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People vary in their tendencies to compare themselves to others, an individual difference variable called social
comparison orientation (SCO). Social networking sites provide information about others that can be used for so-
cial comparison. The goal of the present set of studieswas to explore the relationship between SCO, Facebook use,
and negative psychological outcomes. Studies 1a and 1b used correlational approaches and showed that partic-
ipants high (vs. low) in SCO exhibited heavier Facebook use. Study 2 used an experimental approach and
revealed that participants high in SCO had poorer self-perceptions, lower self-esteem, and more negative affect
balance than their low-SCO counterparts after engaging in brief social comparisons on Facebook. SCO did not
have as strong or consistent effects for participants engaging in control tasks. Results are discussed in the context
of extant literature and the impact of social media use on well-being.

© 2015 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

In their daily interactions, people are affordedmany opportunities to
learn about others' opinions, abilities, and lives. Such social comparative
information can be useful for a multitude of purposes, including self-
evaluation (Festinger, 1954), self-enhancement (Gruder, 1971; Wills,
1981), and self-improvement (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997; for reviews
see Buunk & Gibbons, 2007; Corcoran, Crusius, & Mussweiler, 2011;
Wood, 1989). Importantly, people differ in their tendencies to engage
in social comparison and in the psychological consequences incurred. So-
cial comparison orientation (SCO) is a trait that reflects these individual
differences (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999). Individuals high in SCO have a
chronic sensitivity to and awareness of others, and experiencemore un-
certainty and instability regarding their self-concepts (Buunk & Gibbons,
2006; Gibbons & Buunk, 1999). For the current research, we suggest that
social media offers a novel medium in which social comparison can take
place—and that people high in SCOmight bemore drawn to socialmedia
and more affected by the comparisons made therein.

1.1. Social media and social comparison opportunities

Social media use has become ubiquitous in many societies, with pop-
ular social network sites (SNSs) such as Facebook.com having 1.4 billion

active users worldwide (Facebook, 2015). SNSs not only allow users to
maintain friendships, form new relationships, and connect with others
(Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Manago, Taylor, & Greenfield, 2012), but also
allow people to construct their own personal profiles and present a rich
set of information about themselves (e.g., accomplishments, attitudes, ac-
tivities, personalities, relationship status, daily habits, routines). Based on
the rich information we can learn about others and the expansive net-
work of people from which we can learn it (Acar, 2008), SNSs offer up
an ideal platform for social comparison to take place. Indeed, it appears
that people are quite interested in learning about others on SNSs, as
most networking activity consists of browsing others' profiles without
initiating social interaction (Joinson, 2008; Pempek, Yermolayeva, &
Calvert, 2009). Moreover, people have indicated that they use SNSs for
the purpose of making social comparisons, specifically while viewing
others' posts and photos (Lee, 2014).

1.2. Consequences of social comparison on social media

It is clear that people use SNSs for the purpose of making social com-
parisons. Butwhat differential consequencesmight online vs. offline so-
cial comparisons have for mental health and well-being? Critically,
some research has found that online interactions and relationships on
social media are different from those created offline (Ivcevic &
Ambady, 2012). This may be attributed, in part, to the fact that people
are better able to present themselves in a positive light online (Chou
& Edge, 2012; Ellison, Heino, & Gibbs, 2006; Gonzales & Hancock,
2011). Indeed, there is a growing body of evidence to suggest that
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personal SNS profiles tend to present the self in a favorable light
(e.g., Nadkarni & Hofmann, 2012; Rosenberg & Egbert, 2011). Impor-
tantly, if people selectively self-present positive aspects of their lives
on social media, then social comparisons that are made using that
biased information should differ from in-person social comparisons
and involve mostly upward social comparisons to those who are better
off on some dimension (Feinstein et al., 2013; Haferkamp & Kramer,
2011; Lee, 2014; Vogel, Rose, Roberts, & Eckles, 2014). Moreover, the
consequences of exposure to upward comparisons should be quite
negative. Indeed, empirical evidence suggests that both chronic and
temporary upward social comparisons on social media have been asso-
ciated with negative consequences, including changes in depression
(Feinstein et al., 2013), self-esteem (Kalpidou, Costin, & Morris, 2011;
Lee, 2014; Vogel et al., 2014), self-evaluations (Haferkamp & Kramer,
2011), and well-being (Kross et al., 2013).

1.3. Current research

In sum, we have twomain points about the interface between social
comparison and social media. First, because of the rich and varied infor-
mation posted about others on social media, people should be quite in-
terested in using social media for the purpose of social comparison.
Second, because social comparison information tends to be upward
(positive) on social media, it produces negative consequences for
well-being and self-evaluation. Based on their strong sensitivity to and
interest in others (Buunk & Gibbons, 2006; Gibbons & Buunk, 1999),
we suggest that people high (vs. low) in social comparison orientation
(SCO) should, 1) be more drawn to using social media because it offers
abundant social comparison opportunities, and 2) be more negatively
affected by the upward social comparisons made on social media. Con-
sistent with both ideas, Lee (2014) found that high-SCO participants re-
ported making more social comparisons on Facebook than low-SCO
users. Although consistent with our general hypotheses, the results of
the Lee (2014) study have limited applicability. First, Lee's result sug-
gests that, once on social media, high-SCO participants report making
more social comparisons; however, that study did not provide any evi-
dence to suggest that high- and low-SCO participants differ in terms of
how much and intensely they tend to use social media. Second, Lee
did not documentwhether high- and low-SCO participants suffer differ-
ential consequences as a result of making social comparisons on social
media. Our research addresses each of these issues directly and builds
on the research by Lee (2014).

Study 1 addressed the first research question involving the relation-
ship between SCO and social media use. College student participants
were asked about their social comparison orientation (Gibbons &
Buunk, 1999) and general social media use. We hypothesized that
higher SCO scores would be associated with greater social media use
(e.g., frequency, intensity, and involvement). Consistent with the find-
ing of Lee (2014) that high-SCO participants report comparing more
once on social media, we reasoned that those who chronically compare
themselves to others are more likely to recognize the value of SNSs for
social comparison and therefore use it more heavily.

Study 2 addressed the second research question by examining the
differential effects of social comparison occurring on social media for
people high and low in SCO. Participants were randomly assigned to
one of three conditions in which they either browsed an acquaintance's
socialmedia profile (presumably engaging in social comparison) or per-
formed control tasks. Afterwards, participants provided self-evaluations
and rated their momentary self-esteem and affect. We hypothesized
that, because information about others on social media tends to be pos-
itive, participants browsing an acquaintance's profile would have
poorer self-evaluations, self-esteem, and affect than those participants
in control conditions. However, most critically for our purposes, this
was expected to be particularly true for participants high in SCO due
to their sensitivity to comparison information.

2. Study 1

2.1. Overview

The main purpose of Study 1 was to examine the association be-
tween social comparison orientation and social media use. Facebook
was chosen because it is the most popular and researched SNS, and
most theoretically relevant to social comparison. College student partic-
ipants were surveyed about their social comparison orientation and
their social networking attitudes and habits. We conducted two studies
(Studies 1a and 1b) in order to replicate our results across two distinct
samples.

3. Study 1a

3.1. Method

3.1.1. Participants
Participants were 145 undergraduates (106 female) from a Mid-

western university in the United States who received course credit for
participating (M age = 19.65, SD = 2.87). The sample was 64.1%
White, 22.8% Black, 4.1% Asian, 1.4% American Indian or Alaskan Native,
4.8% mixed race, and 2.8% unknown race(s).

3.1.2. Procedure and measures
Participants completed a series of questionnaires as part of a larger

study involving social media use in college students.1 All portions of
the studywere completed on computers in the lab usingMediaLab soft-
ware (Jarvis, 2008). After completing the questionnaires, participants
were thanked and debriefed. Relevant measures for the present manu-
script are described below.

3.1.3. Facebook use
To measure Facebook use, we assessed two related constructs:

frequency of use and psychological involvement. First, to assess fre-
quency of Facebook use, participants answered the following questions
(derived from Rouis, Limayem, & Salehi-Sangari, 2011): “How often do
you use Facebook?” (1= never, 5 = very often), “How often do you up-
date your Facebook status?” and “Howoften do you comment on others'
Facebook profiles?” (1 = never or almost never, 2 = once a year, 3 =
once a month, 4 = once a week, 5 = once a day, 6 = multiple times a
day), and “Approximately how many hours per week do you spend on
Facebook?” (open-ended response). After standardization and upon
confirmation that the items loaded onto a single factor, a “Frequency
of Facebook Use” index was computed (α = .85). Second, to measure
psychological involvement in Facebook, participants completed a 6-
item measure (Andreassen, Torsheim, Brunborg, & Pallesen, 2012) de-
signed to assess the extent towhich Facebook use interfereswith every-
day life. Participants indicated their agreement with the items using a
5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).
Sample items include “You spend a lot of time thinking about Facebook
or planning how to use it” and “You use Facebook in order to forget
about your personal problems” (M=1.94, SD=.83,α=.86). Themea-
sures of frequency and involvement were strongly correlated (r = .65,
p b .01) and showed strong reliability (α = .89). Therefore, they were
standardized and combined into a composite Facebook use score.

3.1.4. Iowa–Netherlands Comparison Orientation Measure (Gibbons &
Buunk, 1999)

To assess individual differences in SCO, we used the Iowa-
Netherlands Comparison Orientation Measure (INCOM). Participants
indicated their agreement with 11 statements on a 5-point Likert-type

1 Thedata used in Study 1awerepart of a larger study on socialmediause in college stu-
dents. A portion of this data has been used elsewhere in a separate paper with different
aims than the current paper: (Vogel et al., 2014).
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scale (1= strongly disagree, 5= strongly agree). Sample items include, “I
always pay a lot of attention to how I do things compared with how
others do things” and “I never consider my situation in life relative to
that of other people” (reverse-coded;M = 3.34, SD= .61, α = .77).

3.2. Results and discussion

Our main hypothesis was supported. SCO was positively correlated
with Facebook use (r= .20, p= .02). These results suggest that individ-
uals who report being more likely to habitually compare themselves to
others in everyday life also tend to engage in heavier Facebook use.2

4. Study 1b

4.1. Method

4.1.1. Participants
Participants were 275 undergraduate students (157 female) from the

introductory psychology subject pool at a different large, Midwestern
university who participated in exchange for course credit (M age =
18.70, SD=2.16). The sample was 72.4%White, 15.3% Black, 2.5% Pacific
Islander, 5.1% Hispanic/Latino, and 4.7% other race(s).

4.1.2. Procedure and measures
Participants came to the lab as part of a larger study that was pur-

portedly concerned with Facebook use and person perception. In
Study 1b, participants answered questions about their psychological in-
volvement and intensity of Facebook use. First, psychological involve-
ment in Facebook was assessed using the same scale described above
in Study 1a (Andreassen et al., 2012;M=1.63, SD= .59,α= .81). Sec-
ond, to measure intensity of Facebook use, we used the Facebook Inten-
sity Scale (Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007). Most relevant for our
purposes were six items measured on a 1-5 Likert-type scale (1 =
strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Sample items include “Facebook
is part of my everyday activity” and “I feel I am part of the Facebook
community”. These items were averaged to create a variable that mea-
sures emotional connectionwith Facebook, or intensity of use (Kalpidou
et al., 2011;M=2.68, SD= .90,α= .87). Intensity of Facebook use and
involvement in Facebook use were strongly correlated (r = .58,
p b .001) and showed strong reliability (α = .89). Therefore, the two
variables were standardized and a composite Facebook use score was
computed. Finally, we used the same social comparison orientation
measure used in Study 1a (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999; M = 3.50,
SD = .51, α = .77).

4.2. Results and discussion

The results of Study 1b replicated the pattern of results observed in
Study 1a. Facebook use was positively correlated with SCO, r = .16,
p = .008.3

5. Study 2

5.1. Overview

Having established in Study 1 that Facebook use tends to be heavier
among those high in SCO, the goal of Study 2 was to examine whether
the consequences of Facebook use for self-evaluation and affect differ
for those high versus low in SCO. Participants were brought into the lab

and were randomly assigned to one of three conditions. In the experi-
mental condition, participants browsed the Facebook profile of an ac-
quaintance (presumably engaging in social comparison). In two control
conditions, participants either browsed their own Facebook profile or
read reviews of a consumer product (presumably not engaging in social
comparison). Therefore, the two control conditions were included in
order to parse out, 1) the effects of social comparison on Facebook from
the effects of Facebook use in general, and 2) the effects of social compar-
ison on Facebook from the effects of Internet use in general. Following
these tasks, we assessed participants' affect and their self-evaluations in
the form of their state self-esteem and trait self-perceptions.

As noted previously, Facebook users tend to present the best ver-
sions of themselves on their profiles (Manago, Graham, Greenfield, &
Salimkhan, 2008; Rosenberg & Egbert, 2011; Zhao, Grasmuck, &
Martin, 2008). Thus, given that the Facebook profiles of others tend to
convey upward social comparison information (Chou & Edge, 2012;
Ellison et al., 2006; Gonzales & Hancock, 2011; Nadkarni & Hofmann,
2012), we expected that participants would have poorer state self-
esteem, trait self-perceptions, and affect after viewing an acquaintance's
Facebook profile compared to both control conditions. Most important
for our purposes, we expected SCO and condition to interact, such that
participants high in SCO would be more negatively affected in the ex-
perimental condition when (upward) social comparison information
was present. SCO was not expected to be a predictor of state self-
esteem, trait self-perceptions, or affect in the control conditions because
social comparison information was absent.

5.2. Method

5.2.1. Participants
Participants were 120 undergraduates (92 female) from the same

university as Study 1a who participated in exchange for course credit
(M age = 18.93, SD = 3.94). The sample was 65.8% White, 21.7%
Black, 6.7% Asian, 0.8% Pacific Islander, 1.7% unknown race(s), and
3.3% two or more races.

5.2.2. Procedure, design, and measures
Participants came to the lab for a study on socialmedia use in college

students, and were randomly assigned to one of three conditions:
Facebook Experimental, Facebook Control, or Non-Facebook Control.
Participants in the Facebook Experimental condition chose a Facebook
friendwhowas the same age/sex as them,went to the samehigh school,
and who they would consider a casual friend or acquaintance. These in-
structionswere intended to result in participants choosing a target who
was both similar enough to encourage social comparison (Festinger,
1954; Wood, 1989) and distant enough that participants would rely
on information gleaned from the profile rather than everyday life
when making their evaluations (Chou & Edge, 2012). Participants
viewed the acquaintance's Facebook profile for five minutes and evalu-
ated the person's posting habits and personality traits from the profile
content. Participants in the Facebook Control condition viewed their
own Facebook profiles for fiveminutes, focusing on their status updates,
comments from friends, and other profile content. Participants in the
Non-Facebook Control condition performed an unrelated task on the In-
ternet in which they read cell phones reviews for five minutes. Finally,
all participants answered the same series of questions (described
below).

5.2.3. Trait self-perceptions
Participants indicated their agreement with three sets of self-

evaluative statements involving each of 11 traits (e.g., successful, popu-
lar, attractive, intelligent). For each item, participants were asked to
compare themselves with the average student at their university of
the same age/sex (1 = much less _____ than the average student, 5 =
much more ______ than the average student), compare themselves in
the present to themselves in high school (1 = much less now than in

2 We also examined frequency of use and psychological involvement separately. Both
constructs were positively correlated with SCO, although involvement appeared to be
more strongly associated (r=.20, p=.02) than frequency (r= .14, p= .09). Importantly,
though, there was no difference in correlation magnitude (z = .52, p = .61).

3 Again, we also examined intensity of use and psychological involvement separately.
Both involvement (r= .17, p= .005) and intensity (r= .12, p= .06) were positively cor-
related with SCO and there was no difference in magnitude (z = .59, p = .55).
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high school, 5 = much more now than in high school), and to evaluate
themselves in general (e.g., “How _______ are you?”; 1 = Not at all,
5 = Very). Scores on the three scales were strongly correlated
(rs N .44, ps b .001). Therefore, scores on each subscale were standard-
ized and averaged to create a composite trait self-perception score
(α = .90).

5.2.4. State Self-Esteem Scale
To assess self-esteem following the experimental manipulation, we

used the State Self-Esteem Scale (Heatherton & Polivy, 1991). Partici-
pants indicated their agreement with 20 statements on a 1–5 Likert-
type scale (1 = not at all, 5 = extremely). Sample items include “I am
worried about whether I am regarded as a success or failure” and “I
feel displeased with myself” (M = 3.43, SD= .51, α = .90).

5.2.5. Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS)
This 20-item scale (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) was used to

measure positive and negative mood states following the experimental
manipulation. Participants indicated the extent towhich theywere cur-
rently experiencing each of 10 positive (e.g., determined, inspired) and
negative (e.g., upset, depressed) mood states using a 1–5 Likert-type
scale (1 = very slightly or not at all, 5 = extremely). A positive affect
score (M = 2.89, SD = .89, α = .80) and a negative affect score (M =
1.41, SD= .48,α= .67)were computed for each participant. Affect bal-
ance, an overall mood score that accounts for both positive and negative
affect, was then computed by subtracting the negative affect score from
the positive affect score (Koydemir & Schutz, 2012; Liu, Wang & Lu,
2013). A score of 0 would indicate that the participant endorsed an
equal intensity of positive and negative affective states; a positive
score would indicate greater positive affect than negative affect, and a
negative score would indicate greater negative affect than positive
affect.

5.2.6. Iowa–Netherlands Comparison Orientation Measure (INCOM)
The INCOM (see Study 1) was again used to measure social compar-

ison orientation (M = 3.10, SD= .66, α = .80).4

5.2.7. Supplemental measures
To rule out that SCO impacted the types of acquaintances chosen,

participants in the Facebook Experimental condition answered a series
of supplemental questions about the acquaintance whose profile they
viewed. Relevant items for the present manuscript include, “How simi-
lar do you feel to this person?” (1= not at all, 5 = very), “How often do
you view the profile of this person?” (1= not at all, 5= very often), and
“How does this person compare to others his/her age/sex in terms of
positive characteristics?” (1 = has fewer positive characteristics, 5 =
has more positive characteristics). Importantly, SCOwas not significantly
correlated with perceived similarity to the target (r = − .17, p = .29),
frequency of profile views (r = − .22, p = .17), or how positively the
targetwas viewed relative to his/her peers (r=− .03, p= .84) suggest-
ing that high- and low-SCO participants did not significantly vary in the
types of acquaintances chosen for comparison.

5.3. Results and discussion

In order to analyze the effect of experimental condition and social
comparison orientation on trait self-perceptions, state self-esteem,
and affect balance, we submitted the dependent variables to hierarchi-
cal regression analyses. In Step 1, we regressed the relevant dependent

measure onto experimental condition. The experimental condition var-
iable consisted of two dummy-coded variables that compared the
Facebook Experimental condition to the two Control conditions (the
Facebook Experimental condition was coded as “0” on both variables,
the Facebook Control condition was coded as “1” on the first variable
and “0” on the second, and the Non-Facebook Control condition was
coded as “0” on the first variable and “1” on the second; Aiken & West,
1991). In Step 2, we regressed the relevant dependent measure onto
SCO (standardized). In Step 3, the interaction terms between the
dummy-coded variables and SCO were included in the model (Aiken
&West, 1991). Results for each dependent variable are described sepa-
rately below.

5.3.1. Trait self-perceptions
Step 1 of the model accounted for a non-significant 3% of the

variance in trait self-perceptions (R2 = .03, F(2, 117) = 1.75, p = .18).
Indeed, the dummy coded variable comparing the Facebook Experi-
mental condition to the Facebook Control condition (M = .06,
SD = .90) was not significant (β = .14 t = 1.34, p = .18, d = .28),
indicating no significant differences in trait self-perceptions between
these two groups. There were also no significant differences in trait self-
perceptions between the Non-Facebook Control condition (M = .13,
SD = .67) and the Facebook Experimental condition (M = − .20,
SD = .94; β = .19 t = 1.80, p = .08, d = .40).

Step 2 of the model accounted for a non-significant additional 2.5%
of the variance in trait self-perceptions (R2Δ = .03, F(1, 116) = 3.01,
p = .09). Indeed, there was no main effect of SCO on trait self-
perceptions (β = − .16, t = −1.74, p = .09).

More important for our purposes was that Step 3 of the model
accounted for a significant additional 10% of the variance in trait self-
perceptions, above and beyond the main effects model (R2Δ = .10,
F[2, 114] = 6.76, p b .01). Indeed, there were significant interactions
between SCO and both dummy-coded variables comparing the
Facebook Experimental condition against the Facebook Control condi-
tion (β=.37, t=3.03, p b .01) and theNon-Facebook Control condition
(β = .46, t = 3.4, p b .01). We hypothesized that SCO and condition
would interact such that SCO would have a stronger effect on trait
self-perceptions in the Facebook Experimental condition. Simple slopes
were tested using the procedure outlined by Aiken andWest (1991). In-
deed, as expected, participants high in SCOwhoviewed an acquaintance's
profile on Facebookhadpoorer trait self-perceptions thandidparticipants
low in SCO, β=− .66, t=−4.02, p b .01. However, SCO did not predict
trait self-perceptions in the Facebook Control condition (β= .03, t= .16,
p = .88) or the Non-Facebook Control condition (β = .06, t = .42,
p = .68). Fig. 1 provides a visual representation of all 3 conditions at
the mean of SCO as well as 1 standard deviation above and below the
mean (Aiken & West, 1991).

5.3.2. State self-esteem
Step 1 of the model accounted for a non-significant 3% of the vari-

ance in state self-esteem (R2 = .03, F(2, 117) = 1.98, p = .14). There
were no significant differences in state self-esteem between the
Facebook Experimental condition (M = 3.25, SD = .77) and the
Facebook Control condition (β = .19, t = 1.80, p = .08; M = 3.51,
SD = .64, d = − .37) or the Facebook Experimental condition and the
Non-Facebook Control condition (β = .17, t = 1.62, p = .11; M =
3.47, SD= .52).

Step 2 of themodel accounted for an additional and significant 8% of
the variance in state self-esteem (R2Δ= .08, F(1, 116)= 10.34, p b .01).
Indeed, participants high in SCO had lower state self-esteem than did
participants low in SCO (β = − .28, t = −3.22, p b .01).

More important for our purposes and consistent with the trait self-
perception data was that Step 3 of themodel accounted for an addition-
al and significant 5% of the variance in state self-esteem beyond the
main effects model (R2Δ = .05, F(2, 114) = 3.35, p = .04). There was
a significant interaction between SCO and the dummy-coded variable

4 The SCO measure always occurred at the end of the study and therefore may have
been influenced by our manipulations. It may have been cleaner methodologically to as-
sess SCO at the beginning of the study or in a prescreening study instead. That said, SCO
is an individual difference that remains relatively stable (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999) and a
one-way ANOVA showed that SCO scores were not significantly different between the
Facebook Experimental, Facebook Control, and Non-Facebook Control groups, F(2,
117) = .37, p = .69.
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comparing the Facebook Experimental condition against the Facebook
Control condition, β = .32, t = 2.56, p = .01. As expected, participants
high in SCO had lower state self-esteem than did participants low in
SCO in the Facebook Experimental condition, β = − .57, t = −3.55,
p b .01. SCO did not predict state self-esteem in the Facebook Control
condition (β = .01, t = .07, p = .95); however, high-SCO participants
in the Non-Facebook Control condition also had lower state self-
esteem than did low-SCO participants (β = − .29, t = −2.20,
p = .03). Fig. 2 provides a visual representation of all 3 conditions at
the mean of SCO as well as 1 standard deviation above and below the
mean (Aiken & West, 1991).

5.3.3. Affect balance
Step 1 of the model accounted for a significant 8% of the variance in

affect balance (R2 = .08, F(2, 117) = 4.84, p= .01). There was a signif-
icant difference between the Facebook Experimental (M = 1.39, SD =
1.04) and Facebook Control (M = 1.88, SD= .95) conditions such that
participants in the Facebook Control condition had more positive affect
balance (β= .23 t = 2.24, p = .03, d= .49). There were no significant
differences in affect balance between the Non-Facebook Control condi-
tion (M = 1.23, SD = .85) and the Facebook Experimental condition
(M = 1.39, SD= 1.04, β = − .08, t = − .79, p = .43, d = .17).

Step 2 of the model accounted for a non-significant 0.2% of the vari-
ance in affect balance (R2Δ = .002, F(1, 116) = 0.25, p = .62). Indeed,
there was no main effect of SCO on affect balance (β = .05, t = .50,
p = .62).

More important for our purposes and consistent with the trait self-
perceptions and state self-esteem data was that Step 3 of the model
accounted for an additional and significant 9.2% of the variance in affect
balance (R2Δ= .09, F(2, 114)=6.32, p= .003). Indeed, therewas a sig-
nificant interaction between SCO and both dummy-coded variables
comparing the Facebook Experimental condition against the Facebook
Control condition (β = .33, t = 2.73, p = .007) and the Non-Facebook
Control condition (β = .46, t = 3.40, p = .001). We hypothesized that
SCO and condition would interact such that SCO would have a stronger
effect on affect balance in the Facebook Experimental condition. Indeed,
as we expected, participants high in SCO who compared themselves to
others on Facebook had more negative affect balance than did partici-
pants low in SCO (β=− .43, t=−2.70, p= .008). SCO did not predict
affect balance in the Facebook Control condition (β = .18, t = 1.15,
p = .25). However, SCO did predict affect balance in the Non-Facebook
Control condition such that participants high in SCO had more positive
affect than did participants low in SCO (β=.27, t=2.07, p=.04) (Fig. 3).

5.3.4. Summary
Taken together, the results across measures suggest a consistent in-

fluence of SCO on the effects of social media use. When examining an
acquaintance's profile on Facebook, participants high in SCO had lower
trait self-perceptions, lower state self-esteem, and more negative affect
balance than did their low-SCO counterparts. Moreover, SCO was a
weaker and inconsistent predictor of trait self-perceptions, state self-
esteem, and affect balance for participants in the control conditions. In-
deed, for the majority of measures and control conditions (4 out of 6
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analyses), SCOwas not a significant predictor. The exceptionswere that
SCO did predict state self-esteem and affect balance in the Non-
Facebook Control condition such that high-SCO participants had lower
state self-esteem but more positive affect balance. The former result in-
volving state self-esteem may reflect the general tendency of high-SCO
individuals to have lower self-esteem (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999); the
Facebook Control condition likely did not show this pattern because
participants viewed their own profiles, which has been shown to tem-
porarily increase self-esteem (Gonzales & Hancock, 2011). The latter
result involving affect balance was not expected and appears to be in-
consistent with the state self-esteem data. Overall, though, both results
were less strong and consistent than our primary findings involving
participants in the Facebook Experimental condition, and the measures
furthest away from the manipulation showed the weakest overall
pattern.

6. General discussion

The current research had two primary purposes: 1) to examine the
relationship between SCO and Facebook use, and 2) to explore the dif-
ferential effects of social comparison on Facebook for participants who
differed in SCO. To fulfill the first goal, Study 1 surveyed participants
about their general social comparison tendencies and Facebook use
(e.g., frequency, intensity, psychological involvement). Results showed
that participants high in SCO appear to use Facebook more heavily
than participants low in SCO. This is consistent with prior research
showing that high-SCO participants report makingmore social compar-
isons once on social media than low-SCO participants (Lee, 2014), but
expand on this prior research by showing that high-SCO individuals
spend more time on the SNS and are more invested in it. Moreover,
this study lends preliminary support to the notion that high-SCO partic-
ipants may implicitly recognize the abundant opportunities for social
comparison available on social media and use social media often.

To examine the second goal, Study 2 used an experimental approach
to determinewhether participants high (vs. low) in SCOwould bemore
impacted by social comparison on social media. Participants viewed an
acquaintance's Facebook profile, viewed their own Facebook profile, or
read product reviews and subsequently reported trait self-perceptions,
state self-esteem, and affect. Results showed that participants high in
SCOwhoviewed others' Facebook profiles (and thus had the opportuni-
ty to engage in social comparison on Facebook) reported poorer trait
self-perceptions, lower state self-esteem, and poorer affect balance
than participants low in SCOwho also viewed others' Facebook profiles.
In general, the same pattern of results did not hold for the control
conditions, where SCO did not consistently and strongly predict trait
self-perceptions, state self-esteem, and affect balance (see above for dis-
cussion of exceptions). The finding here that social media use has

deleterious consequences is consistentwith prior research showingdet-
riments in psychologicalwell-being (Feinstein et al., 2013;Haferkamp&
Kramer, 2011; Vogel et al., 2014), but builds on this prior research by
using an experimental approach and by identifying SCO as an important
moderator. One explanation for this result is that people high in SCO are
more likely to make active social comparisons when exposed to social
media (Lee, 2014). Another explanation is that people high in SCO
may be more likely to internalize comparison-based content into the
self (e.g., Buunk, Groothof, & Siero, 2007).

Overall, then, it is our contention that participants high (vs. low) in
SCO both 1) seek out and use SNSsmore heavily and 2) are more affect-
ed by the comparison-based content to which they are exposed. Taken
at face value, this may appear to be an ironic or even contradictory
collection of findings. That is, why would high-SCO individuals use
Facebook more heavily than low-SCO individuals even though they ex-
perience more negative consequences? First, Facebook is a rich source
of social comparison information and may therefore appeal to high-
SCO users despite its negative consequences. People who are high in
SCO are uncertain about themselves, (Buunk & Gibbons, 2007), and
may use the information available on Facebook for self-evaluation. Sec-
ond, high-SCO individuals may use Facebook for self-improvement.
Self-improvement is a key purpose of social comparison, such that
looking at upward comparison targets can provide motivation and in-
spiration (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997). Due to their general sensitivity
to social comparison and its effects, people high in SCO may expect
that, despite their negative emotions, seeing other people doing well
willmake thembetter. Third, the psychological impact of social compar-
ison can often be implicit, affective, and difficult to detect or correct
(Gilbert, Giesler, & Morris, 1995). Thus, it is possible that high-SCO
users may not be able to fully detect that their heavy Facebook use is
impairing their well-being.

6.1. Limitations and future directions

There are notable limitations to the current research. First, the asso-
ciation between SCO and Facebook use in Study 1 was based on cross-
sectional design. Although individual differences are often deemed to
be stable antecedents for behavior (e.g., Facebook use), future research
could further measure the different facets of Facebook using techniques
such as experience-sampling (see Kross et al., 2013) to gain a more
complete and causal understanding of Facebook use among participants
high and low in SCO.

Second, there are many ways to capture Facebook use. Frequency,
intensity, and involvement were chosen to encompass a spectrum of
definitions, from simple number of hours spent per week to psycholog-
ical involvement in the SNS. However, researchers have employed other
methods, such as quantity of social interaction (number of friends and
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number of wall posts; Buffardi & Campbell, 2008) and number of visits
per day (Mehdizadeh, 2010). Future research could employ additional
definitions of Facebook use and examine their relationship with SCO.
Moreover, even among the measures we chose for the current studies,
there may be nuances among those variables in this context. Indeed,
although we collapsed our measures and found that their individual
correlations were of the same magnitude (see Footnotes 2 and 3),
there were subtle differences between frequency, intensity, and in-
volvement that suggest some degree of uniqueness.

Third, participants in Study 2 only browsed Facebook briefly in a lab
setting; therefore, the real-world implications of the findings are
unclear. However, due to the strong pattern of results after short-term
exposure, we argue that long-term use has the potential to cause even
greater consequences (e.g., see Feinstein et al., 2013; Kross et al.,
2013). Nevertheless, longitudinal experimental research on Facebook
use and social comparison would be informative.

Fourth, participants in Study 2were asked to choose their own com-
parison target and always viewed an acquaintance's profile rather than
that of a close friend. In terms of the former point, because participants
chose their own acquaintances, it leaves open the possibility that the re-
sults involving SCO could be due to differences in the targets chosen by
participants. However, as reported previously, our results suggest that
this is not the case, as SCO was uncorrelated with critical target charac-
teristics (e.g., perceived similarity to the target, relative positivity of tar-
get). Nevertheless, providing a standardized target for high- and low-
SCO participants to view would be an interesting avenue for future re-
search. Moreover, the content and valence of the target's profile could
be manipulated to determine precisely what social comparison infor-
mation affects participants negatively. For instance, future research
could manipulate upward or downward comparison content to see
whether, as previous research suggests, high-SCO individuals would
also respond more negatively to downward comparisons than low-
SCO individuals because they see comparison targets as a reflection of
themselves (see Buunk & Gibbons, 2007 for a review). In relation to
the latter point, prior research has shown that focusing on close friends
while using Facebook is linked to increased self-esteem, possibly due to
the fact that people present themselves positively on Facebook, which is
likely to lead to highly valued positive appraisals from close friends
(Wilcox & Stephen, 2013). Althoughmuch of Facebook activity involves
acquaintances (Pempek et al., 2009), future research could benefit from
including conditions that involve browsing close friends' profiles.

Lastly, we cannot be certain that participants who viewed acquain-
tances' profiles in Study 2 were actively engaging in social comparison
because we did not directly assess this construct. This leaves open the
possibility that a process other than social comparison was responsible
for the differences between high- and low-SCO participants. However,
we argue that social comparison is most likely the cause of these results
for a few reasons. First, SCO reflects a person's sensitivities to and ten-
dencies for making social comparisons. Thus, due to the nature of this
construct, the finding that participants high in SCO have lower self-
evaluations and well-being than participants low in SCO following ex-
posure to an acquaintance on Facebook strongly suggests that the effect
is driven by social comparison. Although SCO is certainly correlated
with other constructs that could affect self-evaluations (such as neurot-
icism and self-esteem; Gibbons & Buunk, 1999), the only consistent SCO
differences emerged in the experimental condition where social com-
parison information was present and not in control conditions where
social comparison information was absent. Second, although a manipu-
lation check could have been informative in determining whether par-
ticipants recognize that they are engaging in social comparison, we
suggest that a manipulation check may be ineffective in establishing
that social comparison was occurring. Indeed, social comparison pro-
cesses and effects can occur below the level of conscious awareness
(e.g., Gilbert et al., 1995;Mussweiler, Ruter, & Epstude, 2004). Thus, par-
ticipantsmay not be able to accurately reportwhether a comparison has
been made or what influence it has had. In sum, although other

explanations for our results are possible, the data suggest that differ-
ences in social comparison drove our findings. Nevertheless, future re-
search should utilize designs that can more firmly establish that social
comparison processes can explain our results (e.g., standardization of
comparison target, evaluation of profile content by experimenter).
Moreover, even if we acknowledge that social comparison is occurring,
we know very little about what specific content people are evaluating
and how this impacts well-being (e.g., pictures, comments, friend activ-
ity). Future research could examine this issue as well.

6.2. Implications

These results have implications for several research literatures. First,
they bolster prior findings and theories that suggest people high in SCO
should be more interested in, and impacted by, social comparisons
(Gibbons & Buunk, 1999; Buunk & Gibbons, 2006). In relation to the
first point, we showed that high-SCO participants tend to be heavier
users of SNSs, which we suggest offer an ideal platform for social com-
parison. In relation to the second point, we showed that participants
high in SCO were more impacted by temporary exposure to social
media than their low-SCO counterparts. Second, our results corroborate
extant research suggesting that social comparison on social media leads
to negative psychological outcomes such as depression (Feinstein et al.,
2013), low self-esteem (Vogel et al., 2014) and poor self-evaluations
(Haferkamp & Kramer, 2011). Our results suggest that the effects of
Facebook use differ based on SCO, and that prior effects of this kind
found in the literature may have been driven by people high in SCO.

These results also have practical implications for SNS use. Study 1 sug-
gests that people high in SCOuse Facebookmore heavily than people low
in SCO. These individuals are more vulnerable to the potentially detri-
mental consequences of social media use due to their sensitivity to social
comparison information. Although SNSs can have many positive effects,
such as promoting feelings of belongingness (Nadkarni & Hofmann,
2012), maintaining relationships (Ellison et al., 2007; Manago et al.,
2012), and providing social support (Nabi, Prestin, & So, 2013), it is im-
portant to understand the different social and personality factors that de-
termine when and for whom the detrimental effects of SNSs will be
manifested.
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