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Introduction

Social networking sites (SNSs) are internet-based platforms that allow individuals to present themselves and
establish or maintain connections with others (Ellison et al., 2007, p. 1143). They have become an integral part of
young people’s lives. In Korea, individuals in their 20s show the highest rate of SNS use (82.3%) (Y.-H. Kim, 2019),
as was similarly observed in the U.S. (Smith & Anderson, 2018) and EU countries (Eurostat, 2020). This age group
also spends the most time using SNSs compared to other generations and accounts for the highest proportion of
heavy users (DMC Media, 2018). Accordingly, academic attention has increasingly been paid to the impacts of SNSs
on young people’s well-being (see Appel et al., 2020; Huang, 2017; Liu et al., 2016; Liu et al., 2018; Yoon et al., 2019
for review). Notwithstanding the accumulating literature, the increasing complexity of SNS functions and the
emergence of new SNSs call for further exploration.



First, to date, previous studies usually focused on a single platform. The majority of studies have focused on
Facebook, and a relatively small number of studies have focused on other SNS platforms. However, the use of
multiple social media platforms by users has increased over time. According to a report by the Pew Research
Center (Smith & Anderson, 2018), 73% of Americans use more than one SNS, and the median number used by the
18 to 29-year-old age group is four platforms. A report from Korea in 2016 also stated that 49% of Facebook users
use Instagram and that 84% of Instagram users use Facebook simultaneously (Y.-N. Kim, 2016). “[S]ocial media
platforms differ by type, functionality, and primary intended purpose” (Primack et al., 2017, p. 2); thus, users’ SNS
experiences can vary across platforms (Weinstein, 2018). Given these differences, the conclusions drawn from one
SNS platform may not be applicable to other platforms. Therefore, scholars (Primack et al., 2017; Weinstein, 2018)
have called for researchers to consider the use of multiple SNS platforms (Sheldon & Bryant, 2016). Second,
relatively few studies (e.g., Orben et al., 2019) have explored gender differences in the role of SNSs in young
people’s subjective well-being. Because men and women differ in their use of and motives for using media
technologies (Krasnova et al., 2017; Pujazon-Zazik & Park, 2010), gender differences in social media use may result
in different well-being outcomes between men and women. Exploring this possibility could provide insights for
the design of social media literacy or mental health intervention programs customized to each gender group.

Therefore, the present study is intended to explore how the uses of the two most popular SNS platforms, i.e.,
Facebook and Instagram, are differentially related to college men's and women'’s subjective well-being in South
Korea. In South Korea, Facebook and Instagram are the most widely used platforms among individuals in their
twenties (DMC Media, 2020). In addition, the overlap in users between these two platforms is the greatest relative
to that of other platforms (Y.-N. Kim, 2016). Because Instagram is considered distinct from Facebook in nature,
comparing these two SNS platforms could expand the extant literature, which primarily focuses on Facebook. In
this exploration, we consider two different types of SNS use (i.e., active vs. passive) and two different mediators
(i.e., perceived social support on SNSs and negative social comparison on SNSs) based on the theoretical model
proposed by Verduyn et al. (2017). By examining how active and passive Instagram and Facebook uses are
differentially related to life satisfaction via these two mediators among college men and women in South Korea,
this study is aimed at providing a more comprehensive picture of the relationship between SNS use and subjective
well-being among the young.

The majority of previous studies on the relationship between SNS use and well-being have been conducted on
Western cultures (see Huang, 2017; Liu et al., 2018), although the extant literature suggests that the roles of SNSs,
how people use SNSs, and the subsequent consequences may differ by culture (Cho & Park, 2013; Jackson & Wang,
2013). Several cross-cultural studies on SNS use suggest that Korean college students have stronger motives for
obtaining social support through SNS (Y. Kim et al., 2011) and differ in the way they engage with SNSs, such as in
terms of self-presentation (Lee-Won et al., 2014) and social comparison (Song et al., 2019). While previous Western
studies often showed mixed results or no association in the relationships between SNS use and well-being
indicators (e.g., Coyne et al., 2020), Koreans' stronger motives for social support and social comparison on SNS
may suggest these relationships might be pronounced among Koreans. Therefore, by seeking empirical evidence
beyond that for Western culture, this study contributes in expanding our understanding of the role of SNSs in
people's subjective well-being.

SNS Use and Subjective Well-Being

Subjective well-being is “a person’s cognitive and affective evaluations of his or her life as a whole” (Diener et al.,
2002, p. 187). It is an important goal that people strive to achieve and is related to objective indicators of well-
being, such as health and longevity (De Neve et al., 2013). Social relationships are considered among the most
important predictors of subjective well-being (Cooper et al., 1992). As a result, the emergence of SNSs has attracted
the attention of social scientists interested in the role of social ties in individuals’ subjective well-being.

In recent years, it has been a recurring trend to explore how two different types of SNS use, i.e., active vs. passive
SNS use, differentially relate to subjective well-being. The active use of SNSs refers to SNS activities “where users
actively engaged with the site, creating content and communicating with friends” (Gerson et al., 2017, p. 82), while
the passive use of SNSs refers to SNS activities, such as consuming or monitoring the content of others without
interacting (e.g., scrolling through news feeds or viewing posts) (Frison & Eggermont, 2016a; Verduyn et al., 2015).
It has been hypothesized that active use relates to well-being indicators such as life satisfaction, whereas passive
use relates to ill-being indicators, such as depression. Such hypotheses are concisely captured in Verduyn et al.'s



(2017) model, which delineates paths from active/passive SNS use to subjective well-being via greater social
support and via upward social comparison and envy. A number of previous studies have provided supporting
evidence for this model (see Verduyn et al. 2017 for review).

Atthe same time, arguments and evidence countering such active/passive SNS use hypotheses have also emerged.
For example, Aalbers and colleagues’ (Aalbers et al., 2019) longitudinal study found that loneliness predicts passive
SNS use but that the reverse does not occur. Several other studies suggest that passive SNS use can have a positive
effect on well-being (Chen et al., 2019; Meier et al., 2020) and that some types of active SNS use can have a negative
effect on well-being (Kross et al., 2021). Recent meta-analysis studies (Liu et al., 2019; Yin et al., 2019) provide
conflicting findings on the associations between active/passive SNS use and well-being. Some scholars (Beyens et
al., 2020; Valkenburg et al., in press) have found only small proportions of participants to report negative effects
of passive SNS use. Notwithstanding, more recent evidence that supports active/passive SNS use hypotheses is
still conflicting (Burnell et al., 2019; Lin et al., 2020; Macrynikola & Miranda, 2019; Pang, 2021). For example, Frison
and Eggermont’s (2020) longitudinal study and Liu et al.'s (2019) meta-analysis support the active/passive SNS use
hypotheses. Given these mixed findings, it appears that Verduyn et al.'s (2017) model requires further exploration.

Social Comparison and Social Support as Mediators

Social Comparison

While social comparison is a fundamental psychological process that assists in individuals’ social adjustment
(Mussweiler et al., 2006), upward social comparison (e.g., comparing oneself with superior others) can be
detrimental to one's subjective well-being because people can have poor self-evaluations (Fujita, 2008). On SNSs,
social comparison information is salient, and social comparison is ubiquitous (Haferkamp & Kramer, 2011). SNSs
allow for self-presentation, and users often portray themselves on SNSs in an ideal manner (Barash et al., 2010;
Chou & Edge, 2012). While people share their negative life events and emotions on SNSs (Burke & Develin, 2016;
Moreno et al., 2011), positive events are more likely to be shared through social media, which does not require
immediate feedback, whereas negative events are more likely to be shared through intrusive media (i.e., phone
calls) to seek immediate feedbacks or help (Choi & Toma, 2014). As a result, people’s self-presentation on SNSs is
positively skewed (Lee-Won et al., 2014), and SNS users are more likely to encounter others' reports of positive life
events more frequently than in real life.

Scholars have argued that passive exposure to these positive self-presented images is likely to induce negative
social comparison (e.g., feelings that others are doing better or are happier than oneself), which in turn negatively
affects subjective well-being (Verduyn et al., 2020). As people passively use SNSs, they are more likely to engage in
negative social comparison (Burnell et al., 2019; Hu & Liu, 2020; Ozimek & Bierhoff, 2020; Schmuck et al., 2019)
and to feel envy (Krasnova et al., 2015; Tandoc & Goh, 2021) when using these sites. Such negative social
comparison on SNSs in turn is associated with depressive symptoms (Burnell et al., 2019; Hanna et al., 2017;
Tandoc & Goh, 2021), lower self-esteem (Burnell et al., 2019; Hanna et al., 2017; Schmuck et al., 2019) and lower
subjective well-being (Frison & Eggermont, 2016b; Wang et al., 2018; H. S. Yang et al., 2014). Although recent
studies have begun to document positive aspects of upward social comparison on SNSs (Meier et al., 2020; Meier
& Schafer, 2018; Park & Baek, 2018), Verduyn et al. (2020) argue that such positive effects may occur only
occasionally while the effects of social comparison on SNSs are typically negative. Yoon et al.’s (2019) meta-analysis
also shows that upward social comparison on SNSs is associated with depression with a moderate effect.
Compared to the abundant discussion and empirical evidence on the relationship between passive SNS use and
social comparison/subjective well-being, little evidence has been given on the relationship between active SNS use
and negative social comparison. One study (Hwang, 2019) found that not just looking at other people’s status
updates but also commenting on other people’s photos/videos are strongly associated with upward social
comparison among Instagram users. It may be that when engaging in such activities, users consistently compare
themselves to others.

Previous studies report that people in collectivistic cultures are more likely to engage in social comparison (White
& Lehman, 2005). Consistently, a few studies on SNSs have reported that Korean students have stronger social
comparison motives for self-enhancement on Facebook and experience more negative affect after social
comparison (Song et al., 2019). Therefore, Korean college students’ engagement in social comparison on SNSs



could be an important path to their subjective well-being. Given the above discussion, we propose the following
hypotheses and research questions:

H1: The passive use of SNSs is (a) positively related to negative social comparison on SNSs and (b) negatively and
indirectly related to subjective well-being via negative social comparison.

RQ1: Is the active use of SNSs (a) related to negative social comparison on SNSs (b) and indirectly related to
subjective well-being via social comparison on SNSs?

Social Support

Perceived social support has been considered an important contributor to one's subjective well-being (Turner,
1981). Friend networks are a particularly important source of social support for college students and have a
positive impact on their well-being (Demir et al., 2013). As a result, SNSs through which young people can easily
connect with their friends can be a source of social support. The existing literature suggests that the active form
of SNS use especially promotes social support. Although several studies suggest that some forms of active SNS
use can be related to greater loneliness (C. Yang, 2016; C. Yang & Brown, 2013), a number of empirical studies
report that active SNS use decreases depressive symptoms and loneliness via positive effects on online social
support (Frison et al., 2019; Li et al., 2015; Lin et al., 2020; Seo et al., 2016). Such findings are also supported by
longitudinal and experimental studies (Burke & Kraut, 2014; Deters & Mehl, 2013; Utz & Breuer, 2017). Social
support on SNS cannot be obtained unless one makes connections and engages in interactions with others on
SNSs; when people have friends and share their stories, they are more likely to receive social support, which
explains why the number of SNS friends (Liu et al., 2018) and self-disclosure on SNS (R. Zhang, 2017) are positively
related to social support. Based on these previous findings, Verduyn et al. (2017) proposed a path to subjective
well-being via social capital/connectedness from active SNS use, and this indirect relationship has been supported
by several studies (Frison & Eggermont, 2015; J. Kim & Lee, 2011; Lin et al., 2020).

On the other hand, the results of studies employing a measure of passive use are somewhat equivocal. Several
studies suggest that passive SNS use has no or a negative relationship to social support: Burke et al.’s (2010) study
shows that SNS content consumption is related to increased loneliness; Liu et al.'s (2018) meta-analysis shows that
there is no relationship between SNS content consumption and social support. However, several other studies
imply a positive relationship between passive use and social support (C. Yang, 2016; C. Yang & Robinson, 2018)
and social capital (Chen et al., 2019). C. Yang and Robinson (2018) argued that passive SNS use such as browsing
can serve as a channel for receiving information instrumental to social adjustment. In summary, the literature
provides strong evidence of the positive relationship between active SNS use and social support and some
evidence of the negative or lack of a relationship between passive SNS use and social support.

Meanwhile, cultural studies have suggested that Asians are less likely to seek explicit social support than
Westerners (H. S. Kim et al., 2008), while obtaining social support is a more important motive for SNS use among
Korean college students than for their US counterparts (Y. Kim et al., 2011). Therefore, empirical exploration is
necessary to see if SNS use may help Korean college students to obtain social support. Given the above discussion,
we propose the following hypothesis and research question:

H2: The active use of SNSs is (a) positively related to perceived social support on SNSs and (b) positively and
indirectly related to subjective well-being via perceived social support.

RQ2: Is the passive use of SNSs (a) related to perceived social support on SNSs (b) and indirectly related to
subjective well-being via perceived social support on SNSs?

Facebook and Instagram

While several studies focused on a particular social media platform (typically Facebook), scholars have only
recently begun to pay attention to the issue of using multiple platforms due to the increasing use of multiple social
media platforms by users. Several studies have compared the use of different platforms or relationships between
SNS usage and well-being across different platforms and found that the relationship between SNS use and
psychological outcomes can vary depending on the type of SNS platform used (Sakurai et al., 2021; Saunders &



Eaton, 2018; Schmuck et al., 2019; Utz et al., 2015). For example, Utz et al. (2015) compared Snapchat and Facebook
and found that Snapchat elicited higher levels of jealousy than Facebook. Pittman and Reich (2016) also reported
that image-based social media platforms, but not text-based platforms, influenced subjective well-being.

Among the several social media platforms, Facebook and Instagram are expected to differentially relate to
subjective well-being given their distinct features. Facebook allows people to connect with others, post their
content, and share their and others’ content. While Instagram is similar to Facebook in terms of its basic
mechanism, Instagram differs from Facebook due to its focus on sharing photos and videos. On Facebook, people
can post and share text-based content, photos and videos, whereas Instagram’s content is mostly image-based.
Given such differences, it has been argued that positive and polished images are more prominent on Instagram
than on Facebook (Lup et al., 2015), while on Facebook, the sharing of negative feelings is often observed (Moreno
et al., 2011). One study (Waterloo et al., 2018) in fact found that expressing negative emotions is perceived to be
more normative on Facebook than on Instagram, whereas positive emotional expression is perceived as more
appropriate on Instagram than on Facebook. Additionally, on Instagram, following someone is not necessarily
reciprocal. Thus, to make connections with others on Instagram, one can simply click the “follow” button, and
people can easily follow those who are not their acquaintances and view their posts. In contrast, connecting with
others is reciprocal on Facebook. On Facebook, one should send a friend request, which must be accepted for one
to receive status updates from other friends (Lup et al., 2015).

Given that Facebook is based on reciprocal relationships and as negative emotions are more frequently expressed
on Facebook, Facebook may be a more important source of social support than Instagram, because users may
more easily express their difficulties and negative emotions for their Facebook friends to more easily identify them.
On the other hand, the nonreciprocal and public nature of image sharing on Instagram may be more likely to
trigger negative social comparison than on Facebook, as Instagram users can more easily access the curated
images posted by other users without a friend request.

As we hypothesized above that active use will be related to perceived social support on SNS and that passive use
will be related to negative social comparison on SNS, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H3: Compared to active Instagram use, active Facebook use is more strongly related to perceived social support
on SNS.

H4: Compared to passive Facebook use, passive Instagram uses is more strongly related to negative social
comparison on SNS.

Gender Differences

The aforementioned relationships may manifest differently depending on gender because of gender difference in
the way people utilize social support, engage in social comparison, and use SNSs.

Gender research suggests that social support plays a more important role in subjective well-being among women
than men (Hori & Kamo, 2018), and women use social-support systems more frequently than men (Belle, 1991).
Studies on college students revealed that women are more likely to seek and provide social support (Stokes &
Wilson, 1984) as a result of gender role socialization (Reevy & Maslach, 2001). College women were more likely to
rely on social support to cope with psychological distress (M. Zhang et al., 2018) and they tend to have larger
overall social support networks than their male counterparts (Stokes & Wilson, 1984; Tinajero et al., 2015). These
findings imply that college women could better employ SNSs as a source of social support than their male
counterparts. Consistent with this conjecture, several social media studies reported that women tend to use SNSs
for relationship maintenance (Haferkamp et al., 2012; Krasnova et al., 2017) and are likely to exchange more
positive comments on SNSs than men (Thelwall et al., 2010). Several social media studies further revealed gender
differences in the relationship between SNS use and social support. For example, Frison and Eggermont’s (2016a)
study showed that as active private Facebook use increased, adolescent girls' perceived online social support
increased, while this positive relationship was not found among boys. Liu et al.'s (2018) meta-analysis also reported
a stronger relationship between the time spent on SNS and social support among women compared to that among
men. Tifferet's (2020) meta-analysis also concluded that women are more likely to give and receive social support
on SNS compared to men. These findings suggest that the relationship between social media use (particularly



active SNS use) and subjective well-being via social support might be more pronounced among women than men,
although inconsistent findings are also noted (e.g., Liu et al., 2016).

Social psychology research investigating social comparisons also suggests that there are gender differences. For
example, in a study by Gibbons and Buunk (1999), women exhibited a stronger social comparison orientation, and
this finding was also confirmed in a multinational study (Guimond et al., 2007). Similarly, gender differences in
social comparisons on SNSs have been documented. One study reported that women were more likely than men
to use SNSs for social comparison (Haferkamp et al., 2012), and social comparison emerged as a more important
factor for Facebook use among female Italian college students than their male counterparts (Bergagna & Tartaglia,
2018). A pair of studies on adolescents (Lian et al., 2017; Nesi & Prinstein, 2015) also reported that the relationship
between social comparison on SNSs and depressive symptoms was more pronounced among girls than boys.
Another study on Chinese college students showed that the association between passive SNS use and low
subjective well-being mediated by envy was moderated by gender, and this effect was stronger among women
(Ding et al., 2017). Given these findings, it might be possible that the relationship between SNS use (particularly
passive SNS use) and subjective well-being via negative social comparison might be more pronounced among
college women than men.

Additionally, several studies reported that men and women use social media in different ways (Krasnova et al.,
2017; Pujazon-Zazik & Park, 2010). For example, studies suggest that Facebook is used more by men than women,
whereas Instagram is more favored by women than men (Y.-H. Kim, 2019; Nternet Stats, 2019). This gender
differences in SNS platform preference may also influence the aforementioned relationships. Thus, Instagram use
might be more strongly related to social support and social comparison among women than men and vice versa
for Facebook use. Therefore, we propose the following research question:

RQ3: Do the aforementioned relationships (H1 to H4, RQ1, and RQ2) differ by gender?

These relationships are configured in the path model shown in Figure 1.

Method

Sample and Data Collection

An online survey of Korean college students was conducted via a research firm in South Korea in October 2019.
The participants were recruited nationwide from the online survey panel owned by the research firm. The survey
investigated perceptions and behaviors related to SNS use and relevant psychological variables. This study was
approved by the Institutional Review Board at the institution where the author is affiliated, and all the participants
provided informed consent. Of the 503 college students who completed the survey, 71.6% (N = 360) used both
Facebook and Instagram [women n = 189 (52.5%), men n = 171 (47.5%)] and were included in the analysis.

Measures
Passive and Active Use of Facebook and Instagram

The measure developed by Gerson et al. (2017) was employed to assess the active and passive use of Instagram
and Facebook. Gerson et al.'s original measure was developed for Facebook; thus, some items were modified for
Instagram (e.g., “Commenting on statuses, wall posts, pictures, etc.” for Facebook was changed to “Commenting
on stories and other types of posts” for Instagram). The questionnaires asked the participants to indicate how
frequently they engaged in each specific activity when they were on Facebook/Instagram (five items for active use,
including “commenting on statuses, wall posts, pictures, etc.” and four items for passive use, including “checking
to see what someone is up to") on a scale from 1 = nearly to 5 = very frequently.

Perceived Social Support on SNSs

To measure the extent to which the participants perceived social support on SNSs (PSS), Li et al.'s (2015) measure
was used. The questionnaires asked the participants to indicate how often they received supportive responses or



comments from their SNS friends (e.g., “receive congratulations” or “receive help from SNS friends to solve
problems”) on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = never to 5 = daily).

Negative Social Comparison on SNSs

Negative social comparison on SNSs (NSC) was assessed utilizing H. S. Yang et al.'s (2014) measure, which consists
of eight items, such as “On SNSs, | feel others are experiencing better lifestyles than mine” and “On SNSs, | feel
others are achieving something more than what | am achieving.” The participants responded using a 5-point Likert-
type scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree).

Life Satisfaction

To evaluate subjective well-being, life satisfaction (LS), which is a cognitive dimension of subjective well-being, was
assessed. LS is considered a critical indicator of subjective well-being and has received relatively less research
attention than other indicators of subjective well-being (Huang, 2017). The measure developed by Diener et al.
(1985) was used. The participants rated five items (e.g., “l am satisfied with my life” and “So far, | have gotten the
important things | want in life”) on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree).

Control Variables

As control variables, offline social capital, self-esteem, overall SNS use and demographic variables (i.e., sex, age,
ad income) were assessed and included in the analysis. Because offline social relationships can influence online
social capital and subjective well-being (Freberg et al., 2010), this variable was controlled to determine the
additional contribution of Facebook and Instagram use to perceived social support on SNS and LS. Zimet and
colleagues’ (1988) measure (the significant other subscale) was employed to measure offline social capital.
Similarly, self-esteem, which was measured with Rosenberg's (1965) scale, was controlled to examine the effects
of Facebook and Instagram use in addition to the influence of self-esteem because the previous literature suggests
that self-esteem can influence social comparison and subjective well-being (Jang et al., 2016; Paradise & Kernis,
2002). Lastly, the total number of SNS platforms used by the participants and the amount of overall SNS use were
measured to (1) control for the effect of SNSs other than Facebook and Instagram and (2) control the time spent
on SNSs. Adapted from Lin et al.'s (2016) instrument, the participants were asked to report their overall SNS use
time (1 = not at all to 7 = more than three hours per day) and frequency (1 = not at all to 7 = frequently everyday)
during the recent month. These two items were averaged to calculate the amount of overall SNS use. The
participants were also asked to report all SNS platforms they use by checking a list of SNS platforms. By summing
up the responses, the total number of SNS platforms other than Facebook and Instagram was calculated.

The descriptive statistics of the key variables and their correlations are presented in Table 1.

Analysis

The path analyses were conducted using Mplus 8 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017) to test and explore the
aforementioned hypotheses and research questions. In all analyses, the control variables were included to predict
all endogenous variables in the model. Multiple fit indices were used to evaluate the global model fit. First, the
overall model including men and women was estimated by using sex as a control variable. To test the hypothesized
indirect effects via the potential mediator variables, the bias-corrected confidence intervals were computed based
on asymmetric bootstraps with 5,000 bootstrap replicates. In addition, a chi-square difference test was conducted
by constraining the hypothesized path coefficients to be equal for the comparison. Then, a multigroup analysis
was conducted to estimate the path coefficients for the men and women. To examine group differences, multiple
chi-square difference tests were conducted by constraining the corresponding paths in each group to be equal.

Results

The tests of the overall model across the gender groups revealed a satisfactory fit x%(4) = 4.60, p = .33, CFl = .99,
RMSEA =.02, SRMR =.01. The results of the path analysis are presented in Figure 1.



Briefly, regarding the effects of the control variables, self-esteem was positively related to LS (B =.53, p <.001) and
NSC (B =-.41, p <.001); overall, SNS use and the total number of SNS platforms used were related to PSS (B = .09,
p =.047; B = .17, p < .001, respectively); no other significant relationships involving the control variables were
found.

Table 1. Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations (N = 360).

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
All
1. AUF 1.96 0.86 (.83) .47 427 a27 -.01 447 15"
2. PUF 3.15 0.99 (.84) a4 447 19 .10 .01
3. AUl 2.52 1.01 (.88) 49 .08 .52 .20™
4. PUI 3.45 0.93 (.81) .35 18 .04
5. NSC 3.47 0.86 (.93) .03 -4
6. PSS 2.34 1.00 (.90) .30™
7. LS 3.96 1.24 (:91)
Women
1. AUF 1.812 0.82 49 43 16" .03 45" A3
2. PUF 3.03° 0.98 19 48 15" .10 .03
3. AUl 2.71¢ 1.01 45" .00 .55 24
4. PUI 3.61¢ 0.87 31 15" .01
5. NSC 3.54 0.75 -.00 -.38"
6. PSS 244 1.05 .29*
7. LS 3.94 1.26
Men
1. AUF 2,122 0.88 40" .52 16" -.02 A46™ A7*
2. PUF 3.28" 0.99 14 A46™ .36™ .10 -.02
3. AUl 2.32¢ 0.96 48" A3 .50 A7*
4, PUI 3.27¢ 0.97 .36™ 22 .07
5. NSC 3.40 0.95 .05 -.45"
6. PSS 2.44 0.94 32"
7. LS 3.99 1.21

Note. AUF: Active Use of Facebook; PUF: Passive Use of Facebook; AUI: Active Use of Instagram; PUI: Passive Use of
Instagram; NSC: Negative Social Comparison on SNSs; PSS: Perceived Social Support on SNSs; LS: Life Satisfaction.
Reliability (Cronbach'’s alpha) is shown in the parentheses. Mean scores sharing the same superscript are statistically
significant at p = .05.

*p <.05, *p <.01

H1a and RQ1a concern the relationships between passive (H1) and active (RQ1a) SNS use and NSC. The results
suggest that only the passive use of Instagram (PUI) (B = .32, p <.001], but not the passive use of Facebook (PUF)
(B = .06, p =.293), is positively related to NSC. As PUI increased, the participants were more likely to engage in
negative social comparison. Therefore, H1a was partially supported. Regarding active use (RQ1a), neither the
active use of Facebook (AUF) or the active use of Instagram (AUI) was related to NSC [B = -.03, p = .57 for AUF;
B =-.06, p =.31 for AUI].

H2a and RQ2a concern the relationships between active (H2) and passive (RQ2a) SNS use and PSS. The results
suggest that AUF and AUl are positively related to PSS [B = .31, p <.001 for AUF; B = .34, p <.001 for AUI]. As AUF
and AUl increased, the participants were more likely to report that they received greater supportive responses
from their SNS friends. Therefore, H2a was supported. Regarding passive use, the relationship between PUF and
PSS approached the significance level (3 =-.11, p =.052), but PUl was not related to PSS (3 = -.04, p = .54). Although
the direction of the coefficients was negative, the results in general suggest no significant relationship between
passive use and PSS.



Figure 1. The Results of the Path Analysis (N = 360).
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Note 1. All standardized coefficients.
Note 2. Control variables are not included in the figure to allow for a parsimonious presentation.

H1b and H2b concern the indirect relationships. Regarding the indirect effect of the passive use of SNSs on LS via
NSC (H1b), the indirect effect of PUI, but not PUF, was examined because PUF was not related to NSC. The
bootstrap estimated indirect effect of PUI on LS via NSC was negative and significant at p = .006, partially
supporting H1b: standardized indirect effect = -.05 (bias-corrected 95% Cl from bootstrap estimation = -.096 to -
.025). Regarding the indirect effect of the active use of SNSs on LS via PSS, the indirect effects of both AUF and AUI
were statistically significant, supporting H2b: standardized indirect effect = .065 (bias-corrected 95% ClI from
bootstrap estimation =.035 to .107, p <.001 for AUF) and standardized indirect effect = .071 (bias-corrected 95% Cl
from bootstrap estimation =.034 to .12, p =.001 for AUI). Finally, none of the indirect effects of active use via NSC
(RQ1b) and passive use via PSS (RQ2b) were statistically significant, suggesting no or weak relationships with the
mediators. All indirect path coefficients are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Direct and Indirect Effects of Passive and Active Facebook and Instagram Uses on Life Satisfaction (N = 360).

Standardized Coefficient Bootstrapped 95% Cl
Total from AUF to LS .070 [.035,.113]
Total indirect .070 [.035, .113]
AUF — NSC— LS .006 [-.013,.030]
AUF — PSS— LS .065 [.035,.107]
Total from PUF to LS -.033 [-.066, —.005]
Total indirect -.033 [-.066, —.005]
PUF — NSC— LS -.010 [-.038, .009]
PUF — PSS — LS -.022 [-.054,.001]
Total from AUl to LS .082 [.040, .133]
Total indirect .082 [.040, .133]
AUl - NSC — LS .011 [-.008, .036]
AUl — PSS — LS .071 [.034, .120]
Total from PUI to LS -.061 [-.110, -.023]
Total indirect -.061 [-.110, -.023]
PUl — NSC — LS -.053 [-.096, -.025]
PUl — PSS — LS -.007 [-.035,.021]

Note. AUF: Active Use of Facebook; PUF: Passive Use of Facebook; AUI: Active Use of Instagram; PUI: Passive Use of Instagram; NSC:
Negative Social Comparison on SNSs; PSS: Perceived Social Support on SNSs; LS: Life Satisfaction.

H3 and H4 concern the differential influence of the platforms on LS. To test these hypotheses, chi-square
difference tests were conducted by constraining the corresponding paths to be equal. H3 hypothesized that
compared to AUI, AUF will be more strongly related to PSS. The chi-square difference test suggested no significant



difference, Ax?(1) = 0.05, p = .82. Regarding the hypothesized comparison between PUF and PUI in relation to NSC
(H4), the difference was significant: Ax*(1) = 7.02, p = .008. That is, compared to passive Facebook use, passive
Instagram use was more strongly related to negative social comparisons. Therefore, H3 was not supported, and
H4 was supported.

Finally, RQ3 asked whether gender differences exist in the relationships examined above. As a preliminary
analysis, the mean differences in the key variables were examined with independent sample t-tests. All SNS uses
showed significant differences between the groups, such as higher Instagram use among women (tau = 3.77,
p <.001, Mgir = 0.39; teu = 3.46, p = .001, Mair = 0.34) and higher Facebook use among men (taur = 3.40, p = .001,
Mairr = 0.30; tpur = 2.45, p =.015, Mgir = 0.25). No differences were detected in NSC, PSS, and LS (refer to Table 1).

To compare the gender groups in the research model, a multigroup analysis was conducted, and tests of the path
coefficient differences were conducted by constraining each path to be equal across the groups. The model fit
each group well [x*(8) = 5.03, p = .75, CFl = 1.00, RMSEA < .01, SRMR = .01]. However, no significant differences
were detected in any of the path comparisons. Notably, the post hoc analysis revealed that two control variables,
i.e., the overall amount of SNS use and the number of SNS platforms, are differentially related to PSS depending
on gender. The association between the overall amount of SNS use and PSS was significant in both gender groups
but greater among the men (Bwomen = .14, p = .029; Bmen = .19, p = .003; Ax*(1) = 6.95, p = .008). The relationship
between the number of SNS platforms and PSS was not significant among the women but significant among the
men (Bwomen = .02, p =.701; Bmen = .16, p =.009; Ax*(1) = 11.75, p <.001).

Discussion

The present study explored how two different types of use (i.e., active vs. passive) of the two most popular SNS
platforms (i.e., Facebook and Instagram) are related to college men’s and women'’s LS via two mediators (i.e.,
perceived social support and negative social comparison) in South Korea. The results suggest that the outcomes
of SNS use depend on the usage type: active use tended to contribute to LS via a positive influence on social
support (i.e., active Facebook and Instagram use). In contrast, passive use appeared to play a negative role in
subjective well-being mainly through its positive relationship with negative social comparison (i.e., passive
Instagram use). Additionally, as expected, perceived social support and negative social comparison on SNSs were
related to LS and explained a significant amount of variance in LS. These findings suggest that SNSs play an
important role in college students’ subjective well-being and that social support and social comparison are
important mediators, as Verduyn et al. (2017) proposed. Both positive (social support on SNSs) and negative
(negative social comparison on SNSs) experiences with SNSs jointly influenced subjective well-being. This finding
suggests that to fully understand the role of SNSs in subjective well-being, it is necessary to consider both the
positive and negative outcomes of SNS use, as Weinstein (2018) argued.

This study also found that not only the type of SNS usage but also the type of SNS platform is important. The active
use of both Facebook and Instagram tended to be related to perceived social support, but negative social
comparison tended to be related only to passive Instagram use. While Facebook could be considered a better
channel for exchanging social support given that it is based on reciprocal relationships and allows textual content
(Lup et al., 2015; Moreno et al., 2011), Instagram is also fundamentally a social network site that facilitates the
building and maintaining of relationships and interaction with others. As a result, regardless of their unique
features, both platforms appear to play a role in receiving social support. In contrast, it appears that negative
social comparison is more relevant to Instagram than Facebook, which could be due to the unique features of
Instagram. The relationships on Instagram are not necessarily reciprocal; thus, it is easier to follow those who are
not offline acquaintances (Lup et al., 2015). Additionally, due to Instagram’s image-based content, users may be
exposed to polished images to a greater extent on Instagram than on Facebook (Winter, 2013). These features of
Instagram might lead users to engage in negative social comparisons when they passively consume Instagram
content.

Finally, and unexpectedly, no significant gender differences were found in the suggested relationships. Although
different preferences for SNS platform by gender were observed, the relationships among SNS use, social
comparison, social support, and LS were no more or less pronounced among the women, which contradicts
several previous studies. Interestingly, a gender difference was detected in the relationship between PSS and two



additional SNS use variables (i.e., the amount of overall SNS use and the number of SNS platforms used). As men
use SNS to a greater extent and use more SNS platforms, they were more likely to perceive online social support
than women. This result may suggest that although the way men use SNS matters (as shown in the significant
relationship between AUI/AUF and PSS), the absolute number of online connections also matters to men, likely
because men are more oriented toward large social groups, whereas women are oriented toward close dyadic
relationships (Baumeister & Sommer, 1997). Thus, having large networks is not necessarily important for women
but could be important for men (as evidenced in the nonsignificant relationship between the number of SNS
platforms and PSS among the women and their significant relationship among the men). Krasnova et al.'s (2017)
and Park’s (2014) study supports this conjecture: they found that women are more likely to use SNSs to bond in
close relationships whereas men use them to gain general information or to expand weak social ties. These
findings may suggest that women and men may seek different types of social support in different manners, and
future studies would need to account for all these factors to clearly understand gender differences in the role of
SNSs in providing social support.

The present study has several theoretical implications for research concerning SNS use and subjective well-being.
First, it shows that SNS platforms can have differential effects, suggesting that future studies should attempt to
determine the effect of each SNS platform, which could be particularly important because people often use
multiple SNSs simultaneously (Smith & Anderson, 2018). Each SNS platform has its own unique features, and such
features may lead to outcomes that are distinct from those of other SNS platforms. Without considering
simultaneous SNS use, an effect found in one SNS could confound that in other SNSs or be spurious. Second, this
study shows the utility of Verduyn et al.'s (2017) model. By considering two different paths through which SNS use
influences subjective well-being, this study could provide a more complete picture of the roles of SNS use in
subjective well-being. As the active and passive measures were found to be differentially related to the outcome
variables, future studies should consider various aspects of SNS use rather than relying on unidimensional
measures. Finally, while this study found no gender differences in the relationship among SNS use, social support,
social comparison, and LS, it also revealed that the influence of the amount of SNS use and the number of SNS
platforms on social support is greater among men than women. This finding suggests that to explore gender
differences in SNSs’ influence, diverse aspects of SNS use (e.g., how it is used, how much it is used or how many
are used) as well as diverse aspect of psychological outcomes (e.g., types or dimensions of social support) may
need to be considered. This type of approach could help researchers determine the diverse aspects of SNS effects.

The present study offers practical implications for media literacy education. Given both the positive and negative
outcomes of SNS use (i.e., social support and negative social comparison), educational intervention programs
should be designed to help college students maximize social support on SNSs and minimize negative social
comparison. A campus or group-based SNS social support campaign that asks individuals to actively participate
on SNSs might be effective in increasing perceived social support among both college men and women. To prevent
negative social comparison, an educational intervention program focusing on Instagram might be useful. For
example, a recent study showed that exposure to “Instagram vs. reality” images containing an idealized depiction
and a natural depiction of appearance side-by-side can decrease negative appearance comparison on SNS
(Tiggemann & Anderberg, 2020). Previous studies have tested the effect of a social media literacy intervention on
attitudes toward tanning (Mingoia et al., 2019) and body image (McLean et al., 2017). Similarly, future studies
should explore how to design an intervention to improve college students' capacity to be critical of Instagram
content.

The present study has several limitations that indicate directions for future studies. First, while Facebook and
Instagram were the focus of this study, other SNSs, such as YouTube, Snapchat, and TikTok are gaining great
popularity among the young. Although overall SNS use was included to control for the influence of other SNSs, the
observed relationships in this study could have changed if such platforms were included. Therefore, future studies
should examine the influence of multiple SNS platforms jointly. Second, given that the data used in this study are
cross-sectional, causality cannot be determined. For example, it is possible that those who are more satisfied with
their life engage in negative social comparison to a lesser extent and more actively engage in active SNS use.
Although some longitudinal studies support the relationship between SNS use and well-being indicators (Mundy
et al., 2021; Riehm et al., 2019), some are not (Aalbers et al., 2019; Coyne et al., 2020; Orben et al., 2019). For
example, Coyne and colleagues’ (2020) longitudinal study reported that a relationship between SNS use and
depression was observed at the between-individuals level but not at the within-individual level. To uncover these
causal relationships, a longitudinal study is desired.



Future studies should examine more specific types of active and passive SNS use, such as posting about positive
events vs. posting about negative events (R. Zhang, 2017) and public active/passive use vs. private active/passive
use (Valkenburg et al., 2021). Although the active-passive dichotomy has served as a parsimonious means to
capture SNS use, this approach has also received criticism for its lack of valid measures (Trifiro & Gerson, 2019)
and inconsistent findings (Valkenburg et al., 2021). Several studies have reported that some forms of passive SNS
use can contribute to well-being by stimulating inspiration and enjoyment (Beyens et al., 2020; Meier et al., 2020)
while some forms of active SNS use can be detrimental to well-being (C. Yang, 2016). Therefore, scholars argue
that research must specify content types in more detail (Beyens et al., 2020) or subtypes of active/passive SNS use
(Kross et al., 2021). Another venue for future studies is cross-cultural research. The present study showed that
differential effects of SNS use types and platforms occur among Korean college students, and the patterns of the
effects resemble those in Western studies. However, several studies suggest that the strength of these effects may
differ by culture (e.g., LaRose et al., 2014; Yin et al., 2019). For example, Yin et al.'s (2019) meta-analysis found a
stronger relationship between SNS usage and positive indicators of mental health in collectivist cultures than in
individualist cultures. Although such a meta-analysis provides important insight, given the heterogeneity of
research methods and contexts used in the analyzed studies, evidence from direct cross-cultural comparisons is
necessary.
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