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Social media refers to the “Internet-based applications that build on the 
ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the 
creation and exchange of user generated content” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, 
pp. 61). It is also a collective name for various social media platforms, such as 
social networking sites (e.g., Facebook, LinkedIn), microblogs (e.g., Twitter, 
Instagram), instant messengers (e.g., WhatsApp, Facebook messenger) and 
content communities (e.g., YouTube, Pinterest). During the last decade, the 
number of social media users has grown dramatically. In 2018, about 2.65 
billion people worldwide used social media (Clement, 2018), which has 
increased to 3.48 billion in 2019 (Kemp, 2019). The users include adolescents 
who grew up with social media and embrace a variety of platforms (e.g., the 
“digital native”; Palfrey & Gasser, 2011), young adults who are the heaviest 
users (Smith & Anderson, 2018), and increasing numbers of older adults 
(Campos, Martines, Sanchez, Estrada, Castro- Sánchez, & Mujica, 2016). 

The rapid development of information and communication technology 
(ICT) and portable electronic devices (e.g., mobile phone, tablet, laptop) 
enables people to connect to social media platforms any time anywhere, and to 
stay “permanently online, permanently connected” (Vorderer,  Krömer, & 
Schneider, 2016, p.694). Social media use has also increasingly been integrated 
into people’s everyday lives. To illustrate, in the U.S., 74% of Facebook users 
visit Facebook on a daily basis (Smith & Anderson, 2018), and in the United 
Kingdom, 22.4 million people actively communicate through WhatsApp every 
day (O’Dea, 2018). Globally, people spend about 2 hours and 16 minutes per 
day on social media (Simon, 2019). 

Integrating social media use into everyday life has several advantages. The 
permanent accessibility of social media makes it possible to attend 
communication through mass or interpersonal communication immediately 
(Vorderer, Hefner, Reinecke, & Klimmt, 2017), to obtain various gratifications 
simultaneously from activities online (Lin & Lu, 2011; Raacke & Bonds-
Raacke, 2008; Whiting & Williams, 2013) and to keep being updated in real 
time through direct information exchange across one or more platforms (Velev 
& Zlateva, 2012). However, while recognizing the benefits of social media use, 
there has been a growing concern about how social media use disturbs other 
daily activities. According to an Ofcom (2016) survey in the UK, 15% of the 
sample’s Internet users said they were completely ‘hooked’ online; 41% of 
them thought they spent too much time online, which has negatively affected 
their personal life or work. Recent research sampling people’s daily 
experienced desires (e.g., leisure, eating, shopping, coffee, alcohol, tobacco, 
and sleeping) showed that media use is a desire that frequently conflicts with 
other daily activities, resulting in inefficient time use, task delay, and 
disturbances with other professional goals (Hofmann, Baumeister, Förster, & 
Vohs, 2012; Reinecke & Hofmann, 2016). Importantly, media use is also 
perceived as the most difficult desire to override when goal-conflict occurs 
(Hofmann et al., 2012), which might lead to self-control problems. 
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Previous research regarding the topics of problematic media use and self-
control problems with (social) media use mainly focused on pathological forms 
of (social) media use (e.g., social media disorder; van den Eijnden et al., 2016; 
Facebook addiction; Andreassen, Torsheim, Brunborg, & Pallesen, 2012; 
problematic Internet use; Caplan, 2003; compulsive Internet use; Greenfield, 
1999). While capturing more addiction-like symptoms and pathological 
implications, these forms of problematic (social) media use are relatively 
extreme and appear to occur in only a very small proportion of the general 
population (Meerkerk, Van Den Eijnden, Vermulst, & Garretsen, 2009). 
Meanwhile, there has been a growing body of research examining forms of 
social media use which are more common but have the potential to turn into 
more severe self-control problems (Gui & Büchi, 2019; LaRose, Lin, & Eastin, 
2003; Schnauber-Stockmann, Meier, & Reinecke, 2018; Wang, Gaskin, Rost, 
& Gentile, 2018). For example, recent studies found that people with stronger 
(social) media habits were more likely to use social media to procrastinate on 
other important tasks (Meier, Reinecke, & Meltzer, 2016; Schnauber-
Stockmann et al., 2018). Another study showed that the media induced 
perception of ‘being always connected online’ led to more mind wandering and 
less mindfulness (Johannes, Veling, Dora, Meier, Reinecke, & Buijzen, 2018). 
Thus, even non-pathological forms of social media use could have negative 
consequences in a variety of life domains, which may potentially affect 
people’s mental health and wellbeing (Gui, Fasoli, & Carradore, 2017; 
Halfmann & Rieger, 2019; Meier, et a., 2016; Reinecke et al., 2018). 

To our knowledge, no research has explicitly and systematically examined 
the non-pathological social media self-control problems that many people may 
experience on a daily basis. Therefore, this dissertation aims to explore the 
phenomenon of social media self-control failure, and attempts to understand its 
relevant causes and consequences. The main research question of the 
dissertation is: 

How can social media self-control failure be measured, and what are 
possible predictors and consequences? 

In four empirical chapters, this dissertation investigates several aspects of 
social media self-control failure. Specifically, we operationalized this concept, 
and developed a scale to assess social media self-control failure (Chapter 2). 
Subsequently, we examined predictors of social media self-control failure with 
both self-report surveys (Chapter 3) and a computer-based behavioral 
measurement procedure (Chapter 4). In addition, we investigated two potential 
consequences of social media self-control failure (i.e., mindfulness and 
wellbeing). Importantly, because social media self-control failure, mindfulness 
and wellbeing might dynamically influence each other over time (cf. a dynamic 
model of media behavior; Slater, Henry, Swaim, & Anderson, 2003), we 
specifically examined the reciprocal relationships between social media self-
control failure and these psychological consequences. In the next section of this 
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chapter, we define social media self-control failure and describe why we 
believe it is important to study this phenomenon. 

1. Social Media Self-Control Failure 

In the current dissertation, we define social media self-control failure as a 
state when people fail to exert self-control over their social media desires (e.g., 
checking Facebook) while having other important things to do (e.g., pursuing 
other goals that have long-term benefits, or finishing other obligatory tasks). 
Theoretically, this concept presumes that giving in to a social media desire 
comes at the expense of other responsibilities or obligations. This excludes 
situations in which one’s social media use is compatible with one’s goals, for 
instance, when someone uses social media in order to relax after work. When 
social media desires are incompatible with other goals or tasks, they can be 
regarded as a temptation (Hofmann & Van Dillen, 2012), and self-control is 
then needed to help people to resist this temptation. Self-control, in the current 
context, thus refers to people’s ability to override social media desires that 
conflict with other important or primary goals (Hofmann, Reinecke, & Meier, 
2017). 

Repeated failures to control one’s social media use may function as daily 
annoyances, relatively minor events that in the end may create chronic stress 
and ongoing life strain when they occur frequently (DeLongis, Coyne, Dakof, 
Folkman, & Lazarus, 1982, Almeida, Neupert, Banks, & Serido, 2005). This 
feature distinguishes social media self-control failure from more pathological 
forms of media self-control problems, which in the literature have been 
described as compulsive Internet use (Greenfield, 1999; Meerkerk, et al., 
2009), problematic Internet use (Caplan, 2003), social media addiction 
(Andreassen, Torsheim, Brunborg, & Pallesen, 2012) and social media disorder 
(van den Eijnden et al., 2016). Though excluded from DSM-5 addiction 
diagnostic criteria, scores at the higher end of the scales measuring these 
constructs typically are related to multiple psychiatric symptoms (e.g., mood 
modification, tolerance, salience, withdrawal, conflict, relapse; Griffiths, Kuss, 
& Demetrovics, 2014; Holmgren & Coyne, 2017). Likewise, the neural basis of 
pathological media use may originate in abnormal functioning of the 
inhibitory-control function (Turel, He, Xue, Xiao, & Bechara, 2014), and thus 
shares some of the neurobiological mechanisms that underlie substance 
dependence and other behavioral addictions (Yuan, Qin, Liu, & Tian, 2011). 

Pathological (social) media self-control problems occur in a small 
proportion of the general population. As was argued in a previous study 
(Meerkerk, et al., 2009), Internet addiction has a diagnosis rate between less 
than 1% (Nichols & Nicki, 2004) and 15% (Bai, Lin, & Chen, 2005) in adult 
users, with a global prevalence of 6% (Chen & Li, 2018). Although there is no 
available information about the prevalence of social media self-control failure, 
existing evidence implies that the occurrence rate of social media self-control 
failure might be much higher. For example, studies investigating people’s daily 
desires showed that media desires (including the desire to use social media) 
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conflict with other important goals in more than half (61%) of the user 
experiences (Reinecke & Hofmann, 2016). Importantly, in 42% of the time 
when such conflict occurs, people fail to control their media use (Hofmann et 
al., 2012). 

Daily social media self-control failure does not indicate a general and 
consistent dysfunction of self-control. It might occur in specific media 
activities, rather than being a universal self-control problem with all media 
activities (van den Eijnden et al., 2016; Yellowlees & Marks, 2007). Also, 
interruption by social media is a relatively random event which breaks the 
continuity of ongoing tasks (Fischer, Greenhalgh, & Benford, 2011), rather 
than an overall decreased level of psychological functioning (Müller, Dreier, & 
Wölfling, 2016) Therefore, social media self-control failure may have fewer 
psychiatric implications than other more pathological forms of social media 
use. Despite some common properties shared with pathological social media 
use (i.e., the failure in exerting self-control), daily social media self-control 
failure might also have different underlying mechanisms and psychological 
implications. This is not to say that social media self-control failure and 
pathological social media use are unrelated. When the development of 
problematic social media use is treated as a continuous process, pathological 
forms of social media use might occur towards the end-state of the process, 
while social media self-control failure might happen at a relatively early stage 
of this process (Gui & Büchi, 2019; LaRose et al., 2003). This may suggest that 
though social media self-control failure does not indicate a general collapse of 
self-control, it might, in time, turn into a more severe self-control problem. 

Social media self-control failure shares some similarities with media 
multitasking. Media multitasking refers to being involved in multiple media-
related activities simultaneously, or the tendency to switch between these 
activities (Alzahabi & Becker, 2013; Calderwood, Green, Joy-Gaba, & 
Moloney, 2016). However, whereas social media self-control failure occurs 
when media use conflicts with other important goals, media multitasking also 
includes situations where no conflict exists between simultaneous media 
activities. For example, people could check a social media message while 
watching TV, or use social media to ask a schoolwork-related question during 
an online course (Calderwood et al., 2016). People engaging in media 
multitasking may not necessarily perceive their social media use as disturbing 
their other tasks. Whereas social media self-control failure suggests social 
media desires are acted on at the cost of other tasks, indicating the perception 
of substantial loss of productivity (Brooks, 2015), also reflected by the fact that 
users are then more likely to experience guilt and shame about their social 
media use (Meier et al., 2016). 

Social media self-control failure is also related to procrastination — the 
intended delay of goals that generate aversive or unpleasant feelings (Meier et 
al., 2016; Przepiorka, Błachnio, & Díaz-Morales, 2016). Yielding to a social 
media temptation brings a short-term gain of gratification (e.g., instant 
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communication with friends, immediate entertainment), whereas conflicting 
goals usually have relatively long-term rewards (e.g., study to get a good grade, 
doing house duties to maintain good hygiene). Persisting with these longer-
term goals usually requires intentional effort (Hofmann, et al., 2017), and 
procrastination refers to delaying tasks that are perceived as aversive in the 
short run. Social media self-control failure is not confined to the failure to carry 
out aversive tasks, but can also refer to failures to engage in activities that are 
generally considered as being pleasant, such as sleeping, enjoying family time, 
visiting friends, sleeping or reading a novel. Hence, while procrastination in 
this context typically refers to using social media to delay working on aversive 
tasks, social media self-control failure also includes the delay of engaging in 
competing pleasant tasks or activities.  

Overall, while social media self-control failure has received a growing 
research interest, not many empirical studies have explicitly examined this 
phenomenon. Exploring social media self-control failure contributes to further 
our understanding of the social media self-control problems that people might 
encounter every day. In order to explore the concept of social media self-
control failure, constructing a shared concept and measurement is necessary. 
As opposed to instruments assessing pathological media use (e.g., the 
Facebook addiction scale; Andreassen, et al., 2012; the social media disorder 
scale; van den Eijnden et al., 2016), a validated measure to assess social media 
self-control failure does not yet exist. Given that people appear to be aware of 
the moment they fail to control their social media use (e.g., they are aware that 
their media use interferes with doing other important things; Hofmann et al., 
2017; Meier et al., 2016; Reinecke et al., 2016), we proposed that the extent of 
people’s social media self-control failure can be assessed with a self-report 
measure. Therefore, Chapter 2 of the dissertation reports on our aims at 
developing such a self-report measure. 

2. Predictors of Social Media Self-Control Failure 

A second objective of this dissertation research concerns investigating the 
predictors of social media self-control failure. Previous research has examined 
several stable, personality related and trait-like psychological constructs that 
predict pathological media use, such as trait self-control (Hughes, Rowe, Batey, 
& Lee, 2012), behavioral inhibition/activation (Kim, Jeong, Cho, Jung, Kwak 
et al., & Choi, 2016), affectivity (Gervasi, La Marca, Lombardo, Mannino, 
Iacolino, & Schimmenti, 2017), and impulsivity (Shokri, Potenza, & 
Sanaeepour, 2017). However, there is a significant gap regarding factors that 
may specifically predict social media self-control failure. A recent literature 
review described several factors that make media use particularly challenging 
to self-control – immediate gratification, habitual checking, ubiquity and 
notifications (Hofmann et al., 2017). Compared with more general predictors of 
the kind described above, these factors seem to specifically increase the 
temptation potential of social media, which, in turn, is likely to increase the risk 
of social media self-control failure. 
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Immediate gratifications refer to the expected short-term rewards from 
social media use (e.g., instant social contact or enjoyable activities online), 
which make it difficult for people to persist on other important goals. It should 
be noted that some gratifications that are wished-for are not necessarily 
obtained (i.e., gratification sought; LaRose & Eastin, 2004). To be precise 
about the kind of gratification that could actually influence one’s media 
behavior, we follow LaRose and Eastin (2004) and define gratifications as 
expected outcomes – the current belief regarding the possible enjoyment 
brought by media use, which might “generate the ‘needs’ for media 
attendance” (LaRose & Eastin, 2004, p. 361). Even if other goals may be 
pleasant and beneficial (e.g., reading a book), they might become less attractive 
compared to the expected short-term outcomes of social media use, which 
makes it more challenging for people to resolve the goal-conflict between 
social media use and other important tasks, thus increasing the risk of self-
control failure. 

Habitual checking refers to social media related habits that are facilitated by 
repeated use (e.g., automatically grabbing one’s mobile phone, or regularly 
checking Facebook before sleep). Social media habitual checking might 
increase the difficulty to override the temptation to use social media when 
pursuing other important goals, which increases the risk of self-control failure. 
When talking about the habituation of social media checking behavior, we do 
not distinguish between automatic selection (e.g., grabbing one’s phone) and 
automatic execution (e.g., replying to a message) (cf. Schnauber-Stockmann et 
al., 2018). The processes of selecting and executing in habitual social media 
use are highly continuous and distinguishing them is less relevant when 
compared to other media activities such as TV watching. We assume that the 
two processes act together to predict people’s social media self-control failure. 

Ubiquity describes the perception of the omnipresence of media, such as 
constantly thinking of online spheres during offline situations (Reinecke et al., 
2018), or the awareness of the ubiquitous availability of social media 
connection (Vorderer et al., 2017). The ubiquity of social media might increase 
the probability of social media self-control failure, because it increases the 
accessibility of social media related cognitions while decreasing the 
accessibility of cognitions regarding other important goals. Previous research 
found that by always perceiving being connected online, one might learn to 
prioritize attention towards online information (Reinecke et al., 2018), which 
may more easily trigger impulsive reactions towards social media related 
environmental cues (van Koningsbruggen, Hartmann, & Du, 2017). People 
might thus find it harder to exercise the self-control capacity needed to override 
social media temptations, which increases the risk of self-control failure. 

Notifications refer to the disturbances from media notifications (e.g., 
receiving messages from WhatsApp, seeing or hearing push-notifications from 
Facebook). Notifications bring about unplanned attention switching through 
visual alerts, audio alerts and tactile vibrations (Stothart, Mitchum, & Yehnert, 
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2015). Notifications distract people from other important goals, as well as 
create a social pressure to reply instantly to avoid negative evaluation from 
others (Kalman & Rafaeli, 2011). Therefore, they are also seen as an ‘external’ 
challenge to people’s self-control (Hofmann et al., 2017). Overall, 
notifications, as a specific affordance of social media, might increase the risk of 
self-control failure. 

Together, these factors specifically tap into the usage scenario that social 
media creates and the technical features of social media platforms. This might 
thus explain differences in social media self-control failure. In addition, 
compared with stable, trait-like factors, these factors are more flexible and 
changeable (e.g., notifications that can be switched off). Examining these 
factors could offer feasible ideas for further social media related intervention 
practices. Therefore, Chapter 3 of the dissertation aimed to examine whether 
these predictors are indeed related to social media self-control failure. 

Besides examining the above-mentioned predictors of social media self-
control failure, the dissertation also further elaborates on the processes 
underlying social media self-control failure. Specifically, we examined whether 
spontaneous approach reactions to social media cues (i.e., a behavioral 
tendency spontaneously displayed when exposed to a social media cue, such as 
the Facebook logo) might explain why it is so difficult to resist social media 
temptations.  

According to dual-system models of behavior (Hofmann, Friese, & Strack, 
2009; Turel & Qahri-Saremi, 2018; Turel & Qahri-Saremi, 2016; Soror, 
Hammer, Steelman, Davis, & Limayem, 2015), behaviors are determined by 
two different systems: the reflective system and the impulsive system. 
Deliberate forms of behavior originate from the reflective system. Within the 
reflective system, stimuli are slowly and effortfully processed to determine 
their relevance for long-term goals (Hofmann et al., 2009). On the other hand, 
impulsive behaviors originate in the impulsive system. Within the impulsive 
system, consisting of associative clusters in long-term memory, stimuli are 
quickly and effortlessly processed to determine their affective and motivational 
relevance (Hofmann et al., 2009). Over time, associative clusters are formed by 
the combined activation of stimuli (e.g., seeing the Facebook logo), someone’s 
spontaneous affective reaction to these stimuli (e.g., a pleasant feeling), and 
someone’s behavioral reaction to these stimuli (e.g., approach reaction; 
Hofmann et al., 2009). When such a long-term memory association has been 
created, it can be quickly and effortlessly reactivated upon exposure to the 
same stimuli. When the two systems conflict with each other, the system that 
dominates (i.e., the strongest system) is assumed to direct people’s behaviors 
(Hofmann et al., 2009; Strack & Deutsch, 2004).  

We assume that for many social media users, their social media use is often 
driven by their impulsive system. Due to the repeated use of social media, 
social media users might have created a strong associative cluster in their long-
term memory that links together the concept of social media with both the 
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positive affect related to social media use and the behavioral reaction that 
generated the positive affect. Because this ‘social media cluster’ can be easily 
triggered when exposed to social media cues (e.g., seeing the Facebook logo, 
thinking about social media when seeing one’s smartphone), it increases the 
likelihood that the impulsive system becomes dominant and overrides the 
reflective system, resulting in the failure to control the desire to use social 
media when one needs to do other more important tasks. This process could 
explain why social media induces a momentary collapse of self-control in goal-
conflicting situations. Moreover, it might also partly explain why people are 
vulnerable when their self-control is challenged by those predictors like social 
media habitual checking and interference from social media notifications (e.g., 
a notification may activate the ‘social media cluster’). 

Specifically, it is proposed that the impulsive system generates spontaneous 
affective reactions and approach reactions when exposed to social media cues. 
Indeed, a recent study demonstrated that frequent social media users display 
spontaneous positive affective reactions towards social media cues, as was 
demonstrated by their increased positive evaluation of neutral stimuli (i.e., 
Chinese pictographs) when preceded by social media (vs. control) cues (i.e., 
Facebook related pictures) (van Koningsbruggen, Hartmann, Eden, & Veling, 
2017). However, it still remains unknown whether such affective reactions 
could translate into approach reactions—the behavioral enactment to actually 
initiate social media use. According to daily observations that social media 
often causes unintended checking behavior, as well as research evidence 
showing that social media behaviors are highly driven by habits (see a review 
by LaRose, Kim, and Peng, 2010), it seems that people indeed may display 
spontaneous behavioral tendencies toward social media. Therefore, Chapter 4 
of the dissertation aimed to examine people’s spontaneous approach reactions 
toward social media cues, and whether differences in this approach reaction 
would be associated with users’ level of social media self-control failure. In 
order to directly capture this behavioral tendency, which involves less 
consciousness (Turel & Qahri-Saremi, 2018), Chapter 4 used a process-
oriented measure to assess the spontaneous approach reactions toward social 
media cues (i.e., the Stimulus-Response Compatibility task; Barkby, Dickson, 
Roper, & Field, 2012; Field, Kiernan, Eastwood, & Child, 2008). 

3. Consequences of Social Media Self-Control Failure 

The last question of this dissertation project concerns the potential 
consequences of social media self-control failure. As social media self-control 
failure describes the situation when social media use has become an unwanted 
desire and refers to a self-control challenge, this part of the dissertation focuses 
on the potential negative consequences of social media self-control failure. 
Regarding the negative consequences, we propose that apart from 
inconvenience in real life, such as interruption of an ongoing conversation 
(Park, Lim, Kim, Lee, & Lee, 2017) or neglecting other important tasks (Meier, 
et al., 2016; Sonnentag, et al., 2018), social media self-control failure might 
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also have long-term negative psychological consequences for mindfulness and 
wellbeing.  

Regarding mindfulness, several operationalizations of this concept are seen 
in the current literature. For example, mindfulness is described as a state of 
meta-awareness (Holas & Jankowski, 2013), or as a process that brings 
attention to the present experience (Bishop, Lau, Shapiro, Carlson, Anderson 
…, & Devins, 2004; Shapiro, Carlson, Astin, & Freedman, 2006). In general, 
mindfulness refers to the attentive and continuous awareness of one’s current, 
moment-to-moment experience in a receptive and non-judgmental way (Brown 
& Ryan, 2003; Shapiro, Carlson, Astin, & Freedman, 2006).  

A lack of mindfulness indicates an impaired quality of the capacity to 
maintain one’s attention to the current experience, and to be open (i.e., non-
judgmental) toward this experience (Bishop et al., 2004; Kabat-Zinn, 2003; 
Baer, Smith, Hopkins, Krietemeyer, & Toney, 2006). Accordingly, people who 
are low on mindfulness might be more easily directed by automatic thoughts 
and irrelevant thinking triggered by social media use. Previous research found 
that people who are vigilant towards online information showed decreased 
mindfulness and more mind wandering (Johannes, et al., 2018). Employees 
who were addicted to Facebook use showed lower mindfulness (Sriwilai & 
Charoensukmongkol, 2016). Adolescents who showed deficient self-regulation 
on Internet use also displayed lower mindfulness (Calvete, Gámez-Guadix, & 
Cortazar, 2017). In sum, these previous empirical findings suggest that social 
media self-control failure may have negative impacts on mindfulness.  

Furthermore, the repeated failure to control one’s social media use might 
also have a negative impact on wellbeing. This is because people experiencing 
media self-control failure are aware of the violation of other important goals 
(Hofmann, et al, 2012). For instance, they often perceive their involvement in 
social media as disproportionate (Salehan & Negahban, 2013; Oberst, 
Wegmann, Stodt, Brand, & Chamarro, 2016), and realize that social media has 
taken up the time they should have allocated to other important goals (Lee et 
al., 2016). They might “have trouble placing appropriate limits on it and they 
exaggerate the value of the participation pleasure”, and treat this use as an 
unwanted desire (Hasan, Jha, & Liu, 2018, pp. 221). When giving in to such a 
desire, they may feel shame and guilt about their media use, as well as 
perceiving increased strain concerning other important goals (Hofmann, et al, 
2017; Meier et al., 2017). 

Importantly, social media self-control failure occurs as an intermittent, day-
to-day self-regulation failure. The repeated failure might act as a secondary 
stressor (relative to more dramatic and main stressors like losing job) that 
gradually cumulates to affect people’s life satisfaction during a period of time. 
Several empirical studies support this idea, demonstrating the negative impacts 
of pathological media use on more long-term and stable aspects of wellbeing, 
such as lower self-esteem, decreased life satisfaction (Błachnio, Przepiorka, & 
Pantic, 2015), depression, anxiety and stress symptoms (Brailovskaia & 
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Margraf, 2017). Even if uncontrolled Internet use enables temporary 
dissociation from discomfort, in the long run, people who have such a tendency 
are more likely to hold a pessimistic view of the present, and show a lack of 
planning and orientation toward the future (Mazzoni, Cannata, & Baiocco, 
2017). 

Exploring the consequences of social media self-control failure on 
wellbeing might contribute to understanding the inconsistent findings 
concerning media effects on wellbeing. In current literature, one group of 
research focuses on the impact of social media usage or the intensity of social 
media use on wellbeing. Findings from these studies are inconsistent to some 
degree. For example, one study found an overall small negative effect of social 
media use on teenagers’ wellbeing (Orben, Dienlin, & Przybylski, 2019). 
Another meta-analysis on social media use and wellbeing found an overall null 
effect of social media use on wellbeing in adult users (Hancock, Liu, French, 
Luo, & Mieczkowski, 2019). However, by looking separately at pathological 
social media use (e.g., social media addiction) and its effects, a significant 
negative effect appeared, showing that pathological social media use was 
related to a decreased wellbeing (Hancock, et al., 2019). In this dissertation, we 
assume that social media use might not necessarily relate to the decrease of 
wellbeing, but may have a negative consequence on people’s wellbeing when it 
causes self-control failure.  

A major limitation of the current research regarding problematic social 
media use and its negative outcomes is that most of the study designs are cross-
sectional (e.g., Charoensukmongkol, 2016; Van den Eijnden, Meerkerk, 
Vermulst, Spijkerman, Engels, 2008). These studies provide insight into the 
correlates of problematic social media use, but offer only limited insight into 
their dynamic causes and effects. To address this issue, we adopted a dynamic 
model of media behavior (Slater, Henry, Swaim, & Anderson, 2003) to better 
illustrate the relationships between social media self-control failure and its 
negative consequences. According to a dynamic model of media behavior, the 
impact of media behavior on psychological outcomes could further affect 
future media behavior as a result of these psychological outcomes like a 
‘downward spiral’ (Slater et al., 2003; van der Schuur, Baumgartner, Sumter, & 
Valkenburg, 2018). For instance, a previous study observed the effect of media 
use on sleeping problems, showing that media use affects sleeping quality, 
which in turn, increases future media use in early adolescents (Baumgartner, 
van der Schuur, Lemmens, & te Poel, 2017). In order to have a more complete 
understanding of the long-term consequences of social media self-control 
failure, and to explore the potential reciprocal pattern of media effects, Chapter 
5 of the dissertation examined the reciprocal relationships between social 
media self-control failure and mindfulness and wellbeing. 

4. Dissertation Outline 

In Chapter 2, we aimed to construct an operational definition of social 
media self-control failure, develop a Likert-type scale and investigate its 



 

18 
 

reliability and validity. Specifically, based on findings from an experience 
sampling research study investigating people’s everyday desires and 
corresponding self-control failures (Hofmann, et al., 2012), we developed a 3-
item social media self-control failure-scale. The scale measures the extent to 
which people fail to resist the temptation of social media use when it conflicts 
with other important goals, making them use their time inefficiently or delaying 
other tasks. We conducted a survey study to test the reliability and validity of 
the scale, including a second wave, in order to establish the test-retest 
reliability of the scale among 405 (Ntime2 = 354) daily social media users. To 
investigate the construct validity of the scale, we measured its correlations with 
three pathological forms of social media use (i.e., unregulated social media use, 
problematic social media use, and social media addiction), and measures 
related to general self-control (i.e., depletion sensitivity and trait self-control). 
To investigate the predictive validity, we tested the relationships between 
social media self-control failure and several measures concerning its possible 
consequences (i.e., time spent on social media, feelings of guilt, enjoyment 
after social media use, psychological wellbeing). 

Chapter 3 examined the predictors of social media self-control failure. 
Specifically, we tested four factors based on a literature review by Hofmann et 
al. (2017)—immediate gratifications from social media use, social media 
habitual checking, perceived ubiquity of social media and disturbances from 
social media notifications—that were assumed to increase the temptation 
potential of social media. This might create more self-control challenges when 
goal-conflict occurs between social media use and other important goals. As 
such, they might also predict a higher probability of social media self-control 
failure. We tested these hypotheses through a survey of 590 daily social media 
users. 

Chapter 4 examined the spontaneous approach reactions to social media 
cues which might further explain why it is so difficult to resist social media 
temptations. We assumed that social media users who often fail (vs. less often 
fail) to control their social media use might display stronger spontaneous 
approach reactions toward social media (vs. neutral control) cues. We 
measured the spontaneous approach reactions using a frequently used 
computerized behavioral task—the Stimulus-Response Compatibility task. This 
task has often been used to assess people’s spontaneous behavioral tendencies 
toward various temptations (e.g., alcoholic drinks or palatable foods; Barkby, et 
al., 2012; Field, Caren, Fernie, & De Houwer, 2011). We used this task to 
assess 228 daily social media users’ spontaneous approach reactions toward 
social media cues (e.g., a picture of the Facebook logo) compared with control 
cues (e.g., a picture of an office supply), and investigated the association with 
the social media self-control failure-scale.  

Chapter 5 further examined the negative consequences of social media self-
control failure. Specifically, we explored the reciprocal relationships between 
social media self-control failure and both mindfulness and wellbeing using a 
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three-wave longitudinal survey in a period of eight months. This survey 
measured 594 (and Ntime2 = 410, Ntime3 = 329) daily social media users’ self-
control failure and explored, employing a random intercept cross-lagged panel 
model (Slater et al., 2003), the within- and between-person reciprocal 
relationships with mindfulness and wellbeing. 

Chapter 6 presents a general discussion in which we summarize the findings 
and describe the contributions as well as the limitations of the current 
dissertation project. We conclude the general discussion by presenting several 
suggestions for future research. 

  


