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background
Social media addiction (SM) is a widespread and severe 
problem in today’s world. It is associated with both self-
esteem (SE) and general belongingness (GB). There are 
many studies related to these associations in the liter-
ature, but in this research an attempt was made to ex-
plain this mechanism based on social comparison theory. 
The aim of this study is to examine the indirect effect of 
social comparison (SC) on the relationship among SM, 
SE, and GB. 

participants and procedure
The sample consisted of 311 university students studying 
at a state university in Turkey. Data were gathered by us-
ing a demographic information form, the Rosenberg Self-
Esteem Scale, the General Belongingness Scale, the Social 
Comparison Scale, and the Social Media Addiction Scale-
Student Form. The mediator effect of SC was determined 
via structural equation modelling.

results
The results indicate that SC has an indirect effect on the 
relation between SM and SE. Similarly, SC has an indirect 
effect on the relation between SM and GB.

conclusions
People tend to compare themselves with other individuals, 
and this SC process can be made very easily and quickly via 
social media tools. Moreover, social media sites offer plenty 
of opportunities for SC, and this comparison consists of 
sometimes upward SC and sometimes downward SC pro-
cesses. Downward and upward SC processes can regulate 
individuals’ emotions, SE, and GB levels in social media ei-
ther in a negative or positive way. The mediating role of SC 
in the relationship between SM, SE, and GB can be exam-
ined in terms of these upward and downward SC processes. 
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Background

The purpose of this study is to examine the mediat-
ing effect of social comparison on the relationship 
between social media addiction, and self-esteem and 
general belongingness. In today’s world, social net-
work sites are a crucial part of individuals’ life, and 
social media addiction is a  widespread and severe 
problem. Also, individuals may receive some ben-
eficial effects from ordinary social media usage, but 
especially social media addiction might influence self-
esteem and belongingness of individuals in a negative 
way. There are many studies related to social media, 
and self-esteem and general belongingness. In this re-
search, we tried to be explain the relationships among 
social media addiction, self-esteem, and general be-
longingness. Most of the studies in the literature 
focuses only on the relationships among these vari-
ables; however, in this study, the mechanisms under-
lying these relationships were investigated from the 
downward and upward social comparison perspec-
tives, and this investigation may create more explicit 
understanding of the relations among social media 
addiction, self-esteem, and belongingness. 

Literature review

Social media usage has been gradually increasing 
around the world. Beside this enormous usage, the 
number of social media accounts and varieties are 
also increasing, e.g. Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, 
Snapchat, and so on. Notably, most people are us-
ing their social media accounts through their smart-
phones, and these types of devices make social media 
more accessible. According to the social media statis-
tics, more than three billion people are actively using 
social media accounts every day (Global Digital Re-
port, 2019). These social network sites allow people 
to create a private profile for themselves and these 
people can contact each other via social media. They 
can share their photos, videos, and ideas. Further-
more, people can see and learn about photos, videos, 
and ideas of others through social media. 

The effect of social media usage on individuals is 
a  controversial issue in the academic world. Some 
studies have indicated that social media sites can 
cause a type of addiction and this may influence indi-
viduals in a negative way (for instance, lower life sat-
isfaction, depression, lower self-esteem) (e.g., Burke 
et  al., 2010; Hawi & Samaha, 2017; Krasnova et  al., 
2013) while others claim that social media usage can 
supply some benefits for its users such as higher self-
esteem, higher sense of belonging, and lower loneli-
ness (e.g., Ellison et al., 2007; Gonzales & Hancock, 
2011; Seidman, 2013). However, there is a vital differ-
ence at this point. On one hand, ordinary social me-
dia usage may trigger some positive results such as 

higher self-esteem, sense of belonging or more posi-
tive interpersonal relationships. On the other hand, 
addictive usage of social media could have negative 
effects on self-esteem and sense of belonging. The fo-
cus of this study is the effects of social media addic-
tion on self-esteem and general belongingness. There 
is a negative relationship among social media addic-
tion, self-esteem, and belongingness (e.g., Andreas-
sen et  al., 2017). However, these relationships can 
also be twofold. Individuals who want to satisfy their 
self-esteem and belongingness needs may use social 
media as an opportunity (getting “likes”, escape from 
the lower sense of belonging and self-esteem) (An-
dreassen et al., 2017; Kırcaburun et al., 2019). For this 
reason, this study aims to examine the effect of social 
media addiction on self-esteem and general belong-
ingness. Also, these relations will be examined from 
the perspective of social comparison theory.

The results of the studies on social media addic-
tion and self-esteem indicate that there is a  nega-
tive relationship between social media addiction 
and self-esteem (e.g., Błachnio &  Przepiorka, 2019; 
Cherie, 2017; Hawi &  Samaha, 2017). For instance, 
in a study related to Facebook addiction and self-es-
teem, it was found that Facebook addiction is related 
to a lower level of self-esteem (Błachnio et al., 2016). 
Similarly, Andreassen et al. (2017) stated that lower 
self-esteem was associated with higher social media 
addiction score. Moreover, it is evident that there is 
a  relationship between social media and the need 
to belong. Seidman (2013) stated that satisfying the 
need to belong and acceptance are major motivations 
for Facebook usage, and individuals who use social 
media might increase their self-esteem and sense of 
belongingness. Furthermore, there are some studies 
which detected positive relationships between social 
media and the need to belong (e.g., Casale & Fiora-
vanti, 2018; Hodgins, 2015; Rashid et al., 2019). None-
theless, these results should be considered differently 
according to ordinary usage of social media and so-
cial media addiction, because addictive usage might 
trigger some interpersonal troubles and withdrawal 
(Chen et  al., 2003). An addicted person would like 
to create a  relationship which satisfies his need to 
belong, but social media addiction could be blocking 
their meaningful interpersonal relationships in real 
life, and this may diminish the level of general be-
longingness. Studies indicate that there is a negative 
relationship between belongingness and problem-
atic social media usage (Kırcaburun et al., 2019). This 
may also indicate that addictive social media usage 
could influence individuals’ level of belongingness in 
a negative way, rather than satisfying their general 
belongingness.

Self-esteem and need to belong are basic human 
needs, and people have desire to satisfy these psy-
chological needs (Baumeister &  Leary, 1995; Wil-
liams, 2007). At this point, the Internet might provide 
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an abundant opportunity to fulfil these needs. Most 
people would like to comprehend their capacities, 
ideas, and their appearance by comparing them-
selves to other people, and this process is called “so-
cial comparison” (Festinger, 1954). In today’s world, 
these comparisons could be made through social me-
dia accounts in a quicker way. Social media sites offer 
plenty of opportunities for social comparison (Vogel 
et  al., 2014). A question might arise at this point: 
“Why does social media usage lead to an increase 
in the self-esteem and general belongingness levels 
of some people, while reducing these levels in oth-
ers?”. This question could be answered by the help of 
downward and upward social comparisons.

Many people compare themselves with others, 
but these comparisons may consist of sometimes 
downward social comparisons, and sometimes up-
ward social comparisons. Downward social compari-
son means that one compares oneself with people 
below in terms of traits which are important from 
their perspective, while upward social comparison 
means that one compares oneself with people higher 
in terms of traits which are important from their per-
spective (e.g., Crocker et al., 1987; Jang et al., 2016; 
Wills, 1981). Downward social comparison could be 
beneficial for individuals in a way that people who 
make downward social comparison in social media 
may have higher self-esteem and general belonging-
ness levels than other individuals may. On the other 
hand, people who make upward social comparison 
in social media may have lower levels of self-esteem 
and general belongingness. A study indicated that 
participants who have a  more upward social com-
parison on Facebook could have lower self-esteem 
(Vogel et al., 2014). Similarly, another study showed 
that there could be a positive relationship between 
Facebook usage and negative social comparison 
levels (de Vries & Kühne, 2015). In the Johnson and 
Knobloch-Westerwich (2014) study, the participants 
in negative mood arranged their moods by making 
more downward social comparisons. As a result, so-
cial media could be beneficial for emotion regulation.

In addition, a  positive relationship among Face-
book usage, social comparison frequency on Face-
book, and higher levels of social comparison could 
cause higher depression and anxiety levels (Lee, 
2014). Vogel et al. (2015) proposed that people who 
have high social comparison orientation may have 
lower levels of self-esteem and they may have more 
negative emotions after being exposed to social com-
parison on Facebook. Moreover, these researchers 
emphasize that upward social comparison on social 
media could cause more negative effects.

Moreover, individuals make upward social com-
parison on Instagram. This upward social compari-
son may trigger lower levels of self-esteem and lower 
levels of life satisfaction. Furthermore, the study in-
dicated that participants who have lower self-esteem 

and lower life satisfaction tend to make upward 
social comparison on Instagram (Sözkesen & Biçer, 
2018). Still, individuals having a low social compari-
son orientation on Instagram usage may have a low-
er level of loneliness (Yang, 2016). Most of the studies 
have examined social comparison on social media 
only for Facebook, but in these days Instagram and 
other popular social media platforms have been paid 
attention by researchers as well. 

Individuals might compare themselves with other 
people according to their appearance, personality, 
success, and relationship. The viewpoint of com-
parison could also be crucial because appearance 
could be much more substantial for some individu-
als, while others could give more importance to per-
sonality issues. Fardouly et al. (2015) examined how 
social comparison on Facebook might have effects on 
a woman’s body image perception. In this study, fe-
male participants were randomly assigned to either 
ten minutes of browsing their Facebook page or con-
trol website pages. Participants who spent time on 
Facebook reported more negative mood compared to 
the control group. As a result, in general, individuals 
could make upward or downward social comparison 
on social media. These comparisons could increase 
or decrease their self-esteem or levels of sense of be-
longing. 

In the present study, the aim is to investigate the 
indirect (mediating) effects of social comparison in 
the relationship among social media addiction, self-
esteem, and general belongingness. It is obvious that 
there is a  relationship among social media addic-
tion, self-esteem, and general belongingness. Many 
studies have been conducted on these relationships. 
However, the purpose of this study is to explain the 
underlying mechanism of these associations, and it 
will be examined with the help of the social compari-
son theory.

Some individuals may use social media in a  de-
pendent manner, while others may use it at a normal 
level. According to the individuals’ manner of usage, 
the outcome of social media usage might change. 
Still, addictive social media usage may decrease in-
dividuals’ self-esteem and belongingness level, while 
people who use social media at an average level 
could have some positive results such as higher self-
esteem and belongingness. Hawi and Samaha (2017) 
stated that social media addiction is negatively re-
lated to self-esteem. Furthermore, this relationship is 
independent from culture, and individuals who have 
lower self-esteem tend to spend more time on social 
media (Hawi &  Samaha, 2017). The downward and 
upward social comparison may help us to explain 
the relationship between the use of social media at 
a dependent level and self-esteem and belongingness. 
Excessive social media usage may influence individu-
als’ self-esteem and belongingness in a negative way. 
Thus, these individuals would like to regulate their 
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emotions. At that point, emotion regulation comes 
into play, and people who have lower self-esteem 
and sense of belongingness may regulate their emo-
tions through downward social comparison in social 
media. Making the downward social comparison on 
social media could evoke some positive emotions. 
The negative impact of the addictive usage of social 
media on belongingness and self-esteem may dimin-
ish even if it does not entirely disappear. Amaro et al. 
(2019) found that belongingness and downward so-
cial comparison were associated positively. Also, 
Gibbons and Gerrard (1989) stated that individuals 
who have low self-esteem improve their mood states 
via downward social comparison information. Thus, 
especially the downward social comparison process 
may help to regulate mood and emotions. By the help 
of this process, the negative effects of excessive social 
media usage on self-esteem and belongingness may 
be diminished. As expressed above, previous research 
related to social media and social comparison forms 
the basis for the aim of this study. In this context, the 
mediating role of social comparison in the relation-
ship between social media addiction and self-esteem, 
and in the relationship between social media addic-
tion and general belongingness, was investigated. 
The hypotheses are given below.

H1: Social comparison is a  mediator variable in 
the relationship between social media addiction and 
self-esteem. 

H2: Social comparison is a  mediator variable in 
the relationship between social media addiction and 
general belongingness.

Participants and procedure

Participants

The study was conducted with university students 
studying at a state university in Turkey in the fall of 
2018-2019. In total, 311 participants aged 18-38 years 
were included (M = 20.96, SD = 2.44). Two-hundred 
twenty-one females (71.1%) and 90 males (28.9%) 
participated. Ethical permission from the Deanery of 
the Faculty was obtained for the study. Participants 
were given an extra five points as an incentive for 
their courses. Additionally, it was confirmed that all 
participants use at least one social media account. 
Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, YouTube, 
Snapchat, Pinterest, Swarm, and Tinder are counted 
as social media accounts.

Data collection tools

Demographic Information Form. A personal informa-
tion form was used including questions about age 
and gender of the participants.

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale. The Rosenberg Self-
Esteem Scale was developed by Rosenberg (1965) and 
a  Turkish validity and reliability study was carried 
out by Çuhadaroğlu (1986). It is a 4-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 4 (strongly disagree) 
and consists of 10 items. (e.g., “I am able to do things 
as well as most other people”). The scale’s validity 
rate is .71, and test-retest reliability is .75.

Nonetheless, the adaptation study of this scale 
was carried out in 1986. For this reason, exploratory 
and confirmatory factor analysis were conducted in 
the sample of this study, as well. Exploratory factor 
analysis was conducted by using varimax rotation 
to determine the factor structure of this scale. The 
value of the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) coefficient 
was .88, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity result was 
1272.79 (p < .001). Results of the analysis showed that 
the scale has a  two factor structure, and these fac-
tors explain 62.15% of the total variance. Factor load-
ings of the scale’s items varied between .64 and .82. 
Cronbach’s α coefficient was calculated as .85 for the 
first factor and .82 for the second factor. After this 
analysis, confirmatory factor analysis was conducted 
with structural equation modelling, and fit indexes 
were as follows: χ2/df = 2.77, GFI = .93, AGFI = .89, 
CFI = .95, IFI = .96, RMSEA = .08, SRMR = .06. These 
results showed that the two factor structure, which is 
found in this study, is appropriate. These two factors 
were used as an observed variable, and a latent vari-
able, self-esteem, was created. The total score was 
also used in the correlation analysis.

The General Belongingness Scale. This scale was de-
veloped by Malone et al. (2012) and a Turkish validity 
and reliability study was conducted by Duru (2015). 
The scale has two factors, which are acceptance (e.g., 
“When I am with other people, I feel included”) and re-
jection (e.g., “I feel as if people do not care about me”). 
It is a  7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) and consists of 12 items. 
Cronbach’s α score for the whole scale was found to 
be .92, for the acceptance subscale .89, and for the re-
jection subscale .91. In this study, Cronbach’s α coef-
ficient was calculated for the whole scale as .92, for 
the acceptance subscale as .89, and for the rejection 
subscale as .90. The scale’s item-total correlation val-
ues varied from .48 to .79. Test-retest reliability scores 
were calculated for the whole scale as .84, for the ac-
ceptance sub-dimension as .70, and for the rejection 
sub-dimension as .75. Duru (2015) pointed out that 
scale’s rejection items can be reversed and a general 
belongingness score could be obtained. The general 
belongingness score was used for the correlation 
analysis in the current study. In structural equation 
modelling, two subscales (rejection and acceptance) 
were used as observed variable and a latent variable, 
general belongingness, was created. 

Social Comparison Scale. Social Comparison Scale 
was developed by Allan and Gilbert (1995), and Turk-
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ish validity and reliability study was carried out by 
Şahin and Şahin (1992). The scale consists of two 
poles (e.g., “weaker-stronger”, “unconfident-more 
confident”). The scale has a 6-point Likert scale and 
consists of 18 items. The scale could be applied to 
both adolescents and adult samples. Higher scores 
mean positive self-schema and lower scores mean 
negative self-schema. The scale was translated into 
Turkish according to the standard translation rules. 
However, new items were added to the scale by Sa-
vaşır and Şahin (1997) during the translation process. 
As in the Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale, this scale was 
also adapted into Turkish in 1997. For this reason, 
the scale’s exploratory and confirmatory factor anal-
ysis were conducted in this study’s sample as well. 
Exploratory factor analysis was conducted by using 
varimax rotation to determine the factor structure of 
the scale. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) coefficient 
was found to be .87, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity 
result was 1909.76 (p < .001). The results showed that 
the scale has a three factor structure, and these three 
factors explained 48.52% of the total variance. The 
factor loadings of the scale’s items varied between 
.38 and .85. Cronbach’s α coefficient was calculated 
as .85 for the first factor, for the second factor as .78, 
and for the third factor as .65. After this analysis, con-
firmatory factor analysis was conducted with struc-
tural equation modelling, and fit index values were as 
follows: χ2/df = 3.12, GFI = .91, AGFI = .87, CFI = .90, 
IFI  =  .91, RMSEA  =  .08, SRMR  =  .06. These results 
showed that the three factor structure is appropriate. 
These three factors were used as an observed vari-
able, and a  latent variable, social comparison, was 
created. The total score was used in the correlation 
analysis.

Social Media Addiction Scale-Student Form. The So-
cial Media Addiction Scale-Student Form was devel-
oped by Şahin (2018) to determine social media ad-
diction levels of high school and university students. 

It is a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly 
agree) to 5 (strongly disagree) and consists of 29 items. 
(e.g., “I am eager to go on social media”, “A life with-
out social media becomes meaningless for me”). Ac-
cording to the exploratory and confirmatory factor 
analysis, the scale has a four-factor structure, but it 
also gives the total social media addiction score. This 
total score was used in the current research. Cron-
bach’s α coefficient value for the whole scale was .93. 
In this study, Cronbach’s α coefficient for the whole 
scale was .92. Moreover, the scale’s test-retest ratio 
was .94. For this scale, higher scores mean higher 
social media addiction levels. Moreover, the scale’s 
four factors were used as an observed variable, and 
a latent variable, social media addiction, was created.

Procedure

At the very beginning, an informed consent form 
containing the details about the study was given to 
the participants. Participants who had volunteered 
for the study approved this form. Four questionnaire 
booklets were prepared considering the order effect. 
Participants fulfilled the demographic information 
form at the end of questionnaire booklets. The study 
took approximately 25 minutes. 

Results

In this section, the results of the statistical analysis 
will be given. Firstly, descriptive statistics are given 
in Table 1. Social media addiction, self-esteem, gen-
eral belongingness, and social comparison scores of 
the participants are examined by t-test in terms of 
gender. The results showed that there are no statisti-
cal differences in terms of gender. In addition, the re-
lationships among the variables are given in Table 2. 

Table 1

Descriptive statistics

N Mage SM SE GB SC

Female M 221 20.84 68.26 31.41 35.15 80.56

SD 2.72 17.03 5.10 6.92 13.57

Male M 90 21.29 65.16 32.41 35.48 81.76

SD 1.48 16.83 4.87 7.11 15.94

Total M 311 20.96 67.36 31.70 35.24 80.91

SD 2.44 17.00 5.05 6.97 14.28

t 1.46 –1.58 –0.38 –0.67

p .145 .114 .708 .502
Note. N – total number of cases, SM – social media addiction, SE – self-esteem, GB – general belongingness, SC – social comparison.
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There exist negative significant relationships 
among self-esteem, general belongingness, social 
comparison, and social media addiction. There also 
exist positive significant relationships among self-es-
teem, general belongingness, and social comparison.

The predictive relationships among self-esteem, 
general belongingness, social comparison, and social 
media addiction were examined through structural 
equation modelling (SEM). A latent variable, social 
media addiction, was created by using the social me-
dia addiction scale’s sub-dimensions, and SEM analy-
sis was carried out in this way. Similarly, three latent 
variables (social comparison, self-esteem, and gener-
al belongingness) were created. In total, two models 
were created. In the first model, the indirect effect of 
social comparison was examined in the relationship 
between self-esteem and social media addiction. In 
the second model, the indirect effect of social com-
parison was examined in the relationship between 
general belongingness and social media addiction. 
The first model’s fit index values were as follows:  
χ2/df = 2.52, p < .001, GFI = .96, AGFI = .92, CFI = .97, 
IFI =  .97, TLI =  .95, SRMR = .06, RMSEA = .07, 95% 
CI [–.39, –.10]. The fit indexes of the first model and 

bootstrap confidence intervals are within acceptable 
limits, and do not contain zero. The model is shown 
in Figure 1.

According to the results obtained from the first 
model, social media addiction predicts self-esteem in 
a negative way (β = –.26, t = –4.11, p < .001). Similar-
ly, social media addiction predicts social comparison 
in a negative way (β = –.34, t = –4.63, p < .001), and 

Note. VT (virtual tolerance), VI (virtual information), VC (virtual communication), VP (virtual problem) are components of the Social 
Media Addiction Scale. SC1, SC2, and SC3 are components of social comparison. S1 and S2 are components of Self-Esteem Scale. 
These dimensions were obtained as a result of exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses made on the Social Comparison and 
Self-Esteem Scale. That is why it is named S1 or SC1. All subdimensions were used as an observed variable and latent variables 
such as social media addiction, social comparison, and self-esteem were created. ***p < .001.

Figure 1

Structural equation modeling in the relationship between social media addiction, self-esteem and social comparison

SC1

VT

VI

VC

VP

S2

S1

SC2 SC3

Self-esteem
Social media 

addiction

Social  
comparison

.80

.78

.70 .78 .44

.85

.85

.58

.81

.62***

–.47*** –.26***

–.34***

Table 2

Relationships among variables used in the study

1 2 3 4

SM –

SE –.36*** –

GB –.33*** .48*** –

SC –.22*** .45*** .39*** –

α .92 .87 .92 .79
Note. SM – social media addiction, SE – self-esteem, GB – gen-
eral belongingness, SC – social comparison; ***p < .001.
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social comparison also predicts self-esteem in a posi-
tive way (β = .62, t = 7.52, p < .001). It was determined 
that social media addiction affects the self-esteem 
indirectly (β = –.21, p < .001) through the social com-
parison variable. These results showed that the social 
comparison level plays a  role as a  partial mediator 
variable in the relationship between social media ad-
diction and self-esteem (see also Table 3). 

The second model’s fit index values were found 
to be as follows: χ2/df  =  3.49, p  <  .001, GFI  =  .94, 
AGFI = .90, CFI = .94, TLI = .91, IFI = .94, SRMR = .07, 
RMSEA = .08, 95% CI [–.33, –.08]. The fit indexes of 
the second model and bootstrap confidence intervals 
are within acceptable limits, and do not contain zero. 
The model is shown in Figure 2. 

According to the results obtained from the sec-
ond model, social media addiction predicts general 
belongingness in a negative way (β = –.27, t = –4.17, 
p  <  .001). Similarly, social media addiction predicts 
social comparison in a  negative way (β  =  –.34, 
t  =  –4.73, p  <  .001), and social comparison also 
predicts general belongingness in a  positive way 
(β =  .55, t =  6.93, p <  .001). It was determined that 
social media addiction affects general belongingness 
indirectly (β = –.19, p < .001) through the social com-
parison variable. These results showed that the social 

comparison level plays a  role as a  partial mediator 
variable in the relationship between social media ad-
diction and general belongingness.

Discussion

The purpose of the present study was to examine the 
indirect effect of social comparison in the relation-
ship among social media addiction, self-esteem, and 
general belongingness. Correlation analysis showed 
that there is a negative and significant relationship 
among social media addiction, self-esteem, and gen-
eral belongingness. Moreover, there is a positive and 
significant relationship among social comparison, 
self-esteem, and general belongingness. The results 
revealed that there is a mediating role of social com-
parison in the relationship between social media ad-
diction and self-esteem. Lastly, there is a mediating 
role of social comparison in the relationship between 
social media addiction and general belongingness. 

Many studies have been carried out to examine the 
relations among social media addiction, self-esteem, 
and general belongingness; but the current study 
tries to explain the mechanism behind these associa-
tions. Also, this mechanism was examined based on 

Table 3

Structural equation modeling in the relationship between social media addiction, self-esteem and social comparison

Dependent variable Predictive variable Total  
effect

Direct 
effect

Indirect 
effect

SE t 

Self-esteem Social media  
addiction

–.47 –.26 –.21 .03 –4.11***

Social comparison Social media  
addiction

–.34 –.34 .00 .07 –4.63***

Self-esteem Social comparison .62 .62 .00 .04 7.52***
Note. SE – standard error, ***p < .001.

Table 4

Structural equation modeling in the relationship between social media addiction, general belongingness  
and social comparison

Dependent variable Predictive variable Total  
effect

Direct 
effect

Indirect 
effect

SE t 

General belongingness Social media  
addiction

–.46 –.27 –.19 .07 –4.17***

Social comparison Social media  
addiction

–.34 –.34 .00 .08 –4.73***

General belongingness Social comparison .55 .55 .00 .08 6.93***
Note. SE – standard error. ***p < .001.
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the social comparison theory. The social comparison 
process consists of both downward social compari-
son and upward social comparison. When people 
tend to make upward social comparison on social 
media, their self-esteem and general belongingness 
levels could be damaged by an upward social com-
parison process (Bäzner et al., 2006; de Vries & Küh-
ne, 2015; Vogel et al., 2014). Contrary to these expec-
tations and the current results, a  tendency to make 
downward social comparison on social media might 
affect individuals’ self-esteem and general belong-
ingness in a positive way (Brown et al., 2007; Yang, 
2016). The hypothesis of this study could underlie 
this framework. 

In the current study, participants’ social compari-
son scores were found to be quite high (see also Ta-
ble 1). The maximum score in the Social Comparison 
Scale is 108, and the minimum score is 18. In addition, 
the average score of the participants was found to be 
about 81 in the total sample. That is, our participants 
mostly had a positive self-schema about themselves. 
Individuals who participated in this study might 
tend to make downward social comparison in social 

media. The downward social comparison process 
provides some advantages for individuals who use 
this mechanism. To illustrate, individuals who make 
downward social comparison in social media might 
have higher self-esteem and general belongingness 
levels compared to other individuals who make up-
ward social comparison. The findings of the current 
study support this idea as well. Hence, the indirect 
effect of social comparison in the relationship among 
social media addiction, self-esteem, and general be-
longingness could be explained from the perspective 
of the social comparison theory.

Social media addicts could have a  lower level of 
self-esteem and general belongingness. Thus, there 
could be a negative relationship among social media 
addiction, self-esteem, and general belongingness in 
the current study. The results of the current study 
showed that participants tend to make downward 
social comparison (see also Table 1). In the down-
ward social comparison process, individuals may 
compare themselves with other individuals who are 
lower in terms of various features (Jang et al., 2016; 
Wills, 1981). Also, individuals who use social media 

Note. VT (virtual tolerance), VI (virtual information), VC (virtual communication), VP (virtual problem) are components of the Social 
Media Addiction Scale. SC1, SC2, and SC3 are components of social comparison. ACP (acceptance) and REJ (rejection) are com-
ponents of General Belongingness Scale. All subdimensions were used as an observed variable and latent variables such as social 
media addiction, social comparison, and general belongingness were created. ***p < .001.

Figure 2

Structural equation modeling in the relationship between social media addiction, general belongingness and social 
comparison

SC1

VT

VI

VC

VP

REJ

ACP

SC2 SC3

General  
belongingness

Social media 
addiction

Social  
comparison

–.72

.78

.70 .78 .44

.85

.85

.58

.87

.55***

–.46*** –.27***

–.34***
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addictively could have lower levels of self-esteem. 
Nonetheless, they could make downward social com-
parison in their social media sites, and this process 
might regulate levels of their self-esteem. Similar 
explanations could be put forward for the “need to 
belong” concept. People can regulate their emotions 
with the downward social comparison process in so-
cial media. This situation can lead to higher levels of 
self-esteem or general belongingness, and indeed, in-
dividuals may regulate their emotions via social me-
dia (Johnson & Knobloch-Westerwich, 2014; Monacis 
et al., 2020; Pera, 2018).

Studies have revealed that being online could af-
fect people cognitively. For example, because online 
social environments resemble real-world social pro-
cesses and these types of environments may affect 
individuals to become alerted through this way, so-
cial lives of these individuals, including self-concepts 
and self-esteem, may create a new interaction with 
the internet (Firth et al., 2019). In the current study, 
individuals are stimulated through social comparison 
in the relationship between self-esteem and social 
media addiction by performing their social processes 
through the relevant online environments. In this 
way, it could change general belongingness levels of 
individuals through such online social processes.

Further, individuals’ psychological needs could be 
satisfied through social media, since getting “likes” 
in social online environments might be perceived as 
social rewards (Lindström et  al., 2019). In a  similar 
study, the effect of “online social currency” in social 
media is indicated as a secondary reinforcement that 
could increase the tendency of individuals to com-
pare themselves with others (Rosenthal-von der Püt-
ten et al., 2019). In the current study, the effect of this 
“currency” could be given as a basis for social com-
parisons of individuals.

There exist some limitations of the current study 
as well. Firstly, this study was based on self-report, 
and so participants might be likely to give socially 
acceptable answers to the questions in the scales. 
Therefore, the data should be evaluated by consider-
ing this possibility. In addition, there was no gender 
balance among participants since most of them were 
female. This may lead to gender bias; for this reason, 
readers should consider the possibility of gender bias 
when assessing the results.

In addition, negative automatic thinking and so-
cial media use seem to be positively related (Aksu 
et  al., 2019). In this case, social media usage levels 
may cause individuals to produce these kinds of 
thoughts and it may increase social media usage. On 
the other hand, individuals’ metacognitive beliefs 
and self-regulation about their own thoughts may 
also have an effect on their use of social media (Ca-
sale et al., 2018). In this respect, it may be appropri-
ate for future studies to focus especially on negative 
automatic thoughts and metacognitive factors.

Most of the studies on social comparison and so-
cial media are related to Facebook. The studies about 
image-based social media accounts such as Instagram 
are expected to be substantial in the future. More-
over, experimental studies could give much more 
exploratory information about the social comparison 
process on social media since almost all people are 
using at least one social media account nowadays. 
Even now, most of the people are busy making down-
ward or upward social comparison on social media. 
For these reasons, it is crucial to comprehend the role 
of social comparison in social media activities, and 
effects of this role on psychological needs of indi-
viduals.
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