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Abstract
Social media become an important space where people receive and share up-to-date health-
related information during the rapid global spread of the novel coronavirus (COVID-19). 
While information sharing in social media has been shown to improve relations, reduce 
stress, and enhance life satisfaction, little is known about reciprocal sharing. Situated in 
COVID-19 pandemic, this study conceptualizes information sharing as a communication 
process during which sharers expect the receivers to reciprocate, while receivers feel obli-
gated to return the favor. Building upon social exchange theory and studies on social media 
sharing, the study tested a model of moderated mediation in which sharing of COVID-19 
information was predicted to enhance life satisfaction by encouraging reciprocal sharing, 
i.e., information reciprocity. Subjective norms, attitudes, and perceived usefulness of the 
information was predicted to moderate the mediation. The hypothesized mediation was 
supported by data from a survey of 511 online participants in China. Furthermore, the 
indirect effect appeared stronger among the respondents who found the information more 
useful, reported more positive attitude, or perceived more subjective norms. The findings 
suggest that expected reciprocation may be an important incentive for social sharing, and 
received reciprocation may be a central part of the mechanism through which sharing ben-
efits the sharer. Policymakers and communicators may need to take information reciproc-
ity into consideration when designing health information campaign to confront communal 
threats.
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1 Introduction

The rapid global spread of the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) has turned the disease into a 
catastrophic pandemic with 250 million confirmed cases and over 5 million deaths world-
wide by November 2021 (Liu et al., 2021a, b). Countries around the world realize that the 
risks faced by our societies are complex, evolving, and associated with uncertainty and 
ambiguity. Extensive collaboration efforts to combat the disease have been encouraged (Fu 
et al., 2022), and people are becoming increasingly interdependent in response to commu-
nal risks (Liao et al., 2018; Lin & Abrahamsson, 2015). Communal risks include infectious 
diseases such as influenza, Ebola, and COVID-19, which share the same characteristics 
that ‘pose danger to all members in a collective or a community, and that require some 
level of social response to manage or reduce’ (Liao et al., 2018, p.910). Confronting com-
munal risks, people are easily overwhelmed by negative emotions given the unprecedented 
uncertainty (Aqeel et al., 2021; Liu, 2020; Su et al., 2021), and the psychological needs to 
be cared for and informed were prioritized during the pandemic that essentially determined 
one’s well-being (Fattahi et al., 2020; Šakan et al., 2020). As such, interdependence and 
risk information sharing is important to create shared understandings and make informed 
decisions that support public health security (Islam et al., 2020; Lu et al., 2021; Rahimi 
& Abadi, 2020; Yang et al., 2021). More importantly, information sharing has been found 
to be a critical part of one’s life satisfaction since the shared information not only helps 
reduce uncertainty and elicit preventive actions but also implies care and concerns from 
others (Jiang & Hu, 2016; Wang, 2013).

Surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic, research on why people seek and share informa-
tion has proliferated in the past two years (Huang & Yang, 2020; Kožuh & Čakš, 2021; 
Lu et  al., 2021; Malik et  al., 2021; Yang et  al., 2021). For example, Yang et  al. (2021) 
identified a series of socio-psychological factors that motivated people to share COVID-19 
information, including current knowledge, information sufficiency threshold, informational 
subjective norms, and perceived information-gathering capacity. Based on the theory of 
planned behavior and uses and gratification theory, Malik et al., (2021) found that Face-
book users shared COVID-19 information for entertainment, socializing, and status-seek-
ing. Besides, earlier research has unexceptionally investigated information sharing at the 
organizational level (e.g., firm performance; Wang & Wang, 2012), and risk information 
sharing at individual and societal levels are only just beginning to be explored (Yang et al., 
2021). Our knowledge about the reciprocal functions of risk information sharing, and how 
it exerts an impact on life satisfaction is still scattered and incomplete.

As the deep interdependence among people is fostered to a greater extent in the digi-
tal age, we are interested in how COVID-19 information sharing on social media helps 
foster reciprocal relationships and influence the actor’s life satisfaction. We conceptualize 
information sharing as an activity of mutual exchange that contains anticipated reciprocity 
based on social exchange theory (SET). In other words, information sharing entails unspec-
ified obligations in which people who receive shared information would be expected to 
return the favor. It is believed that social exchanges based on mutuality could yield long-
term benefits such as well-being and life satisfaction (Jiang & Hu, 2016; Widén-Wulff & 
Ginman, 2004; Widén-Wulff et al., 2008). Although scholars are investigating social media 
as a critical information source during times of public health crisis, they have not yet 
directed sufficient interest toward the potentially promising link between information shar-
ing on social media, reciprocity, and life satisfaction To fill the research gap, the current 
study proposed a model linking COVID-19 information sharing on social media and life 
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satisfaction through informational reciprocity. It also explored how individual differences 
in informational subjective norms, attitudes, and perceived information usefulness moder-
ate the mediation relationship.

2  Conceptual Framework

Sharing, one of the social instincts that human beings are endowed with, is rooted in a 
spectrum of values, such as mutuality, reciprocity, equality, and care, which are constitu-
tive of social relations (John, 2013b). Two typical semantic components of sharing have 
been emphasized by social science scholars: sharing is a form of communication that was 
accompanied by emotional variance, and sharing refers to the distribution of resources 
(John, 2013b; Zhao & John, 2020). As such, in the form of communication and resource 
distribution, the reciprocal and multidirectional nature of sharing has been recognized as 
fundamental to the formation and maintenance of social relations (John, 2013b). In human 
social interaction scenarios, people have a propensity to coordinate their actions in terms of 
turn-taking (Stevanovic & Peräkylä, 2015). This often happens in the context of informa-
tion sharing: when one individual shares some information, and others reciprocate with 
information to sustain social relations and maintain collaboration (Andalibi et  al., 2018; 
Surma, 2016). However, not all information sharing receives responses. This might be 
because the information is replicable (Chshir, 2007), and sharing information in some 
contexts (e.g., sharing news on social media) is with low costs, which makes reciprocity 
less desirable to some receivers. Thus, it is likely that there is a variance in informational 
reciprocity. Those who receive positive reciprocity will perceive higher life satisfaction. 
Relatively little research has linked information giving and its reciprocal responses and 
explored their impact on individual well-being. In this study, we draw on SET (Homans, 
1958) to conceptualize information sharing on social media as a social exchange behav-
ior. We argue that information sharing with positive reciprocal responses helps to improve 
individual life satisfaction.

SET has been widely applied in different contexts, including risk information shar-
ing (Liao et al., 2018), knowledge sharing in organizational settings (Bartol et al., 2009; 
Widén-Wulff & Ginman, 2004), and online healthcare communities (Yan et  al., 2016). 
Regardless, little research on communal risk information sharing using SET has investi-
gated the role of social media in facilitating the sharing of public health information. The 
conceptualization of this study is based on SET proposed by Homans (1958), a theory cre-
ated to explain the relationships between two parties through the cost-reward analysis. The 
theory’s fundamental principle is that individuals tend to involve in certain activities that 
maximize profit and minimize cost in their endeavor (Bartol et al., 2009; Homans, 1958; 
Yan et al., 2016). At the heart of SET are the concepts of equity and reciprocity. Specifi-
cally, providers for any action or service are expecting a return of favor from the receiv-
ers, and the exchange expectancy concerns a certain agreed-upon standard of equivalence 
(Wahrendorf et al., 2010). In taking the view from human social interactions, SET posits 
that the exchange process requires joint efforts, and those engaged in interactions are both 
rational actors and reactors in social exchanges (Homans, 1958). In this study’s context, if 
information sharing is a kind of social behavior, people should expect some sort of return 
from the receivers, or reciprocity. How their information sharing behaviors are responded 
to should affect how they evaluate the relationships with the receivers and life satisfaction. 
Based on this argument, we describe our model in the following sections.
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2.1  Information Sharing on Social Media and Life Satisfaction

Technology innovations have brought tremendous benefits to development in various 
sectors of society, such as education, sustainable tourism, organizational management, 
medical, care coordination, and crisis management at the time of pandemic (Abbas 
et  al., 2019, 2020; Li et  al., 2022; NeJhaddadgar et  al., 2020; Zhou et  al., 2022). For 
example, Zhou et al. (2022) found that implementing non-pharmaceutical interventions 
through social media that worked in conjunction with various COVID-19 suppression 
measures was effective for crisis management. Social media refer to “internet-based 
technologies that allow users to easily create, edit, evaluate, and/or link to content or 
other creators of content” (Majchrzak et  al., 2013, p. 38). Social media have become 
a catchphrase that people are using to communicate and share with others (Hasell & 
Weeks 2016; John 2013a; Osatuyi 2013). Sharing on social media incorporates both 
communication and distribution due to the unique features that social media allow the 
digital content sharing in a variety of forms (e.g., photos, video clips, and links) regard-
less of time and space constraints (John, 2013a). As such, sharing on social media has 
become essential to the establishment and maintenance of social relations in contem-
porary society (John, 2013a; Zhao & John, 2020). During the outbreak of the COVID-
19 pandemic when lockdowns and curfews have been implemented (Zhou et al., 2022), 
people were at increased risks of mental health problems due to social isolation and 
COVID-19-related uncertainty (Kumar & Nayar, 2021; Shuja et al., 2020). Social media 
have become a ubiquitous part for social connection that helps mitigate COVID-19 
related stress and increase the quality of life (Wong et al., 2021; Yang et al., 2020). This 
is because social media could provide immediate access to up-to-date information, and 
people increasingly rely on social media to share relevant information with family and 
friends for disease prevention and the expression of care (Liu, 2020).

Among the benefits identified in the literature, the most salient one is that informa-
tion sharing could help improve and maintain interpersonal relationships that determine 
life satisfaction (Yang et al., 2020). Social science researchers have identified a positive 
association between communication, quality of social relationships, and life satisfaction 
(Aman et al., 2019; Lim & Putnam, 2010; Soroush et al., 2021). Empirical evidence has 
been documented in prior research suggesting that sharing COVID-19 related informa-
tion on social media were positively related to people’s life satisfaction and reduced 
mental illness (Yang et al., 2020). John (2013a, 2013b) has explicated the logic of shar-
ing by emphasizing the human nature to express caring in a form of sharing what’s 
important with people they care about. By this token, information sharing on social 
media play an essential role in establishing reciprocal social relationships, because peo-
ple are driven by the expression of caring and relationship development motives when 
they share information (Chung et al., 2016; Hur et al., 2017; Lee & Ma, 2012; Maksl 
& Young, 2013). Individuals who leverage the informational utility of social media 
in organizational and interpersonal contexts are found to have higher levels of online 
social capital (Ellison et  al., 2011; Huang & Liu, 2017; Sheer & Rice, 2017) and life 
satisfaction (Jiang & Hu, 2016; Wang, 2013). These studies suggest a direct relationship 
between information sharing and individual benefits. Following the existing literature, 
we first propose a direct relationship between information sharing and life satisfaction:

H1 Information sharing on social media will be positively associated with life satisfaction.
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2.2  Mediating Role of Informational Reciprocity

Reciprocity is a social norm of responding to a positive action with another positive 
action. In response to friendly actions, people likely cooperate and return the favor with 
nicer actions (Belair-Gagnon et  al., 2018; Perkins & Haley, 2013; Surma, 2016). Such 
positive and cooperative reciprocity is related to enhanced life satisfaction (Braun et  al., 
2018; Lowenstein et al., 2007; Perkins & Haley, 2013). Lowenstein et al. (2007) analyzed 
the intergenerational exchange patterns and found that receiving reciprocal support would 
exert a positive effect on life satisfaction in one’s later life. In addition, Perkins and Haley 
(2013) found that giving and receiving compliments in social relationships, and recipro-
cal care would reduce depressive symptomatology and enhance mental health. The mecha-
nism is that people feel cared for when they receive information and feel that their efforts 
are worthwhile. Thus, receiving reciprocal responses can be understood as receiving social 
approval from others on the persons’ information sharing behaviors. In online contexts, 
studies have shown that people feel rewarded and would continue to participate in online 
community activities if they receive social approval from others (Belanche et al., 2019; Pai 
& Tsai, 2016).

Individuals who share information with others may seek a return of intrinsic and extrin-
sic benefits (Jiang & Hu, 2016; Yan et al., 2016). Intrinsic benefits, such as the feelings of 
pleasure and satisfaction, refer to psychological rewards that people achieve from making 
a meaningful contribution to others (Lang, 2000). Jiang and Hu (2016) found that knowl-
edge sharing and information exchange would lead to greater life satisfaction because the 
sharing behaviors could help build reciprocal interpersonal relationships. Similarly, Belair-
Gagnon et al. (2018) examined reciprocity in the context of give-and-take between journal-
ist and their communities. They found that journalists often used social media (e.g., Twit-
ter) to release news reports and build strong connections with the communities, and in turn, 
the audiences also contributed to the reporting process by providing feedback. In inter-
personal contexts, Choi and Toma (2014) found that sharing positive and negative social 
events on social media (e.g., Twitter) were both related to individuals’ psychological well-
being, and reciprocal interaction has been stressed as an essential factor underlying the 
relationship between the sharing and psychological outcomes.

Applying this logic to COVID19 information sharing, as people increasingly use social 
media to share information about the pandemic, we argue that those who actively share 
information would perceive more life satisfaction if they receive reciprocal responses, i.e., 
receiving information shared by others (Chshir, 2007; Burke, Marlow, & Lento, 2009).

H2 The relationship between information sharing on social media and one’s life satisfac-
tion will be mediated through informational reciprocity.

2.3  Moderating Roles of Information Usefulness, Attitude, and Subjective Norms

Although we have argued that the distal relationship between one’s information sharing 
on social media and life satisfaction is mediated by informational reciprocity, we expect 
the strength of this relationship to differ across different situational factors. This section 
thus examines three moderators of the mediation relationship (H2) proposed: perceived 
usefulness of information, attitude toward information sharing, and subjective norms. 
These moderators deal with the evaluation of the content of information, the evaluation 
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of information sharing behavior, and the perception of how others think about the infor-
mation sharing behavior.

First, we propose that how people perceive the usefulness of COVID19 informa-
tion will affect the mediating mechanism in which information sharing has a positive 
impact on life satisfaction through informational reciprocity. It can be reasoned that 
sharing behaviors could facilitate social integration. The ritual view of communica-
tion suggests that information sharing is not merely a transmission of information but 
a communicative behavior linked to participation, association, and mutual exchange 
(Carey, 2008). Thus, useful information is more likely to be shared, and sharing useful 
information is related to a positive evaluation of online communities and interpersonal 
relationships (Carey, 2008; Park et al., 2014; Savolainen, 2017). The sharing of useful 
and valuable information could motivate recipients to engage in reciprocal interactions. 
Especially, social media facilitate rapid response, and individuals’ capability to recip-
rocate increases (Chan & Li, 2010). Following this line of reasoning, the usefulness of 
information could influence how people make sense of reciprocity. People who perceive 
that COVID-19 information is very useful would feel more rewarded when they receive 
informational reciprocity; consequently, the indirect impact of information sharing on 
life satisfaction should be stronger.

Second, the strength of the mediating relationship would vary as a function of the level 
of a positive attitude toward information sharing. Past research has shown that attitude 
plays an important role in facilitating intention and behaviors in many contexts (Umeh 
& Patel, 2004). This is because attitude concerns how people evaluate their behaviors. If 
information usefulness is an evaluation of what is shared, then attitude is an evaluation 
of the sharing behavior (Iyilade et al., 2015; Salehan et al., 2018). We argue that people 
who have higher levels of a positive attitude toward information sharing would have higher 
life satisfaction when they share information and receive reciprocal responses. Similar to 
the first moderator, the attitude toward information sharing helps people make sense of 
how other people respond to their behaviors (Chen & Cheng, 2012; Salehan et al., 2018). 
Higher levels of informational reciprocity would be regarded as highly rewarding if a per-
son holds a very positive attitude toward information sharing. Thus, the mediating strength 
of informational reciprocity should be contingent on levels of a positive attitude toward 
information sharing.

Third, a person’s belief in subjective norms of information sharing reciprocity moder-
ates the impact of information sharing on life satisfaction through informational reciproc-
ity. The subjective norm here is defined as how people perceive their significant others 
would think about the behavior (Ahn & Kahlor, 2020). For an information sharer, behaving 
in line with the norms enforced in the prevailing environment is a way of receiving social 
approval, promoting social integration, establishing reciprocity, and, consequently, creat-
ing high levels of life satisfaction (Batson, 1998; Oarga et al., 2015). Receiving reciprocal 
responses from others can be thought of as confirmation of the perceived subjective norm 
that significant others would think information sharing is important. Existing research sug-
gests that informational reciprocity could contribute to a sense of belonging and social 
approval (Oarga et al., 2015; Ogutu et al., 2014). People feel that they are supported and 
appreciated when they receive feedback from others. For instance, Oarga and colleagues 
(2015) investigated the underlying mechanisms in the relationship between helping behav-
iors and life satisfaction, and confirmed the moderating role of subjective norms. The con-
formity with social norms perspective suggested that external rewards, in the form of reci-
procity and social approval, are important for deriving psychological benefits from helping 
behaviors such as information sharing. Thus, we could argue that informational reciprocity 
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should have a stronger impact when a person perceives a subjective norm of information 
sharing (Fig. 1).

Based on the above, the following hypothesis was proposed:

H3 (a) The usefulness of information, (b) a positive attitude toward information sharing, 
(c) and perceived subjective norms will strengthen the positive effect of information shar-
ing on social media on life satisfaction through informational reciprocity.

3  Methods

3.1  Procedure

This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of the authors’ institution. 
Respondents were recruited online on February 2020 according to APA ethical standards 
by Wenjuanxing (https:// www. wjx. cn/), a Chinese commercial survey website like Ama-
zon Mechanical Turk (MTurk). Wenjuanxing comprises 2.6 million members from differ-
ent geographic areas of China. Adult members (aged 18 and above) who resided in the 
Chinese mainland received an e-mail containing a clear introduction of our survey, and 
they can access the online questionnaire through a link. The detailed sampling procedure 
can be found in previous research (Zheng & Zheng, 2014, 2015). Given that the data was 
collected when China was heavily hit by the pandemic and nationwide lockdowns were 
implemented, an online survey was a feasible option to reach more participants. Similar 
online procedures have been widely used in previous research (e.g., Huang & Liu, 2017; 
Liu & Yeo, 2019; Osatuyi, 2013). Respondents were informed that the participation was 
anonymous, voluntary, and confidential. Individuals who were uncomfortable with or 
uninterested in the survey were free to reject or suspend it. The survey includes questions 

Conceptual framework

Information 
sharing

Informational
reciprocity

Life 
satisfaction

Moderators
a. usefulness of information
b. positive attitude toward information sharing
c. perceived subjective norms of information 

sharing

H1

H2 H2

H3a, H3b, H3c

Fig. 1  Conceptual framework

https://www.wjx.cn/
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for demographic information, items for COVID-19 related information sharing on social 
media, the attitude toward information sharing on social media, perceived usefulness of the 
information, perceived subjective norms, informational reciprocity, and life satisfaction.

3.2  Participants

The final sample (N = 511) included 305 females and 206 males. Participants were, on 
average, 32.57  years old (SD = 9.79). The majority of the participants had a college or 
above degree (74.8%, n = 382), and 9.0% (n = 46) held a high school or vocational school 
qualification. As for the level of monthly income, 22.3% (n = 114) had a monthly income 
above 12,000 Chinese Yuan (CNY), 39.4% (n = 201) between 6,000 and 12,000 CNY, and 
38.4% (n = 196) below 6,000 CNY. Most of the respondents reported living in urban cities 
(72.0%, n = 368).

3.3  Measures

Information sharing on social media was measured by two items, adapted from previ-
ous research (Hilverda & Kuttschreuter, 2018). Respondents were asked about their past 
experience in sharing COVID-19 related information on social media (e.g., WeChat and 
Weibo): (1) share COVID-19 related information with family, friends, and others on social 
media; and (2) send messages containing COVID-19 related information to a specific tar-
get group on social media (e.g., WeChat group). A five-point Likert scale was used (1 = not 
at all; 5 = always). The two items were averaged to create one scale (M = 3.37, SD = 1.10, 
Cronbach’s α = 0.87).

Informational reciprocity was measured using two items drawn from Hilverda and 
Kuttschreuter (2018), on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (always). Partici-
pants were asked to indicate to what extent they received COVID-19 related information 
from others after their sharing: (1) I received information in return; and (2) other people 
also told me what they knew about the risks too. The two items were averaged as an index 
(M = 3.94, SD = 0.79, Cronbach’s α = 0.94), and a higher value represents a greater level of 
informational reciprocity.

Perceived usefulness of information was measured using three items adapted from 
Larcker and Lessig (1980). Example items include ‘it would be extremely difficult to com-
plete a specification decision without needed COVID-19 related information’, and ‘suf-
ficient COVID-19 related information would be useful and helpful for decision making’. 
Respondents answered the three items on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The three items were also averaged to present perceived 
usefulness of information (M = 3.85, SD = 0.73, Cronbach’s α = 0.78).

Attitude toward information sharing was measured by four items using a five-point 
Likert scale (Hilverda & Kuttschreuter, 2018). Participants were asked to evaluate the 
value of information sharing if they encountered an interesting message about COVID-19 
risks. Example items include: ‘I think it is useful to share the information’ and ‘I think it 
is helpful to share the information’. Response options ranged from strongly disagree (1) 
to strongly agree (5). A composite variable was computed by averaging the four items 
(M = 3.70, SD = 0.80, Cronbach’s α = 0.92).

Perceived subjective norms were measured with four items on a five-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) (Yang et al., 2014). Respondents 
were asked to indicate to what extent they perceived their social environment to expect 



461"Nice You Share in Return": Informational Sharing, Reciprocal…

1 3

them to share COVID-19 related information. Sample items include: ‘I am expected to 
share information about COVID-19 risks’, ‘most of the people in my social environment 
expect me to share information about the risks COVID-19’, and ‘my friends expect me 
to share information about possible COVID-19 risks’. The score for perceived subjec-
tive norms was created by calculating the mean of the scores for the four items (M = 3.18, 
SD = 0.84, Cronbach’s α = 0.94). A higher score reflected a higher level of others’ expecta-
tions for COVID-19 information sharing.

Life satisfaction was measured with five items adapted from Xiong and Xu (2009). Par-
ticipants responded to ‘in most ways, my life is close to my ideal’, ‘I am satisfied with my 
life’, ‘the condition of my life are excellent’, ‘so far I have gotten the important things I 
want’, and ‘if I could live my time over, I would change almost nothing’. All items were 
rated from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The five items were also averaged 
to create an index (M = 3.10, SD = 0.80, Cronbach’s α = 0.89), and high values represent 
higher levels of life satisfaction.

Demographic variables were used as control variables, including age, gender 
(0 = female, 1 = male), monthly income [ranging from 1 = 3,000 Chinese Yuan (CNY) to 
6 = 18,001 CNY or above], education (1 = middle school or below, 5 = postgraduate or 
above), and residence (0 = rural, 1 = urban).

3.4  Data Analysis

SPSS version 22 was used to analyze the data. First, a bivariate correlation analysis was 
conducted to show the bivariate relationships among pairs of key variables. Second, the 
mediation effect was tested using PROCESS model 4 in SPSS (Hayes, 2013). Third, there 
moderated mediation models were tested using PROCESS model 7. In the analysis, we 
used a 95% confidence level for the confidence interval (CI), bootstrapping with 5,000 iter-
ations using a bias-corrected method.

4  Results

Pearson correlations for the focal variables of this study were presented in Table 1. The 
results showed that all bivariate relationships between information sharing on social media, 
informational reciprocity, perceived usefulness of information, attitude toward information 

Table 1  Zero order correlation of key variables

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

2 3 4 5 6

1 Information sharing on social media .51*** .22*** .23*** .56*** .36***
2 Informational reciprocity .22*** .24*** .61*** .23***
3 Life satisfaction .22*** .22*** .17***
4 Perceived usefulness of Information .28*** .26***
5 Attitude towards information sharing .37***
6 Perceived subjective norms -



462 P. L. Liu et al.

1 3

sharing, perceived subjective norms, and life satisfaction was significant and positive (r 
ranged from 0.22 to 0.61, p < 0.001).

H1 posited a positive relationship between information sharing on social media and life 
satisfaction. As Table 2 illustrates, information sharing on social media will increase life 
satisfaction (β = 0.12, p = 0.002), supporting H1.

H2 predicted that the relationship between information sharing on social media and 
one’s life satisfaction will be mediated through informational reciprocity. As depicted in 
Table 2, information sharing on social media was positively related to informational reci-
procity (β = 0.34, p < 0.001), and a positive and significant relationship between informa-
tional reciprocity and life satisfaction was revealed (β = 0.12, p = 0.024). The results from 
bootstrapping showed that the indirect effect of information sharing on social media on 
life satisfaction via informational reciprocity was statistically significant, as the 95% bias-
corrected confidence intervals (CI) did not contain zero (CI of 0.003 and 0.081). The statis-
tically significant direct path and acknowledged indirect path form complementary media-
tion (Jiang et al., 2021; Zhao et al., 2010). This finding provided support for H2.

H3 proposed that (a) the usefulness of information, (b) positive attitude toward infor-
mation sharing, (c) and perceived subjective norms will strengthen the effect of informa-
tion sharing on social media on life satisfaction through informational reciprocity. The 
conditional indirect effects of information sharing on social media were evaluated at three 
levels of the usefulness of information, attitude toward information sharing, and per-
ceived subjective norms (Low = M – 1SD, Medium = M, and High = M + 1SD). As it is 
shown in Table 3, the conditional indirect effect of information sharing on social media 
on life satisfaction through informational reciprocity was strong and significant at differ-
ent levels of perceived usefulness of information (Low: β = 0.02, 95%CI = [0.002, 0.056]; 
Medium: β = 0.04, 95%CI = [0.003, 0.073]; High: β = 0.05, 95%CI = [0.005, 0.099]). Simi-
lar findings were revealed at different levels of perceived subjective norms (Low: β = 0.02, 
95%CI = [0.002, 0.052]; Medium: β = 0.04, 95%CI = [0.003, 0.083]; High: β = 0.06, 
95%CI = [0.004, 0.120]), and the conditional indirect effects were stronger at higher lev-
els of the three moderators. Besides, such indirect effect was only found among partici-
pants showing moderate (Medium: β = 0.02, 95%CI = [0.002, 0.037]) or strong belief 
(High: β = 0.02, 95%CI = [0.002, 0.054]) regarding information sharing behavior. H3 was 
supported.

Table 2  Regression testing informational reciprocity as the mediator in the relationship between informa-
tion sharing on social media and life satisfaction

p-values are not computed for bootstrapped mediating effects; ISSM Information sharing on social media; 
CI confidence interval; Covariates: age, gender, education, income, and residence

β SE 95%CI p

Total effect
ISSM → Life satisfaction .16 .03 [.093, .223]  < .001
Direct effect
ISSM → Life satisfaction .12 .04 [.046, .192] .002
Indirect effect
ISSM → Informational reciprocity .34 .03 [.282, .395]  < .001
Informational reciprocity → Life satisfaction .12 .04 [.015, .216] .024
ISSM → Informational reciprocity → Life satisfaction .04 .02 [.003, .081] /
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5  Discussion

This study proposed a moderated mediation model to understand the mechanisms through 
which information sharing on social media influences life satisfaction. In line with the 
existing research, information sharing on social media was positively related to informa-
tional reciprocity and life satisfaction. Informational reciprocity was positively associated 
with life satisfaction. Furthermore, informational reciprocity mediated the influence of 
information sharing on social media on life satisfaction. Moreover, the indirect effects dif-
fered at different levels of perceived usefulness of information, the attitude toward informa-
tion sharing, and the perceived subjective norms. The research findings of the current study 
are helpful for policymakers and health improvement practitioners and provide valuable 
insights in relation to mental health and quality of life.

The findings herein indicated that COVID-19 information sharing on social media 
could exert a positive influence on life satisfaction (Jiang & Hu, 2016; Wang, 2013; Yang 
et al., 2020). This is because individuals who help others incur health benefits themselves 
(Fuligni, 2019; Schreier et  al., 2013). For many people, the uncertainty surrounding the 
infectious disease is difficult to handle (Kumar & Nayar, 2021; Liu, 2020; Ornell et  al., 
2020; Zhou et  al., 2020). Fear and anxiety about COVID-19 can be overwhelming and 
have a lasting impact on mental health (Abbas, 2021). A substantial number of studies 
have supported this with empirical evidence suggesting the prevalence of mental health 
problems related to the COVID-19 pandemic (Abbas, 2020; Kumar & Nayar, 2021; Raj-
kumar, 2020; Vindegaard & Benros, 2020; Wu et al., 2021). For example, a questionnaire 
survey conducted from February to March 2020 in China found that about 25% of respond-
ents self-reported with mental health problems related to the pandemic, such as depression, 
anxiety, and insomnia (Zhou et al., 2020). In this case, the COVID-19 information sharing 
behavior would help reduce one’s response to the life-threatening disease, and reduce their 

Table 3  Regressions testing the moderated mediation model

p-values are not computed for bootstrapped moderated mediation effects; ISSM Information sharing on 
social media; CI confidence interval; Covariates: age, gender, education, income, and residence

β SE 95%CI p

Interaction effect
ISSM × Usefulness → Informational reciprocity .16 .03 [.101, .226]  < .001
ISSM × Attitude → Informational reciprocity .08 .03 [.024, .130] .004
ISSM × Norms → Informational reciprocity .18 .03 [.125, .244]  < .001

Mediator Moderator Level Conditional 
indirect effect

Boot SE 95%CI

Informational 
reciprocity

Perceived usefulness of Information Low .02 .01 [.002, .056]
Medium .04 .02 [.003, .073]
High .05 .03 [.005, .099]

Attitude toward information sharing Low .01 .01 [-.001, .024]
Medium .02 .01 [.002, .037]
High .02 .01 [.002, .054]

Perceived subjective norms Low .02 .01 [.002, .052]
Medium .04 .02 [.003, .083]
High .06 .03 [.004, .120]
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anxiety that might cause physical illness (e.g., cardiovascular diseases) (Liu, 2020), leading 
to enhanced life satisfaction (Yang et al., 2020). Sharing behaviors are crucial to meet one’s 
fundamental needs of social connection, and the sense of impact and effectiveness (Mar-
tela & Ryan, 2016). Our findings were consistent with prior research suggesting that peo-
ple have the nature and propensity to contribute to other individuals by providing support 
and resources to achieve a collective goal, which in return will benefit their psychological 
health (Fuligni, 2019).

We identified the mediating role of informational reciprocity in the relationship between 
information sharing on social media and life satisfaction. As suggested by SET (Homans, 
1958), information sharing on social media could increase informational reciprocity. This 
finding was in line with previous findings suggesting that confronting communal risks, 
sharing risk-related information would trigger a consideration of mutual dependence and 
reciprocity when the disease is expected to reoccur (Liao et al., 2018). Particularly, social 
media play an essential role that enables people to stay connected and engaged regardless 
of the coronavirus lockdowns and social-distancing measures (Liu, 2021a, b). It is more 
convenient for social media users to share information and express caring to ensure that 
their loved ones are informed and safe during a natural disaster (Hasell & Weeks, 2016; 
Liu, 2021a, b; Osatuyi, 2013). As a return, informational reciprocity could cultivate col-
lective efforts that sustain the cooperation for community health (Liao et al., 2018). Fur-
thermore, informational reciprocity was found to be positively associated with life satisfac-
tion. This finding was also consistent with previous research suggesting the importance 
of a balance between giving and receiving help (Chen et  al., 2021; Lu, 1997). Equity 
theory maintains that feeling equitably treated and the perception of reciprocity would be 
accompanied by the sense of satisfaction and well-being (Aman et al., 2019; Meyer et al., 
2019; Väänänen et  al., 2005). Reciprocal exchange of informational support at the time 
of the COVID-19 pandemic implies love and caring. When COVID-19 information shar-
ers receive reciprocity, they would feel loved and appreciated, which in turn contributes to 
improved life satisfaction.

The findings of this study add to the ever-growing information sharing literature. In par-
ticular, the findings provide some support to the positive association between information 
sharing on social media and life satisfaction (e.g., Choi et al., 2014; Lin, 2007; Wang & 
Noe, 2010). Extending this line of research, we show that the positive impact of infor-
mation sharing on social media on life satisfaction can be achieved through informational 
reciprocity. SET suggests that how an initiator’s behavior is returned is usually not speci-
fied in the social exchange process (Bock & Kim, 2002). This means that there could be 
many different ways that information sharing could be reciprocated. This study confirms 
that informational reciprocity could be a meaningful kind of reciprocity. This finding could 
also further explain how information sharing fosters positive interpersonal relationships 
and community outcomes (John, 2013a, 2013b; Zhao & John, 2020). It is through recipro-
cal responses an information sharer develops a sense of interdependence with the receiver; 
consequently, the relationship is developed and life satisfaction enhanced. Future research 
could develop a path model to validate this claim.

The significant mediation effect of reciprocity implies that it is important to consider 
information reception in information sharing research. This actor-receiver link could help 
to understand the way that information sharing brings positive impact more comprehen-
sively. Scholars can further explore the role of information receivers in the processes and 
outcomes of information sharing. Reciprocity shows individual differences (Pai & Tsai, 
2016; Perugini & Gallucci, 2001). Thus, it will be interesting to investigate how individ-
uals are different in responding to the behavior of information sharing in the context of 
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social media. For instance, Aman et al. (2021) argued that religious affiliation inherently 
influences how social media users interact with their family and friends, and essentially 
determines the life satisfaction of individuals. Besides, since social media provide distinc-
tive communication opportunities (O’Sullivan & Carr, 2017), future research should also 
consider how affordances of social media are associated with individual differences in 
reciprocity. For instance, in the mass personal area (e.g. Facebook timeline and WeChat 
Moments), the visibility affordance might hinder reciprocity because people may have self-
presentational concerns (DeVito et al., 2017).

Another theoretical contribution of this study is that it uncovers mechanisms of how 
information sharing on social media contributes to life satisfaction. The moderated media-
tion mechanisms help us understand boundary conditions in which information sharing 
could have a positive impact on life satisfaction through informational reciprocity. Spe-
cifically, all three relational factors tested—perceived usefulness of information, attitude 
toward information sharing, and perceived subjective norms—functioned as significant 
moderators. Under the influence of the perceived usefulness of information, the attitude 
toward information sharing, and the perceived subjective norms, COVID-19 information 
sharing on social media leads to informational reciprocity, which, as a result, enhances life 
satisfaction. These findings indicate that effective information sharing behaviors are based 
on a couple of factors. First, given that people are likely overwhelmed by a large volume of 
COVID-19 information on social media (Bermes, 2021; Cao et al., 2021), it is important 
to identify the useful information and make the sharing more effective. In this case, the 
receivers would be more willing to reciprocate as they receive valuable help (Park et al., 
2014). Second, a positive attitude toward the information sharing behavior is also essen-
tial to prompt the information exchange process. The coronavirus pandemic further reveals 
the fact that human communities are interdependent, and collaboration efforts to protect 
against contracting the disease are needed. Thus, a positive attitude toward the COVID-
19 information sharing behavior would improve reciprocity and strengthen interdependent 
relationships. Third, the results also suggested that subjective norms functioned to facilitate 
information sharing and reciprocity, which is accordant with prior research (Chen et  al., 
2018; Lin et al., 2013; Umeh & Patel, 2004). In this study, subjective norms indicate the 
expectation of a person by others to share COVID-19 information. This is understandable 
that the effectiveness of information and communication procedures should be based on 
the premise of information needs. Individuals who are happy with receiving the informa-
tion would be more likely to return the favor.

5.1  Limitations and Future Research

The present study has some limitations that suggest avenues for future research. First, 
information sharing on social media was measured as the frequency of sharing COVID-19 
information with others (e.g., family and friends) on social media. We know little about 
how information types (e.g., texts, videos, and pictures), and different content (e.g., statis-
tics reports and news stories) exert different influences on informational reciprocity and life 
satisfaction. Scholars should consider alternative operationalization of information seeking. 
Second, we used the specific COVID-19 pandemic as the context of information sharing. 
Although we believe information sharing and reciprocity are vital when confronting com-
munal risks, it remains unclear whether these findings would be applied to other communal 
risks. To test the applicability, future research should replicate and test the model in other 
communal risks. Third, we adopted a cross-sectional study design, which may preclude an 
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assessment of causal relationships between information sharing, reciprocity, and life sat-
isfaction. Future research should collect panel data or use experimental methods to better 
understand the relationships. Fourth, an online survey was used for the data collection and 
sampling bias might occur that undermines the external validity of the test. For example, 
the education levels of respondents of our study were relatively high. As such, the findings 
of our study may not be generalized to the entire Chinese population. To overcome this 
problem, we encourage scholars to use probability sampling techniques to generate a sta-
tistically representative sample and replicate the research in other socio-cultural contexts.

6  Conclusion

Our study highlights social media as a crucial platform for health information sharing 
during times of public health crisis. Based on SET, the results indicated that COVID-19 
information sharing on social media would lead to informational reciprocity, and in turn, 
contribute to life satisfaction. Besides, this study contributes to a better understanding of 
the moderating roles of perceived usefulness of information, attitude toward information 
sharing, and subjective norms in the indirect relationship between information sharing on 
social media and life satisfaction via informational reciprocity. Understanding these rela-
tionships can help foster reciprocal and interdependent human relationships in confronting 
communal threats, which are key to improving people’s psychological health.
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