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THERE IS NO EASY ANSWER

How the Interaction of Content, Situation,
and Person Shapes the Effects of Social
Media Use on Well-Being

Philipp K. Masur, Jolanda Veldhuis,
and Nadia Bij de Vaate

Social media have become an essential part of children’s and young adolescents’
lives. They grow up and mature with smartphones, tablets, and computers that
render access to social media platforms ubiquitous. As using Facebook, Insta-
gram, or TikTok intensifies, it is no wonder that scholars, parents, and policy
makers voice concerns about potential negative effects on children’s and ado-
lescents’ physical and mental health. Whereas some scholars argue that we are
“in the middle of a full-blown mental health crisis for adolescents and young
adults” (Twenge as cited in Brody, 2019) and claim that social media are one of
the core reasons for increases in depression and suicides in the younger genera-
tion (Twenge, Joiner, Rogers, & Martin, 2018), others counter that evidence for
such claims is weak and largely based on oversimplifying, cross-sectional sur-
vey investigations (Orben & Przybylski, 2019; Schemer, Masur, Geiss, Miiller, &
Schifer, 2021). The proliferation of particularly screen-based activities has led
to an overdrawn focus on the amount of “screentime”, a comparatively broad
measure of an individual’s engagement with electronic media as a singular factor
shaping young adolescents’ well-being (Dienlin & Johannes, 2020; Whitlock &
Masur, 2019). Despite advances in related, but more specific areas (e.g., research
on cyberbullying, self-presentation and body image, social media use, and social
support) that engage more deeply with the activities, contents, or practices within
social media, scholars continue to grapple with contradicting findings from stud-
ies with too broad measures and cross-sectional designs. It seems that there is a
generally misplaced confidence in the ability to find a simple answer to a rather
complex problem. This is even more surprising as longitudinal, large-scale, and
meta-analytic evidence suggests that overall net effects of social media use are at
best small (Meier & Reinecke, 2020; Orben, Dienlin, & Przybylski, 2019).

DOI: 10.4324/9781003171270-12


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003171270-12

188 Philipp K. Masur, Jolanda Veldhuis, and Nadia Bij de Vaate

Many scholars (e.g., Beyens, Pouwels, van Driel, Keijsers, & Valkenburg, 2020;
Orben, 2020; Vanden Abeele, 2020; Whitlock & Masur, 2019) have thus called
for a more in-depth analysis of social media’s influences on well-being that disen-
tangles what (e.g., different platforms, different types of content, different online
interactions) affects whom (e.g., males vs. females, personality types, experiences,
mental health history) under which circumstances (e.g., time of day, presence of oth-
ers, mood, motivation) and with what effect (positive vs. negative, supportive vs.
detrimental, short-term vs. long-term) and with regard to which type of well-being
(e.g., trait vs. state, cognitive vs. affective). In this chapter, we propose a holistic
framework that takes different theoretical advances toward understanding and
identifying specific boundary conditions of detrimental and beneficial media use
effects into account.

Toward a Holistic Model of Social Media Use
Effects on Well-being

Recently, scholars have pushed toward a person-specific media use paradigm
(Beyens et al., 2020) emphasizing that we should not expect media use effects
to be similar for all people. Instead, we should identify relevant personal char-
acteristics (e.g., socio-demographics, prior mental health history, literacy) that
help explain why social media effects on well-being vary from person to person.
However, by focusing only on between-person differences, we may commit the
fundamental attribution error (Ross & Nisbett, 2011) and overestimate dispositional
factors’ power in explaining our behaviors. Others have thus highlighted the
importance of distinguishing the type of content individuals consume to explain
variances in effects on well-being (Whitlock & Masur, 2019). From this point of’
view, watching a funny YouTube video may be less detrimental than comparing,
for example, yourself with others on Instagram.

Focusing only on individual differences or only on content characteristics will
nonetheless fall short of grasping the entire picture. Individuals use and experi-
ence social media within a total environment that forms a complex system of
interrelated and interacting factors, which can be placed on a continuum from
the micro- to the macro-level (cf. Magnusson, 1981). It would be impossible to
investigate the entirety of factors that influence human behaviors, thoughts, or
feelings at a given point in time. But attempting to explain variation in individu-
als’ well-being does require us to identify more systematically where the variance
stems from. Taking a situational perspective (cf. Masur, 2018, chapter 7.1) and
asking what influences a person’s well-being at a given time can help to iden-
tify relevant “groups” of factors that we should at least expect to account for
some variance in well-being. In line with a long-standing tradition in psychology
(Rauthmann, Sherman, & Funder, 2015), such factors can be differentiated into
personal and environmental factors (see Table 12.1).
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TABLE 12.1 Overview of influences on well-being at a given time

Personal Factors Environmental Factors
Non-situational Traits, dispositional Structural settings
(comparatively stable) tendencies, trait- (e.g., culture, socio-
like qualities (e.g., technological environment)
personality)
Contextual (fluctuating, but Internal perceptions Device- or platform-
recurring) (e.g., perceived duties, related characteristics
context-related goals) (e.g., content, norms and

practices, addictive design)
and other contextual
factors (e.g., typical

audiences)
Situational (highly Internal perceptions (e.g.,  Interpersonal perceptions
fluctuating) feelings, situational (e.g., perceptions of others)
goals, stress, mindfulness,  and external perceptions
level of energy) (e.g., perceptions of place,

location, physical cues)

Personal factors include, on the one hand, comparatively stable traits (e.g., per-
sonality, impulsivity, trait anxiety) and dispositional tendencies (e.g., opinions,
attitudes, skills, long-term goals, habitual behaviors). On the other hand, they
include fluctuating internal factors such as contextually activated role perceptions,
situationally activated goals, and feelings (e.g., perceived stress, fear-of-missing-
out). Environmental factors include, on the one hand, comparatively stable char-
acteristics of the larger structural settings in which individuals find themselves
in (e.g., culture, tradition, political system, economy) as well as contextual (e.g.,
perceptions of norms and rules), device- or platform-specific (e.g., characteristics
of platforms, perceptions of practices and norms), and situationally perceived cues
of the physico-social environment (e.g., other people, physical cues, place and
location). Such a classification allows to characterize these factors with regard
to their stability, that is, whether they remain stable and thus constant influences
over longer periods of time (e.g., personality) or whether they fluctuate consid-
erably across contexts (e.g., practices, types of content), or even situations (e.g.,
moods, goals). It further forces us to clearly indicate whether such a factor is a
direct antecedent of individuals’ well-being (e.g., negative content) or rather a
moderator of such direct effects (e.g., self-esteem, mood, energy level).

Adopting such a situational perspective sharpens our ability to uncover bound-
ary conditions for social media use effects on well-being. Also, acknowledging
the interactional nature of influences on individuals’ well-being reveals that social
media use itself may not always be the cause for less (or more) well-being. At
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times, more (or less) well-being may be caused by other factors (e.g., a predis-
position for depression, a generally low self-esteem) and social media use instead
increases or buffers against such effects.

In the following, we will use this framework to identify what aspect of social
media (what conceptualizations of social media are useful to study effects on well-
being?) affects whom (what are relevant stable person-related moderators?) under
which circumstances (what are relevant contextual, device-specific, or situational
moderators?) with regard to which type of well-being (do we need to focus on trait
or state of well-being?).

Conceptualizing Social Media

The first question is: What exactly exerts an effect on individuals” well-being?
Social media must be regarded as a form of computer-mediated communication
(CMCQ) that focuses on connecting users and facilitating social interaction. Yet,
social media is likewise an umbrella term for certain platforms (e.g., Facebook,
Instagram, Twitter, or TikTok) or a broader type of media that is defined by
five typical characteristics (Bayer, Trieu, & Ellison, 2020; Carr & Hayes, 2015):
Social media are Internet-based (i.e., online), disentrained (i.e., supporting asyn-
chronous social interaction), interactive (i.e., social in nature), based primarily
on user-generated content, and mass personal (i.e., involving broadcasting of
interpersonal communication to larger audiences). Individuals use social media
for various purposes ranging from active contribution to passive consumptions
(Escobar-Viera et al, 2018; Thorisdottir, Sigurvinsdottir, Asgeirsdottir,
Allegrante, & Sigfusdottir, 2019): active uses include communicating with other
users (e.g., through status updates or dyadic channels), interacting with content
(e.g., liking, commenting, and tagging), engaging in self-presentation and
self-exposure (e.g., status updates and posting photos), and seeking entertainment
(e.g., playing games). Passive uses include browsing content without interacting,
watching videos, and looking at pictures.

Meier and Reinecke (2020) propose a taxonomy that distinguishes two over-
arching approaches to conceptualizing social media use: the channel-centered
approach and the communication-centered approach. When using the former,
scholars create “methodological buckets” by focusing on devices, platforms,
or applications instead of engaging with the specific contents, activities, mes-
sage characteristics that define them. The channel-centered approach thus treats
social media as a “black box™ and differences in how people use these media are
ignored. In the literature, we nonetheless find different levels of analysis within
the channel-centered approach depending on whether scholars focused on cer-
tain devices (e.g., smartphones, tablets, or generally screen-based technologies),
types of applications (e.g., email, messenger, SNS), branded applications (e.g.,
Facebook vs. Instagram), or specific features (e.g., status updates, chat functions,
games, profiles).
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The communication-centered approach, in contrast, focuses on possible com-
munication processes and message exchanges on social media. It thus opens the
“black-box” of the channel-centered approach (Meier & Reinecke, 2020). Within
this approach, we can further distinguish analyses on the interaction level (e.g.,
relationship between the communicators, directionality of interaction, character-
istics of particular audiences) and the message level (e.g., content characteristics,
valence, communication mode, accessibility).

Inconsistencies in published findings on the effects of social media use on well-
being may be in part explainable by differences in such levels of analyses. A large
part of the literature has adopted a channel-centered approach by focusing on
devices or branded applications. Such analyses treat social media use as a trait-like
quality and are limited to measuring comparatively stable between-person differ-
ences in aggregated behavioral patterns (e.g., overall smartphone use, screentime,
frequency of Facebook use). It is hardly surprising that such analyses are aimed
at predicting rather stable indicators of well-being (e.g., life satisfaction, loneli-
ness, depression). Newer studies have started to investigate how certain features
or activities of social media shape well-being outcomes. For example, experi-
ence sampling studies showed that using media for different purposes (e.g., recov-
ery vs. procrastination) also had varying influences on well-being (Reinecke &
Hofmann, 2016). Similarly, active posting on Facebook had positive, yet fleeting
impacts on subsequent mood (Bayer, Ellison, Schoenebeck, Brady, & Falk, 2018).

Focusing on the type of interactions that users engage in and the messages
they are exposed to provides an important avenue for future research. Moving
beyond methodological buckets such as devices or applications and focusing on
the intricate relationships between different types of social media uses, content-
and person-related characteristics, as well as contextual and situational factors
will provide a nuanced insight into how social media use affects well-being. Such
a paradigm shift also changes the perspective from trying to explain differences
between people to trying to understand differences in social media use within peo-
ple. It sounds trivial to assume that not all social media use is bad or good. Yet,
current research tends to ignore this by flattening the heterogeneity of social
media use into broad and artificial measures.

Who is Susceptible?

In a second step, we need to ask for whom certain types of social media use
actually affect well-being. Valkenburg, Beyens, Pouwels, van Driel, and Keijsers
(2021) have recently argued that one should not expect social media use effects
to be uniform across individuals and propose a “personalized media effects para-
digm”. Although, we believe that a too-strong emphasis on between-person dif-
ferences may not be helpful (cf. fundamental attribution error) and a paradigm
shift toward “N = 1 type of analyses” (p. 74) may even be problematic as it could
devalue our goal to make inferences about populations, we nonetheless agree that
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a better understanding of the susceptibility of certain individuals is important and
a logical extension of prior work.

When we talk about person-specific susceptibility, we aim at identifying traits,
dispositional tendencies, or trait-like qualities that account for variation in the
effect of social media use on well-being. For example, several studies have shown
that gender might matter in explaining differences in the between-person rela-
tionships of social media use and well-being indicators such as life satisfaction
(Frison & Eggermont, 2016; Orben et al., 2019). Similarly, older people seem
to benefit more from actively using social networking sites (SNS) than younger
people (Kim & Shen, 2020; Reinecke & Hofmann, 2016).

However, many potential trait-like moderators have not yet been studied sys-
tematically. Research suggests, for example, that impulsivity (Billieux, Linden, &
Rochat, 2008), trait anxiety (Elhai, Levine, Dvorak, & Hall, 2016), or the fear
of missing out (Blackwell, Leaman, Tramposch, Osborne, & Liss, 2017) are posi-
tively related to higher smartphone or social media use or even problematic social
media use. Trait self-esteem is likewise related to certain types of social media use
(e.g., frequency of reacting to profiles) and subjective well-being (Valkenburg,
Peter, & Schouten, 2006) and thus a potentially important covariate in explaining
social media effects on well-being. Identifying stable person-related characteris-
tics that explain variance in social media effects on well-being will be pivotal for
understanding person-specific susceptibility in future research.

However, it is important to clearly indicate whether such stable personal fac-
tors moderate between-person relationships between overall social media use and
stable indicators of well-being (e.g., life satisfaction) or whether they moderate
within-person relationships between different types of social media use, content
consumption, or use behaviors and more fleeting indicators of well-being (e.g.,
affect). Disentangling interactions between stable person characteristics and vary-
ing contextual or situational factors may be particularly fruitful. For example,
being exposed to a certain body ideal on Instagram may be particularly detrimen-
tal for people with a low self-esteem or younger individuals who were recently
bullied for their physical appearance at school. Similarly, talking extensively to a
close friend via social media could increase affective well-being after a person has
had a negative experience. The context and situation matter for understanding
person-specific susceptibility. An isolated focus on person-specific characteristics
may hence again be oversimplifying.

Under What Circumstances Does the Effect Occur?

The third question asks what device- or platform-specific, contextual, or situ-
ational factors moderate social media use effects on well-being. By using primar-
ily survey-based designs, we have flattened situational variance in people’s social
media use experiences into somewhat artificial, aggregated measures of overall
use and well-being. To describe circumstances, we need to identify both personal
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and environmental factors related to context, device or applications, and the situ-
ation (cf. also Vanden Abeele, 2020). The goal should be to find factors that are
amenable to empirical investigation and that are present (i.e., measurable) across
all situations.

First, contexts refer to structured social settings characterized by canonical activ-
ities, norms and rules, relationships and internal values (e.g., Nissenbaum, 2010).
Contexts are thus related to social spheres related to, for example, friends, fam-
ily, work, or school. Contexts vary, but their characteristics nonetheless remain
comparatively stable. From this, it follows that experiences within a context will
be similar (although not the same) even if dispersed in time. On social media,
people likewise act in contexts. Their experiences — and thus also whether or not
using social media will be a pleasant or negative experience — will also be deter-
mined by their perceptions about audiences (e.g., their friends or followers) and
the norms and practices this social network prescribes or endorses. However, the
types of practices and norms are also determined by device- or application-specific
characteristics. Each platform allows or emphasizes certain types of interactions
(e.g., liking, commenting, sharing posts) and thus leads to specific social dynamics
(e.g., disclosing selfies on Instagram, sharing work-related information on Face-
book, sharing private information on SnapChat) that, in turn, shape potential
impacts of content, notifications, or message type on well-being. For example,
whereas an Instagram user may engage in sharing a lot of photos to receive likes
and comments from his or her friends or followers, assessing whether this con-
tributes or reduces well-being is not as clear. Receiving likes on a post may be a
positive experience, but posting a photo that one really likes and not receiving
any likes can be a very unpleasant experience. Overall, various contextual fac-
tors including competing goals, attentional demands, and obligations (Hofmann,
Reinecke, & Meier, 2016), pressure to connect and be available (Licoppe, 2004),
the imagined audience (Litt, 2012), as well as application features and perceived
behavioral options (cf. Vanden Abeele, 2020) could be important moderators of
social media effects on well-being.

Next to contextual factors, there are situational personal and environmental factors
that need to be considered. Situationally activated personal factors relate to inter-
nal perceptions of motives, goals, feelings, or moods. For example, a recent study
has found that situational autonomy dissatisfaction moderates the within-person
relationship between online vigilance and momentary perceived stress (Gilbert,
Baumgartner, & Reinecke, 2021). Being mindful during instant messaging was
also related to less stress and positive affect (Bauer, Loy, Masur, & Schneider,
2017). Situational goal conflict, for example, using social media to procrastinate,
likewise predicts situational well-being (Reinecke & Hofmann, 2016). Situational
environmental factors refer to interpersonal perceptions of others and their behav-
iors, as well as external perception of place, time, locations, and other physical
cues. For example, where an individual is using social media might matter (e.g., at
home, at work, or while on transportation) for how content is perceived. If social
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media are used together with other persons (e.g., friends, partner, family), this
may further change how an individual reacts to social media content, practices,
or certain experiences. Dogruel and Schnauber-Stockmann (2021), for example,
found that the responsiveness norms (measured as a trait-like quality) and the type
of sender (e.g., close friends or family members vs. other persons) interacted in
predicting the probability to respond to instant messenger messages and may thus
explain momentary stress or anxiety.

In sum, we believe that identifying relevant contextual, device- or platform-
specific characteristics as well as situational factors presents an important challenge
for future research. Also, adopting a situational lens helps to scrutinize whether
social media are indeed the cause or whether they are rather a contributing force
that increases already existing downward or upward spirals related to situational
well-being.

What Type of Well-Being is Affected?

Finally, we need to scrutinize what type or component of well-being is actually
affected. In the previous sections, we already implicitly mentioned that we can
differentiate stable (e.g., life satisfaction) and more fleeting components of well-
being (e.g., positive or negative affect, moods). However, disentangling effects
of the various factors described earlier on well-being requires us to differentiate
indicators of well-being in more detail.

Well-being is a subcategory of mental health, which can be divided into two
parts: psychopathology and psychological well-being (Meier & Reinecke, 2020).
This is known as the two continua model of mental health. Psychopathology can
be referred to as negative mental health, reflecting disturbance or personal distress
in one’ life (Lahey, Krueger, Rathouz, Waldman, & Zald, 2017; Meier & Rei-
necke, 2020). Psychological well-being, on the other hand, can be referred to as
positive mental health and reflects a person’s quality of life and overall function-
ing (Diener, Lucas, & Oishi, 2018). It is important to note that, psychological
well-being is not the absence of psychopathology, just as psychopathology is not
just the absence of psychological well-being (Meier & Reinecke, 2020). Psy-
chopathology is usually seen as the presence or absence of specific symptoms
or disorders. Symptoms, or a set of symptoms, form the basis for the absence or
presence of a disorder (i.e., depressive symptoms can form the basis of a depressive
disorder). In the context of social media effects research, psychopathology is dis-
tinguished in two dimensions: internalizing and externalizing dimensions of psy-
chopathology (Meier & Reinecke, 2020). Internalizing psychopathology refers to
inward-directed behaviors, cognitions, and emotions such as anxiety and depres-
sion whereas externalizing psychopathology refers to outward-directed behavior,
cognitions, and emotions such as aggression and substance abuse. Risk factors that
may increase individuals’ vulnerability to develop psychopathology can include,
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for example, loneliness, social isolation, and low sleep quality (Meier & Reinecke,
2020).

Psychological well-being includes two dimensions: hedonic and eudaimonic
well-being. Hedonic well-being generally represents “feeling well” and is defined
as subjective experiences of pleasure and pain at a given point in time (Huta,
2017; Ryan & Deci, 2001). Within the hedonic approach, three subcomponents
of subjective well-being can be distinguished: positive affect, negative affect, and
life satisfaction. Positive and negative affect tap upon the affective dimension of
hedonic well-being, whereas life satisfaction taps upon the cognitive dimension
of hedonic well-being. Eudaimonic well-being generally represents “doing well”
and is defined as the degree to which a person is fully functioning. Eudaimonic
well-being is often reflected by meaning and relevance to a broader context, per-
sonal growth, excellence, and authenticity/autonomy (Huta & Waterman, 2014).

This overview on concepts of well-being shows that simply asking whether
social media use (negatively) affects well-being is oversimplifying. We have to fur-
ther specify whether we mean that higher social media use leads to less (or more)
psychological well-being (e.g., life satisfaction) or actually to certain psycho-
pathologies (e.g., depression). Moreover, we have to specify whether we indeed
assume that social media use has an influence on stable, person-related concepts
of well-being or whether it rather affects more fleeting, state components of
well-being (e.g., positive or negative affect, mood, feelings). Some components
of well-being are clearly determined by many different things in an individual’s
life (e.g., overall life satisfaction) and may thus be less likely to be fundamentally
influenced by social media use. Momentary feelings, however, could be strongly
affected by particular types of uses, messages, or contents. As mentioned earlier,
using an experience sampling study, Bayer and colleagues (2018) have shown that
active posting on Facebook leads to positive emotional experiences right after
posting but not to any long-term changes in trait mood across two weeks. We
should not expect social media use to uniformly affect all types of well-being.

Effect Heterogeneity in Research on Social Media
and Body Image

Studies that explicitly try to answer the question whether or not social media
use affects adolescents’ well-being often remain oversimplifying and neglect the
various factors we outlined earlier. More specific research areas such as studies
focusing on the impact of cyberbullying, self-presentation, body image repre-
sentation, or online gaming provide a more nuanced picture of boundary condi-
tions of social media use effect. In what follows, we will discuss some findings
from research on idealized image presentation on social media platforms and its
effects on adolescents’ body (dis)satisfaction. This research area exemplifies quite
vividly how acknowledging different personal and environmental factors as well
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as different levels of analysis contribute to a nuanced understanding about when
exposure to certain types of content or specific behaviors become detrimental for
individuals’ well-being.

Social media play a major role in distributing and reinforcing beauty
ideals. Affordances of social media allow easy and ample access to idealized self-
presentations for young adolescents (Holland & Tiggemann, 2016). Social media
allow users to not only consume media content but also create and upload pic-
tures and react to others’ posts (Perloff, 2014), which seems to contribute to
a more dispersed picture of various body sizes and appearances nowadays, the
so-called body positivity trend (Lazuka, Wick, Keel, & Harriger, 2020). How-
ever, specific stereotypical portrayals of body ideals (e.g., being thin and ultra-fit
for women and ultra-muscular and toned for men) and facial-ideals (e.g., hav-
ing a smooth skin) are still pervading the social media landscape, often being
reinforced by positive comments and likes (e.g., Holland & Tiggemann, 2016).
Aligning with our rationale presented earlier, however, social media users seem
to respond differently to these idealized appearance depictions: abundant research
has shown both detrimental effects and beneficial effects from such exposure on,
for example, body (dis)satisfaction (e.g., Bij de Vaate, Veldhuis, & Konijn, 2020).
Adopting the situational lens outlined earlier can help to understand differences
in respective findings. Taking into account both stable and situational personal
and environmental factors in fact paints a clearer picture for whom and when
exposure to body ideals negatively affects well-being.

When Exposure to Body Ideals Becomes Detrimental

Many studies have shown unfavorable effects of social media use on body image
perceptions (Holland & Tiggemann, 2016). Although more intensive use of SNS
like Instagram and Facebook seemed to instigate a greater body dissatisfaction
and body concerns, not all studies found such negative effects from general SNS
use. Various studies have shown that specifically appearance-focused activities
and engagement in appearance-related content (e.g., posting pictures of oneself
and inspecting those of others) contributed to inducing body image disturbances
(Holland & Tiggemann, 2016; Mingoia, Hutchinson, Wilson, & Gleaves, 2017).
Relatedly, research into selfies as a specific form of appearance-focused online
self-presentation indicated that active engagement in selfie-behaviors, such as
selecting and editing selfies, was associated with increased feelings of body dis-
satisfaction (McLean, Paxton, Wertheim, & Masters, 2015).

Social comparison tendencies play a major role in internalizing and processing
idealized body portrayals in either direction (e.g., Holland & Tiggemann, 2016).
On social media, comparison processes are largely upward in nature (Fardouly,
Pinkus, & Vartanian, 2017). Studies have underpinned that online appearance
comparisons with others who are considered to have a better appearance might
lead to a more negative body image and dissatisfaction (Bij de Vaate et al., 2020;
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Fardouly et al., 2017). However, previous studies revealed the importance to dis-
tinguish between motives of self-evaluation and self-improvement (Veldhuis, Konijn, &
Knobloch-Westerwick, 2017). Both motives may lead to upward comparison,
but comparison with ideal-body media figures to evaluate oneself generally leads
to more negative body perceptions compared to looking at others as an inspira-
tion for self-improvement.

These outcomes indicate that environmental factors such as type of content (i.e.,
idealized and appearance-focused visuals, selfies), practices on specifically photo-
based platforms (e.g., liking and commenting Instagram, social comparison), and
situational personal factors (e.g., motive) need to be considered to explain nega-
tive effects on well-being.

When Exposure to Body Ideals is Beneficial

Studies have found positive effects of exposure to body ideals. With current digi-
tal applications, people can easily create, select, and edit appearance-focused con-
tent before they show themselves online. Feeling in control of posting idealized
pictures might enhance people’s self-evaluations (cf. Tiidenberg & Gémez Cruz,
2015), which in turn may motivate people to engage in online self-presentation
and reinforce their positive self-evaluations. Experiencing higher body apprecia-
tion and self-objectification was found to be associated with greater engagement
in selecting, editing, and posting selfies (Veldhuis, Alleva, Bij de Vaate, Kejjer, &
Konijn, 2020).

Comparing oneself with idealized media figures (upward comparison) can also
instigate a higher body satisfaction (Veldhuis et al., 2017). If a person is highly
motivated to “improve the self”, seeing idealized bodies might rather inspire
and spark feelings of attainability of having a better body. Differentiating under-
lying social comparison motives thus is an important situational personal factor
that explains how users cognitively process idealized media fare and whether social
media’s impact on body image is harmful or beneficial.

Downward comparison may also explain positive effects on well-being. It
occurs when people evaluate themselves against somebody who they think is
worse off, that is, looks worse than they do. The motive of self-enhancement often
underlies this process and leads to positive appraisals of one’s own appearance.
The literature review by Bij de Vaate et al. (2020) has indeed found such positive
effects from downward social comparisons on body image.

Individual and Situational Susceptibility

Predispositions like self-esteem and appearance schematicity play a role in explain-
ing the divergent reactions to ideal body fare, rendering those with lowered
self-esteem and those who attribute more importance and meaning to one’s
appearance more susceptible to adverse effects (Veldhuis, 2020). Person-related
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stable factors like age, gender, and ethnicity seem to have a guiding impact in
processing ideal body media fare (e.g., Holland & Tiggemann, 2016; Lopez-
Guimera, Levine, Sanchez-carracedo, & Fauquet, 2010). For example, especially
young girls are in a developmental stage in which they undergo bodily changes,
are developing their own identity, and are more open to peer influences, while
also being avid consumers of media.

On a situational level, the context in which an image is presented mat-
ters as well. Particularly on social media, visual posts are contextualized by
captions, comments, and likes (Perloff, 2014; Veldhuis, 2020). Empirical
studies have shown that texts elucidating on ultrathin bodies as being “nor-
mal” increased viewers’ body dissatisfaction whereas texts that confirmed the
underweight status of such bodies decreased their body dissatisfaction (Veld-
huis, Konijn, & Seidell, 2012). Likewise, ideal body depictions accompa-
nied by self-improvement texts that the reader also could attain such a body
increased feelings of body satisfaction (Veldhuis et al., 2017). Furthermore,
likes are interpreted as social support expressed by peers and therefore lead
to a feeling of being accepted (in case of ample likes) or rejected (in case of
few likes; Rosenthal-von der Piitten et al., 2019). Hence, given the active
interplay between media users in newer digital and social media formats, it is
vital to further investigate social media’s impact on body image perceptions in
light of the contextual and situational factors formed by peer and verbal contexts

(Perloft, 2014; Veldhuis, 2020).

Conclusion and Future Perspectives

As previous research has shown, scholars and policy makers often try to find easy
answers to rather complex problems. The question of whether or not social media
negatively impacts young adolescents’ mental or physical health is no exception in
this regard. In this chapter, we argued that social media effects on well-being vary
across individuals, contexts, and situations. We urge future research to investigate
the intricate combination of personal and environmental factors in explaining
heterogeneity in social media use effects. We believe that taking a situational
perspective to identify relevant factors on various levels of analysis and with vari-
ous levels of stability is a useful starting point that helps to identify interactions
between, for example, stable person characteristics (such as gender, age, literacy)
and more fleeting contextual (e.g., perceptions of audiences, norms, and prac-
tices) and varying situational factors (e.g., momentary motives, goals, feelings)
and how their combination affects different components of subjective well-being.
Methodologically, this will require novel approaches that allow for more granular
assessments of social media use behaviors as well as highly repetitive assessments of
individuals’ momentary well-being. Collaboration between disciplines that spurs
combinations of computational assessment approaches (e.g., behavioral observa-
tion via logging), situational assessment (e.g., via experience sampling), and more
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traditional questionnaire designs will allow for more precision in assessing the
various factors that may explain heterogeneity in social media use effects.
Understanding specific boundary conditions of such effects, however, is not
just a purely academic endeavor. For example, the fact that individuals respond
in very different ways to social media content in terms of their body perceptions
also holds practical implications for redirecting negative media effects through
media-based body image interventions. Being such popular and pervasive venues
for providing information and setting social standards, social media should be
considered as effective means to (re)negotiate such standards. A one-size-fits-all
approach seems generally ineffective, but considering a holistic view on social
media influences, social media-based interventions can work if tailored to indi-

vidual user’s needs.
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