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Abstract 

China has achieved great economic and technological development, with the internet 
emerging as a further significant factor. Chinese millennials have grown up with 
the internet, which has shaped their ideas and behaviors. According to social change 
and human development theory, rapid development and popularization 
of communication technologies drive human change. Compared with traditional 
media, social media has become more integrated into people’s daily lives, which makes 
the effects of social media more potent. The current study tested the mediating role 
of desire for fame in relation to the connection between active WeChat use and future 
goals, including intrinsic and extrinsic goals. A sample of 422 Chinese university 
students completed a survey measuring active WeChat use, future goals, desire 
for fame, and narcissism. Results indicated that active WeChat use was associated with 
both extrinsic and intrinsic goals. Moreover, desire for fame mediated the association 
between active WeChat use and external and intrinsic goals. The mediation path linking 
active social media use to intrinsic goals differed from that linking active social media 
use to external goals. Compared with individuals with low-level narcissism, individuals 
with high-level narcissism who actively use WeChat were more likely to desire fame, 
which further drives them to pursue external goals. These findings advance 
understanding of how and when active WeChat use is associated with future goals 
for millennials, thus providing more empirical data at an individual level to enrich 
theory in the Chinese context.  
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Introduction 

In the past four decades, China has achieved great economic as well as technological development, within which 
the emergence of the internet has been especially noticeable. According to a report by the China Internet Network 
Information Center (2022), by the end of June 2022, the number of Chinese netizens amounted to 1,051 million, 
with an internet penetration rate of 74.4%. A total population of 181 million millennials aged 20–29 has become 
the dominant group of Chinese netizens (China Internet Network Information Center, 2022). Social networking 
sites have been one of the most popular internet applications accessed by the above-mentioned population group. 



Among various social networking sites in China, WeChat stands out, with almost 97.7% of Chinese netizens using 
it. Given the rapid development of the internet, it is crucial to know how social media influence Chinese millennials’ 
values in life (i.e., their future goals). 

According to social change and human development theory, sociodemographic shifts promote changes in cultural 
values, which in turn modify the learning environment. Thereafter, the transformational learning environment 
alters individual development (Greenfield, 2009a, 2009b, 2013). Previous research indicates that the rapid 
development and popularization of communication technologies drives cultural values and learning environments 
in an individualistic direction (Uhls & Greenfield, 2011). Wealth, fame, and personal attractiveness are typical 
individualistic values (Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996), which are core components of extrinsic goals. However, 
excessively desiring extrinsic values and neglecting intrinsic values has a negative impact on millennials’ self-
growth and social development (Hu et al., 2021; Teng et al., 2017). Thus, it is likely to be useful to focus on the 
impact of social network use on the values of millennials. 

Previous research has primarily focused on the direct link between social media use and extrinsic goals (e.g., Uhls 
& Greenfield, 2012; Uhls et al., 2014). However, little is known about how social media use is related to intrinsic 
goals and the mediation process (i.e., how social media use is linked to future goals) and the moderation process 
(i.e., when social media use is linked to future goals) in a Chinese context. From a theoretical perspective, previous 
studies have only partly confirmed the hypothesis of social change and human development theory, namely, that 
sociodemographic shifts (i.e., increasing use of communication technology) promote changes in human 
development. Overall human development involves variables such as motivations and goals. Individuals with 
different personality traits may have different pathways of human development, so it is necessary to provide more 
empirical data at an individual level to support the hypothesis of social change and human development theory. 
Therefore, this study tested the mediating role of desire for fame and the moderating role of narcissism in the 
association between active social media use and desire for fame.  

Active Social Media Usage and Future Goals 

The future goals of millennials comprise core factors of the values that influence how they perceive and assess 
their environment, and which intentional efforts they choose to apply (Sheldon et al., 2004, 2010). According to 
goal-content theory, future goals can be generally classified as either intrinsic or extrinsic in terms of their content 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000). Intrinsic goals (e.g., self-acceptance, affiliation) involve behaviors that are dependent on 
satisfying inherently rewarding basic psychological needs, whereas extrinsic goals (e.g., financial success, 
popularity) involve behaviors that are dependent on external rewards or the reactions of others (Kasser & Ryan, 
1993, 1996). Future goals can have significant effects on an individual’s well-being (Niemiec et al., 2009), depression 
(Pueschel et al., 2011), health-risk behaviors (Shamloo & Cox, 2010; Williams et al., 2000), and physical health 
(Kasser & Ryan, 1993).  

Various studies have found that communication technologies lead cultural values to develop in an individualistic 
direction (Greenfield, 2009a; Uhls & Greenfield, 2011; Uhls et al., 2014). Wealth, fame, and personal attractiveness 
are typical individualistic goals (Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996), which are also core components of extrinsic goals. 
Social networking sites encourage individuals to self-disclose facts and information about themselves via status 
updates, photos, and picture posts, which termed as active usage. Active usage can not only provide satisfactory 
self-presentation but also fulfill a need to belong (Nadkarni & Hofmann, 2012). Social media provide active users 
with an accessible enactive learning (learning by doing) tool with which they can obtain media information that 
matches their own concepts and values. Chinese millennials have grown up with the internet, which has 
predominantly shaped their ideas and behaviors (Li et al., 2014; Peat et al., 2015). Social networking sites tend to 
be overly embellished, emphasizing materialistic objects, beautiful appearances, and other extrinsic values (Hu & 
Q.-Q. Liu, 2020), which are likely to promote personal extrinsic goals (Greenfield, 2013; Uhls & Greenfield, 2011). 
Thus, we posited the following hypothesis: 

H1: Active social media usage is positively related to extrinsic goals. 

Intrinsic goals aim toward self-acceptance, emotional intimacy, and community involvement (Kasser & Ryan, 1996). 
Additionally, active social media use can influence users’ traits and beliefs (Gentile et al., 2012; Halpern et al., 2016). 
Some studies have found that active social media use is beneficial for developing positive self-views (Gentile et al., 
2012) and social self-efficacy (Li et al., 2014). Furthermore, social networking sites can help individuals to establish 
and maintain good interpersonal relationships with their friends, families, and peers (Lin & Lu, 2011; Xie, 2014). 



Thus, active social media use has an intrinsic utility for users. According to social change and human development 
theory, sociodemographic shifts promote changes in cultural values and human development. In this regard, 
recent development trends in social and cultural values in China have shown rising individualism and declining 
collectivism in many respects, which is basically consistent with worldwide trends in social and cultural changes in 
the past half century (Cai et al., 2018; Santos et al., 2017). Nevertheless, some studies have found that not all 
collectivist values show a declining trend, and that some collectivist values are still relevant. For example, Zeng 
and Greenfield (2015) found that traditional Chinese values, such as responsibility and obligation, had remained 
stable or become more widespread in recent decades. Xu and Hamamura (2014) reported that the importance of 
traditional values in relation to family, friends, affinity, and patriotism had not decreased. Chinese millennials who 
actively use social media might be more likely to maintain relationships rather than focus on gaining wealth and 
fame for themselves. Considering the social function and intrinsic utility of social media, as well as current trends 
in Chinese cultural values, active social media use might promote intrinsic goals in millennials. However, a prior 
study did not find an association between media use and intrinsic ideas (Uhls et al., 2014). Thus, this study aimed 
to clarify the relationship between active social media use and intrinsic goals. We posited the following hypothesis: 

H2: Active social media usage is positively related to intrinsic goals. 

Desire for Fame as a Mediator 

Desire for fame is defined as a desire to look for public recognition on a large scale beyond one’s immediate social 
network of friends, community, and family (Greenwood et al., 2018; Uhls & Greenfield, 2012). Some studies have 
shown that media use is significantly correlated with desire for fame (Greenwood et al., 2013; Maltby, 2010). 
According to social change and human development theory, communication technology is a strong driving force 
promoting change in our society (Uhls & Greenfield, 2012). Some researchers have reported that the information 
presented in social media reinforces values of fame and material achievement among the younger generation 
(Gountas et al., 2012; Uhls & Greenfield, 2011, 2012). One study found that observational learning is a significant 
factor on social networking sites (Moreno & Whitehill, 2014). Through such sites, young people can learn about 
topics including “what is fame,” “what fame can bring about,” and “how to become famous.” Thus, they would be 
more likely to desire fame through their interaction with such sites. In addition to information browsing behavior, 
active social media use (e.g., status updates, posting photos and videos) may have more potent effects on desire 
for fame. Social networking sites can provide a platform with large audiences beyond the daily 
intercommunication scope. Users can easily update their statuses or post photos and videos to display themselves 
and their lives to gain attention and feedback, which might intensify the desire for fame. Indeed, more people now 
desire to achieve fame and believe they will be famous one day (Maltby, 2010; Uhls et al., 2014). In China, WeChat 
is the most popular social networking site. The senior vice president of Tencent Holdings reported that, every day, 
1.09 billion people use the WeChat application, and 780 million enter WeChat circle. The continuous expansion of 
WeChat friend lists makes the WeChat’s social relationship chain larger and more stable, which also makes it 
difficult for other social networking sites to compete with WeChat (iiMedia Research, 2021). Individuals are inclined 
to present themselves in overly flattering ways on WeChat, which gives rise to social comparisons amongst users’ 
peers and friend circles (Hu & Q.-Q. Liu, 2020). Thus, it has been found that WeChat has a significant effect on 
millennials (Fu & Cook, 2020; Huang & Zhang, 2017). Therefore, it is plausible that active usage of WeChat (e.g., 
status update states, posting photos and videos) could be positively associated with millennials’ desire for fame. 

Desire for fame has a close relation with future goals. Recently used future goal measures have overemphasized 
the content of future goals (Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996) while ignoring the motives behind them (Sheldon et al., 
2004, 2010). Particular attention should be paid to both the what and why of goal pursuit (Michou et al., 2014). 
Future goals involve distal outcomes while the underlying motivations, such as desire for fame, provide proximal 
reasons. Many people regard fame as a route to achieve extrinsic goals such as wealth, attractive appearance, and 
status. Various studies have shown the association between desire for fame and extrinsic goals (Gountas et al., 
2012; Maltby et al., 2008; Uhls et al., 2014).  

Moreover, some research has indicated that desire for fame derives from the need to belong (Greenwood et al., 
2013), and includes elementary prosocial behaviors (Greenwood et al., 2013; Maltby, 2010). The need to belong 
and altruistic motives are closely associated with intrinsic goals (McHoskey, 1999). Moreover, in China, collectivist 
values encourage individuals to make contributions to the group (e.g., family, organizations; Zeng & Greenfield, 
2015). Chinese people might be considered as more likely to strive to achieve fame for group benefits. Therefore, 
to some extent, desire for fame might also be associated with intrinsic goals (e.g., affiliation, community feeling). 



Given that active social media use is positively associated with desire for fame, which in turn might be positively 
associated with future goals, desire for fame might mediate the connection between active social media use and 
future goals. Thus, we posited the following hypothesis:  

H3: Desire for fame mediates the relationships between active social media use and both intrinsic and extrinsic 
goals. 

Narcissism as a Moderator 

Narcissism is a personality trait encompassing grandiosity, selfishness, need for admiration, authority, and 
entitlement (Raskin & Terry, 1988). In recent decades, the level of narcissism among the younger population has 
been rising continuously (Twenge & Foster, 2010). In China, Cai et al. (2012) found that young people from urban 
areas are becoming increasingly narcissistic. According to self-regulation theory, people with high-level narcissism 
are highly invested in promoting their self-perceived superiority (Cain et al., 2008). They tend to set goals to affirm 
their grandiose sense of self (Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001). Gaining fame and being admired by society can help meet 
the expectations of individuals with high levels of narcissism more effectively. Some research has also found that 
narcissism is positively associated with the desire for fame (Greenwood et al., 2013; Maltby, 2010; Southard & 
Zeigler-Hill, 2016) and extrinsic goals (Kasser & Ryan, 1996).  

One type of moderating model has been used to focus on individuals with the same level of independent variables 
that influence dependent variables at different levels due to differing levels of moderating variables (Nostrand & 
Ojanen, 2022; Sosik et al., 2014). Another dynamic self-regulatory processing model of narcissism proposes that 
narcissists generally use self-regulatory strategies and actively construct their social set-ups and environments to 
verify their grandiose self-images and satisfy their self-evaluative needs (Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001). Compared with 
low-level narcissistic individuals, high-level narcissistic individuals who have the same level of active social media 
use tend to promote a highly positive self-image to advertise themselves to others to maintain their grandiose 
sense of self. Low-level narcissists who actively use social media are more likely to maintain relationships rather 
than highlight themselves, and they are less likely to desire fame. Therefore, we proposed that narcissism may 
intensify the positive association between active social media use and desire for fame. Therefore, we put forward 
the following hypothesis:  

H4: Narcissism moderates the mediating effect of desire for fame between active social media use and future 
goals.  

The Present Study  

To summarize, the present study investigated the relationship between active social media use and future goals. 
First, based on previous studies, we expected to confirm the relationship between active social media use and 
future goals (intrinsic/extrinsic goals). Thereafter, we constructed a moderated mediation model to answer two 
questions: (a) whether desire for fame would mediate the connection between active social media use and future 
goals, and (b) whether narcissism would moderate the mediating effect of desire for fame. The moderated 
mediation model is presented in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. Conceptual Model. 
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Methods 

Participants and Procedure  

We selected two public universities by means of convenience sampling. Recruitment information was posted on 
social networking sites, including WeChat group, QQ group, as well as the campus forums of the two selected 
universities. A total of 422 undergraduate students were recruited for this study. The data were collected face-to-
face using pen and paper in a laboratory. All questionnaires were written in Chinese. The data collection took place 
from November 2019 to December 2019. Well-trained psychology graduate students working as assistants verified 
the authenticity, independence, and comprehensiveness of all answers as well as ensuring the confidentiality of 
the information collected. Each participant was rewarded ¥15 for their participation. The average age of 
participants was 19.50 years (standard deviation [SD] = 1.32, range = 17–25) and the gender composition of the 
sample was 160 (37.9%) males and 262 (62.1%) females. 

Measurements 

Active Social Network Site Use 

The participants were asked three questions concerning how frequently they performed a series of activities on 
WeChat. The participants were specifically asked how many times they had posted photos or videos on WeChat in 
the past month, how many times they had posted status updates, or shared others’ content on their own profile 
in the past month. To avoid recall bias, the participants needed to check past data before recording the 
information. Additionally, how frequently they gave “likes” or commented on others’ statuses in the past month 
was also recorded on a five-point Likert scale, with scores ranging from 0 (never) to 5 (very often). Given that these 
three items were recorded by different methods, we counted the average of three standardized scores as the 
index of active social network site use. The Cronbach’s α for this scale was .65. The factor loadings of the three 
items were .70, .61, .36, respectively. 

Desire for Fame 

Desire for fame was divided into three dimensions including celebrity lifestyle (i.e., I want to see my picture on the 
cover of a magazine), psychological satisfaction (i.e., Fame meets my sense of superiority), and altruism (i.e., I want to 
be famous so I can spread positive energy via the media) in accordance with prior studies (Greenwood et al., 2013; 
Maltby, 2010; Maltby et al., 2008). We used a self-compiled scale containing 18 items to assess the above three 
dimensions (seven items for celebrity lifestyle, seven for psychological satisfaction, and four for altruism). The 
participants were asked how much they agreed with these items on a six-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 
6 = strongly agree). In our study, the scale showed good reliability and validity. The total Cronbach’s α for this scale 
was .95. Cronbach’s α was .96 for celebrity lifestyle, .94 for psychological satisfaction, and .92 for altruism. The 
data showed a good fit: χ2 = 471.83, df = 132, p < 0.001, comparative fit index (CFI) = .95, Tucker-Lewis index 
(TLI) = .95, standardized root mean residual (SRMR) = .04, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .08, 
and confidence interval (CI) for RMSEA = .07, .09. The factor loadings for the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) 
ranged from .76 to .91.  

Narcissism 

This study used a 20-item subscale of the Narcissistic Personality Questionnaire (NPQ; Fan et al., 2019; Zheng & 
Huang, 2005). The scale contains four dimensions: superiority including six items, self-admiration including three 
items, entitlement including five items, and authority including six items. The participants were asked to give a 
response on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Items such as I have the talent to influence 
others and I want to be a leader were included. In the present study, the Cronbach’s α for this scale was .91. The 
data showed a good fit as follows: χ2 = 533.10, df = 164, p < .001, CFI = .91, TLI = .90, SRMR = .06, RMSEA =.07, and 
CI for RMSEA = .07, .08. The factor loadings for the CFA ranged from .45 to .84.  

 



Future Goals 

Participants completed a 27-item revised version of the Aspirations Index in this study (Kasser & Ryan, 1996; 
Sheldon et al., 2010), which assesses three extrinsic aspirations (i.e., financial success, attractive appearance, and 
social recognition; 13 items) and three intrinsic aspirations (i.e., self-acceptance, community feeling, and affiliation; 
14 items; Sheldon et al., 2004, 2010). Three items in original questionnaire (Sheldon et al., 2010) were deleted 
because of low factor loadings. The participants answered a question on how important it is to you that the goal be 
attained in the future?. They rated their responses on a scale from 1 (not significant at all) to 5 (extremely significant). 
In the current study, the Cronbach’s α for the extrinsic aspirations subscale was .88 and that for the intrinsic 
subscale was .94. The data showed a relatively good fit: χ2= 920.05, df = 317, p < .001, CFI = .91, TLI = .90, SRMR = .07, 
RMSEA = .07, and CI for RMSEA = .06, .07. The factor loadings for the CFA ranged from .55 to .83. 

Covariates 

In previous research, age has been associated with life aspirations (Olasupo & Idemudia, 2017; Uhls et al., 2014). 
Additionally, gender differences have been found in life aspirations (Greene & Debacker, 2004; Zhang et al., 2015). 
We thus regarded these variables as covariates. Gender was coded as 0 = female and 1 = male. Age was 
standardized prior to the statistical analyses. 

Statistical Analysis 

In our study, we first conducted a descriptive statistics and correlation analysis. Thereafter, we used SPSS 21 macro 
PROCESS (Hayes, 2013) software to test the mediation model and moderated mediation model. SPSS macro 
PROCESS software has been widely applied to test moderated mediation models (e.g., Q.-Q. Liu et al., 2018; Tams 
et al., 2018). We used bootstrapping to test indirect effects; the number of bootstrapping samples used was 5,000. 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

The descriptive statistics and correlation matrix are presented in Table 1. Active WeChat use was positively 
correlated with three dimensions of desire for fame, narcissism, extrinsic goals, and intrinsic goals. Psychological 
satisfaction and altruism were each positively correlated with both extrinsic and intrinsic goals. Celebrity life was 
significantly correlated with extrinsic goals only, whereas narcissism was positively correlated with both extrinsic 
and intrinsic goals. 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations Between Variables. 
Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1. Active WeChat use 0.00 0.73 —       

2. Psychological satisfaction 3.24 1.19 .27*** —      

3. Altruism 3.76 1.27 .23*** .67*** —     

4. Celebrity life 2.54 1.14 .18*** .66*** .36*** —    

5. Narcissism 2.73 0.61 .29*** .49*** .32*** .56*** —   

6. Intrinsic goals 3.94 0.71 .12* .12* .31*** −.02 .13** —  

7. Extrinsic goals 3.47 0.89 .22*** .41*** .34*** .36*** .56*** .43*** — 
Note. N = 422. *p < .05, **p < .01, *** p < .001. 

Testing the Proposed Model  

Results generated by Hayes’ (2013) SPSS macro-PROCESS (model 4) are presented in Table 2. The mediator variable 
model tested the effects of active WeChat use on desire for fame (psychological satisfaction, altruism, celebrity 
life), while the dependent variable model tested the effects of active WeChat use and desire for fame (psychological 
satisfaction, altruism, celebrity life) on extrinsic goals. The direct path coefficient from active WeChat use to 



Chinese millennials’ extrinsic goals in the absence of the mediator was significant (β = .21, p < .001). After 
controlling for gender and age, active WeChat use positively predicted psychological satisfaction, altruism, and 
celebrity life. Extrinsic goals were positively predicted by psychological satisfaction, altruism, and celebrity life. 
Active WeChat use positively predicted extrinsic goals. The results showed that desire for fame partly mediated 
the link between active WeChat use and extrinsic aspirations. The bias-corrected percentile bootstrap method 
showed that the mediating effect of psychological satisfaction was .05, 95% CI [.01, .10]. The bias-corrected 
percentile bootstrap method showed that the mediating effect of altruism was .02, 95% CI [−.0,002, .06]. The bias-
corrected percentile bootstrap method showed that the mediating effect of celebrity life was .04, 95% CI [.01, .08]. 
These results indicated that psychological satisfaction and celebrity life mediated the relationship between active 
WeChat use and extrinsic goals. 

Table 2. Mediation Analysis of Extrinsic Goals. 

 

Table 3 presents the mediation analysis in terms of intrinsic goals. The direct path coefficient from active WeChat 
use to Chinese millennials’ intrinsic goals in the absence of the mediator was significant (β = .10, p = .037). After 
controlling for gender and age, active WeChat use positively predicted psychological satisfaction, altruism, and 
celebrity life. Altruism positively predicted intrinsic goals whereas active WeChat use did not predict intrinsic goals. 
The results indicated that altruism fully mediated the link between active WeChat use and intrinsic goals. The bias-
corrected percentile bootstrap method showed that the mediating effect of altruism was .08, 95% CI [.04, .13]. This 
finding indicated that the relationship between active WeChat use and millennials’ intrinsic goals was mediated by 
altruism. However, psychological satisfaction and celebrity life did not predict intrinsic goals (p = .359, p = .096). 
The mediating effect of psychological satisfaction was −.02, 95% CI [−.07, .02]. The mediating effect of celebrity life 
was −.02, 95% CI [−.06, .001]. These results indicated that psychological satisfaction and celebrity life did not 
mediate the relationship between active WeChat use and intrinsic goals.  

Macro-PROCESS (model 7) indicated that the interaction between active WeChat use and narcissism significantly 
predicted desire for fame. We tested three dimensions of desire for fame; the results showed that the interaction 
between narcissism and celebrity life was significant (β = .14, p < .001). In individuals with high narcissism (1 SD 
above the mean), the indirect effect of celebrity life had a significant positive effect (.03), while in individuals with 
low-level narcissism, the indirect effect of celebrity life had a significant negative effect (−.02). In individuals with 
mid-level narcissism (at the mean), the indirect effect of celebrity life was not significant. The interaction between 
narcissism and psychological satisfaction was not significant (β = .08, p = .070). The interaction between narcissism 

 β SE t p LLCI ULCI 
Mediator variable model predicting psychological satisfaction      

Gender (female = 0, male = 1) .02 0.10 0.23 .817 −.17 .22 

Age −.03 0.05 −0.69 .492 −.13 .06 

Active WeChat use .28 0.05 5.47 < .001 .18 .38 

Altruism       

Gender −.14 0.10 −1.38 .168 −.34 .06 

Age .07 0.05 1.44 .151 −.02 .16 

Active WeChat use .21 0.05 4.49 < .001 .12 .31 

Celebrity life       

Gender (female = 0, male = 1) .19 0.10 1.81 .070 −.02 .39 

Age −.07 0.05 −1.42 .155 −.17 .03 

Active WeChat use .20 0.06 3.49 < .001 .09 .32 

Dependent variable model predicting extrinsic goals      

Gender (female = 0, male = 1) −.13 0.09 −1.37 .170 −.30 .05 

Age .05 0.05 1.12 .265 −.04 .14 

Active WeChat use .10 0.04 2.28 .023 .01 .19 

Psychological satisfaction .19 0.08 2.30 .022 .03 .35 

Altruism .12 0.07 1.75 .081 −.01 .25 

Celebrity life .18 0.07 2.71 .007 .05 .31 
Note. N = 422. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. LL = lower limit, CI = confidence interval, UL = upper limit. 



and altruism was also not significant (β = .003, p = .950). Thus, it would appear that the indirect effects of celebrity 
life in the link between active WeChat use and extrinsic goals were moderated by narcissism presented in Table 4. 

Table 3. Mediation Analysis of Intrinsic Goals. 
 β SE t p LLCI ULCI 

Mediator variable model predicting psychological satisfaction      
Gender (female = 0, male = 1) .02 0.10 0.23 .817 −.17 .22 

Age −.03 0.05 −0.69 .492 −.13 .06 

Active WeChat use .28 0.05 5.47 < .001 .18 .38 

Altruism       

Gender −.14 0.10 −1.38 .168 −.34 .06 

Age .07 0.05 1.44 .151 −.02 .16 

Active WeChat use .21 0.05 4.49 < .001 .12 .31 

Celebrity life       

Gender (female = 0, male = 1) .19 0.10 1.81 .070 −.02 .39 

Age −.07 0.05 −1.42 .155 −.17 .03 

Active WeChat use .20 0.06 3.49 < .001 .09 .31 

Dependent variable model predicting intrinsic goals      

Gender (female = 0, male = 1) −.20 0.10 −2.01 .045 −.39 −.004 

Age .03 0.05 0.51 .611 −.07 .12 

Active WeChat use .07 0.05 1.35 .176 −.03 .17 

Psychological satisfaction −.07 0.08 −0.92 .359 −.23 .08 

Altruism .37 0.07 5.54 < .001 .24 .50 

Celebrity life −.11 0.07 −1.67 .096 −.24 .02 
Note. N = 422. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. LL = lower limit, CI = confidence interval, UL = upper limit.  

 

Table 4. Conditional Indirect Effect Analysis of Extrinsic Goals on Moderating Values. 
 Narcissism β BootLLCI BootULCI 

Desire for fame 

M − SD .01 −.01 .04 

M .02 .004 .06 

M + SD .04 .01 .09 

Psychological satisfaction 

M − SD .01 −.001 .05 

M .01 −.001 .04 

M + SD .01 −.001 .05 

Celebrity life 

M − SD −.02 −.05 −.004 

M .003 −.01 .02 

M + SD .03 .01 .07 
Note. N = 422. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. BootLLCI = bootstrap lower limit. confidence interval, BootULCI 
= bootstrap upper limit confidence interval.  
  

According to the results of the mediator variable model, only the altruism dimension mediated the relationship 
between active WeChat use and millennials’ intrinsic goals; therefore, we analyzed the altruism dimension as the 
mediator. The interaction between active WeChat use and narcissism did not significantly predict altruism 
(β = .003, p = .950). Thus, narcissism did not have a moderating effect in the relationship between active WeChat 
use and millennials’ intrinsic goals. 

In general, desire for fame mediated the associations between active WeChat use and extrinsic goals, and between 
active WeChat use and intrinsic goals. However, there were different mediating mechanisms involved between 
active WeChat use and extrinsic goals, and between active WeChat use and intrinsic goals. Psychological 
satisfaction and celebrity life mediated the associations between active WeChat use and extrinsic goals. In 
contrast, only the relationship between active WeChat use and millennials’ intrinsic goals was mediated by 
altruism, whereas psychological satisfaction and celebrity life did not mediate this relationship. Furthermore, the 



indirect effect of desire for fame between active WeChat use and extrinsic goals was moderated by narcissism, 
with these effects being stronger for individuals with elevated levels of narcissism than for those with low levels 
of narcissism. However, the indirect effect of desire for fame between active WeChat use and intrinsic goals was 
not moderated by narcissism. Therefore, H1 and H2 were only partly supported. 

Discussion 

This study tested a moderated mediation model in which the indirect effect of active WeChat use on future goals 
through desire for fame was moderated by narcissism. The results partly confirmed our hypotheses and 
demonstrated the mediating effect of desire for fame between active WeChat use and future goals including 
extrinsic goals and intrinsic goals. The mediating effect of desire for fame between active WeChat use and extrinsic 
goals varied at different levels of narcissism. 

Our study found a direct link between active social media use and extrinsic goals, which was consistent with 
previous research (Uhls & Greenfield, 2012; Uhls et al., 2014). Prior studies have found that, compared with people 
using social networking sites passively, people who engaged in more frequent activities were more eager to 
achieve extrinsic goals (Uhls & Greenfield, 2012; Uhls et al., 2014). Social change and human development theory 
suggests that the rapid development and popularization of communication technologies has driven cultural values 
and learning environments in an individualistic direction (Uhls & Greenfield, 2011). Wealth, fame, and personal 
attractiveness are typical individualistic values (Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996), which are core components of extrinsic 
goals. To some extent, Chinese millennials’ ideas and behaviors have been shaped by the internet because they 
have grown up with the internet (Li et al., 2014; Peat et al., 2015). Social media provides an accessible enactive 
learning (learning by doing) platform to obtain media information that matches their own values. Social media 
platforms often propagate images of beauty, wealth, and fame (Greenfield, 2013; Hu & Q.-Q. Liu, 2020; Uhls & 
Greenfield, 2011), which can rapidly promote extrinsic personal goals. 

Furthermore, our research found that active social media use was associated with intrinsic goals. Previous studies 
have also found that active social media use is associated with developing positive self-views (Gentile et al., 2012) 
and social self-efficacy (Li et al., 2014). Additionally, social networking sites can help individuals to establish and 
maintain good interpersonal relationships with their friends, families, and peers (Lin & Lu, 2011; Xie, 2014). This 
may explain why active social media use was found to be linked to intrinsic goals.  

In the mediated model, the desire for fame comprising two components partly mediated the link between active 
WeChat use and extrinsic goals. Moreover, one component of desire for fame, namely, altruism, fully mediated 
the link between active WeChat use and intrinsic goals. For the first stage of the mediation process (i.e., the relation 
between active WeChat use and desire for fame), the result accords with social change and human development 
theory (Greenfield, 2009b; Uhls et al., 2014). Today, social media is flooded with information about celebrities, 
fame, success, and wealth, which is likely to become gradually integrated into people’s values and concepts (Uhls 
& Greenfield, 2012; Uhls et al., 2014). Social media provides people with a new platform to observe celebrities and 
learn from them. They can imitate such celebrities by presenting themselves on social networking sites as being 
just like them. Moreover, active social media use generally brings about intensive attention and positive feedback 
(D. Liu & Brown, 2014), which may further act as a catalyst to increase the desire for fame. 

The second stage of the mediation process assessed two paths: the positive association between desire for fame 
and extrinsic goals, and the positive association between desire for fame and intrinsic goals. To some extent, the 
results were consistent with prior studies in America and Europe (Gountas et al., 2012; Uhls et al., 2014) suggesting 
that desire for fame is positively associated with extrinsic goals. However, the relationship found in this study 
between desire for fame and intrinsic goals differed from previous research indicating that desire for fame was 
negatively or not significantly related to intrinsic goals (Gountas et al., 2012; Uhls et al., 2014). Some research has 
indicated that desire for fame might derive from the need to belong, which is an altruistic motive (Greenwood et 
al., 2013). Prosocial motives are closely associated with intrinsic goals (McHoskey, 1999). Additionally, in China, 
collectivist values encourage individuals to make contributions to the group (e.g., family, organizations; Zeng & 
Greenfield, 2015). Influenced by traditional values, Chinese people might believe that fame could bring their 
families a better quality of life; they might believe that they could help more people by being famous, which is 
associated with intrinsic goals (e.g., community feeling, affiliation). Chinese people might strive to achieve fame 
for group benefits. Therefore, to some extent, desire for fame might also be associated with intrinsic goals (e.g., 
affiliation, community feeling). Moreover, the psychological satisfaction dimension means fame can affirm an 



individual’s sense of superiority, satisfy their vanity, and help them overcome feelings of inferiority. The celebrity 
life dimension indicates that fame can bring about a luxurious life. These two components of desire for fame were 
not found to be associated with intrinsic goals, so they had no mediating effects. Moreover, compared with 
intrinsic goals, desire for fame had a closer relationship with extrinsic goals. Fame is more closely associated with 
wealth and luxurious living that results in a stylish lifestyle. Both the link between active WeChat use and extrinsic 
goals, and the link between active WeChat use and intrinsic goals, were partly mediated by one or more of the 
dimensions of desire for fame, although the specific mechanism differed in each case. In this regard, Active 
WeChat use could directly and indirectly affect extrinsic goals. However, active WeChat use was only linked to 
intrinsic goals through altruism, which is a component of desire for fame. Thus, active WeChat users were more 
likely to attach importance to intrinsic goals when social media aroused intrinsic motivation (i.e., prosociality). The 
association between desire for fame and intrinsic goals was weaker. However, it remains a key factor in the 
relationship between active social network usage and intrinsic goals.  

Furthermore, the results showed that narcissism moderated the indirect path between active WeChat use and 
extrinsic goals through desire for fame. Specifically, a more potent indirect effect of desire for fame existed 
between active WeChat use and extrinsic goals among individuals who had high-level narcissism. The indirect 
effect did not exist for individuals with medium-level narcissism. The finding that there were individual differences 
in the association between active WeChat use and desire for fame was consistent with self-regulation theory and 
previous studies (Greenwood et al., 2013; Maltby, 2010; Southard & Zeigler-Hill, 2016). There are some specific 
reasons that may explain the moderating effect of narcissism. One dynamic self-regulatory processing model of 
narcissism suggests that narcissists tend to adopt certain behaviors to verify grandiose self-images and satisfy 
self-evaluative needs (Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001). On social media, users can easily obtain positive feedback, which 
may create a feeling of being sought after and allow narcissists to actively maintain grandiose self-images and 
satisfy the need to be admired. Compared with low-level narcissistic individuals, high-level narcissistic individuals 
who have the same level of active social media use tend to promote a highly positive self-image to advertise 
themselves to others to maintain their grandiose self-images and satisfy self-evaluative needs. Low-level 
narcissists who actively use social media are more likely to maintain relationships rather than highlight themselves 
and are less likely to desire fame. This can explain why the association between active WeChat use and desire for 
fame was moderated by narcissism. 

Limitations and Implications 

Several potential limitations of the current study should also be considered. First, this study used self-report 
measures. Therefore, we could not completely exclude social desirability bias, which might lead to inaccurate 
results. Future research may apply big data or diary methods to record actual daily behaviors. Second, since the 
study’s participants were recruited from universities, the results may be difficult to generalize to other population 
groups. To address this limitation, future research may explore the proposed model in various populations. Third, 
this study explored the association between active WeChat use and future goals. Although WeChat is the most 
popular social media in China, some new applications (e.g., Tik Tok and live broadcast) have also come into fashion. 
Future research needs to pay more attention to these new phenomena. Finally, this cross-sectional survey study 
could not comprehensively determine the causal pathways involved. We only sampled a month of usage data, 
which cannot fully represent large and long-term conditions. Future researchers may consider adopting 
longitudinal or experimental studies to explore causation. 

In spite of the above limitations, this study is the first to explore the mediating role of desire for fame and the 
moderating role of narcissism in the relation between active social media use and future goals. It provides an 
explanation of what kind of social media use is associated with future goals, which fills a gap in previous research 
(Uhls et al., 2014). Furthermore, this study adds new evidence about the association between social media use 
and intrinsic goals. Previous studies have only partly confirmed the hypothesis of social change and human 
development theory, namely, that sociodemographic shifts (i.e., increasing use of communication technology) 
promote changes in human development. However, overall human development involves multiple variables 
including motivations and goals. This study clarified the mediating and moderating factors in the connection 
between network media and future goals, which supports social change and human development theory at the 
individual level in the Chinese context. 
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Appendix 

Desire for Fame Scale 

How much do you agree with these items on a six-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree): 

I want to be famous so that I can see my picture on the cover of a magazine. 

If I am famous, I will be recognized in public. 

I want to be famous so that I can do press interviews. 

If I am famous, I will be asked for an autograph. 

I want to be famous so that I can be talked about. 

I want to be famous so that I can attend awards shows. 

I want to be famous so I can become a spokesperson for my favorite products or brands. 

Being famous would bring me a sense of superiority. 

Being famous would bring a sense of meaning to my life. 

I want to be famous because it would help me overcome issues l have about myself. 

I want to be famous because it would make me happy with myself.  

Becoming famous would help me feel better. 

Being famous can satisfy my vanity. 

Being famous can help me overcome inferiority. 

I want to be famous so I can spread positive energy through media. 

I want to be famous so I can help others in need. 

I want to be famous so I can financially support my family. 

If I am famous, I can be a role model for others. 
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