[image: ]

ECPS6001: Psychology Empirical Project
Research Proposal

Assessment Component 1: Research proposal (1,000 words) worth 10% of the overall module mark for the Psychology Empirical Project. The proposal form will be marked in line with the Level Six Grading Rubric. The boxes below will expand as you type.  
	Student Name and University ID number:
	Sofie Hopkins
1805439

	Proposed Supervisor’s name:
	Dr Charlotte Greenway




	Suggested Research Title/Area: (between 10-15 words and must reflect the essence of your proposed research question, study design and study population and should be more specific than a broad topic area).

The Effects of Social Media Use on Loneliness: Generational Differences During a Pandemic




	Please state the aim and rationale of your study:

Aim

· To explore the effects of social media use (SMU) on the loneliness of three generation groups during the Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, and how such SMU has changed for users as a result of said pandemic.

Rationale

· Literature suggests that SMU, particularly higher SMU, among users of a younger and older age, is associated with loneliness (Hunt et al., 2018; Lou, Yan, Nickerson & McMorris, 2012; Song et al., 2014; Sum, Mathews, Hughes, & Campbell, 2008), a subjective emotion, of which, has many adverse health effects that are costly to those of all ages, and the NHS (Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport & Office for Civil Society, 2020). Since the COVID-19 pandemic, SMU has grown by a global average of 47 percent (Simpson, 2020) as more users of all ages are spending significantly more time on social media (SM) to stay connected with family, friends, and colleagues, to seek information and to use as entertainment (Taylor, 2020), and thus, it is timely to explore the effects of such usage among the three generation groups, of which, is yet to be explored with consideration to the extraordinary times of COVID-19 pandemic.

Please state the main research question(s):

1. The effect of SMU on loneliness during the COVID-19 pandemic?
2. The effect of age differences on loneliness during the COVID-19 pandemic?
3. To establish whether SMU has changed due to the COVID-19 pandemic?

Please state the hypothesis/hypotheses (if appropriate):

1. Those with high SMU during the COVID-19 pandemic will have higher scores for loneliness (Song et al., 2014; Sum, Mathews, Hughes & Campbell, 2008).

2. Those aged 18-30 years will have higher scores for loneliness during the COVID-19 pandemic (Office for National Statistics, 2020).

3. Those aged 18-30 years with high SMU will have the highest scores for loneliness during the COVID-19 pandemic (Office for National Statistics, 2020; Hunt et al., 2018; Primack et al., 2017; Sheldon, 2008)

4. SMU has increased due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Simpson, 2020)




	What theory and empirical research evidence supports your research question? (Please provide a brief review of relevant psychological literature and theory and a minimum of eight references). 

Research regarding the effects of SMU on loneliness is copious, with examples including Hunt et al. (2018), Song et al. (2014) and Sum, Mathews, Hughes and Campbell, (2008), to name a few; yet, research on such a topic is yet to be explored with regard to age during the extraordinary times of the COVID-19 pandemic. However, for further context of the topic, this review seeks to provide an understanding of what loneliness is, and how it relates to both variables.

By definition, loneliness, a subjective emotion, is the perceived discrepancy amidst a person’s desired level of social relations, and their achieved level of social relations (Perlman & Peplau, 1982). Loneliness is associated with many adverse health effects (Patterson & Veenstra, 2010), including mortality, coronary heart disease, stroke, cognitive decline, Alzheimer’s disease, and depression (Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport & Office for Civil Society). As such, loneliness, deemed a potential pandemic in itself by Worland (2015), is feared to worsen as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic (Office of National Statistics, 2020).

Based upon early research, it is suggested that loneliness is related to age, more so those that are older (Jylhä, 2004; Victor & Yang, 2012; Yang and Victor (2011), not necessarily because of age, but lower income levels, higher disability and proportions of single status, and thus, less social integration (Luhmann & Hawkley, 2016). However, later research suggests that loneliness can occur at any age, as findings by Victor and Yang (2012) show that loneliness demonstrates a nonlinear U-shaped distribution, with those under the age of 25 years and those over the age of 65 years displaying the highest levels (Victor & Yang, 2012). The Office of National Statistics (2020) have since, somewhat supported these findings with regard to loneliness during the COVID-19 pandemic, with the report that from 3rd April 2020 to 3rd May 2020, 50.8 percent of 16 to 24 year olds were more likely to undergo loneliness; however, contradictory of Victor and Yang’s (2012), 55 to 69 years old, were less likely, with a figure of 24.1 percent (Office of National Statistics, 2020).


 Since the emergence of SM, an online medium that allows users to create an online profile to interact with social networks (Boyd & Ellison, 2007), the relationship between such SMU and users loneliness has been scrutinised; however, findings vary (Song et al., 2014). While Yavich, Davidovitch and Frenkel (2019) found no statistically significant relationship (Yavich, Davidovitch & Frenkel, 2019), research by Song et al. (2014) and others found otherwise, with a statistically significant relationship, particularly between Facebook use, and loneliness, whereby, the higher the use, the higher the level of loneliness (Hunt et al., 2018; Primack et al., 2017; Sheldon, 2008; Song et al., 2014; Sum, Mathews, Hughes & Campbell, 2008) among both younger (Lou, Yan, Nickerson & McMorris, 2012) and older users (Sum, Mathews, Hughes, & Campbell, 2008). Such findings are supported by the displacement hypothesis (Huang, 2010), of which, suggests SMU displaces other media, for example, face to face interaction with friends, and thereby reduces the quality of said friendships, and increases feelings of loneliness (Valkenburg & Peter, 2007). 

In order to further understand the effects of both SMU, and age, on loneliness, however, with regard to the COVID-19 pandemic, this study seeks to explore participants SMU, both no, low, or high usage during the months of the pandemic among three generations. Such an exploration will add to the body of knowledge regarding SMU, and age, and the relationship with loneliness, and uncover more so with regard to the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Methodological Details

	Please describe the intended participant group – including anticipated numbers, target population, and any specific inclusion/exclusion criteria:  

Obtained by an opportunity sample, the intended participant groups include those aged 18-30, 31-64, and 65+, of which, each age group are to have participants with no SMU, low SMU, or high SMU. Participants may be of either sex; however, must be over the age of 18 for ethical reasons.

As the study is a 3x2 design, it will require a minimum of 450 participants, with 50 participants for each research group, of which, is contrasted to Pittman and Reich (2016), a study whereby merely 253 participants participated (Pittman & Reich, 2016).




	Please describe the anticipated design (e.g., Qualitative/quantitative, between/within-subjects, mixed design, regression, focus groups, interviews, experimental, questionnaire, etc.):

A between-groups 3x2 analysis of variance (ANOVA) is the anticipated design of the study, with the first IV being age, with the three levels being the generation aged 18-30 years old, the generation aged 31-64 years old, and the generation aged 65+. The second IV will be SMU, with the three levels being no SMU (0 hours), low SMU (1-2 hours), and high SMU (over 3 hours), of which, will be exposed to three of the age groups. The DV, however, will be loneliness, measured using an adaption of Russell’s (1996) UCLA Loneliness Scale (Version 3), whereby the greater the score, the greater the loneliness (Russell, 1996).

[bookmark: _Hlk43673935]If relevant, include details of the…

IV(S) and number of levels:

1. Age (18-30, 31-64, 65+)
2. SMU (no SMU, low SMU, high SMU)

DV (s):

1. Loneliness





	What materials/measures are you planning to use for data collection? (E.g., questionnaires, tests/tasks, interview schedules, auditory/visual stimuli, computer programme, etc. Be as detailed as possible here - what specific topics/measures/scales/instruments will you be using and what will you do with this data?)

Using Qualtrics, a secure university tool, Russell’s (1996) questionnaire, an adaption of the UCLA Loneliness Scale (Version 3) (Russell, 1996) (see Appendix 1) will be used to collect data regarding participants’ demographics, SMU and loneliness. Data from said demographics, such as age, and SMU enables the ability to categorise participants into the aforementioned research groups. 

The adaption of said scale (Russell, 1996) includes 20-item that will assess how often a participant feels disconnected from others, and uses a 4-point rating (see Appendix 2) (Never = 1, Rarely = 2, Sometimes = 3, Often = 4) for questions 2, 3, 4, 7, 8, 11, 12, 13, 14, 17, and 18, however, a reverse scoring (Never = 1, Rarely = 2, Sometimes = 3, Often = 4) for questions 1, 5, 6, 9, 10, 15, 16, 19, and 20. As for scoring, higher scores reflect a higher report of loneliness (Russell, 1996). Sample items include questions, such, as, “How often did you feel that you lacked companionship?” and “How often did you feel alone?”. 




	Please describe the study procedure (what will your participant have to do from start to finish? It should be clear from this how you are actually planning to carry out your study, and what will happen to participants):

Through the researcher’s SM outlets, or other digital means, participants will have access to the link to the electronic questionnaire, and thus, be given the opportunity to participate using an electronic device of their choosing. Following an information sheet, informing participants of what the study entails, the length of said study, their rights in accordance with the BPS Code of Ethics and Conduct (2018), and the contact details of the researcher, participants will receive a consent form, whereby they are to read the following statements, such as, “I agree that I am an adult, over the age of 18 and competent to give consent”. With the provision that they agree to all of the statements, and consent is provided, participants are to proceed to Russell’s (1996) questionnaire. For part 1 of the questionnaire, participants will be required to select one answer for questions regarding their demographics, with the exception for question 4, of which, if appropriate, requires selecting all answers that apply. For part 2 of the questionnaire, participants will be required to select an answer for the 20 questions regarding the adaption of the UCLA Loneliness Scale (Version 3) (Russell, 1996), of which, requires them to indicate how often each of the statements are descriptive of them by selecting either “Often”, “Sometimes”, “Rarely”, or “Never”. Upon completion, the study will then conclude, and participants will be provided with a debrief form, thanking them, explaining to them how they are to submit their responses, reiterating their rights to withdraw in accordance with the BPS Code of Ethics and Conduct (2018), and, too, providing them with the contact details of the researcher, the researcher’s Tutor, and any helplines. 




	Please describe the data you will obtain and how it will be analysed (e.g., test or questionnaire scores calculated as a mean and analysed quantitatively, recorded verbal reports analysed qualitatively, etc.):

Data regarding participants demographics and loneliness will be obtained using a Russel’s (1996) questionnaire. Demographics will be calculated as a mean using SPSS; however, data regarding participants loneliness, obtained using an adaption of the UCLA Loneliness Scale (Version 3) (Russell, 1996), will be scored in accordance with the according scoring system (see Appendix 2), and the scores then analysed quantitatively using SPSS thereafter.

If relevant, what statistical test will you use and how will your data be analysed through this test (e.g., two-way ANOVA, Multiple Regression, Chi Square, etc.):

A between-subjects 3x2 ANOVA is to be conducted to establish: the main effect of SMU on loneliness during COVID-19 by comparing the mean differences, the main effect of age on loneliness during COVID-19 by comparing the mean differences, and an interaction effect to determine the extent to which SMU, and age, and each of their levels, have an effect on loneliness.

If relevant, what qualitative analysis will be used (e.g., IPA, Thematic analysis, etc.):  





	Appendix (not included as part of the 1,000 words but must still be completed)
1. Attach any questionnaires/materials to the end of this proposal as an appendix. 

2. Ethics: Describe the main ethical issues of your study and explain how you will address them here (Refer to the BPS ethical guidelines and address all issues not just informed consent. Please note all students will need to complete a full ethics form, which must be approved prior to any data collection commencing).


Appendices

Appendix 1
Questionnaire

Questionnaire
Part 1: Demographics

1. Gender
· Male
· Female
· Prefer not to say

2. Age
· 18-30
· 31-64
· 65+

3. Social media use
· 0 hours
· 1-2 hours
· 3+ hours

4. How many of these social media outlets did you use during the pandemic? Please check all that apply. 
· Facebook 
· Twitter
· Instagram 
· YouTube 
· Snapchat
· Zoom
· HouseParty
· Tumblr 
· Pinterest 
· Google+ 
· MySpace
· LinkedIn  
· Other. Please state what outlets _____________________________________________

5. Has your media use changed since the pandemic?
· Yes
· No

6. Do you believe that you felt lonelier since the pandemic?
· Yes 
· No

7. Employment status
· Full-time employment 
· Part-time employment
· Unemployed
· Self-employed
· Retired

8. Highest education level
· GCSE’s or GCSE equivalent 
· A Level or A Level equivalent
· Bachelor’s degree
· Higher

9. Marital status
· Single
· In a committed relationship
· Married 
· Divorced
· Widowed

10. Living situation
· With a parent or guardian
· With a significant other
· Alone
· Other. Please state ________________________________________________________

11. Ethnicity 
· White British
· White Irish
· Any other white background
· Mixed white & Black Caribbean
· Mixed white & Black African 
· Mixed white & Asian, Other mixed background
· Indian 
· Pakistani 
· Bangladeshi 
· Other Asian background 
· Black Caribbean
· Black African
· Other Black background 
· Chinese
· Other

12. Annual household income
· Under £29,000
· £29,000 to £30,000
· Above £30,000

Part 2: Adaption of UCLA Loneliness Scale (Version 3) (Russel, 1996)

INSTRUCTIONS: Indicate how often each of the statements below is descriptive of you.  

1. How often did you feel that you were "in tune" with the people around you? 
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

2. How often did you feel that you lacked companionship? 
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

3. How often did you feel that there was no one you could turn to?
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

4. How often did you feel alone? 
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

5. How often did you feel part of a group of friends? 
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

6. How often did you feel that you have a lot in common with the people around you?
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

7. How often did you feel that you were no longer close to anyone?
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

8. How often did you feel that your interests and ideas were not shared by those around you?
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

9. How often did you feel outgoing and friendly?
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

10. How often did you feel close to people?
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

11. How often did you feel left out?
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

12. How often did you feel that your relationships with others were not meaningful?
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

13. How often did you feel that no one really knows you well?
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

14. How often did you feel isolated from others?
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

15. How often did you feel you can find companionship when you want it?
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

16. How often did you feel that there are people who really understand you?
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

17. How often did you feel shy?
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

18. How often did you feel that people were around you but not with you?
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

19. How often did you feel that there were people you could talk to?
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 

20. How often did you feel that there were people you could turn to? 
· Often
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never 


Appendix 2 
Scale for the adaption of the UCLA Loneliness Scale (Version 3) (Russel, 1996) 

Questions 2, 3, 4, 7, 8, 11, 12, 13, 14, 17, 18 of the adaption of the UCLA Loneliness Scale (Version 3) are scored on a continuous basis (Never = 1, Rarely = 2, Sometimes = 3, Often = 4); however, questions 1, 5, 6, 9, 10, 15, 16, 19, 20 are reverse scored, (Never = 4, Rarely = 3, Sometimes = 2, Often = 1), with higher scores reflecting more, or greater loneliness (Russell, 1996).


Appendix 3 
Ethical considerations

In accordance with the BPS Code of Ethics and Conduct (2018), the research proposal will implement the following ethical considerations: firstly, all intended participants, of which, are to be adults over the age of 18 and competent to give consent, will receive an information sheet, informing the participants of (1) the research procedure, (2) that their participation is voluntary, (3) their rights to withdraw from the research at any time and for any, if no reason at all, (4) their option to omit any question they do not wish to answer, and (5) the protection of their data, held in accordance to the Data Protection Act (2018) and (6) the potentially sensitive nature of the research. Secondly, participants will receive a consent form, whereby consent is given if participants agree to the statements. Thirdly, participants will receive a debrief form at the end of the study, informing them of the purpose of the research study, their rights, and the contact details of both the research and the researcher’s supervisor, offering them the opportunity to get in contact regarding any queries, or questions.

With consideration to the ethical issues of the research proposal, a main ethical issue that may arise may include the potentially sensitive, or intrusive nature of the questions within the questionnaire that require the participants to indicate how often the statements, such as, “how often did you feel alone?”, are descriptive of them, of which, have the possibility to trigger emotional distress or discomfort. As such, participants will be made aware of the potentially sensitive nature of the questions prior to participants, their ability to withdraw, and the confidentiality and anonymity of their data, to mitigate the risk of emotional distress, or discomfort. Additionally, details of helplines that can offer support or advice for those that are feeling lonely, for example, Samaritans (www.samaritans.org.uk/, 116 123, or jo@samaritans.org), Independent Age (www.independentage.org/, 0800 319 678, or advice@independentage.org), Age UK (www.ageuk.org.uk, 0800 055 6112) and Friends of the Elderly (www.fote.org.uk, 0300 322 1110, or enquiries@fote.org.uk) will be offered to participants after their participation via the debrief form.


Appendix 4 
Information sheet 

Information Sheet

The Effects of Media Use on Loneliness: Generational Differences During a Pandemic

Thank you for showing an interest in this research study, of which, offers the researcher, Sofie Hopkins, a third year Psychology and Counselling student at University of Wales, Trinity St David, Carmarthen, an opportunity to explore the effects of age and media usage on participants loneliness during the extraordinary times of the Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. It is hoped that the findings from this research study will help to understand the effect that COVID-19 has had on our media usage, and whether said usage and age has had an effect on our loneliness.

The research study consists of a questionnaire, containing a number of questions relating to your demographics, for example, your gender, your age, your media use, and your level of loneliness during the pandemic.

In total, the questionnaire should take no longer than 10 to 15 minutes to complete. It is important to note that the questions within the questionnaire may be of a potentially sensitive nature; however, there are no right or wrong answers, and you do not have to respond to any questions that you do not wish to answer. Additionally, your participation in this research study is on a voluntary basis, and the completion of the questionnaire is both confidential and anonymous and all of the information that you provide will be stored in accordance with the Data Protection Act (2018). Should you wish to refuse, or revoke your participation, and thus, withdraw from the questionnaire at any given time, for any given reason, you can simply exit the questionnaire, and any information that you have provided will not be saved, nor included in any analysis.
Should you wish to participate, you will be provided with a full debrief, and a final opportunity to withdraw from the research study upon completion.
If you have any queries or questions regarding the questionnaire, please do not hesitate to email the researcher, Sofie Hopkins, contactable at 1805439@student.uwtsd.ac.uk. 


Appendix 5
Consent form 

Consent Form

The Effects of Media Use on Loneliness: Generational Differences During a Pandemic

If you wish to participate in this research study, please read the following statements, and if you agree to them, please proceed to the study. In doing so, you are providing your consent to participate. 
· I agree that I understand what this research study entails, and I am aware of the potentially sensitive nature of the content of said research.
· I agree that I am an adult, over the age of 18 and competent to give consent.
· I agree that I am eligible to participate, that I use media to a varying degree.
· I agree that I understand that my participation is voluntary, and if I, at any time, or for any given reason, I am able to refuse to participate, or revoke my participation in the research, and by doing so, all of my information will be withdrawn.
· I understand that all of my data will be anonymous, and held confidentially in accordance to the Data Protection Act 2018 and the University’s Research Data Management Policy, ensuring the data is stored safely, and treated with confidentiality and anonymity, and if the research is ever published, the data will not be identifiable to you by any means. 
· I agree that I give my consent.


Appendix 6
Debrief sheet

Debrief Sheet

The Effects of Media Use on Loneliness: Generational Differences During a Pandemic

Thank you for taking the time to take part in this research study.  

If you are happy for your responses to be used in this research study, please proceed to the final page by pressing “next” at the bottom of the page. Beyond this point, all of the information that you have provided will be treated with anonymity and confidentiality and held under the Data Protection Act. 

If you no longer wish to submit your responses, simply exit, or close the browser, and any of the information you have provided will be deleted from the database. 

The aim of this research was to explore whether social media usage had an effect on loneliness across generations during the COVID-19 pandemic, and whether social media usage had changed as a result of the pandemic.  

The research study explored such through four broad areas:

1. Establishing the effect of SMU on loneliness during the COVID-19 pandemic.
2. Establishing the effect of age differences on loneliness during the COVID-19 pandemic.
3. Establishing the interaction effect of both SMU, and age, on loneliness during the COVID-19 pandemic.
4. Establishing whether SMU has changed due to the COVID-19 pandemic

If participating in this research has raised any queries or questions, please do not hesitate to contact the researcher, Sofie Hopkins, contactable on 1805439@student.uwtsd.ac.uk or contact the academic supervisor, Dr Charlotte Greenway, contactable at c.greenway@uwtsd.ac.uk.

I would like to reiterate that, if at all you are feeling lonely, or distressed by any of the content addressed throughout the research, that you can seek support and advice through following helplines: 
Samaritans (www.samaritans.org.uk/, 116 123, or jo@samaritans.org)
Independent Age (www.independentage.org/, 0800 319 678, or advice@independentage.org)
Age UK (www.ageuk.org.uk, 0800 055 6112) 
Friends of the Elderly (www.fote.org.uk, 0300 322 1110, or enquiries@fote.org.uk)

Thank you once again for taking time to participate in this study.

Sofie Hopkins

BSc Honours, Psychology and Counselling
University of Wales Trinity Saint David, Carmarthen 
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