding the association of social distancing in developing attitudes toward social media use amid COVID-19 and accepted it at a value of β = 0.22 and a t-statistic = 3.078. The fourth hypothesis stated a positive affinity between attitude toward social media use and practices for social media use amid COVID-19. The results of this study validate the fourth hypothesis at a value of β = 0.41 and a t-statistic = 7.175.


Table 7. Hypothesis testing shows direct effects of the study variables.
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Indirect Effects

Table 8 indicates the results of the two indirect effects. This study formulated two hypotheses suggesting mediating effects.


Table 8. Indirect effects.
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H5: Attitudes toward social media use amid COVID-19 mediates the relationship between the knowledge of COVID-19 containment and practices for social media use amid COVID-19. Attitudes toward social media use during COVID-19 is a mediating variable. The first mediation between COVID-19 knowledge and social media use practices in COVID-19 has been approved at a value of β = 0.21 and a t-statistic = 5.327.

H6: There is a positive mediation relationship between attitudes toward social media use amid COVID-19, social distancing, and practices for social media use during the pandemic. The results validate the second mediating variable, attitudes between social distancing and practices for social media use, at a value of β = 0.09 and a t-statistic = 2.633.





DISCUSSIONS

The present study has quantitatively measured the association of knowledge about COVID-19 with social distancing and the development of an attitude toward social media uses during COVID-19 and the consequent social media use behavior by business entities (Pitafi et al., 2018a,b; Anser et al., 2020; Rashid et al., 2020; Latif et al., 2021). It has further changed the avenue of reaching knowledge from a different perspective, attitude, and practices toward social media use as a tool of marketing and approaching new markets online (Mason et al., 2021a). In this current pandemic situation, the strong use of social media by businesses has enabled them to enter new markets by getting potential customers through social marketing (Pitafi et al., 2019; Rasheed et al., 2020; Wei et al., 2020). Due to different COVID-19 challenges, companies have faced many problems (Pitafi et al., 2018a,b; Kanwal et al., 2019; Latif, K. F. et al., 2020). These problems include the loss of existing customers, disruptions in supply chains and transportation, changes in foreign/export orders, and shortages of raw materials (Pitafi et al., 2020a,b; Shafi et al., 2020; Younis et al., 2020; Islam et al., 2021a,b,c; Pitafi and Ren, 2021). Therefore, companies at each level have found new horizons to reach the consumers at a mass level, which has been massively shaped through online social media marketing (Khan et al., 2020; Islm et al., 2021; Lai et al., 2021). COVID-19 has given a unique panorama to social media marketing to reach new online markets that adhere to supply chains, transportation, supply-demand meet-ups, and all problems faced in the pandemic (Khan et al., 2020; Islm et al., 2021; Lai et al., 2021).

The findings of this study show that COVID-19 has changed the mindset of people. It looks like the world is under the influence of the pandemic. The results obtained from this research model suggest a strong positive relationship between the knowledge of COVID-19 and social distancing, which validates H2 and fosters individuals' attitudes toward social media use. Table 7 indicates a positive link between COVID-19 knowledge and attitudes toward social media use amid COVID-19, which confirms H2. These findings are in accordance with previous studies conducted in this challenging scenario (Ferdous et al., 2020; Zhong et al., 2020; Lee et al., 2021). The study identifies that the practice of social distancing is positively associated with the development of attitudes toward social media use amid COVID-19. H3 claims the positive relationship between social distancing and attitude toward social media use amid COVID-19. The results have approved this hypothesized statement, as shown in Table 7. The results are consistent with recent literature. The scientific literature on the COVID-19 has also endorsed that when people are socially isolated and have no social interaction with other people, they start using social media as an alternate source of exchange of ideas.

The results are in line with previous studies (Ferdous et al., 2020; Alqahtani et al., 2021a,b; Rizwan et al., 2021). Eventually, people followed preventive protocols and started social media tools for communication purposes. Accordingly, H4 stated a positive and significant relation between individuals' attitudes toward COVID-19 social media use and practices for social media use amid COVID-19. The results validated it, as shown in Table 7. This study established that COVID-19 awareness and its consequences have affected public behavior. They understand the negligent effects of physical contact with the virus. People have distanced themselves socially to minimize the spread of the risks. As a result, people involved in social networks and started online interaction with others avoiding physical gatherings and dealings (H4). These findings are consistent with the past literature as studies related to the consequences of COVID-19 have reported that people involved in social media applications for various needs to avoid contact with the virus (Blackwell et al., 2017; Dutta, 2020; Chaturvedi et al., 2021; Jogezai et al., 2021; Rizwan et al., 2021; Zhao and Zhou, 2021).

This paper explores the H5 claim of how people's attitudes toward the use of social media apps mediate the relationship between COVID-19 knowledge, social distancing, and the actual practices of social media tools amid this pandemic crisis. The results (H5) are significant and validate this hypothesized statement, as shown in Table 8. This paper shows that when people know about the containment of the deadly virus, their attitude toward social media use in the pandemic makes them involve in the use of social media apps for their different life purposes. People can use these social media sources for their business activities, marketing, entertainment, or deepen their further knowledge about the current issues. The findings of this research have supported the hypothesis put forward. The findings support the results of the past literature in the same scenario from different regions worldwide (Jogezai et al., 2021; Rizwan et al., 2021; Zhao and Zhou, 2021). Similarly, H6 stated that attitudes toward social media use in the COVID-19 mediate the relationship between individuals' social distancing and practices for social media use during the pandemic. The study findings approve this claim, as indicated in Table 8. Social media applications and technological innovations have played a vital role to assist public and business organizations to meet their needs. This research has shown consistency with past research conducted on the consequences of the pandemic (Brem et al., 2021; Dahlke et al., 2021; Li et al., 2021; Mejía-Trejo, 2021; Ambrogio et al., 2022).

When people are knowledgeable and socially distanced, they tend to use social media to connect with others. They end up using them for everyday chores, so they depend on them for entertainment, education, and even shopping (Al-Rahmi et al., 2015; Karahanna et al., 2015; Blackwell et al., 2017; Dutta, 2020; Jogezai et al., 2021; Wilczewski et al., 2021; Zhao and Zhou, 2021). In contrast, some studies have found that social media use during COVID-19 is a source of stress (Ye et al., 2020; Rizwan et al., 2021). The adoption of social media use amid COVID-19 creates a network of acquaintances and friends on the internet. It leads them to develop an aptitude for its use. It makes users somewhat addicted to its use as they spend long hours online (Baig and Waheed, 2016; Zhao and Zhou, 2021). It builds more connections and relationships among users (Abbas et al., 2019a). This study entails that people aware of COVID-19 try to use social distancing and keep themselves in quarantine. Social media users try to save themselves from exposure to this life-taking disease and ultimately take refuge in social media. As social media use has become convenient for users in different ways, likewise, it includes studies, informal or formal social interaction, and work from home, entertainment, or shopping.

The present study has employed the structural equation modeling software based on Smart PLS version 3.3.3 for data analysis. This study analyzed the data in two phases. In the first stage, this study used measurement model estimation and performed preliminary data screening (Islam et al., 2021a,b,c; Wu et al., 2021). The proposed hypotheses were accepted or rejected based on structural model estimates. The discriminant and convergent validations were found to be acceptable for the study. Thus, the validity and the factor loading are confirmed via AVE, HTMT ratio, and the Fornell and Larcker criteria. Similarly, this study examined the reliability of the data via Cronbach-α reliability and composite reliability. The results indicated an α-value over 0.7, confirming that the data are reliable. The R2 represents the model fit, and its value was stronger and showed a substantial fit to the regression line.

This study shows that knowledge of COVID-19 has a positive and significant effect on social distancing between people. These survey findings are consistent with previous research (Besser et al., 2020; Das and Bhattacharyya, 2021; Jogezai et al., 2021; Kniffin et al., 2021). These studies show that, when people understand the severity of the pandemic and its life-threatening consequences, their defense mechanisms keep them away from others to avoid unknowingly contracting the virus. Likewise, current research finds that those aware of COVID-19 know the results of an incidental exposure to the virus. People follow social distancing measures and engage in online interactions with others. They avoid physical gatherings and transactions. These findings follow previous research in similar settings that also found that the spread of COVID-19 has engaged people in social media use and increased their reliance on social media (Blackwell et al., 2017; Dutta, 2020; Chaturvedi et al., 2021; Jogezai et al., 2021; Rizwan et al., 2021; Zhao and Zhou, 2021).



THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

The findings of this study alarm the critical nature of being aware of the potentially hazardous threats of the COVID-19 virus that can take the lives of individuals. However, the proper use of social media for businesses has opened up new horizons, especially for small and medium enterprises to flourish by using social media marketing techniques to penetrate existing markets that were not physically accessible. It also helped organizations enter e-commerce to reach tiny chunks of potential consumers that would help them flourish and allow them to introduce new product lines or related products. The study also offers small businesses to make more composite moves to resolve the issues of supply chains, transportation, customer loss, and meeting demands by finding new customers to compensate. Controlling and adhering to the guidelines proposed by local authorities are essential to avoid contact with this virus, which in itself is a challenge in this pandemic time. The study's findings also encourage entrepreneurs to establish their business communications through social media among business communities and target markets. Apart from that, business already in operation should invest in their online training programs and avail the work from home opportunities to give employees liberty to enjoy flexible hours in their jobs.

Governing bodies should emphasize implementing preventive measures and hygiene protocols to avoid the transmission of this disease. Moreover, such an emphasis on preventive and control measures will contribute to the society at the mass level by diverging their mode of communication from physical to online, thus fulfilling the needs of the people without getting involved in physical dealings with each other. The results of the present study add to the body of literature related to social media use and KAP theory by identifying knowledge about natural calamities, developing an attitude toward the alternative way of communication, and finally getting involved in the use of online social media. To the best of our knowledge, this study is among the initial studies that have measured the aptitude of COVID-19 victims who indulge in social media use to run their personal and professional lives through the KAP theory. The present study offers a holistic and integrated research model that helps to investigate the consequences of COVID-19 by incorporating the KAP theory.



LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Despite the rigor of the study, some limitations need to be addressed in future studies. First of all, this is a quantitative cross-sectional study. Future studies can conduct longitudinal studies to distinguish trends in the four different waves of COVID-19 and consider live interviews and incorporate the mixed methods approach. Secondly, the investigators conducted this study in Pakistan, a developing country. The intensity of the COVID-19 virus had not been much severe as in European countries. Hence, future studies can show better and improved results by replicating this framework in Europe or other regions. Third, the present study has taken only one variable of social distancing. In future studies, more variables can be integrated into the KAP theory regarding COVID-19, considering tourism, intention to seek health services, and online learning outcomes. Additionally, future studies can investigate moderation effects.



CONCLUSION

Health professionals have considered social distancing as the most effective preventive protocol to minimize the transmission of deadly COVID-19 virus to public and business communities. This study explores how the knowledge about the COVID-19 pandemic educates business communities and other individuals to follow social distancing protocols. Preventive protocols develop attitudes among people of social distancing. Since the outbreak of the pandemic (COVID-19), governing body authorities have implemented specific preventive strategies to take precautionary measures to control its exponential spread. This research study primarily focused on exploring the association between COVID-19 knowledge, social distancing, people's attitudes toward social media use in COVID-19, and practices for social media use amid the COVID-19 crisis. It also explored how attitudes toward social media use in COVID-19 have mediated the connection between COVID-19 knowledge, social distancing, and practices for social media use. This study has chosen four variables to develop and present this research model. All proposed hypotheses were tested and verified. COVID-19 knowledge leads people to indulge in social distancing. When people are quarantined or socially distanced, an attitude toward social media use mechanically develops.

This present study has explored how an attitude toward social media use develops due to COVID-19 knowledge and leads to the indulgence of people who use social media. In the current study, smart PLS structural equation modeling has been used to measure the relationship of social distancing on social media use to integrate the KAP theory. Variance-based structural equations of the model showed significant results for the hypotheses developed. Precisely, COVID-19 knowledge has been found to have a positive and significant effect on social distancing and the development of an attitude toward social media use amid COVID-19. Further, this attitude has been established as an essential precedent for people to follow social media use practices. Additionally, attitudes toward social media users have been a significant mediator among the relationships between social distancing and social media use during COVID-19, supporting the KAP theory of behavior change based on social media use amid the pandemic around the world.
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Cronbach alpha

0.922

0.940

0.941

0.930

Composite reliability

0.934

0.949

0.958

0.950

AVE

0.588

0628

0.851

0.826

Convergent validity

Yes
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Demographics Frequency Percentage

Gender
Male 209 60.05%
Female 139 39.9%
Age

15-20 108 29.59%
21-25 101 29.02%
26-30 72 2068%
31 and above 72 20.68%
Education

Bachelors 142 40.80%
Masters 115 38.04%
Ph.D. and others o1 26.14%
Marital status

Single 167 47.98%
Married 108 31.08%
Divorced 42 12.06%
Widow 31 8.90%
Nature of employment

Contract 78 22.41%
Ad hoc 102 29.31%
Permanent 64 18.39%
Unemployed 104 29.88%

n=2348.
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KN 0.682
sD 0.601 0.809
SMB 0.416 0.598 0.570

n = 348, Att, attitude toward social media use amid COVID-19; KN, knowledge about
COVID-19; SD, social distancing; SMB, practices for social media use amid COVID-19.
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Influencing factors

Attitude toward social media
use amid COVID-19

Knowledge about COVID-19

Social distancing

Practices for social media
use amid COVID-19

n = 348. The bold values indlicate a decent score of the study items.

Items

AttSM1
AttSM2
ASM3
AttSM4
AttSM5
AttSM6
AUSM7
AttSM8
AtSM9
AUSM10
KN1
KN10
KN11
KN2
KN3
KN4
KNS
KNG
KN7
KN8
KN9
SD1
SD2
SD3
SD4
SMB1
SMB2
SMB3
SMB4

Att

0.736
0.849
0.808
0.728
0.736
0.746
0.745
0.694
0.775
0.849
0.535
0.558
0.497
0.594
0.601
0.594
0.491
0.556
0.482
0.493
0.522
0.639
0.543
0.647
0.526
0.410
0.365
0.325
0.392

KN

0.341
0.530
0.436
0.431
0.524
0.670
0.657
0518
0.358
0519
0.827
0.818
0.813
0.830
0.821
0.843
0.707
0.731
0.651
0.820
0.828
0512
0.597
0.631
0.678
0.568
0.496
0.477
0.491

sD

0.345
0.455
0.393
0.378
0.589
0.846
0.402
0.360
0.315
0.435
0.626
0.561
0.540
0.812
0.858
0.852
0.521
0.513
0.499
0.594
0.559
0.841
0.947
0.949
0.949
0.544
0.453
0.479
0.468
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Att 0.767

KN 0.661 0.792

sD 0.590 0.767 0.922

SMB 0.4056 0.661 0.536 0.909

n = 348, At attitude toward social media use amid COVID-19; KN, knowledge about
COVID-19; SD, social distancing; SMB, practices for social media use amid COVID-19.
The bold values indicate a decent score of the study items.
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