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Abstract
This study investigates the effects of the social comparison orientation in social networking sites on psychological well-being. In
particular, it examines the mediation effect of perceived social support and self-esteem in the relationship between social
comparison orientation and psychological well-being. Data were collected through an online survey with 236 participants in
South Korea. The results showed that social comparison orientation negatively influenced psychological well-being. In the
relationship between social comparison orientation and psychological well-being, perceived social support had no mediation
effect, self-esteem had a significant negative mediation effect, and perceived social support and self-esteem had a negative serial
mediation effect. The social comparison orientation in social networking sites could elicit negative emotions, which decrease
perceived social support, self-esteem, and psychological well-being. Theoretical and practical implications as well as suggestions
for future studies are discussed in detail.
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Social networking sites (SNSs) have become a major channel
of daily communication. In 2020, adult social network users in
the United States are expected to spend 82 min per day on
SNSs, a significant increase from the average daily duration of
76 min predicted in 2019 (Williamson 2020). Partly due to the
coronavirus pandemic, contactless social and economic activ-
ities have risen drastically on a global scale. Excessive self-
disclosure in SNSs has become a means of connecting with
and supporting each other while practicing social distancing
during the pandemic (Gao et al. 2020; Nabity-Grover et al.
2020). Studies have shown that while self-disclosure and ac-
tive interaction with others might be related to better well-
being and positive mental states, excessive SNS engagement
could be associated with poor well-being, loneliness, anxiety,
and depression (Hunt et al. 2018; Liu et al. 2019; Reer et al.
2019; Vahedi and Zannella 2019).

Few attempts have been made to identify the underlying
mechanisms of how the social comparison orientation in SNSs
systematically affects individuals’ psychological well-being.
Social comparison orientation refers to individual differences
in the inclination to compare oneself with others (Gibbons and
Buunk 1999). Research has found that SNSs can decrease
psychological well-being due to unfavorable social compari-
son or envy (Krasnova et al. 2013; Verduyn et al. 2015).
Specifically, Facebook use predicts upward social compari-
son, which negatively influences individuals’ self-esteem
and well-being over time, whereas Instagram use has a direct
negative effect on psychological well-being (Schmuck et al.
2019). SNS use is a strong predictor of social comparison,
which is positively related to the fear of missing out and de-
pressive symptoms through rumination and negatively related
to global self-worth, self-perceived physical appearance, and
self-perceived social acceptance (Burnell et al. 2019; Feinstein
et al. 2013). Individuals with greater social comparison orien-
tation derived from low self-esteem have worse mental health,
as they are more likely to hurt themselves psychologically
(Jang et al. 2016).

SNSs can facilitate upward social comparison and nega-
tively influence individuals’ perceived social support. People
who need support find that advice or assistance from others
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who have experienced similar situations is the most helpful.
However, having a social comparison orientation makes it
difficult for people to find similar comparison targets because
they tend to believe that their friends are different from them
(Thoits 1986). Given the nature of SNSs, where upward social
comparison is dominant (Vogel et al. 2014), SNS users expe-
rience a sense of competition rather than receive information-
al, instrumental, or emotional support (Cohen andWills 1985;
Thoits 1986). Thus, SNSs can be perceived as a source of
stress and could threaten individuals’ perception of social sup-
port availability (Fiore et al. 1983; Trepte et al. 2015), thereby
reducing self-esteem (Haferkamp and Krämer 2011; Smith
and Pettigrew 2011).

Although studies have examined these factors individually,
research has yet to investigate the parallel and sequential rela-
tionships between social comparison orientation, perceived
social support, self-esteem, and psychological well-being
among SNS users in South Korea. South Korea has the third
highest rate of active SNS use in the world (Statista 2020a).
Over 82% of young Korean adults aged 20–29 years reported
having used at least one type of SNS (Kim 2019). Instead of
seeking entertainment, convenience, and social interaction,
Korean college-aged SNS users utilize SNSs to seek social
support from existing social relationships (Kim et al. 2011).
Thus, examining South Korean SNS users will enhance the
understanding of how social comparison orientation, per-
ceived social support, self-esteem, and psychological well-
being are interrelated. This study will identify the complex
relationships between these factors and provide theoretical
and practical implications for future research.

Literature Review

Independent Variable: Social Comparison Orientation

Social comparison orientation is defined as “the inclination to
compare one’s accomplishments, one’s situation, and one’s
experiences with those of others” (Buunk and Gibbons
2006, p. 16). Social comparison is a process through which
people evaluate themselves and increase self-understanding
by comparing themselves with others (Festinger 1954;
Helgeson and Mickelson 1995; Taylor et al. 1990). When
individuals do not have objective criteria for self-evaluation,
they tend to rely on other people and compare their own ability
(e.g., who is better or worse) and opinions (e.g., similarities or
differences in beliefs and norms) with those of others
(Festinger 1954; Taylor et al. 1990). For example, the number
of “likes” is used by Facebook users to compare their own
selfies with others’ selfies (Rosenthal-von der Pütten et al.
2019).

Studies focusing on the positive effect of social comparison
orientation on psychological well-being are rare. Meier and

Schäfer (2018) showed that social comparison orientation on
Instagram could produce a beneficial emotional reaction to
other users’ online self-presentations (e.g., benign envy).
They found that benign envy fully mediated the positive rela-
tionship between the intensive use of Instagram on the one
hand and inspiration and positive affect on the other. Park and
Baek (2018) reported that different types of emotions (e.g.,
worry, sympathy, optimism, and inspiration) evoked by social
comparison orientation positively affect psychological well-
being. In a similar vein, Shi et al. (2019) found that different
emotions triggered by comparison could positively affect psy-
chological well-being depending on the type of social com-
parison orientation.

The majority of past studies reported that social compari-
son orientation had a negative effect on psychological well-
being. Social comparison orientation is mostly upward social
comparison, which is comparing oneself with people who are
more capable than or superior to oneself, giving the individual
motivation for self-enhancement (Festinger 1954; Wills 1981;
Wood 1989). Upward social comparison is triggered by com-
parison targets’ conspicuous self-presentation in SNSs and
easy access to their private information in a relevant compar-
ison domain (Fan et al. 2019; Vogel et al. 2014; Wills 1981;
Wood 1989). Research has shown that people tend to present
their positive aspects in SNSs because they hope to create
favorable impressions on others (Brandenberg et al. 2019;
Jang et al. 2016; Park and Baek 2018). Positive online self-
presentation could increase pre- and early adolescents’ self-
esteem via their perceived online popularity (e.g., receiving
“likes”), but in the long term, online popularity is negatively
associated with self-esteem due to increased dependence on
social approval (Meeus et al. 2019). Excessive self-
presentation in selfies negatively affects other Instagram
users’ evaluation of selfie takers and may therefore lead to
negative outcomes (Hong et al. 2020). For Korean females
aged 20–39, narcissistic self-presentation in SNSs is negative-
ly related to subjective well-being due to self-discrepancy (Yu
and Kim 2020).

Dutch SNS users receive more social support than nonusers
do but have a higher level of stress due to unfavorable social
comparison or envy (Utz and Breuer 2017). SNS users with
higher stress from a social comparison orientation tend to look
for more social support online to relieve stress and compen-
sate for their lack of offline support (Utz and Breuer 2017).
Increased social comparison orientation when consuming
comparison targets’ self-presented information evokes envy
and jealousy, increases social tension, and causes individuals
to brood about various interpersonal concerns (Wang et al.
2018). SNSs can provide individuals experiencing loneliness
and emotional instability with social support but higher stress
levels resulting from a social comparison orientation toward
other SNS users (Berezan et al. 2020; Lo et al. 2018). Passive
SNS usage (e.g., direct or indirect content consumption of
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others’ idealized SNS profiles, pictures, and status updates) is
closely related to social comparison orientation, which re-
duces social capital and subjective well-being (Burnell et al.
2019; Lin et al. 2018; Liu et al. 2018). Therefore, the follow-
ing hypothesis is proposed:

H1: Social comparison orientation will have a direct
negative effect on psychological well-being.

Mediator Variables: Perceived Social Support and
Self-Esteem

SNSs allow users to connect with others by overcoming geo-
graphical and temporal limitations, thus enabling users to
search for various types of social support (Lee and Cho
2019; Mazzoni et al. 2016; Pornsakulvanich 2017; Shi et al.
2019; Stefanone et al. 2012). Perceived social support is an
individual’s perception regarding the availability of social net-
works that can offer supportive resources (Zimet et al. 1988).
The exchange of informational (e.g., information about the
environment), instrumental (e.g., goods or services), or emo-
tional support (e.g., liking, love, and empathy) in a social
network can be a form of social support when one faces un-
avoidable adversity (Cohen and Wills 1985; Liu et al. 2018;
Thoits 1986). A major benefit of SNSs is that they provide
instant access to a diverse network of weak ties (Ellison et al.
2007), allowing users to receive support in the form of support
messages and increasing their life satisfaction. In addition, for
close ties, SNSs facilitate offline interaction to provide social
support (Liu et al. 2018). People tend to trust support pro-
viders who are experiencing similar problems or have similar
backgrounds (Thoits 1986; Wright 2000). Users securing so-
cial support are likely to exhibit community commitment,
show continuous SNS use intention (Lin et al. 2016), experi-
ence less depression (Wang et al. 2019), and have increased
psychological well-being (Verduyn et al. 2017).

However, the promotion of upward social comparison by
SNSs can negatively influence users’ perceived social support
(Vogel et al. 2014). If individuals perceive most of their
friends are different from them, they might believe that few
people can offer them support. In the context of the social
comparison of ability, one is highly likely to experience a
sense of competition (Festinger 1954); thus, friends on SNSs
can be seen as a source of stress, which may threaten one’s
perception of social support availability (Fiore et al. 1983).
Furthermore, social comparison processes occurring in SNSs
can elicit negative psychological outcomes, such as mental
affliction and anxiety (Gibbons 1986; Gibbons and Gerrard
1989). Looking at superior others who are better at their ego-
invested domains could generate a sense of relative
deprivation—the feeling that one has fewer possessions,
achievements, or abilities than others (Smith and Pettigrew

2011). One may also feel pressure to catch up with the supe-
rior other to reach a balanced psychological state (Festinger
1954). For example, upward social comparison with attractive
body images displayed on SNSs is closely related to body
image concerns for women and depressive mood and anxiety
about weight (Powell et al. 2018). Burke and Rains (2019)
found that weight concern was greater for respondents who
compared themselves with attractive body images than for
respondents who compared themselves with similar people.
People also reported more distress when they were exposed to
the Facebook profiles of people with successful careers
(Haferkamp and Krämer 2011). Based on these arguments,
the following hypothesis is proposed:

H2: Perceived social support will have a negative paral-
lel mediation effect in the relationship between social
comparison orientation and psychological well-being.

Social comparison orientation can also have a negative
impact on self-esteem (Ho and Ito 2019; Ozimek et al. 2018;
Schmuck et al. 2019; Yang and Robinson 2018). Self-esteem
refers to the evaluation of oneself (Rosenberg 1965).
Receiving positive social support and using SNSs as a plat-
form for self-reflection are positively related to self-esteem,
whereas comparing oneself with others results in decreased
self-esteem (Krause et al. 2019). Schmuck et al. (2019) report-
ed that SNSs such as Facebook predicted upward social com-
parison, which negatively influenced individuals’ self-esteem
and psychological well-being over time. Ho and Ito (2019)
also found that young adults who were deeply into
consumption-oriented engagement in SNSs experienced low
self-esteem, anxiety, and overspending. These relationships
were mediated by social comparison orientation, which was,
in turn, moderated by individuals’ materialistic values (Ho
and Ito 2019). Overemphasis on materialistic values can make
the social comparison orientation more salient, which nega-
tively affects self-esteem. According to self-regulation theory,
people with vulnerable narcissism are likely to have a social
comparison orientation when using SNSs to achieve narcissis-
tic goals, such as comparing themselves with superior others,
to compensate for their lack of self-esteem offline (Ozimek
et al. 2018). Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H3: Self-esteem will have a negative parallel mediation
effect in the relationship between social comparison ori-
entation and psychological well-being.

Research has shown that perceived social support and self-
esteem are two important variables in the understanding of
psychological well-being. Social support from significant
others, such as parents, professors, and peers, is a significant
predictor of increased self-esteem, greater happiness (Bum
and Jeon 2016), and life satisfaction (Trepte et al. 2015).
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High self-esteem and happiness are associated with lower de-
pression (Brandenberg et al. 2019; Wallace et al. 2018). Niu
et al. (2018) found that the effect of Chinese adolescents’
social comparison in SNSs (i.e., Qzone) on depression was
moderated by self-esteem. In other words, compared with
those with low self-esteem, participants with high self-
esteem were less likely to be affected by depression.

In their study of 257 adolescents from different high
schools in Turkey, Ikiz and Cakar (2010) found a significant
positive relationship between perceived social support and
self-esteem. Zhao et al. (2013) examined the role of social
support and self-esteem in the relationship between shyness
and loneliness in a sample of 399 college students in China.
They found that social support and self-esteem sequentially
mediated the impact of shyness on loneliness. Given that so-
cial support and self-esteem are related to life satisfaction,
optimism, and greater happiness (Bum and Jeon 2016; Ikiz
and Cakar 2010; Kane and Ashbaugh 2017; Lian et al. 2018;
Martínez-Martí and Ruch 2017), perceived social support may
positively affect self-esteem and psychological well-being.
Because social comparison orientation negatively affects per-
ceived social support (Vogel et al. 2014), the effect of social
comparison orientation on psychological well-being may be
negatively mediated by perceived social support and self-
esteem in a sequential manner. Thus, the following hypothesis
is proposed:

H4: Perceived social support and self-esteem will have a
negative sequential mediation effect in the relationship
between social comparison orientation and psychologi-
cal well-being.

Figure 1 shows the research model of this study.

Method

Based on the literature, a questionnaire using a 7-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strong agree)
was developed to measure social comparison orientation, per-
ceived social support, self-esteem, and psychological well-be-
ing. The online survey was administered to a convenience
sample of the general public and university students majoring

in advertising and public relations in South Korea who indi-
cated that they had previous experience in using SNSs. In
2018, the social media user penetration rate in South Korea
was highest for people aged 18–24 (82.1%), followed by
those aged 25–34 (80.3%) and those aged 35–44 (64.5%;
Statista 2020b). South Korea is a collectivistic country; its
people tend to rely heavily on their existing contacts for social
support and information (Kim et al. 2011; Kitayama et al.
2009). At the same time, South Koreans had the highest scores
for independent or autonomous-related self-construal in Asia,
surpassing China and Malaysia (Lee et al. 2016). Individuals
with high autonomous-related self-construal are likely to ex-
press their unique personality traits and pursuit their own goals
rather than emphasizing connectedness with other individuals
(Markus and Kitayama 1991; Singelis 1994). Thus, the sam-
ple population of this study provides unique insights into
Korean SNS users in relation to other Asian countries.

Sample

Of the 236 respondents of the online survey, 56.4%were male
and 43.6% were female. The mean age was 25.8 years; 78.8%
of the participants were in their 20s, 11.3% were in their 30s,
and 9.9% were in their 40s. Of the participants, 39.1% joined
one to three SNS communities, 20.9% joined four to six, and
the rest joined more than six SNS communities. In terms of
education level, 71.6% of the participants were university stu-
dents, 21.2% had a bachelor’s degree, and the rest had a post-
graduate degree. As an incentive to complete the online sur-
vey, extra course credit was given to the student participants
and gift cards were given to the other participants. All the
participants voluntarily joined this study and provided in-
formed consent before answering the questionnaire.

Measures

Scales from previous research were used to measure all the
constructs in the research model. Before the data collection
process, a translation–back translationmethod fromEnglish to
Korean was used to make sure that the items were properly
translated (Beaton et al. 2002), and pretests for the items were
carried out on a small sample (Behr 2017; Brislin 1970). To
create a social comparison orientation index, eight items were

Fig. 1 Research model. Notes:
H1 is a direct effect. H2 and H3
are parallel multiple mediation
effects. H4 is a sequential
mediation effect
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developed in the context of SNSs (Cronbach’s alpha = .94)
after slightly modifying the social comparison discrepancy
scales (Solberg et al. 2002). Sample items include “In SNSs,
I compare myself to others who have a better lifestyle than
me,” “In SNSs, I compare myself to others who possess more
material goods than me,” and “In SNSs, I compare myself to
others who have accomplished more in life than I have.”
Table 1 shows the measurement items, means, standard devi-
ations, standardized factor loadings, Cronbach’s alpha, con-
struct reliability, and average variance extracted (AVE) for
each construct.

Perceived social support was measured based on the
Interpersonal Support Evaluation List, which reflects four
subdimensions of perceived social support: appraisal support,
belonging support, tangible support, and self-esteem support
(Cohen et al. 1985). This study focused on the appraisal sup-
port dimension, which measures the perceived availability of
someone to talk to about one’s problems. After running mul-
tiple iterations of factor analysis to screen out similar items
from the original 10 items concerning the perceived availabil-
ity of potential appraisal support, four items were adopted
(Cronbach’s alpha = .75). Perceived social support items in-
clude “I have someone I trust to help solve my problems,” “I
have no one to share my private worries/fears with,” and “I
have someone I could turn to for career/job advice.”

Six self-esteem items (Cronbach’s alpha = .87) were devel-
oped based on the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg
1965). Items include “I feel that I am a person of worth,” “I am
able to do things as well as most other people,” and “I feel I do
not have much to be proud of.” Finally, 12 items were slightly
modified from a study that used 46 items to investigate the
construct of psychological well-being among Korean male
and female adults (Kim et al. 2001). Psychological well-
being consists of six subdimensions: self-acceptance, positive
relations with others, autonomy, environmental mastery, pur-
pose in life, and personal growth (Ryff 1989). After reviewing
the cross-loading values of the factor analysis results and the
Cronbach’s alpha of the six subdimensions, six pairs of items
were carefully selected (Cronbach’s alpha = .85). For exam-
ple, the autonomy subdimension was measured using two
items: “I am able to resist social pressures to think and act in
certain ways” and “I am self-determining and independent.”

To confirm measurement reliability, convergent, discrimi-
nant validity, and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) were
conducted. The CFA showed a reasonable model fit (χ2/df =
2.11, p < .000, IFI = .90, TLI = .90, CFI = .90, RMSEA = .07).
Although the χ2/dfwas significant, it is highly sensitive to the
sample size. Other fit indices were all within the ranges sug-
gestive of a good fit (Byrne 2013; Salisbury et al. 2002). The
standardized factor loadings of each latent construct were
greater than .5 with a t value greater than 1.96 (p < .001),
which suggests high convergent validity (Anderson and
Gerbing 1988; Hair et al. 1998). The six subdimensions of

psychological well-being were retained in the model because
the standardized factor loadings of second-order factors were
above .6 (Bagozzi and Yi 2012). Although one psychological
well-being item (Q2_19) was lower than the standardized fac-
tor loading cutoff of .5, it was maintained because it
met alternative cutoff values. Discriminant validity was suc-
cessfully achieved, as the AVE for the latent construct was
greater than the squared intercorrelation of any two variables
(Fornell and Larcker 1981). Table 2 shows the AVEs, corre-
lations, and squared correlation coefficients of the constructs.

Results

SPSS 21.0 and AMOS 21.0 for structural equation modeling
(SEM) were used to estimate the parallel and sequential me-
diation effects of perceived social support and self-esteem. To
assess the strength of the linear relationships between con-
structs, Pearson correlation coefficients were used.
Bootstrapping analysis and user-defined estimands were used
to identify causal relationships between multiple mediators
(Hayes 2017). Bootstrapping is the most appropriate method
for measuring indirect effects because it does not make as-
sumptions about the shape of the sampling distribution
(Hayes 2017). Successful mediation effects occur when the
confidence interval does not include zero (Preacher et al.
2007). Prior to estimating path coefficients with SEM, follow-
ing the study byWang et al. (2018), independent sample t tests
were conducted to control for gender effects. Wang et al.
(2018) found no significant gender differences in social com-
parison orientation, self-esteem, and subjective well-being,
except in passive SNS usage.

In this study, no gender differences were found in social
comparison orientation (t(233) = −1.82, p > .05,Mmale = 3.21,
SDmale = 1.43, Mfemale = 3.56, SDfemale = 1.43), perceived so-
cial support (t(233) = −.62, p > .05, Mmale = 5.61, SDmale =
1.01, Mfemale = 5.69, SDfemale = 1.05), self-esteem (t(233) =
1.90, p > .05, Mmale = 5.56, SDmale = 1.00, Mfemale = 5.30,
SDfemale = 1.06), and psychological well-being (t(233) = .68,
p > .05, Mmale = 4.95, SDmale = .75, M female = 4.88,
SDfemale = .78). The model fit the data well (χ2/df = 2.10,
p < .000, IFI = .90, TLI = .90, CFI = .90, RMSEA= .06).

Social comparison orientation had a significant direct neg-
ative effect on psychological well-being (β = −.16, p < .01,
SE = .04); thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported. Figure 2 shows
the standardized path coefficients of SEM, and Table 3 sum-
marizes the results of hypothesis testing. To test the parallel
and sequential mediation effects, this study employed 95%
biased-corrected bootstrapped confidence intervals using
20,000 bootstrapped samples with a maximum likelihood
model. Social comparison orientation had no significant par-
allel mediation effect on psychological well-being through
perceived social support (β = −.01, ns, SE = .01, 95% CI
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[−.02, .01]); therefore, Hypothesis 2 was not supported.
However, self-esteem exhibited a significant negative parallel
mediation effect in the relationship between social comparison
orientation and psychological well-being (β = −.20, p < .01,
SE = .05, 95% CI [−.30, −.12]), supporting Hypothesis 3.
Finally, the results of bootstrapping analysis revealed that per-
ceived social support and self-esteem had a negative sequen-
tial mediation effect in the relationship between social

comparison orientation and psychological well-being (β =
−.02, p < .05, SE = .01, 95% CI [−.06, −.01]). Thus,
Hypothesis 4 was supported.

Parallel multiple mediation effects and sequential media-
tion effects were decomposed into direct effects to gain a
better understanding of the complex causal relationships be-
tween constructs. The results showed that social comparison
orientation had a significant negative effect on perceived

Table 1 Measurement items overview, reliability and validity measures

Construct Indicator Item Mean S.D. St. factor
loading

Cronbach’s
Alpha

C.R. AVE

Social comparison
orientation

Q7_1 In SNSs, I compare myself to others who have a better
lifestyle than me.

3.59 1.67 .83 .94 .94 .64

Q7_2 In SNSs, I compare myself to others who possess more
material goods than me.

3.22 1.63 .81

Q7_3 In SNSs, I compare myself to others who are better looking
than me.

3.54 1.79 .83

Q7_4 In SNSs, I compare myself to others who are living life to the
fullest than I am.

3.84 1.76 .78

Q7_5 In SNSs, I compare myself to others who have accomplished
more in life than I have.

3.81 1.83 .84

Q7_6 In SNSs, I compare myself to others who have wider
relationship with others than me.

3.05 1.69 .74

Q7_7 In SNSs, I compare myself to others who are more popular
than me.

2.82 1.58 .75

Q7_8 In SNSs, I compare myself to others who are happier than
me.

3.05 1.73 .83

Perceived social
support

Q3_3 I have someone I trust to help solve my problems. 5.80 1.20 .76 .75 .75 .50
Q3_5* I have no one to share my private worries/fears with. 5.81 1.25 .70

Q3_6* If a family crisis arose, I have no one who could give me
good advice.

5.52 1.66 .57

Q3_7 I have someone I could turn to for career/job advice. 5.46 1.30 .65

Self-esteem Q1_1 I feel that I am a person of worth. 5.95 1.18 .76 .87 .87 .53
Q1_3* All in all, I am inclined to think that I am a failure. 5.51 1.38 .69

Q1_4 I am able to do things as well as most other people. 5.50 1.26 .70

Q1_5* I feel I do not have much to be proud of. 5.11 1.52 .77

Q1_6 I take a positive attitude toward myself. 5.39 1.29 .73

Q1_7 On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. 5.23 1.28 .73

Psychological
well-being

Q2_4 I possess a positive attitude toward the self. 5.05 1.16 .82 .85 .89** .58**

Q2_10 I feel positive about past life. 4.95 1.30 .65

Q2_6 I am capable of strong empathy, affection, and intimacy with
my family and friends.

5.71 1.20 .67

Q2_19 I have satisfying and trusting relationships with others. 5.85 1.02 .49

Q2_12 I enjoy setting and achieving my life goals. 4.40 1.54 .59

Q2_17 I have goals in life and a sense of directedness. 4.98 1.44 .90

Q2_7 I have sense of mastery and competence in managing
everyday affairs.

5.08 1.27 .72

Q2_14 I can manage time effectively to finish my job. 4.46 1.27 .71

Q2_3 I am able to resist social pressures to think and act in certain
ways.

4.73 1.29 .69

Q2_5 I am self-determining and independent. 3.64 1.28 .59

Q2_15 I see improvement in myself and behavior over time. 4.73 1.29 .83

Q2_18 I have a feeling of continued development over time. 5.46 1.08 .57

Notes: * - reversed question, ** - C.R. and AVE of psychological well-being were calculated based on standardized factor loading of each second order
factor: self-acceptance (.94), positive relations with others (.62), purpose in life (.73), environmental mastery (.70), autonomy (.65), and personal growth
(.88)
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social support (β = −.16, p < .05, SE = .05) and self-esteem
(β = −.35, p < .001, SE = .05). Perceived social support had a
significant positive effect on self-esteem (β = .25, p < .01,
SE = .08) but no significant effect on psychological well-
being (β = .02, ns, SE = .06). Finally, self-esteem positively
affected psychological well-being (β = .84, p < .001,
SE = .09).

Discussion

This study investigated the effects of social comparison orien-
tation on individuals’ psychological well-being in SNSs. It
also examined the multiple parallel and sequential mediation
effects of perceived social support and self-esteem in the rela-
tionship between social comparison orientation and psycho-
logical well-being. The results showed that social comparison
orientation negatively affected psychological well-being.

Given the tendency toward upward social comparison in
SNSs, the study participants were likely to experience nega-
tive feelings toward other SNS users who seemed to be doing
better than they were. Intensive SNS use could facilitate a
social comparison orientation because friends’ life stories
and events presented on SNSs serve as a cue for social com-
parison. Researchers have found that social comparison orien-
tation can lead participants to appraise the quality of their
current lives (Lee 2014) and is negatively related to users’
well-being and self-esteem (Denti et al. 2012; Jang et al.
2016). Social comparison orientation could also cause a dis-
crepancy between the ideal self presented to others and the
real self (Gonzales and Hancock 2011; Yu and Kim 2020),
thus evoking a sense of depression, deprivation, and distress,
as well as aggravating one’s mental health (Brandenberg et al.
2019).

Perceived social support did not significantly mediate the
relationship between social comparison orientation and psy-
chological well-being. Social comparison orientation had a
negative effect on perceived social support, but perceived so-
cial support was not significantly related to psychological
well-being. The participants of this study might have believed
that others who presented only the favorable aspects of their

lives were quite different from them. People tend to receive
the most support from others who share similar backgrounds,
experiences, or situations (Thoits 1986; Vogel et al. 2014).
Because of the participants’ difficulties in finding similarities
with other people, they could have been likely to perceive less
social support from their social networks.

According to a dual-path model (Yu and Kim 2020), partic-
ularly for Korean women aged 20–40, comparing oneself with
others (e.g., others’ idealized images) could create a self-
discrepancy and eventually negatively affect subjective well-be-
ing, although it couldmomentarily increase perceived social sup-
port (Vogel and Rose 2016). Self-discrepancy is likely to create
negative psychological feelings (Higgins 1987) and emotional
vulnerability (Higgins et al. 1986). In addition, because constant
seeking for social validation and approval in SNSs is adversely
related to self-esteem (Meeus et al. 2019), perceived social sup-
port could decrease psychological well-being. Although gender
effects were controlled in this study, self-discrepancy might have
offset the significant positive relationship between perceived so-
cial support and psychological well-being.

This study found that the relationship between social com-
parison orientation and psychological well-being was nega-
tively mediated by self-esteem. As suggested by Tesser’s
(1988) theory of self-evaluation maintenance, upward social
comparisons in SNSs could elicit negative emotions, which, in
turn, lower individuals’ self-esteem. Although a few studies
have found a positive relationship between the intensity of
SNS use and self-esteem (Ellison et al. 2007; Orth et al.
2015; Yu and Kim 2020), other studies have shown that
SNS use can result in lower self-esteem because of the nega-
tive feedback from upward social comparison (Gilbert et al.
1995; Gonzales and Hancock 2011; Lee 2014). While this
study identified a causal link between social comparison ori-
entation and self-esteem, the possibility of a bidirectional
causal relationship between lower self-esteem and social com-
parison orientation should not be ruled out (Lee et al. 2014b).
Research has indicated that people with lower self-esteem are
more motivated to use SNSs to satisfy their need for social
acceptance; they engage more with the Facebook community
(Tazghini and Siedlecki 2013), expect more online friends'
responses (Lee 2014), and post on SNSs in the hope of receiv-
ing more attention and feedback from their networks
(Hollenbaugh and Ferris 2014).

Finally, this study found that perceived social support and
self-esteem had a significant negative serial mediation effect
in the relationship between social comparison orientation and
psychological well-being. Research has shown that perceived
social support and self-esteem sequentially mediate the rela-
tionship between active SNS use and loneliness (Lin et al.
2020). This result is in line with our finding that perceived
social support and self-esteem are closely interconnected. In
addition to the size and structure of an individual’s social
network (i.e., the structural aspect of social support, such as

Table 2 AVE, correlations, and squared correlation coefficients

1. 2. 3. 4.

1. Social comparison orientation .64 .04 .14 .17

2. Perceived social support −.19** .50 .07 .08

3. Self-esteem −.37** .26** .53 .50

4. Psychological well-being −.41** .29** .71** .58

Notes: * - p < .05. ** - p < .01. ***p < .001. The diagonal elements (bold)
represent the AVE values. Upper diagonal represents squared correlations
of each construct
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strong vs. weak ties), perceived social support in SNSs could
also provide a cost-effective method of building and maintain-
ing relationships. Interacting with friends on SNSs, such as
through status updates and by clicking the “like” button, could
increase self-esteem support (Meng et al. 2017). Research has
shown that individuals with more social support from their
networks are more likely to have higher self-esteem, life sat-
isfaction (Kong et al. 2015; Zhao et al. 2013), feeling of social
acceptance as well as boosted subjective well-being
(Wenninger et al. 2019). However, considering that excessive
use of SNSs may trigger social comparison orientation, indi-
viduals should use them appropriately to the point where
SNSs could help achieve social support, self-esteem, psycho-
logical well-being.

Implications

Excessive SNS use could be detrimental to psychological
well-being, as people tend to compare themselves with supe-
rior others who are better at their ego-invested domains. The
ubiquitousness and accessibility of SNSs allow people to pro-
mote artificial and conspicuous self-presentation to fulfill the
need for social approval and self-acceptance. When using
SNSs to receive social support and recognition, people should
protect and maintain their self-esteem. One way to do so is to
present themselves authentically, since this relieves depres-
sion and increases psychological well-being, life satisfaction,
and self-esteem (Grieve and Watkinson 2016; Wang et al.
2019). Authentic self-presentation in SNSs could reduce the
self-enhancement motive and social comparison orientation.
Authentic self-presentation would be more beneficial to peo-
ple with lower self-esteem or social skills in offline

environments because they are more likely to be addicted to
SNSs (Kuss and Griffiths 2011).

Marketers and advertisers should create effective SNSmar-
keting strategies to help individual SNS users experience pos-
itive emotions, engage in their lives, develop better relation-
ships with other users, findmeaning in life, and gain a sense of
achievement (Seligman 2018). For example, marketers could
provide people with brand communities where meaningful
social values (e.g., commitment to the environment, respect
for privacy, and respect for human rights) can be achieved
together so that brands can engage with people (Dessart
et al. 2015; Lai 2017; Zaglia 2013). Encouraging and cultivat-
ing interactions with people, rather than just clicking “like” or
“share,” would create a favorable environment where people
have higher self-esteem and receive social support from other
community members. Receiving social support from one’s
network may lead to positive affective experiences and help
individuals achieve authentic happiness through increased
self-esteem (Davis 2019; Seligman and Royzman 2003). At
the same time, brands would enjoy positive brand reputations
and increased brand loyalty and attachment. Finally, policy
makers should offer relevant guidelines for the general popu-
lation on how to use SNSs in productive ways and increase
psychological well-being (Verduyn et al. 2017).

This study has several limitations. First, the study did not
consider the different characteristics of SNS platforms. For
instance, individual responses to SNSs can differ depending
on the type of SNS, the content type (textual oriented or visual
oriented), and the content orientation (e.g., task, interaction, or
self-orientation; Kim et al. 2019; Munar and Jacobsen 2014).
Therefore, future research should consider the different types
of SNSs in a detailed manner. Second, the psychological well-

Table 3 Results of testing
proposed hypotheses (N = 235) Path B SE C.R. β Hypothesis Result

Direct effect (a) −.11 .04 −2.89 −.16** H1 Accepted

b1 −.10 .05 −2.00 −.16* – –

b2 −.23 .05 −4.88 −.35*** – –

c1 .25 .08 3.25 .25** – –

c2 .02 .06 .42 .02 – –

d1 .88 .09 9.45 .84*** – –

Indirect effects Bootstrapping BC 95% CI

Estimate SE Lower Upper

b1c2 −.01 .01 −.02 .01 H2 Not accepted

b2d1 −.20** .05 −.30 −.12 H3 Accepted

b1c1d1 −.02* .01 −.06 −.01 H4 Accepted

Model Fit: χ2 /df = 2.10, p < .000; IFI = .90; TLI = .90; CFI = .90; RMSEA = .06

Notes: * - p < .05. ** - p < .01. ***p < .001. B = unstandardized path coefficient; SE = standard error; β =
standardized path coefficient; BC = bias corrected; CI = confidence interval; a = direct effect of social comparison
orientation on psychological well-being; b1 = effect of social comparison orientation on perceived social support;
b2 = effect of social comparison orientation on self-esteem; c1 = effect of perceived social support on self-esteem;
c2 = effect of perceived social support on psychological well-being; d1 = effect of self-esteem on psychological
well-being
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being items in the questionnaire were created based on Ryff’s
(1989) study. Further research should delve into other defini-
tions of psychological well-being and its measurements to
capture different subdimensions. Third, individual factors
such as personality type (Lee et al. 2014a; Lee et al. 2018),
emotional instability, loneliness (Lo 2019; Phu and Gow
2019), and physical disabilities (Lee and Cho 2019) can affect
how much social support individuals perceive while
interacting with others in similar situations. Thus, future stud-
ies are warranted to identify the effects of social comparison
orientation together with these individual factors. Finally, so-
cial comparison orientation is likely to be affected by cultural
gaps (White and Lehman 2005). Generally, Eastern countries
are characterized by collectivist values, an interdependent
self-concept, and a relationship-oriented culture, whereas
Western countries are characterized by individualist values
and an independent self-concept (Markus and Kitayama
1991; Singelis 1994). Given the subtle cultural differences

even between Eastern countries (Lee et al. 2016), future re-
search should replicate this research model in other Asian
countries to compare findings.
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