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Abstract Editorial Record
Social networking sites (SNSs) allow people to choose how they want to engage with
others. Some behaviours are more associated with aspects of well-being (i.e., meaning
in life) than others. Online environments also afford people the opportunity to interact
with other people at varying levels of anonymity and identifiability, which could further
impact well-being. However, whether people use SNSs differently when they are
anonymous versus identifiable - and how this relates to their meaning in life - has not
been investigated. To test this, we sampled 192 participants (Mage = 19.72) to investigate
differences in how people use and post on SNSs while anonymous and identifiable.
Furthermore, we assessed how these behaviours were associated with meaning in life.
We found that: (1) People were most likely to use SNSs passively across anonymous and
identifiable environments. (2) People were most likely to post about life updates/social
activities in identifiable environments, and intellectual or negative topics in anonymous
environments. (3) Passive usage was negatively associated with meaning in life in
identifiable environments. (4) Active-targeted usage (behaviours that are directed
towards a specific person or a small group) and posting about life updates/social
activities were positively associated with meaning in life, but only in identifiable
environments. We demonstrate that meaning in life is related to how people use SNSs,
but also the specific online environments they seek out.
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Introduction

Social networking sites (SNSs) allow people to choose how they want to engage with friends, family, peers, and
their community (Ronzhyn et al., 2022). For instance, people can use instant messaging platforms to directly
engage with friends and family, post or broadcast their thoughts and ideas to larger online communities or
passively scroll and consume the content of others on their news feed (Verduyn et al., 2022). The affordances of
SNSs can also influence the ways that people interact (Chen & Peng, 2023). For instance, people can often choose
whether they want to be anonymous or identifiable while traversing the wide range of SNSs available. Yet, little
research has assessed how being anonymous or identifiable is associated with the ways people use or post on
SNSs.
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Researchers are also increasingly interested in understanding how SNS use influences well-being (Dienlin &
Johannes, 2020; Oliver, 2022). Most of this research has focused on hedonic forms of well-being (e.g., happiness
and life satisfaction). However, with its integration into people's day-to-day lives, the way people use SNSs may
also be associated with eudaimonic aspects of well-being, such as meaning in life - the extent to which someone
perceives their life as purposeful, significant, and coherent (King et al., 2016; Meier & Reinecke, 2023). To address
this gap, we investigated the relationship between how people use and post on SNSs and meaning in life. Further,
we examined how this relationship differs across anonymous and identifiable environments.

Social Networking Site Use

Uses and Gratifications theory argues that people select and use different forms of media to best achieve their
goals (Rubin, 2009). SNSs allow people to pursue different goals, and as such, people engage in a variety of
behaviours when they use these platforms (Kross et al., 2021). Some researchers have attempted to categorise
these behaviours. For instance, SNS behaviours can be differentiated into active and passive use (Verduyn et al.,
2017). Active usage refers to behaviours that facilitate exchanges with others. These can include posting status
updates, commenting on posts, and private messaging (Burke & Kraut, 2016). On the other hand, passive usage
involves monitoring the content of others without engaging with them. This can include scrolling news feeds,
viewing other profiles, and reading others’ posts.

Although this dichotomy has been used widely, some researchers argue that it may be too broad (Godard &
Holtzman, 2024; Valkenburg et al., 2022). More recent theoretical models have suggested it may be beneficial to
explore additional decompositions of active SNS usage (Frison & Eggermont, 2020; Godard & Holtzman, 2024;
Verduyn et al., 2022; Yang, 2016). For instance, the extended active-passive model argues that active usage can be
decomposed in two ways (Verduyn et al., 2022)." First, active behaviours can be targeted or nontargeted. Targeted
usage includes behaviours that are directed towards a specific person or a small group (e.g., instant messaging,
sharing memes with a small group of friends), whereas nontargeted behaviours are broader in their potential
reach (e.g., writing a post on a forum or newsfeed). Second, active usage can differ in communion. The way people
actively engage with other people online can range between warm, positive interactions, and cold, negative
interactions (Wenninger et al., 2019). Whether a behaviour is warm or cold may be dependent on one’s motivations
or the topic being discussed.

Social Networking Site Use and Meaning in Life

According to Uses and Gratifications theory people seek certain media to pursue goals. These goals often relate
to aspects of one's well-being (Nitschinsk et al., 2023; Rubin, 2009). Indeed, much research has examined the
relationship between SNS use and well-being. Largely, it seems that this relationship depends on how people use
these platforms (Kross et al., 2021; Orben, 2020). Active usage that is targeted towards a specific person or small
group of people is more likely to promote reciprocity and build social connections, and as such, may be beneficial
to one’s well-being. On the other hand, active-nontargeted usage is often broadcasted to a wider group of people
and is less likely to allow for relationship maintenance or reciprocal social connections (Burke & Kraut, 2016;
Verduyn et al., 2017; Wenninger et al., 2019). Finally, passive usage (e.g., monitoring the content of others without
engaging with them) can diminish well-being as it may lead to feeling that SNS use is a waste of time (Sagioglou &
Greitemeyer, 2014), or damaging upward social comparisons (McComb et al., 2023), though this effect may
critically depend on the content being monitored.

Much of the above research has focused on hedonic aspects of well-being, such as happiness and life satisfaction.
Less research, however, has focused on whether SNS use is associated with feeling that life is meaningful. Meaning
in life is considered a cornerstone of well-being with a large and growing body of research showing that it is crucial
to human functioning (Heintzelman & King, 2014). Perhaps a key difference of meaning in life in comparison to
other aspects of well-being is that meaning can come from a variety of unique sources including mundane
behaviours or activities that are apart of one’s everyday routine (Heintzelman & King, 2019; King et al., 2016). SNSs
are often part of people’s day-to-day routine and can help them maintain social connections. As such, in line with
Uses and Gratifications theory we propose that certain types of SNS usage, particularly those that can help
maintain social connections may be associated with meaning in life (Meier & Reinecke, 2023; Oliver, 2022), whereas
other behaviours may not instil the same sense of meaning (Lukoff et al., 2018).



For instance, posting about warm, positive topics or interacting with close others may be positively associated with
meaning in life as it can be used to maintain social connections, or accrue social capital (Stavrova & Luhmann,
2016). On the other hand, passive usage may contribute to feelings of meaninglessness (Lukoff et al., 2018; Lutz
& Schneider, 2021). Of course, whereas most research has explored how different types of SNS use are associated
with well-being indicators, other factors (e.g., affordances available on SNSs) may also be associated with meaning
in life.

Anonymity and Identifiability on Social Networking Sites

One additional factor that might influence how people use SNSs, and the relationship between SNS use and
meaning in life, is the extent to which someone is anonymous or identifiable. Anonymity is often viewed as a
continuum ranging in varying degrees between complete anonymity and full identifiability (Christopherson, 2007).
Most online platforms allow people to be or perceive themselves to be anonymous in a variety of ways, including
changing their identity (e.g., changing their profile name), or visually hiding who they are (e.g., changing their
profile picture or toggling camera settings; Hite et al., 2014; Marx, 1999).

Decades of psychological research have shown that when people are anonymous, they often behave differently
to when they are identifiable (Joinson, 2007). The Social Identity Model of Deindividuation Effects (SIDE) argues
that when people are anonymous, they are more likely to act in accordance with group norms, which can influence
behaviour in both positive and negative ways (Postmes et al., 1998). For instance, research has shown that when
people are anonymous, they are more likely to engage in online trolling (Nitschinsk et al., 2022) but are also more
likely to self-disclose (Clark-Gordon et al., 2019; Joinson, 2001, 2004; McKenna & Bargh, 2000).

Anonymity can also be viewed as an affordance available to people on SNSs. Choosing to be anonymous may have
both advantages and disadvantages. For instance, anonymity may give people more freedom in how they wish to
behave but may also mitigate opportunities to accrue reputational gains or social capital (Nitschinsk et al., 2025;
Yeshua-Katz & Hard af Segerstad, 2020). Conversely, identifiability can foster opportunities for social connection
and reputational gains (Raihani & Power, 2021). For an illustration of key distinctions between anonymous and
identifiable SNS environments, see Table 1.

Table 1. Comparison of Anonymous Versus Identifiable Social Networking Site Environments.

Anonymous Contexts Identifiable Contexts
1. Throwaway account on Reddit 1. Main Instagram account
Examples 2. Finsta (fake Instagram account) 2. LinkedIn profile

Increased opportunity for social
connection, social influence, and
reputational gains

Freedom of expression and reduced social

Advantages :
constraints

Less opportunity for reputational gains

Disadvantages . .
and social capital

Increased pressure to follow social norms

SNSs offer users varying degrees of anonymity (Tao & Ellison, 2023). For instance, Reddit allows people to use
pseudonyms when creating an account, whereas Facebook’s policy states that people should use their real name
when creating an account (Eklund et al., 2022; van der Nagel & Frith, 2015). The gratifications available (e.g., social
connection) may be different depending on how anonymous or identifiable a person is, and what type of
behaviour they may be engaging in on a specific SNS. Due to these differences, people may use SNSs differently
when they are anonymous or identifiable. Behaviours that potentially lead to increased social connection,
reputational benefits, or are perceived as warm by others may be more likely to occur identifiably. For instance,
people often self-present more norm-congruent identities on their primary accounts, where they are typically
identifiable (Taber & Whittaker, 2020). On the other hand, people post about more negative personal topics or
potentially controversial ideas using fake Instagram accounts, or throwaway accounts on Reddit compared to
other SNSs (Leavitt, 2015; Leung, 2013; Tao & Ellison, 2023). Therefore, people may use anonymity when engaging
in behaviours that are potentially controversial or perceived as cold by others.

As the gratifications available on SNSs may be different when a person chooses to be anonymous or identifiable,
their behaviours may be differentially associated with meaning in life. Since passive SNS usage often involves
consuming content in ways that feel anonymous regardless of profile type, and since this type of usage has been
consistently linked to feelings of meaninglessness, passive behaviours should be negatively associated with



meaning in life across both anonymous and identifiable environments (Lukoff et al., 2018; Lutz & Schneider, 2021).
However, active-targeted usage may only be positively associated with meaning in life when people are identifiable
because their behaviour can be attributed back to them, leading to social capital, reciprocity, and other social
benefits that contribute to meaning in life (Raihani & Power, 2021). Active-nontargeted behaviours, which are
broadcasted broadly and less likely to foster meaningful social connections, may not be significantly associated
with meaning in life regardless of environment. Additionally, the type of content posted may interact with
environment identifiability, with positive, socially rewarding topics being more strongly associated with meaning
in life when posted identifiably where they can generate social capital and connection.

The Present Research

Based on the literature review above, this research addressed two key questions. First, we examined how the
amount of time people spent engaging in different behaviours (i.e., active-targeted, active-nontargeted, passive
usage) and posting about different topics (i.e., life updates/social activities, personal achievements, intellectual
topics, diet and exercise, negative topics) differed between anonymous and identifiable environments on SNSs.
Second, we explored how these usage patterns and posting behaviours in anonymous versus identifiable
environments were associated with meaning in life.

We formulated the following hypotheses:

H1a: Passive behaviours will be the most prevalent usage type across both anonymous and identifiable
environments.

H1b: Users will engage in significantly more active-targeted behaviours in identifiable environments compared to
anonymous environments.

H2a: Users will post significantly more about controversial or negative topics in anonymous environments
compared to identifiable environments.

H2b: Users will post significantly more about positive or socially rewarding topics in identifiable environments
compared to anonymous environments.

H3a: Active-targeted behaviours will be positively associated with meaning in life in identifiable environments, but
not anonymous environments.

H3b: Active-nontargeted behaviours will not be significantly associated with meaning in life in either anonymous
or identifiable environments.

H3c: Passive behaviours will be negatively associated with meaning in life regardless of environment type.

H4: Posting about positive topics will be more strongly associated with meaning in life in identifiable environments
than in anonymous environments.

We did not formulate specific hypotheses for how controversial or negative topics would be associated with
meaning in life across environments. Such topics might be associated with meaning in life in anonymous
environments, as anonymity often gives people the freedom to post about topics that they otherwise would not
whilst identifiable. At the same time, as these topics are unlikely to help accrue social capital or connections, they
might not be associated with meaning in life.



Methods

This study was approved by an institutional ethics review board. Interested readers can access R-Markdowns and
raw data at: https://osf.io/fxbsz.

Participants

We recruited 219 first-year undergraduate students who completed the study for 0.5 a course credit. Participants
were recruited through convenience sampling via the university's online research participation portal, where first-
year undergraduate students can voluntarily sign up for available studies. While all first-year students had equal
opportunity to see and select this study, participation was self-selected rather than randomly sampled. Data were
collected between August and October in 2022. An attention check item was embedded within the survey (Please
select Strongly agree). Twenty-seven participants were excluded for failing to pass this attention check (final N = 192,
138 women; 50 men, 2 non-binary, 2 undisclosed, Mage = 19.72, SD = 2.66, Range = 17-37). Additionally, 59% of
participants reported being White, 33% Asian, and 7% other ethnicities. We conducted a sensitivity analysis using
G*Power (within subjects analysis of variance (ANOVA), fixed effects, main effects, and interactions, a = .05).
The minimum detectable effect size was np? = .07 at 80% power, meaning we can detect medium effects.

Procedure

This study was administered online through Qualtrics. Participants could choose to participate in this study at any
point after signing up via the university's online portal. Once choosing to begin the study and providing consent,
participants were asked to read the below description: “When using the Internet, sometimes we are identifiable and
feel that other people can see who we are. At other times, however, we are anonymous and feel that other people do not
know who we are. In the next section, we are interested in understanding your online usage in both identifiable and
anonymous environments. Please aim to answer each question as accurately as you can.” Participants read this
passage to ensure they understood the distinction between anonymous and identifiable environments.

Next, we used a within-subjects design whereby participants then completed scales of usage types and content
types for when they are both anonymous and identifiable. Additionally, participants were asked how much time
they spend per day using social media for non-work purposes whilst either anonymous or identifiable. Participants
were randomly assigned to first answer questions about the SNS behaviour in either the anonymous or
identifiable environment. All questions related to being identifiable and anonymous were clustered. Participants
received the items within each environment in a randomised order. Next, participants answered several
qguestionnaires related to their perceived meaning in life. Finally, participants completed a set of demographic
questions, including age, gender, and ethnicity. In total, the study took approximately 20 minutes.

Measures

For scale reliabilities and descriptive statistics, see Table 2. Usage types and content types were assessed for when
participants were in anonymous and identifiable online environments.

Usage Types

We assessed usage types using 14 items to assess active-targeted, active-nontargeted, and passive usage. To
develop this questionnaire, we drew on prior conceptualizations and empirical measures of SNS usage
behaviours. Specifically, we reviewed published scales that assessed social media use across different platforms
(e.g., Frison & Eggermont, 2020; Gerson et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2017; Yang, 2016), identifying items that captured
active-targeted, active-nontargeted, and passive behaviours. Where appropriate, we adapted existing items to
generalize across SNSs rather than platform-specific features (e.g., Facebook, Instagram). For instance, we
modified wording to ensure cross-platform applicability (e.g., replacing “status update” with “post”). Through this
process, our final scale included 12 adapted items and two newly created items.

We assessed active-targeted usage using five items (e.g., How often do you comment or reply to a post or comment?),
active-nontargeted usage using four items (e.g., How often do you post or upload something without tagging anyone?),
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and passive usage using five items (e.g., How often do you browse the homepage/newsfeed without leaving a
comment?) on a 5-point scale (1 = never, 5 = a lot). Participants were told that choosing “a lot” means that about
100% of the time that you use social media, you perform that activity. All items were asked separately when
participants were anonymous and when they were identifiable.

To view the full scale along with a complete explanation of how each item was developed, please see the
supplementary materials. Additionally, we ran a confirmatory factor analysis on this scale. The factor analysis
indicated good model fit. For the results of the confirmatory factor analysis and factor loadings see the
supplementary materials.

Content Types

We assessed content types using a revised version of the Status Update Scale (Marshall et al., 2015). This scale
assesses the frequency of posting about life updates/social activities using five items (e.g., My social activities),
personal achievements using four items (e.g., Achieving my goals), intellectual themes using three items (e.g., My
views on politics), and diet and exercise using two items (e.g., My exercise routine). All items were asked separately
for when participants were anonymous and when they were identifiable. Again, we modified the items to reflect
content types across all social media platforms and included four additional items for writing posts about negative
topics (e.g., Something | am upset about). ltems were measured on a 5-point scale (1 = never, 5 = a lot).

Meaning in Life

We assessed presence of meaning in life (e.g., | understand my life’s meaning) using the 10-item meaning in life
guestionnaire (Steger et al., 2006). The meaning in life questionnaire additionally assesses search for meaning in
life (e.g., | am seeking a purpose or mission for my life) on a 7-point scale (1 = absolutely untrue, 7 = absolutely true).
Correlational results between search for meaning in life and other focal variables are included in the
supplementary R-markdown.?

Data Analysis

Our analytical approach was as follows. First, we conducted bivariate correlations between all focal variables.
Second, we ran a within subjects ANOVA assessing the frequency of different SNS behaviours in anonymous and
identifiable environments. Specifically, our predictor variables were SNS usage type (active-target, active-
nontargeted, passive) and environment (anonymous, identifiable). Third, we ran an additional within subjects
ANOVA assessing the frequency of posting about different topics on SNSs in anonymous and identifiable
environments. Specifically, our predictor variables were content type (life updates/social activities, personal
achievements, intellectual topics, diet and exercise, and negative topics) and environment. We performed Tukey
adjustments when assessing the simple effects of significant main effects and interactions for both ANOVAs.
Additionally, we conducted tests of robustness (Mauchly's test of Sphericity) and heterogeneity (subgroup
analysis), please see the supplementary R-markdown.

Fourth, we conducted two linear regressions. In model one, all usage types (active-targeted, active-nontargeted,
and passive) in anonymous and identifiable environments were included as predictors. In model two, all content
types (life updates/social activities, personal achievements, intellectual topics, diet and exercise, and negative
topics) in anonymous and identifiable environments were included as predictors. In both models, we included age
and gender (1 = female, 2 = male) as covariates. For both models, presence of meaning in life was the outcome
variable. Additionally, we conducted tests of robustness (Cook’s Distance) and heterogeneity (Homoskedasticity),
please see the supplementary R-markdown.

In both models, we included age and gender (1 = female, 2 = male) as covariates. Participants who identified as
non-binary were not included in the above two models but were included in all other statistical analyses. The same
pattern of results was found for within-subjects ANOVAs when participants who identified as non-binary were
included or excluded from the analyses. We address differences in bivariate correlations across these two samples
in the results section. For complete analyses see the supplementary R-markdown.



Results

The median time spent on social media for non-work purposes was 1-2 hours per day when identifiable and 1-10
minutes per day when anonymous. For all correlations, reliabilities, means, and standard deviations see Tables 2,
3,and 5.

Table 2. Reliabilities, and Descriptive Statistics for Presence of Meaning in Life,
Anonymous and Identifiable Usage Types, and Anonymous and Identifiable Content Types.

Cronbach’s Alpha (a) Mean (SD)

Presence of Meaning Life .88 4.06 (0.91)
Usage Type
Anonymous  Active-targeted .89 2.07 (1.07)
Active-nontargeted .93 2.17 (1.30)
Passive .94 2.89(1.35)
Identifiable  Active-targeted .76 3.19(0.80)
Active-nontargeted .82 2.82(0.99)
Passive 81 3.60 (0.83)
Content Type
Anonymous Life Updates/Social Activities .86 1.46 (0.75)
Personal Achievements .81 1.40 (0.73)
Intellectual .82 1.54 (0.81)
Diet and Exercise .84 1.23(0.61)
Negative .94 1.56 (0.96)
Identifiable  Life Updates/Social Activities 71 2.36(0.84)
Personal Achievements .75 2.17 (1.03)
Intellectual .82 1.90 (0.85)
Diet and Exercise .78 1.48 (0.83)
Negative .93 1.63(0.90)

Usage Types

We found a significant interaction between environment and usage type; F(2,382) = 18.67, p < .001, ny? = .08.
In identifiable environments, participants were significantly more likely to engage in passive usage than active-
targeted or active-nontargeted usage, and further, were more likely to engage in active-targeted usage, compared
to active-nontargeted usage (ps < .001, see Figure 1). In anonymous environments, participants were more likely
to engage in passive usage than the other two groups (ps < .001), but we found no significant difference between
active-targeted and active-nontargeted usage (p = .160).



Figure 1. Means of Usage Type in Identifiable and Online Environments.
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For the bivariate correlations, we found that presence of meaning in life was positively associated with active-
targeted usage when identifiable, negatively correlated with active-nontargeted usage when anonymous, and
negatively correlated with passive usage when both anonymous and identifiable (see Table 3). All other
correlations with presence of meaning in life were not significant.?

Table 3. Bivariate Correlations for Presence of Meaning in Life and Active-Targeted,
Active-Nontargeted, and Passive Behaviours in Anonymous and Identifiable Online Environments.

1 2 3 4 5 6
Presence of Meaning in Life
2. Anonymous Active-targeted -.06
b premmous e
4.  Anonymous Passive =247 57" 58
5. ldentifiable Active-targeted A7 A7* .04 -.06
6. Identifiable Active-nontargeted -.08 217 45T 20 30™
7. Identifiable Passive =24 .06 9™ 33" 207 427

Note: p <.05% p <.01", p <.001™".

For the linear models, we found that active-targeted usage in identifiable environments was positively associated
with presence of meaning in life, whereas active-targeted usage in anonymous environments was not significantly
associated (see Table 3). Passive use was negatively associated with presence of meaning in life in identifiable
environments, but not in anonymous environments. Finally active-nontargeted usage was not significantly
associated with presence of meaning in life in either anonymous or identifiable environments.



Table 4. Linear Regression for Age, Gender, and Active-Targeted,
Active-Nontargeted, and Passive Usage in Anonymous and Identifiable
Online Environments as Predictors of Presence of Meaning in Life.

Predictors B SE 95% Cl p
(Intercept) 3.38 0.07 [1.54,5.21] <.001
Age 0.06 0.07 [-0.08, 0.20] 431
Gender 0.14 0.07 [-0.01, 0.28] .061
Active-targeted

Anonymous 0.04 0.11 [-0.17,0.25] 712

Identifiable 0.24 0.08 [0.08, 0.39] .003
Active-nontargeted

Anonymous -0.03 0.11 [-0.24, 0.19] 799

Identifiable 0.05 0.09 [-0.13, 0.22] .583
Passive

Anonymous -0.15 0.10 [-0.34, 0.05] 137

Identifiable -0.25 0.08 [-0.41, -0.08] .004

Note. Estimates for intercepts are unstandardized, whereas all other estimates are
standardized. SE = Standard Error. 95% Cl = 95% Confidence Intervals.

Content Types

Again, we found a significant interaction between environment and content type; F(4,764) = 64.51, p < .001,
Ne? = .25. In identifiable environments, participants were most likely to post about life updates/social activities and
personal achievements and were least likely to post about diet and exercise (see Figure 2). In anonymous
environments, people were most likely to post about intellectual or negative topics and were least likely to post
about diet and exercise. Full results of differences between each content type are available in supplementary R-
markdown.

Figure 2. Means of Content Type in Identifiable and Online Environments.
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For the correlational analyses, we found that posting about life updates/social activities and diet and exercise
when identifiable was positively associated with presence of meaning in life (see Table 5). No other correlation
with presence of meaning in life was significant.

Table 5. Bivariate Correlations for Presence of Meaning in Life and Posting About Life Updates/Social Activities, Personal
Achievements, Intellectual Topics, Diet and Exercise, and Negative Topics in Anonymous and Identifiable Online Environments.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Presence of Meaning in
Life

2. Anonymous Life
Updates/Social Activities  -.06
Posts

3. Anonymous Personal
Achievement Posts

4. Anonymous Intellectual
Posts

5. Anonymous Diet and
Exercise Posts

6. Anonymous Negative
Posts

7. ldentifiable Life
Updates/Social Activities ~ .16* 36" .34™" 34" 35" 43"
Posts

8. Identifiable Personal
Achievement Posts

9. Identifiable Intellectual
Posts

10. Identifiable Diet and
Exercise Posts

11. ldentifiable Negative
Posts

Note. p <.05%, p <.01™, p <.001™".

-.02 .87
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For the linear models, we found that posting about life updates/social activities was positively associated with
presence of meaning in life in identifiable environments (see Table 6). Posting about any topic in anonymous
environments was not significantly associated with presence of meaning in life.



Table 6. Linear Regression for Age, Gender, and Posting About Life Updates/Social Activities,
Personal Achievements, Intellectual Topics, Diet and Exercise, and Negative Topics in Anonymous and
Identifiable Online Environments as Predictors of Presence of Meaning in Life.

Predictors B SE 95% Cl p
Intercept 2.51 0.07 [-0.14, 0.14] .003
Age 0.06 0.08 [-0.09, 0.21] 407
Gender 0.07 0.08 [-0.08, 0.23] .333
Life Updates/Social Activities

Anonymous -0.31 0.17 [-0.64, 0.03] .071
Identifiable 0.22 0.11 [0.01, 0.44] .049
Personal Achievements

Anonymous 0.10 0.17 [-0.23, 0.44] .543
Identifiable 0.02 0.13 [-0.23, 0.27] .871
Intellectual Topics

Anonymous -0.01 0.14 [-0.28, 0.26] .923
Identifiable -0.03 0.14 [-0.30, 0.24] .834
Diet and Exercise

Anonymous 0.24 0.13 [-0.03, 0.50] .081
Identifiable 0.12 0.11 [-0.10, 0.33] .282
Negative Topics

Anonymous -0.08 0.13 [-0.34, 0.18] .552
Identifiable -0.13 0.11 [-0.35, 0.09] .256

Note. Estimates for intercepts are unstandardized, whereas all other estimates are standardized.
SE = Standard Error. 95% Cl = 95% Confidence Intervals.

Discussion

Much research has explored how different types of SNS use are associated with aspects of well-being, such as
meaning in life. Less work, however, has explored whether different affordances available on SNSs - such as the
ability to be anonymous - may influence these associations. In line with Uses and Gratifications theory, we argue
that the gratifications available when someone is anonymous or identifiable are different, and as such, anonymity
may influence how various SNS behaviours are associated with meaning in life. Overall, we found that people were
most likely to use SNSs passively - compared to active-targeted or active-nontargeted - within both anonymous
and identifiable environments (supporting H1a). Additionally, we found that participants engaged in more active-
targeted usage in identifiable environments (supporting H1b) was positively associated with meaning in life
whereas this was not the case in anonymous environments (supporting H3a).

Active-targeted SNS usage can be beneficial to one's well-being as it can help accrue various social benefits,
including social capital, social connectedness, and relationship maintenance (Dienlin & Johannes, 2020; Frison &
Eggermont, 2020; Verduyn et al.,, 2022). Further, functionalist approaches to social psychology argue that
situational affordances - such as anonymity - guide one's behaviour (Cantor, 1994; Nitschinsk et al., 2025;
Snyder & Cantor, 1998). The social benefits of active-targeted usage are maximised when people are identifiable,
as their actions are more likely to be acknowledged and remembered by others. In anonymous environments
these benefits are more difficult to obtain as certain behaviours cannot as easily be attributed to someone or
cannot be remembered over time. As such, active-targeted usage should be most prominent, and most beneficial,
in identifiable environments.

Active-nontargeted use, regardless of context, was not related to the presence of meaning in life. The only
exception to this, however, was at the bivariate level, where anonymous active-nontargeted usage was weakly
negatively associated with the presence of meaning in life (partially supporting H3b). Previous research has
suggested active-nontargeted usage should have less of an effect on one's well-being as it is less likely to lead to
the social benefits of more targeted usage (Yang, 2016). As such, it is unsurprising that across both identifiable
and anonymous environments active-nontargeted usage has little association with one’s meaning in life.



Passive usage was the most popular way participants used SNSs but was negatively associated with meaning in
life in both identifiable and anonymous (bivariate correlations only) environments (partially supporting H3c).
Passive use has sometimes been found to positively predict hedonic forms of well-being, potentially because
passively scrolling through entertaining content can be enjoyable (Lukoff et al., 2018). However, as passive usage
on SNSs is less likely to create fulfilling social interactions it may feel meaningless (Clark et al., 2018; Dienlin &
Johannes, 2020). Potentially, this effect was more salient in identifiable environments as passive usage is typically
not visible to other users (though some are, such as viewing a story on Instagram), meaning that people may be
less likely to specifically seek anonymous environments to engage in passive behaviours (Nitschinsk et al., 2023).

We also explored the different types of content that people post in identifiable and anonymous environments.
For identifiable environments, we found that people were most likely to share content that is typically positive or
warm (e.g., posting about life updates/social activities, supporting H2a). As identifiable spaces offer the
opportunity for reputational benefits people are more likely to self-present in a way that would be viewed
positively by others (Nitschinsk et al., 2023; Raihani & Power, 2021). For anonymous environments we found that
people were most likely to share content that is typically less positive or more controversial (e.g., posting about
negative and intellectual topics, supporting H2b). Anonymous environments may offer people the opportunity to
present different aspects of the self that may be less norm-congruent, as they feel less vulnerable towards the
judgement of others (Grieve & Watkinson, 2016).

Posting about life updates/social activities was positively associated with meaning in life in identifiable
environments, but not in anonymous environments (supporting H4). Additionally, posting about diet and exercise
was also positively associated with meaning in life while identifiable, but only at the bivariate level. Previous
research has suggested that more agreeable and positive content on SNSs should best promote interpersonal ties
(Verduyn et al., 2022). Posting about one’s recent social activities and successes in their diet and exercise are
typically viewed as agreeable or positive topics; however, only in identifiable environments are people likely to
reap the potential benefits of presenting these self-aspects. Overall, the above differences in content type across
anonymous and identifiable environments further indicate the value of a more nuanced approach to SNS
research.

Implications, Limitations, and Future Directions

SNSs are unique environments that allow people to interact with one another in a variety of ways. Furthermore,
the ways in which people choose to use these platforms are often related to well-being, including meaning in life,
both positively and negatively (Kross et al., 2021). The first implication of our research is that it is not only about
how people behave on SNSs but also how they choose to use the affordances available, such as anonymity. When
people choose to be anonymous or identifiable, the gratifications available on any given SNS change, and with
them, the association between behaviour and meaning in life shifts. Practically, our study provides further insight
into when SNS usage is most likely to be associated with the best outcomes. People who engage in targeted
interactions (e.g., chatting with friends or loved ones) or post about warm, positive topics (e.g., holidays, birthdays)
while identifiable tend to perceive their lives as more meaningful. However, when these same behaviours are
carried out anonymously, the association with meaning in life no longer holds.

This study has some limitations. First, our study used a cross-sectional design, which limits the possible
conclusions that we can draw. Therefore, future research should look to experimentally manipulate anonymity
and behaviour and assess the impact on well-being, or further, use longitudinal designs to explore why people
choose to seek anonymity on SNSs. Second, whereas it was unsurprising that participants were more likely to use
SNSs identifiability compared to anonymously, reported anonymous SNS usage was quite low. Since we measured
participants' perceived behaviours and not actual usage, the reported frequency of usage may partially reflect
participants' perceptions or hypothetical preferences rather than their real-world behaviours.

Third, some items in our measures demonstrated moderate factor loadings between 0.5 and 0.6. These results
meet conventional thresholds; however, the lack of strong factor loadings may reflect variability in the latent
constructs. This may partly reflect that social media behaviour is often context-dependent and thus difficult to
assess in a single, static scale. As such, these moderate loadings may slightly attenuate the reliability of the findings
in this study.

Fourth, for this study we assessed SNSs generally, rather than comparing specific SNSs. A potential limitation of
this approach is that platforms facilitate being anonymous differently, and therefore, the accessibility of



anonymity may impact its prevalence on specific sites, and its relationship with meaning in life. As such, future
research should explore identifiable and anonymous SNS use across multiple platforms. Fifth, our student sample
included significantly more females than males, which reduces the generalisability of our findings. Past literature
on gender differences in the relationship between SNS usage and well-being are largely mixed (Riordan et al.,
2022). From our findings, we did not find any gender effects. Nonetheless, future research should endeavour to
examine the effect of SNS usage across more balanced and diverse samples. Finally, future research should also
look to integrate how other affordances of SNSs (e.g., asynchronous communication) influence the relationship
between SNS usage and well-being.

In sum, our study explored the complex relationship between SNS use and meaning in life. We showed that it is
not only how people use SNSs that influences meaning in life, but also the environment they choose to seek out.
People who remain identifiable while chatting with specific others and sharing positive everyday experiences, are
most likely to feel that their life is meaningful.

Footnotes

' The extended active-passive model additionally explores decompositions of passive use. However, these
decompositions focus on the different content that can be viewed, rather than different behaviours associated
with passive usage (Verduyn et al., 2022). In this study, we focused only on decompositions of active use.

2We also assessed an alternative measure of meaning in life using the multidimensional meaning in life scale
(Costin & Vignoles, 2020). All items in the scale were used as a single measure. Again, results between this scale
and focal variables are included in the supplementary R-markdown.

3 We found that anonymous active-nontargeted usage was not significantly associated with presence of meaning
in life when participants who identified as nonbinary were excluded from the bivariate analyses, (r=-.11, p = .128).
Otherwise, bivariate correlations were consistent across both samples. For complete analyses see the
supplementary R-markdown.
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Appendix
Assessing Usage Types and Content Types

Description

When using the Internet, sometimes we are identifiable and feel that other people can see who we are. At other
times, however, we are anonymous and feel that other people do not know who we are. In the next section, we
are interested in understanding your online behaviour in both identifiable and anonymous environments. Please
aim to answer each question as accurately as you can.

The below questions are asking about your online behaviour when you are ANONYMOUS.
On average, how much time per day do you spend using social media or forum websites while anonymous for
non-work purposes?
How frequently do you perform the following activities when you are anonymous on social media, a social
networking site, or a blog?

(Note: Choosing “A lot” means that about 100% of the time that you use social media while anonymous,
you perform that activity).
How frequently do you post about the following topics on social media while anonymous?

The below questions are asking about your online behaviour when you are IDENTIFIABLE.
On average, how much time per day do you spend using social media or forum websites while identifiable for
non-work purposes?
How frequently do you perform the following activities when you are identifiable on social media, a social
networking site, or a blog?

(Note: Choosing “A lot” means that about 100% of the time that you use social media while identifiable,
you perform that activity).
How frequently do you post about the following topics on social media while identifiable?

SIS Activities Scale (Usage Types)

(1 = never, 5 = a lot)

Active Targeted

How often do you comment or reply to a post or comment?

How often do you give a like/reaction/upvote to a post or comment?
How often do you tag others in other people’s posts or comments?
How often do you send or reply to a personal message/direct message?
How often do you chat/converse with someone?

s WwN -

Active Nontargeted

6. How often do you post or upload something without tagging anyone?
7. How often do you post a message or status without tagging anyone?
8. How often do you post a photo or a video without tagging anyone?
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9. How often do you post something that is not directed towards specific people?

Passive

10. How often do you browse the homepage/newsfeed without leaving a comment?

11. How often do you read through a message thread without leaving a comment?

12. How often do you view someone’s updates or posts?

13. How often do you visit someone’s online profile without leaving a comment or message?
14. How often do you view others’ photos or videos?

Status Update Scale (Content Types), Marshall et al. (2015)

(1 = never, 5 = very often)

Social activities and everyday life

My social activities

Something funny that happened to me
My everyday activities

My pets

Sporting Events

v WwN -

Intellectual themes

6. My views on politics

7. Current events

8. Research and science

9. My own creative output (e.g., art, writing, research)

Achievement Orientation
10. Achieving my goals

11. My accomplishments
12. Work or school

Diet and exercise
13. My exercise routine
14. My diet

Negative

15. Something I'm upset about

16. Something | did not like

17. Something | found annoying

18. Something that made me feel sad

Scale Development

To develop the SNS usage scale we drew on prior conceptualizations and empirical measures of SNS usage
behaviours. Items from other scales were adjusted to reflect how SNSs are used broadly, rather than being site
specific. One original item was included in active-targeted usage to reflect liking/reacting/upvoting behaviour as
this type of active-targeted behaviour was not reflect in previously scales. Additionally, one additional item was
included in passive usage to reflect reading a message thread, rather than browsing a sites homepage/newsfeed.

Active Targeted
1. How often do you comment or reply to a post or comment?

a. Yang et al. (2016): How often do you comment on or reply to others’ posts?
2. How often do you give a like/reaction/upvote to a post or comment?

a. Original item



3. How often do you tag others in other people’s posts or comments?

a. Yang et al. (2016): How often do you tag others in posts or comments?
4. How often do you send or reply to a personal message/direct message?

a. Frison & Eggermont (2020): How often do you send someone a personal message on Facebook?
5. How often do you chat/converse with someone?

a. Frison & Eggermont (2020): How often do you chat with someone on Facebook?

Active Nontargeted
6. How often do you post or upload something without tagging anyone?
a. Yang et al. (2016): How often do you post/upload on your profile without tagging anyone?
7. How often do you post a message or status without tagging anyone?
a. Frison & Eggermont (2020): How often do you post a message on your own Facebook timeline?
8. How often do you post a photo or a video without tagging anyone?
a. Frison & Eggermont (2020): How often do you post a photo on your own Facebook timeline?
9. How often do you post something that is not directed towards specific people?
a. Yangetal. (2016): How often do you post something that is not directed to specific people?

Passive
10. How often do you browse the homepage/newsfeed without leaving a comment?

a. Yangetal. (2016): How often do you browse the home page/newsfeed without leaving comments?
11. How often do you read through a message thread without leaving a comment?

a. Original item.
12. How often do you view someone’s updates or posts?

a. Wang etal,, (2017): How frequently do you view others’ updates when logging on SNSs?
13. How often do you visit someone’s online profile without leaving a comment or message?

a. Yangetal. (2016): How often do you check out others’ profiles without leaving comments?
14. How often do you view others’ photos or videos?

a. Wangetal.,, 2017: How often do you view others’ photos when logging on SNSs?

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

We used the lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012) to conduct two confirmatory factor analyses for the SNS usage scale.
This scale is based on previous scales assessing online usage of social media platforms, such as Instagram and
Facebook (Frison & Eggermont, 2020; Gerson et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2017; Yang, 2016). To evaluate model fit, the
comparative fit index (CFl), standardized root mean residual (SRMR), and the root mean squared error of
approximation (RMSEA) were used. To determine acceptable fit, we used the following cut-offs: CFl > 0.90,
RMSEA < 0.07, and SRMR < 0.08 (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002). We aimed to fit the pre-defined three-factor structure
(active-targeted, active-nontargeted, passive) for anonymous and identifiable SNS use.

Anonymous. For anonymous SNS usage types, the three-factor solution showed satisfactory model fit,
¥x%(74) = 151.16, p < .001, CFl =.967, RMSEA = .074, 95% CI [.057, .090], SRMR = .057. However, fit indices showed
larger-than-expected covariances not captured by the initial model structure. As such, modification indices were
examined to assess misfit. Modification indices suggested that one item pair (Item 4: How often do you send or reply
to a personal message/direct message and ltem 5: How often do you chat/converse with someone?) had larger than
expected covariances, potentially due to the similarity in the items' wording or content. Parameter constraints
were freed for this item pair. The modified three-factor structure demonstrated improved model fit,
x%(73) = 108.76, p < .001, x?A (73) = 42.40, p < .001, CFl = .985, RMSEA = .051, 95% Cl [.029, .070], SRMR = .042.
Loadings for the anonymous active-targeted subscale ranged between .734 - .851. Loadings for the anonymous
active-nontargeted subscale range between .775-.927. Loadings for the anonymous passive subscale .832-.913
(see Table A1). To assess an alternative model fit, we additionally entered all items on a single factor. The overall
model fit for a one-factor solution was poor, x3(77) = 873.40, p <.001, CFl = .660, RMSEA = .232, 95% CI [.218, .246],
SRMR =.117.

Identifiable. For anonymous SNS usage types, the three-factor solution showed satisfactory model fit,
X%(74) = 146.76, p < .001, CFl = .921, RMSEA = .072, 95% CI [.054, .088], SRMR = .066. However, fit indices showed
larger-than-expected covariances not captured by the initial model structure. As such, modification indices were



examined to assess misfit. As with the anonymous model, modification indices suggested that one item pair (Iltem
4: How often do you send or reply to a personal message/direct message and ltem 5: How often do you chat/converse
with someone?) had larger than expected covariances, potentially due to the similarity in the items' wording or
content. Parameter constraints were freed for this item pair. The modified three-factor structure demonstrated
improved model fit, x3(73) = 115.07, p <.001, x?A (73) = 31.69, p <.001, CFl = .954, RMSEA = .055, 95% CI [.035, .073],
SRMR = .054. Loadings for the identifiable active-targeted subscale ranged between .525-.670. Loadings for the
identifiable active-nontargeted subscale range between .531 - .907 Loadings for the identifiable passive subscale
.659-.729 (see Table A1). To assess an alternative model fit, we additionally entered all items on a single factor.
The overall model fit for a one-factor solution was poor, x3(77) = 494.29, p < .001, CFl = .546, RMSEA = .168,
95% ClI [.154, .182], SRMR = .137.

Table A1. Factor Loadings for Anonymous and Identifiable SNS Usage Types.

Number Items Loadings Loa(.jl.ngs
Anonymous Identifiable

AT1 How often do you comment or reply to post or comment? .851 .670

AT2 How often do you give a like/reaction/upvote to a post or comment? .749 .608

AT3 How often do you tag others in other people’s posts or comments? 734 .624

AT4 How often do you send or reply to a personal message/direct 790 55
message?

AT5 How often do you chat/converse with someone? .806 .546

AN1 How often do you post or upload something without tagging anyone? .927 .907

AN2 How often do you post a message or status without tagging anyone? .894 .705

AN3 How often do you post a photo or a video without tagging anyone? 922 792

AN How.c?ften do you post something that is not directed towards 775 53
specific people?

PAT How often do you browse the homepage/newsfeed without leaving a 840 799
comment?

PAD How often do you read through a message thread without leaving a 832 691
comment?

PA3 How often do you view someone’s updates or posts? .909 .688

PAA How often do you visit someone’s online profile without leaving a 843 679
comment or message?

PA5 How often do you view others’ photos or videos? 913 .659

Note. AT = Active-Targeted Behaviour, AN = Active-Nontargeted Behaviour, PA = Passive Behaviour.
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