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Abstract
Social media have become primary forms of social communication and means to maintain social connections among young adult
women. Although social connectedness generally has a positive impact on psychological well-being, frequent social media use
has been associated with poorer psychological well-being. Individual differences may be due to whether women derive their self-
worth from feedback on social media. The associations between reasons for social media use, whether self-worth was dependent
on social media feedback, and four aspects of psychological well-being (including stress, depressive symptoms, resilience, and
self-kindness) were assessed among 164 U.S. undergraduate women who completed an online questionnaire. Results indicated
that having one’s self-worth dependent on social media feedback was associated with using social media for status-seeking.
Women whose self-worth was dependent on social media feedback reported lower levels of resilience and self-kindness and
higher levels of stress and depressive symptoms. Additionally, women whose self-worth was highly dependent on social media
feedback and who were seeking social status in their online interactions reported higher levels of stress. The present findings
suggest that women whose self-worth is dependent on social media feedback are at higher risk for poorer psychological well-
being, which has implications for practice and policy regarding women’s mental health.
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Status-seeking

Social media use in the United States has emerged as one of the
most common activities engaging the public today.
Researchers have estimated that 69% of all Americans use
social media and that the most common users are women and
young adults (Pew Research Center 2018). Demographics
show that 88% of adults between ages 18 and 39 use at least
one social media site and 73% of women use at least one social
media site compared to men at 65% (Pew Research Center
2018).Women are also more likely to use social media to build
and maintain connections (Barker 2009).

Due to the increase in variety and accessibility of social
media over the last few years, sharing information and main-
taining social relationships via social media websites has be-
come a way to manage one’s lifestyle and identity
(Livingstone 2008). Social media provides individuals with
an easily accessible means of communicating with others in
their social networks. Young adult women tend to use social
media, such as Facebook [for social networking] and
Instagram [for photo sharing], more than men (Duggan
2015), and as such, some women may be vulnerable to feed-
back that they receive online from others in their social net-
works. Furthermore, examining social media use provides an
avenue for understanding how gendered values and norms
shape women’s well-being. On average, college women report
higher collective self-esteem among their online social net-
works and are more likely to use online social networks to
communicate with their peers (Barker 2009).

However, young adult women face pressure to present their
bodies in objectified images that emphasize the performativity
of their femininity, with significant impact on women’s mental
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health (Moradi and Huang 2008) as well as health-related
behaviors, such as eating habits, exercise, and smoking behav-
ior (Harrell et al. 2006; Melbye et al. 2007; Tylka and Sabik
2010). Young adult women who endorse the ideal body type
report engaging in social comparison after viewing social me-
dia (Lewallen and Behm-Morawitz 2016), and viewing inspi-
rational fitness images was associated with a decrease in state
body satisfaction and increased negative mood among young
women (Prichard et al. 2018). Further, upward appearance
comparisons on social media were associated with worse ap-
pearance satisfaction and mood among college-age women
(Fardouly et al. 2017). The constellation of pressures, mes-
sages, and images online shape women’s self-concept and
self-perceptions, and they have consequences for women’s
health behaviors and psychological well-being.

Although social media use has been linked to psychologi-
cal well-being, the findings have been equivocal. For exam-
ple, social media use has been associated with increased social
capital and engagement among college students (Valenzuela
et al. 2009), and communicating with others online has been
associated with a decrease in depression and loneliness as well
as an increase in self-esteem and social support among this
population (Shaw and Gant 2004). However, frequent social
media use has also been associated with higher stress and
depression among college-age adults (Brooks 2015; Lin
et al. 2016), and more information is needed about what indi-
vidual factors may account for differences in this association.
One key factor that my account for these differences is wheth-
er individuals feel that their self-worth depends on the feed-
back they receive on social media. This factor may account, in
part, for differences in reasons for social media use, as well as
psychological well-being as a result of social media use. The
present paper is the first known to examine whether self-worth
is dependent on social media feedback and if this dimension of
self-worth is associated with psychological well-being.

Contingencies of Self-Worth

The concept of contingencies of self-worth posits that people
base their self-esteem on various aspects of life, such as feel-
ing attractive, loved, competent, powerful, and virtuous
(Crocker et al. 2003). According to Crocker and colleagues
(Crocker et al. 2003), individuals’ self-esteem may be threat-
ened by a setback or failure in a particular domain on which
their self-worth is dependent. Self-esteem is a term generally
used to describe a person’s self-worth (Galanakis et al. 2016),
and thus the terms self-esteem and self-worth are often used
interchangeably. A considerable body of work has explored
contingencies of self-worth across various domains and pop-
ulations (Crocker and Knight 2005; Sanchez and Crocker
2005), however little attention has been given to self-worth
in relation to social media use and feedback. One study found

that among college-aged adults, individuals who felt their self-
worth was tied to public-based contingencies (e.g., approval,
appearance, and competition) shared more photos online, and
this association was stronger for women than for men
(Stefanone et al. 2011). In addition, women in their study
spent more t ime managing their online profi les.
Additionally, private contingencies of self-worth (e.g., family,
virtue, and God’s love) were associated with spending less
time online, although those higher in these contingencies were
also more likely to share photos online (Stefanone et al. 2011).

Although contingencies of self-worth have been associated
with social media use, previous work has examined contin-
gencies in other domains (e.g., appearance, approval, virtue)
and did not examine whether social media itself as a domain in
which self-worth may be contingent. To address this gap, we
propose that self-worth may be dependent on the feedback
that an individual receives on social media. Given how ubiq-
uitous social media use has become in the United States, along
with the importance of forming and maintaining social rela-
tionships, it is likely that many people derive some of their
feelings of worth from the feedback they receive through their
online social interactions. This may, in part, account for the
mixed findings regarding self-esteem and social media use in
previous studies.

Previous research has found that high collective self-
esteem was associated with using social networks to commu-
nicate with friends, and that this was more common among
women (Barker 2009). However, individuals who feel discon-
nected from their peer group were more likely to turn to social
network interactions for social compensation and to seek grat-
ification from their social group (Barker 2009). In a study of
adolescents, researchers found that receiving positive feed-
back on one’s online profile was associated with increased
self-esteem and well-being (Valkenburg et al. 2006).
Although positive feedback online may boost self-percep-
tions, neutral or negative feedback may have a damaging ef-
fect. For example, one study found that college students with
lower self-esteem who use social media as a venue for self-
disclosure are disappointed when they do not receive positive
feedback (Brooks 2015). This may be particularly relevant for
young women because pressure to maintain social connec-
tions and to spend time managing online identity is high
among this population. If a woman’s self-worth is highly con-
tingent on the feedback she receives on social media, she may
be more likely to experience poor psychological well-being if
the feedback she receives is not satisfying.

Social Media and Self-Worth

Social media are a means for individuals to connect with
others and to seek out social support and information. In par-
ticular, social media have been particularly important for
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young adults to establish and maintain relationships with
peers (Ellison et al. 2014). Individuals rely on social connec-
tions and support because developing a sense of belonging
impacts self-esteem, emotional well-being, self-efficacy, and
self-worth (Baumeister and Leary 1995; Nadkarni and
Hofmann 2012). Social media users have more social capital,
including more acquaintances and interactions, as compared
to individuals who do not use social media (Steinfield et al.
2008), and it is generally accepted that greater interpersonal
activity may account for an increase in well-being (Pittman
and Reich 2016).

However, not all social interactions online produce positive
outcomes. For example, studies have found that frequent so-
cial media use may be associated with lower subjective well-
being and increased depression (Kross et al. 2013; Lin et al.
2016). For young adults, a focus on strategic self-presentation
behaviors online, such as posting photos and status updates,
have been associated with negative aspects of personality,
such as lower conscientiousness and higher neuroticism
(Seidman 2013). Further, narcissism has been associated with
young adults reporting that they believe others are interested
in their online post as well as a desire to share this information
online (Bergman et al. 2011). This discrepancy between the
positive effects of a supportive social network and the nega-
tive aspects that may arise when cultivating online relation-
ships raises a question about what accounts for whether an
individual experiences positive or negative effects of using
social media. One factor may be the extent to which a person
bases their feelings of self-worth on the feedback that they
receive—or fail to receive—when using social media.

The extent to which self-worth is dependent on social me-
dia feedback is likely linked to the reasons women are primar-
ily using social media. Researchers have documented a variety
of reasons that individuals use social media, and one ap-
proach, the uses and gratifications model, is a framework for
examining media use (Sundar and Limperos 2013). This ap-
proach assumes that social media users are choosing what
media to use and how to use it based on their specific needs
(Pittman and Reich 2016). In particular, Park et al. (2009)
identified four primary reasons that college students use social
media: socializing, entertainment, status-seeking, and infor-
mation. We expect that having self-worth contingent on social
media feedback may be associated with some, but not all, of
the reasons for social media use. In particular, we expect that
women whose self-worth is contingent on social media feed-
back will be more likely to use social media for socializing
and for status-seeking because these aspects of social media
use are associated with feedback from peers. In addition, we
expect that women who are seeking status through their posts
on social media and whose self-worth is dependent on this
feedback will be most vulnerable to poor psychological
well-being, because seeking status may heighten vulnerability
to feedback.

Psychological Well-Being

The present study focuses on key indicators of psychological
well-being that may impact social media users and are fre-
quently associated with contingencies of self-worth. First,
not achieving in an area contingent for self-worth may result
in greater stress and depressive symptoms. For example, feel-
ing that one’s self-worth was dependent on external factors
(e.g., approval from others, appearance, competition, and ac-
ademics) have been associated with an increase in depressive
symptoms among college students (Sargent et al. 2006).
Further, low self-esteem, an indicator of self-worth, has been
associated with greater stress (Galanakis et al. 2016) as well as
seeking external contingencies of self-worth (Crocker 2002;
Crocker and Knight 2005). Because we posit that social media
is an external domain in which some individuals may seek to
increase their self esteem, social media use may contribute to
experiencing stress and depression.

Researchers have pointed out the paradox that social media
use should be associated with an increase in psychological
well-being due to increased connectivity, yet feelings of lone-
liness persist among college students for whom social media
use is high (Pittman and Reich 2016). This pattern has been
confirmed by studies that demonstrate that using the Internet
to communicate with friends and family was associated with
lower levels of depression, although the effect was small and
this study did not focus specifically on social media use or
feedback (Bessière et al. 2010). In contrast, other studies have
demonstrated that frequent social media use may be associated
with lower psychological well-being and increased depressive
symptoms among young adults (Chou and Edge 2012; Kross
et al. 2013; Lin et al. 2016). In addition, social media use has
been positively associated with higher levels of stress related
to technology (Brooks 2015). This higher level of stress has,
in turn, led to lower happiness (Brooks 2015). However, to
our knowledge, no studies have examined whether stress and
depressive symptoms are associated with whether self-worth
is contingent on social media feedback. We argue that having
self-worth linked to this particular type of feedback may in-
crease feelings of stress and depressive symptoms.

In addition to stress and depression, key positive factors
have emerged as complementary yet distinct aspects of psy-
chological well-being that are associated with contingencies
of self-worth. In particular, resilience, which is the ability to
“bounce back” from stress (Smith et al. 2008), and self-kind-
ness, an aspect of self-compassion which encompasses self-
directed emotional responses to challenges and failures (Neff
2016), may be protective factors that indicate that an individ-
ual is less likely to have her self-worth contingent on social
media. Self-kindness is particularly relevant to feelings of self-
worth because it refers to the tendency to be understanding
with ourselves and to treat ourselves with kindness rather than
with critical or judgmental evaluation (Neff 2011).
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Importantly, Neff (2011) points out that this differs from self-
esteem, which is an evaluation of our worthiness as a person
and reflects our perceived competence in certain domains.
Neff (2011) notes that what is problematic is what people feel
they need to do or achieve to maintain high self esteem, as per
achieving in external contingencies of self-worth (Crocker
and Park 2004). Self-kindness is not about achieving high
self-esteem; rather, it is about accepting the fact that we are
imperfect and not engaging in self-criticism. Thus, practicing
self-kindness may lessen the impact of not achieving in areas
contingent to self-worth. Indeed, research has demonstrated
the positive effects of self-compassion on body image and
mood (Slater et al. 2017), and it is likely this extends to other
aspects of self-worth.

Resilience has also been associated with better self-esteem
and psychological well-being. Researchers have found that
resilience buffers against the development of major depressive
disorder and generalized anxiety (Sheerin et al. 2018), and
adolescents with higher resilience also report greater self-
esteem (Dumont and Provost 1999). In addition, self-
compassion has been associated with increased emotional re-
silience (Neff 2011). Studies linking resilience to domains of
contingent self-worth, such as academic achievement, have
shown that people with high self esteem show more resilience
than those with low self esteem when facing a failure in that
domain (Park et al. 2007). The ability to bounce back from
disappointment in an area where self-worth is contingent may
differentiate between those who experience better or worse
psychological well-being after a perceived failure. With re-
gard to social media feedback, individuals who report that
their self-worth is not dependent on social media feedback
may be more resilient, may be less likely to report stress and
depressive symptoms, and may be more likely to demonstrate
self-kindness. In sum, resilient and self-compassionate indi-
viduals may be less invested in the feedback they receive
through social media because this feedback might have less
impact on their sense of self and psychological well-being.

The Current Study

Receiving positive feedback may boost self-esteem, particu-
larly in domains that a person values or views as contingent to
his or her self-worth (Crocker and Knight 2005). Research
shows contingencies of self-worth determine people’s emo-
tions, thoughts, and behaviors (Crocker and Knight 2005).
However, little is known about whether people feel that their
self-worth is contingent on social media feedback or how this
affects psychological well-being. To examine this possibility,
we focus on assessing (a) whether there is an association be-
tween self-worth being highly contingent on social media feed-
back and using social media to seek social status and to social-
ize with others and (b) whether there is an association between

having self-worth contingent on social media feedback and
greater psychological distress, including higher depressive
symptoms, higher self-reported stress, lower resilience, and
lower self-kindness. In addition, we examine whether the asso-
ciation between having self-worth contingent on social media
feedback and indicators of psychological well-being is moder-
ated by using social media for seeking status.

We propose three hypotheses. (a) Having one’s self-worth
linked to social media will be associated with why women use
social media. In particular, we expect this will be associated
with greater socializing and status-seeking (Hypothesis 1). (b)
Women whose self-worth is contingent on social media feed-
back will have poorer psychological well-being, including
higher depressive symptoms, higher self-reported stress, low-
er resilience, and lower self-kindness (Hypothesis 2). (c) The
association between having self-worth contingent on social
media feedback and indicators of psychological well-being
(including depressive symptoms, stress, resilience, and self-
kindness) will be moderated by using social media for seeking
status (Hypothesis 3). That is, we expect that women whose
self-worth is dependent on social media feedbackwho are also
seeking status in their online interactions will report the poorer
psychological well-being.

Method

Participants

Participants included 164 college-aged women recruited on-
line in the United States who completed all of the question-
naires in the current study. 4 participants were excluded for
incomplete responding. Participants ranged in age from 18 to
33 years-old, with an average age of 20.50 (SD = 2.67). A
majority of participants identified as White (131, 79.9%),
and small percentages identified as Hispanic or Latina (8,
4.9%), African American (5, 3.0%), Asian/Pacific Islander
(6, 3.7%), or multiracial (9, 5.5%). A few participants (3,
1.8%) chose not to identify their ethnic group or reported
“other.”Amajority reported living in a suburban environment
(112, 68.3%), with fewer participants living in an urban set-
ting (33, 20.1%) or a rural setting (19, 11.6%). With regard to
social media profiles, 26 (15.9%) reported that they keep all
profiles public, 84 (51.2%) reported keeping all profiles pri-
vate, and 54 (32.9%) reported a combination of private and
public social media profiles.

Procedure and Measures

Participants were recruited through an online advertisement
on social media and through announcements in introductory
level courses at a mid-size U.S. public university on the east
coast. Potential participants were directed to an online survey
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that was open for a 4-month period via a SurveyMonkeyURL
link. The series of questionnaires took approximately 30 min
to complete. All participants were given the option to submit
their email address separately from the data collection to enter
a drawing for a $10 (USD) amazon gift card, and ten partici-
pants were randomly selected to receive the incentive. Study
materials and procedure were approved by the University IRB
prior to data collection, and participants were treated accord-
ing to the ethical guidelines of the American Psychological
Association. Participants who visited the online survey first
read a description of the study and agreed to participate by
providing informed consent. Next, participants provided basic
demographic information and then were presented with the
following measures in the order they are listed here.

Self-Worth Dependent on Social Media

We developed the Self-Worth Dependent on Social Media
(SWDSM) Scale to examine if an individual places value on
the feedback received by their friends/followers on social me-
dia. We developed six questions assessing social media feed-
back by modifying questions from a widely used measure of
contingencies of self-worth, which have reported alphas rang-
ing from .82–.96 (Crocker et al. 2003). Questions from the
social media feedback subscale include: “My self-esteem de-
pends on how others respond to my social media posts,” “My
self-esteem depends on how attractive others think pictures of
myself are on social media,” and “My sense of self-worth
suffers whenever I don’t receive positive feedback on social
media.” (All items are available in the online supplement).
Items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), with the mid-point
being a neutral response. Items were averaged, with higher
scores reflecting self-worth being more contingent on social
media feedback. In the present sample, Cronbach’s alpha was
.88. Data were also collected on the original measure, and
analysis showed that having self-worth dependent on social
media was positively correlated with a related subscale from
the original measure assessing whether one’s self-worth is
dependent on approval from others (r = .66, p < .001).

Frequency of Social Media Use

In order to assess how frequently social media was used, 13
items that measure behavior on and frequency of use on social
media were assessed. Questions were developed by the re-
search team and reflected on typical social media use on a
daily basis. Example items include: “How often do you post
a status on social media during an average week?” “How often
do you post a status on social media during an average day?”
and “How often do you comment on other individuals’ posts
during an average day?” (All items are available in the online
supplement.) The items were rated on a 5-point scale ranging

from 1 (never) to 5 (very often), with higher scores indicating
greater social media use. Items were averaged to create a scale
score, and Cronbach’s alpha for the current sample was .90.
On average, participants reported a moderate amount of social
media use, and all participants reported engaging in some
social media use (M = 3.10, SD = .60, range = 1.77–5.00).

Reasons for Social Media Use

The four-factor Social Media Uses and Gratifications scale
(Park et al. 2009) measures the primary needs for participating
on social networks. The four factors that the scale assesses
reflect primary reasons people use social media, including
socializing (5 items), entertainment (3 items), self-status-
seeking (3 items), and information (3 items). Because two
items (11 and 14) had a low item-total correlation (rs < .25),
these were removed from analyses so that self-status-seeking
and information each contained two items. The items are rated
on a 6-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6
(strongly agree), and items are averaged to create a mean score
for each participant for each subscale. Cronbach’s alpha reli-
abilities for subscales in the present study ranged from .67 to
.86, which indicates reliability is slightly lower than (for the
socializing subscale) to comparable (for the remaining sub-
scales) to the range reported by the scale developers, which
ranged from .81–.87 (Park et al. 2009).

Perceived Stress Scale

The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) (Cohen and Williamson
1988) is a widely used psychological instrument to measure
the perception of stress. The 10-item questionnaire asks par-
ticipants to report the degree to which situations in one’s life
are viewed as stressful during the last month. Example items
include: “In the last month, how often have you found that you
could not cope with all the things that you had to do?” and “In
the last month, how often have you felt that you were unable
to control the important things in your life?” The 10-items are
rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 0 (never) to 4 (very
often) and are averaged to create a mean score, with higher
scores reflecting greater overall stress. In the present sample,
Cronbach’s alpha was .88.

The Brief Resilience Scale

The Brief Resilience Scale (BRS) (Smith et al. 2008) is de-
signed to measure an individual’s ability to bounce back or
recover from stress. The six-item measure instructs partici-
pants to indicate the extent they agree with the statements
provided on a 5-point Likert-scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Example items include: “I tend
to bounce back quickly after hard times” and “It does not take
me long to recover from a stressful event.”Mean scores were
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calculated for study participants, with higher scores reflecting
greater resilience. In the present sample, Cronbach’s alpha
was .92. Smith et al. (2008) reported alphas ranging from
.84–.87 among samples of undergraduate students.

Depressive Symptoms

The Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale
Revised (CES-D-R-10) (Andresen et al. 2013) is a ten-item
self-report measure of depressive symptoms. Items reflect
how participants felt over the past week and are rated on a
4-point scale ranging from 0 (rarely or none of the time) to 3
(all of the time). Example items include: “I felt depressed” and
“I thought my life had been a failure.” Items were averaged,
with higher scores reflecting greater depressive symptoms. In
the present sample, Cronbach’s alpha was .82, which is com-
parable to those reported by Andresen et al. (2013), with al-
phas ranging from .86–.88.

Self-Kindness

The self-kindness subscale of the Self-Compassion Scale
(Neff 2003) was used to assess self-kindness. This subscale
contains five items, such as “When I’m going through a very
hard time, I give myself the caring and tenderness I need” and
“I’m tolerant of my own flaws and inadequacies.” Items were
rated on a scale of 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always).Mean
scores were calculated for study participants, with higher
scores indicating greater self-kindness. In the present sample,
Cronbach’s alpha was .85, which is similar to that reported by
Neff (2003, α = .78).

Results

Data were screened for instances of participants “straight-lin-
ing” (giving the same answer throughout an individual ques-
tionnaire). No participants gave straight-line answers on any
questionnaires that included reverse-scored items, indicating
that appropriate attention was given to the questions. Fully
168 participants finished the survey, and of these, 164 had
complete data on all study measures. An analysis of Little’s
MCAR test indicated that missing data could be assumed to be
randomly distributed, χ2(10) = 11.03, p = .355, thus all subse-
quent analyses were performed on participants with complete
data. A post-hoc power analysis indicated that, with the five
predictors in our model and a statistical power level of .80 and
an alpha of .05, the sample size would be sufficient to detect
an effect of approximately .08, which is considered to be be-
tween a medium and a small effect (Cohen 1988).

Correlations between reasons for social media use, whether
self-worth was dependent on social media feedback, and as-
pects of psychological well-being including resilience, self-

kindness, stress, and depressive symptoms are shown in
Table 1. In addition, frequency of social media use and age
were included to examine whether these were correlated with
the study variables. Hypothesis 1 was partially supported.
Having one’s self-worth depend on social media feedback
was associated with using social media for status-seeking.
However, having self-worth depend on social media feedback
was not associated with other reasons for social media use,
including seeking information, entertainment, or socializing.
Because frequency of social media use and age were signifi-
cantly associated with a number of study variables, subse-
quent analyses controlled for age and frequency of social me-
dia use. Correlations between having self-worth depend on
social media feedback and indicators of psychological well-
being showed support for Hypothesis 2. Women whose self-
worth was dependent on social media feedback reported lower
levels of resilience and self-kindness as well as higher rates of
stress and depressive symptoms.

We ran four separate regression analyses modeling for
moderating effects as described by Hayes (2013) using IBM
SPSS Statistics version 23, with each focused on one of our
four outcome variables: resilience, self-kindness, depressive
symptoms, and stress. Continuous predictor variables were
centered. The predictor (self-worth dependent on social
media) and proposedmoderator variable (status-seeking) were
multiplied to create the interaction term. Graphs of significant
interactions were plotted using mean values as well as esti-
mates one standard deviation above and below the mean to
probe significant interaction effects (Aiken and West 1991).
The regression analyses showed mixed support for
Hypothesis 3 (see Table 2).

The first regression analysis showed that having higher
levels of self-worth dependent on social media feedback, as
well as lower social media use, were associated with lower
levels of resilience (see Table 2a). However status-seeking
was not a significant predictor of resilience, nor was the inter-
action between having self-worth dependent on social media
feedback and status-seeking. The second regression also
found a main effect, with higher self-worth dependent on so-
cial media as a significant predictor of lower self-kindness
(see Table 2b), but no other predictors or interactions had
a significant association with the outcome variable. The
third regression analysis showed that having higher self-
worth dependent on social media feedback was a signifi-
cant predictor of greater depressive symptoms, but no
other significant predictors or interactions emerged from
this analysis (see Table 2c).

The fourth regression supported our hypothesis (see
Table 2d). Both having self-worth contingent on social media
feedback and status-seeking were significant predictors of
stress, as was the interaction between these two variables. To
explore the interaction, we conducted simple slopes analyses
(see Fig. 1). We found that for women whose self-worth was
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less dependent on social media feedback (SWDSM Average
and SWDSM Low), lower status-seeking was associated with
lower levels of reported stress. The slope of the line for wom-
enwith average dependence of self-worth on social media was
significantly different from zero (p < .001, 95% CI [.08, .26]),
and the same was true for women with low dependence of
self-worth on social media (p < .001, 95% CI [.20, .43]). In
contrast, for women with higher levels of having their self-
worth dependent on social media feedback, there was not a
significant relationship between their levels of status-seeking
and stress (p = .731, 95% CI [−.11, .16]). In sum then, only for
women who highly depend on social media feedback for their
self-worth do we find high levels of reported stress indepen-
dent of their status-seeking motives. For women with lower
and average dependency on social media feedback for their
self-worth, their status-seeking motives matter such that
higher levels of status-seeking are associated with higher
levels of stress.

Discussion

The present study sought to investigate the effects of social
media feedback on self-worth among women actively using
social networking sites. Using the contingency of self-worth
(CSW) model (Crocker et al. 2003), we developed a domain
specifically related to feelings of self-worth and social media,
which we used to determine the degree to which individuals
place value on social media profiles and feedback. As we
hypothesized, our results indicated that having one’s self-
worth depend on social media feedback was associated with
using social media for status-seeking. Furthermore, our study

demonstrated significant associations between whether an in-
dividual linked their self-worth to the social media feedback
they receive and all aspects of psychological well-being
assessed in our study, including lower levels of resilience
and self-kindness and higher rates of stress and depressive
symptoms.

As we expected, having self-worth depend on social media
feedback was associated with using social media for status-
seeking. However, having self-worth depend on social media
feedback was not associated with other reasons for social me-
dia use, including seeking information, entertainment, or so-
cializing. This finding reflects that reasons for social media
use are varied (Whiting and Williams 2013) and do not uni-
formly relate to mental health outcomes (Seabrook et al.
2016). Additionally, this finding builds on prior research dem-
onstrating that among college students, individuals with low
self esteem post more self-promotional content on social net-
work sites (Mehdizadeh 2010). Understanding in more detail
how and why individuals use social media will help clarify the
mixed findings regarding the association between social me-
dia use and well-being.

Importantly, whether individuals linked their self-worth to
the social media feedback they receive was associated with all
aspects of psychological well-being assessed in our study.
Women whose self-worth was dependent on social media
feedback reported lower levels of resilience and self-
kindness and higher rates of stress and depressive symptoms.
These findings reflect broader patterns in the literature show-
ing that low self-esteem has been associated with poorer men-
tal health and that, for some people, using social media is
associated with greater depressive symptoms (Pantic 2014).
Specifically, negative interactions online and social

Table 1 Descriptive statistics, alphas, and correlations among study variables

Correlations

Variables M SD α 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. SWDSM 3.32 1.74 .88 – −.08 .01 .15 .34*** −.23** −.26** .36*** .36*** .29*** −.15
2. Information 4.37 2.66 .86 – .16* .27** .10 .24** .19* −.13 −.20* .07 −.10
3. Entertainment 5.28 .98 .79 – .18* .01 .13 .12 −.10 −.15 .29*** −.22**

4. Socializing 4.42 1.01 .67 – .14 −.01 .12 .02 .03 .28*** −.12
5. Status-seeking 2.72 1.52 .71 – −.09 −.17 .32*** .21** .28*** −.16*

6. Resilience 3.11 .75 .92 – .39*** −.41*** −.63*** .10 .13

7. Self-Kindness 3.06 .78 .85 – −.36*** −.40*** .04 .06

8. Depressive Symptoms 2.20 .65 .82 – .65*** .12 −.17*

9. Stress 2.15 .75 .88 – −.03 −.11
10. SMU Frequency 3.10 .60 .90 – −.13
11. Age 20.46 2.65 – –

SWDSM= self-worth dependent on social media. Information, Entertainment, Socializing, and Status-seeking are reasons for social media use. SMU
Frequency = frequency of social media use
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001
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comparison on social media sites have been associated with
higher levels of depression and anxiety (Seabrook et al. 2016).
Not all individuals are negatively affected by social media use,
and it is becoming clear that how and why people engage with
social media is an important determinant of the mental health
outcomes assessed. Having one’s self-worth dependent in a
particular domain may come at a high cost because people
react to threats in that domain in ways that can be detri-
mental to mental health (Crocker and Park 2004). In par-
ticular, having self-worth dependent on social media feed-
back may make individuals more vulnerable to engaging
in social comparison, which may negatively impact men-
tal health, and further research in this area is needed to
better characterize this association. Because there are sig-
nificant individual-level differences in the outcomes asso-
ciated with social media use (e.g., not all social media
users experience lower self-esteem or poorer mental
health), further research is warranted to investigate the
reasons that individuals use social media and the impact
this has on their mental health.

Both having self-worth depend on social media feedback
and status-seeking were significant predictors of stress, as was
the interaction between these two variables. A graph of this
interaction showed that women who reported that their self-
worth was dependent on social media feedback were relative-
ly higher on stress overall, regardless of whether they were
seeking status in their online interactions. However, women
who demonstrated average or low self-worth dependent on
social media feedback and who were less focused on status-
seeking in their online interactions reported lower levels of
stress. These findings mirror comparable results demonstrat-
ing the negative impact of social media use on self-worth and
body image. For example, research has shown that among
female adolescents, basing one’s self-worth on appearance
was associated with more frequent photo-sharing on pop-
ular social media networking sites (Meier and Gray 2014).
Further, because women tend to internalize media images
of beauty ideals, social comparison to other people’s bod-
ies have been shown to intensify the association between
viewing idealized images and negative body image out-
comes, such as self-objectification and disordered eating
(Holland and Tiggemann 2016).

Practice Implications

As social media becomes part of daily life for many young
adults, there are important implications for how this work can
inform professionals working in the field to improve policies
and tools to address these issues. According to our results,
women whose self-worth is dependent on social media feed-
back are likely to report lower levels of resilience and self-
kindness as well as higher levels of stress and depressive
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Fig. 1 The interaction between using social media for status-seeking and
having self-worth dependent on social media feedback (SWDSM) on
stress. For both predictor variables, low is graphed at −1 SD; average,
at the mean; and high, at +1 SD. The slopes for both black lines (low and
average SWDSM) are significant (p < .05) whereas the grey slope (high
SWDSM) is not. Thus higher status-seeking is associated with greater
stress, but only for women with lower and average levels of dependency
on social media feedback for their self-worth

Table 2 Regression analysis summary for variables predicting
psychological well-Being’s factors

Variables B SEB p 95% CI

(a) Resilience (R2 = .101, p = .005)

Age .04 .02 .104 [−.01, .08]
Social Media Use .24 .10 .020 [.04, .44]

SWDSM −.25 .09 .006 [−.43, −.07]
Status-Seeking −.18 .12 .134 [−.42, .06]
SWDSM x Status-Seeking .05 .03 .128 [−.01, .11]

(b) Self–kindness (R2 = .083, p = .019)

Age .01 .02 .759 [−.04, .05]
Social Media Use .19 .11 .076 [−.02, 4.00]
SWDSM −.21 .10 .032 [−.40, −.02]
Status-Seeking −.15 .13 .230 [−.41, .10]
SWDSM x Status-Seeking .03 .03 .393 [−.04, .10]

(c) Depressive Symptoms (R2 = .201, p < .001)

Age −.02 .02 .264 [−.06, .02]
Social Media Use −.05 .08 .564 [−.21, .12]
SWDSM .19 .07 .012 [.04, .34]

Status-Seeking .17 .10 .093 [−.03, .37]
SWDSM x Status-Seeking −.029 .03 .425 [−.07, .03]

(d) Stress (R2 = .200, p < .001)

Age −.02 .02 .416 [−.06, .03]
Social Media Use −.21 .10 .030 [−.40, −.02]
SWDSM .43 .09 < .001 [.26, .60]

Status-Seeking .40 .11 .001 [.17, .63]

SWDSM x Status-Seeking −.10 .03 .002 [−.15, −.04]

SWDSM= self-worth dependent on social media. Social media use is the
frequency with which participants used social media

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

Sex Roles (2020) 82:411–421418



symptoms. Considering these findings, counselors and thera-
pists working with women experiencing significant levels of
depressive symptoms or stress who also have high frequency
of social media use should incorporate an element of manag-
ing or monitoring social media use into assessment and treat-
ment plans. Addressing directly whether women feel they are
linking their self-worth to this feedback and limiting social
media engagement have the potential to reduce these negative
associations. Furthermore, when designing interventions to
improve psychological well-being among this population,
identifying individuals who use social media frequently may
help, and a targeted approach focused on those who feel their
self-worth is tied to social media feedback is critical.

Limitations and Future Directions

There are a number of limitations that should be taken into
consideration when considering the results from the current
study. First, the results from the current study are correlational,
and they do not address causation between study variables. In
addition, it should be noted that the socializing subscale of the
social media uses and gratifications measure had a low alpha.
While it is possible that having self-worth depend on social
media feedback leads women to experience worse psycholog-
ical well-being, it may also be that for some individuals, poor
psychological well-being (e.g., higher stress and depressive
symptoms; lower resilience and self-kindness) create a vulner-
ability toward social media feedback. As such, future research
should employ both experimental methods to examine imme-
diate responses to the effect of social media feedback on feel-
ings of self-worth and psychological well-being as well as
longitudinal designs to track how these factors may develop
and interact over time. In particular, young women who are
growing up using social media may be more vulnerable to
online feedback, particularly bullying and peer pressure
(Mishna et al. 2012; Snell and Englander 2010; Wingate
et al. 2013). This type of online social interaction may lead
to worse psychological well-being at critical developmental
periods (Lin et al. 2016), and identifying risk factors for poor
mental health related to social media use is of importance for
this population.

The current study focused only on women’s experiences of
social media use, feedback, and well-being, and men may
have different experiences. It is critical to examine gender
differences in these patterns because men and women may
have different expectations due to stereotypes about gender
roles. In addition, other socio-demographic factors (e.g.,
socio-economic status, race/ethnicity, and age) may lead to
different associations between the constructs in the current
study. The sample represented in our research is fairly homo-
geneous with regard to these demographic characteristics, and
future research should explore whether similar patterns hold
for other groups.

Given the often visual and self-focused nature of the con-
tent shared on social media, further research in this area should
consider aspects of body image and self-objectification as oth-
er areas that can be affected by social media use and the feed-
back received (Grogan et al. 2017; Prieler and Choi 2014;
Ramsey and Horan 2017). Self-focused content in particular
may leave women whose self-worth is linked to social media
feedback feeling more negatively about themselves and at
higher risk for poor psychological well-being. Problematic
social media use has been associated with lower self-esteem
as well as poorer body image and eating disorder symptoms
(Santarossa andWoodruff 2017). Future research linking hav-
ing self-worth contingent on social media and body image
processes and outcomes is warranted to further probe the na-
ture of contingent self-worth and women’s body image.
Additional research in this area will add to the ways in which
we address components of psychological and physiological
health of women in the future.

Conclusion

Social media use is common among U.S. college-age women,
and feeling that one’s self-worth is tied to the feedback re-
ceived online is a significant predictor of reasons for social
media use and for psychological well-being. Women whose
self-concept is vulnerable to feedback face challenges in terms
of managing stress, viewing oneself in a positive light, and
experiencing depressive symptoms. A critical examination of
how women engage with social media is needed to address
mental health among this population. As new forms of social
media continue to be developed and usedwith great regularity,
it is important that we understand how the feedback received
affects well-being so that we can effectively interrupt negative
patterns and intervene when appropriate to reduce negative
outcomes associated with this behavior.

Compliance with Ethical Standards We followed APA stan-
dards on ethical treatment of participants and the study design was
reviewed and approved by the university’s institutional review board
(IRB).
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