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The prevalence of positive self-presentation norms
on social networking sites (SNSs) raises concerns
about the potential harm to self-esteem from social
comparison. Dispositional mindfulness (DM), by
reducing automatic thinking and promoting
adaptive responses to negative stimuli, could offer
protection. To refine our understanding of DM in the
context of SNS use, we examined its role in
predicting social comparisons and buffering their
negative effects on self-esteem. In an online survey
of 307 adults (76% female), participants completed
the Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire, an
adapted version of the Iowa Netherlands
Comparison Orientation Measure Scale, and the
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale. Two models were
assessed using the Hayes PROCESS macros (models
1 and 4) to test: (1) DM as a moderator between

social comparison and self-esteem, and (2) the
indirect effect of DM on self-esteem through social
comparison. Higher DM predicted fewer upward
social comparisons and more downward
comparisons, which in turn correlated with more
positive self-esteem. DM did not moderate the effect
of SNS-induced social comparison on self-esteem.
These findings suggest that mindfulness does not
necessarily eliminate the tendency to socially
compare but rather encourages a self-aware, self-
kindness approach to present-moment experiences
with more self-awareness to reduce the frequency of
upward comparison.
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he use of social networking sites (SNSs) among young adults has reached an

all-time high. Approximately 84% of adults ages 18 to 29 report using SNSs,

with a vast majority visiting Instagram, Snapchat or TikTok daily (Auxier &
Anderson, 2021). While SNSs offer potential social benefits, the established

correlation between SNS use and decreased self-esteem raises concerns about users’

mental health. Individuals who spend the most time on SNSs each day are 66% more

likely to report depression than those who spend the least amount of time (Lin et al.,

2016). SNS usage is marked as a strong contributor to the recent mental health crisis
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(Abrams, 2023). SNSs present unparalleled opportunities for unfavourable social
comparison that can lead to feelings of personal inadequacy; therefore, identifying
approaches that may mitigate such comparisons or their effects is important to effectively
help maintain young adults’ self-esteem when using SNSs. Few studies suggest
mindfulness as an effective approach to reducing social comparison within the context of
social media. The objective of the current study is to empirically examine if dispositional
mindfulness acts as a protective factor by either reducing unfavourable social comparisons

or their effects.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Social comparison serves multiple functions, such as self-evaluation, self-
improvement, and self-enhancement (Festinger, 1954). In situations lacking objective
measures for self-assessment — in domains such as accomplishments, abilities, opinions,
and attractiveness — individuals resort to comparisons to form their appraisal. The
position of the comparison target and the consequence of the comparison are central to the
social comparison process (Verduyn et al., 2020). Depending on perceiving the comparison
target superior or inferior to oneself, individuals make upward and downward
comparisons. Then, as a result of social comparison, the comparer’s self-evaluation can
shift toward (assimilation) or away from (contrastive) the comparison target. Assimilative
comparison leads to more positive self-evaluations after upward comparison and more
negative ones following downward comparison. Conversely, contrastive comparison
generates more negative self-perceptions following upward comparison and more positive
ones after downward comparison. In offline contexts, individuals predominantly compare
themselves to upward comparison targets in a contrasting manner, resulting in less
positive self-evaluation, feelings of envy, and worsened mood (Gerber et al., 2018;
Gutierres et al., 1999). Even when comparing themselves with friends, individuals tend to
underestimate their friends’ negative experiences and overestimate positive experiences,
leading to subsequent emotional distress (Jordan et al., 2011).

The nature of popular SNSs encourages upward social comparison (Chua & Chang,
2016; Lup et al., 2015). Users selectively share content on their profiles to a heterogeneous

audience capable of responding through virtual likes and comments. Broadcasting to
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diverse audiences and the feedback nature of SNSs heighten self-presentation concerns
(Schlosser, 2020). Consequently, individuals tend to avoid sharing content that could
create a negative impression (Barasch & Berger, 2014), which establishes a positivity bias
on SNSs (Chua & Chang, 2016; Reinecke & Trepte, 2014). Browsing SNSs exposes
individuals to idyllic content, creating an excessively positive impression that others are
seemingly doing better on a mass scale. Given the tendency towards contrastive
comparisons (Gerber et al., 2018; Gutierres et al., 1999), it follows that mindlessly
comparing oneself to upward comparison targets when browsing SNSs typically triggers
negative thoughts and envy, adversely affecting self-esteem (Liu et al., 2017; Ozimek &
Bierhoff, 2020; Schmuck et al., 2019; Vogel et al., 2014).

Although social comparison can occur automatically and unconsciously (Mussweiler
et al., 2006), it is crucial to explore strategies that mitigate upward social comparison, or
negative thoughts emerging from the process, to protect self-esteem. Cultivating
mindfulness during SNS use shows promise as mindfulness has been found to have a
positive effect on self-esteem and well-being (Carpenter et al., 2019; Randal et al., 2015).
Mindfulness is conceptualized as a state, meaning that techniques are being practiced in
the present moment, which over time contributes to mindfulness as a trait (Kiken et al.,
2015). As a stable personality trait, dispositional mindfulness (DM) is the natural ability
to maintain awareness of the present moment, including both internal and external
experiences, in a nonreactive and nonjudgmental manner (Carpenter et al., 2019; Shapiro
et al., 2006). As fundamental components of mindfulness, re-perceiving entails a shift in
perspective and how one observes experiences (Shapiro et al., 2006), while self-compassion
relates to one’s attitudes and response to these experiences (Neff, 2003). Re-perceiving
fosters increased self-awareness, prompting individuals to step back from automatic or
habitual reactions and observing thoughts, emotions, or situations with a non-judgmental
perspective (Kiken & Shook, 2011; Maltais et al., 2019). This perspective encourages
individuals to perceive thoughts as transient mental events rather than reflections of
reality, fostering more intentional and adaptive responses to stimuli (Kiken & Shook,
2011; Shapiro et al., 2006). As a related concept, self-compassion in mindfulness

emphasizes treating oneself with kindness and understanding (Neff, 2003). Cultivating
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mindfulness leads individuals to refrain from harsh self-judgment and criticism, fostering
a more accepting attitude toward themselves and their worth (Randal et al., 2015).

Despite its potential, empirical studies exploring the influence of mindfulness on
the process of social comparison, both offline and especially within social media context,
are limited. These few studies have observed a link between mindfulness and social
comparison, indicating that higher levels of DM are associated with lower levels of social
comparison tendencies offline (Dijkstra & Barelds, 2011; Langer et al., 2010) and in the
social media context (Gu et al., 2022). Additionally, another study indicated that mindful
adults, when given the opportunity to make social comparisons in the lab, evaluated their
creative performance similarly to a group not exposed to social comparison targets (Langer
et al., 2010). These findings suggest that mindfulness might somehow inhibit the social
comparison process. While re-perceiving and self-compassion do not explicitly outline the
intricacies of social comparison, the principles of mindfulness could indirectly shape how
individuals engage in and/or respond to social comparison. First, mindfulness might
reduce the occurrence of social comparisons, particularly upward contrastive ones, while
browsing SNSs. Re-perceiving involves adopting a different perspective on thoughts and
experiences. This shift can affect how individuals perceive social comparisons, enabling
them to recognize unhelpful social comparisons and guide them back to the present
moment more easily. Self-compassion can also mitigate the need for frequent social
comparisons. When individuals are kinder to themselves and accept their imperfections,
they may feel less compelled to compare themselves to others. They may recognize their
own worthiness regardless of others' successes or failures.

Alternatively, mindfulness may alter the way individuals react to social
comparisons. Hu et al. (2022) found that mindfulness moderated the indirect effect of
upward social comparison on SNSs on adolescent materialism through self-esteem.
Relevant to the current study, the negative relationship between upward comparison on
SNSs and self-esteem was weaker for adolescents with higher (compared to lower)
mindfulness. Similarly, in another study, adults who received training designed to
enhance state mindfulness in the lab showed reduced susceptibility to the negative effects
of social comparison when considering their own artistic performance (Langer et al., 2010).

Thus, mindful re-perceiving may help individuals step back from automatic Gudgmental)
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reactions to social comparisons. Instead of immediately getting caught up in comparison or
judgment, individuals can observe these thoughts and emotions more neutrally which can
lessen the tendency to harshly evaluate oneself based on social comparisons. By observing
their emotions without becoming overwhelmed by them, mindful individuals may
experience a reduction in negative emotions triggered by upward social comparison.
Similarly, being compassionate toward oneself allows for a less critical view of oneself in
comparison to others. It helps individuals avoid harsh self-judgment based on these
comparisons. While re-perceiving and self-compassion within mindfulness may not
eliminate social comparisons on SNSs entirely, they may alter individuals' attitudes and
responses to these comparisons.

Current Study

Studies have established the negative impact of SNS-induced upward social
comparison on self-evaluations, alongside the positive correlation between DM and self-
esteem. However, little attention has been devoted to the protective role of DM in the
relation between social comparison and self-esteem, specifically in the context of SNSs.
The current study aims to investigate two models. The first model will assess the indirect
effect of DM on self-esteem through decreased social comparison (refer to Figure 1a). It is
hypothesized that higher levels of DM will be associated with lower levels of social
comparison, which in turn is related to more positive self-esteem. The second model, a
risk-buffer model, will examine the moderating role of DM in the connection between
social comparison and self-esteem (refer to Figure 1b). It is hypothesized that the negative
relation between social comparison and self-esteem will be weaker among those with

higher (compared to lower) levels of DM.
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Figure 1. Hypothesized models. Panel A: Illustrates the hypothesized model of the
indirect positive effect of dispositional mindfulness (DM) on self-esteem through decreased
social comparison (SC). Panel B: Illustrates the hypothesized model of the moderating
effect of dispositional mindfulness (DM) on the link between social comparison (SC) and
self-esteem, where the negative relation between SC and self-esteem will be weaker
among those with higher (compared to lower) levels of DM.

METHODS
Recruitment, Participants & Procedure

Adult participants were recruited using convenience sampling through a
research participation pool at the authors’ institution (n = 220) and via the first two
authors’ social media accounts (n = 87). Most participants were female (72.6%),
Caucasian (66.9%, followed by 16.8% Asian/Indian descent), and young adults
between ages 18 and 29 (83%; Mg = 24.01, SD = 6.93; range: 17-66 years).
Individuals voluntarily participated in an anonymous online survey administered by
the software PsyToolkit (Stoet, 2010; 2017) between December 15, 2021, and March 1,
2022. Data collection stopped when the target sample size of 300 was achieved. This
study was approved by the human research ethics board at the authors’ institution.
Measures

The following describes the measures used to collect descriptive data for the
sample (SNS usage) and measures of the constructs central to the hypothesized models
(DM, social comparison, and self-esteem). All measures were scored such that higher
scores represented a greater degree of the construct. Cronbach’s alpha, where

applicable, are reported in Table 1.
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SNS Usage. Subjective measures of SNS use were obtained by having
participants select all SNSs they visit on a regular basis from the following options:
Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, YouTube, Reddit, and Twitter. They self-
reported the time spent on SNSs collectively per day, on average, in the past week (1 =
up to 30 min, 10 = more than 8 hours), and how often they engaged in passively
viewing others’ posts without posting anything themselves (1 = never, 7 = always).

Dispositional Mindfulness (DM). The Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire
(FFMQ) is a 39-item self-report measure of mindfulness components: observing,
describing, acting with awareness, non-judging of experience, and non-reacting of
experience (Baer et al., 2006). Items are rated on a five-point scale (1 = never or very
rarely true, 5 = very often or always true) and averaged to obtain an overall
mindfulness score.

Social Comparison on SNSs. Consistent with researchers who have revised the
scale to specify the SNS context (Liu et al., 2017), we adapted the Iowa Netherlands
Comparison Orientation Measure INCOM) Scale (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999).
Participants rated 11-items (e.g., I always pay a lot of attention to how I do things
compared with how others do things) in terms of how they act, think, or feel when
visiting SNSs (e.g., Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter, Reddit). Ratings are
provided on a five-point scale (1 = [/ disagree strongly, 5 = I agree strongly) and
averaged to provide a measure of social comparison orientation.

Additionally, two items were included to directly assess the frequency of
engaging in upward (i.e., “When you are visiting social networking sites, how often do
you feel others are doing better than yourself?”) and downward G.e., “When you are
visiting social networking sites, how often do you feel you are doing better than
others?”) social comparisons on SNSs. Participants rated each on a seven-point scale (1
= never, 7= always).

Self-Esteem. The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale is a 10-item scale that measures
global self-worth by measuring both positive and negative feelings about the self
(Rosenberg, 1965). Items are answered using a four-point scale (1 = strongly agree, 4 =
strongly disagree). After reverse scoring negatively worded items, ratings were

averaged.
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RESULTS
Preliminary Analyses

On average, adults in this sample reported spending about 3-4 hours on SNSs on an
average day in the past week (M= 5.00, SD = 2.06), and frequently passively viewed
others’ posts (M= 5.34, SD = 1.45). Most participants indicated regularly visiting visually
based SNSs including Instagram (83.4%), Facebook (56.0%), Snapchat (66.1%), TikTok
(59.3%), and YouTube (63.2%). The descriptive statistics, correlation matrix and reliability
indicators for the variables included in the models are presented in Table 1. The measure
of social comparison orientation was positively correlated with the frequency of upward
social comparisons and unrelated to downward comparisons. Social comparison
orientation was also negatively related to DM and self-esteem. Therefore, the social
comparison orientation measure is assumed to tap into upward contrastive comparisons

that are linked with negative effects for self-esteem.

%izlciétjve Statistics and Correlations between Variables in the Hypothesized Models
Variables M SD  Cronbach’s a 1 2 3 4

1. SCO 3.46 b7 .78

2. Upward SC 4.53 1.40 -- D2¥*

3. Downward SC 3.36 1.13 -- -.04 -.08

4. DM 3.02 .42 .86 -.39%%  -29%F  17F*

5. Self-esteem 2.72 .52 .87 -.35%%  -44%*%  20%*%  B6**

Notes. SCO = 11-item measure of social comparison orientation when visiting SNSs;
Upward SC = single-item measure assessing the frequency of upward social comparison
when visiting SNSs; Downward SC = single-item measure assessing the frequency of
downward social comparison when visiting SNSs; DM = dispositional mindfulness.
*p<.05; **p<.01.

Testing Models
The moderation and mediation models were tested with version 3.2.03 of Hayes

(2020) PROCESS macro in SPSS using models 1 and 4, respectively. Variables were
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centered prior to entering the models, and bootstrapping analyses used 5,000 samples
at the 95% confidence interval.

For the mediation model (refer to Figure 1a), DM was entered as the predictor,
social comparison orientation as the mediator, and self-esteem as the outcome
variable. An indirect effect of DM on self-esteem through social comparison would be
supported by a non-zero index of mediation, in which the 95% confidence interval does
not contain zero. The total effect of DM on self-esteem was significant (B= .69, SE=
.06, t=11.76, p<.001, 95% CI [.57, .81]). As presented in the top half of Table 2,
social comparison orientation mediated the link between DM and self-esteem (B= .07,
95% CI [.02, .13]). Increases in DM were associated with decreases in social
comparison orientation which in turn were related to increases in self-esteem. To
further support that this effect was driven by upward social comparison, an additional
mediation analysis was run with the single-item ratings for upward and downward
social comparisons entered as parallel mediating variables. As presented in the
bottom half of Table 2, both indirect effects were significant (upward: B= .11, 95% CI
[.05, .16]; downward: B= .02, 95% CI [.001, .05]). Those with higher (compared to
lower) levels of DM reported less upward comparison and more downward
comparison, which in turn were associated with more positive self-esteem.
To assess moderation (refer to Figure 1b), DM was examined as moderator of the
relationship between social comparison orientation and self-esteem. The overall model was
statistically significant (&2 = .33, F(3, 303) = 50.27, p <.001). Social comparison (B=-.14,
95% CI [-.23, -.05], t=-2.97, p=.003) and DM (B= .62, 95% CI [.49, .74], t=9.81, p<.001)
were significant predictors of self-esteem. However, DM did not moderate the effect of
social comparison on self-esteem (B=-.02, 95% CI [-.20, .16], t=-.25, p= .80, AR?=.0001).
In other words, social comparison orientation was negatively related to self-esteem for

individuals with relatively low and high levels of mindfulness.
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Table 2
Testing the Indirect Effects of Dispositional Mindfulness on Self-esteem Through Social Comparison
B2 SEB t 95% CI for B R? F
Effects LL UL
Model 1 .33 75.61***
DM - SCO -.54 07  -7.36*** -.68 -.40
DM - S-E .62 .06 9.81%** 49 74
SCO = S-E -.14 .05 -3.02* -.23 -.05
DM = SCO > S-EP .07 .03 .02 13
Model 2 41 68.91***
DM - Up -.96 19 -5.20*** -1.33 -.60
DM - Down 45 15 2.94** 15 75
DM - S-E 57 06  9.77*** 45 .68
Up 2 S-E -11 02  -6.43*** -.14 -.08
Down = S-E .05 .02 2.32* .01 .09
DM > Up > S-EP A1 .03 .05 16
DM - Down - S-E° .02 .01 .001 .05

Notes. DM = dispositional mindfulness; S-E = self-esteem; SCO = social comparison orientation;
Up = single-item measure of upward social comparison when visiting SNSs; Down = single-item
measure of downward social comparison when visiting SNSs.

aeffects values are represented by unstandardized regression coefficients based on variables that
were mean centered.

bIndirect effects based on bootstrapping analyses that used 5,000 samples.

*p <.05; **p <.01; ***p <.001.

DISCUSSION

The present study is among the few examining how mindfulness acts as a
protective factor for self-esteem amidst social comparison induced by SNSs. The
findings reveal that DM was associated with a reduced tendency for upward
comparison while browsing SNSs, relating to more positive self-esteem, rather than
mitigating their negative impact. Additionally, DM was associated with an increased
tendency toward downward social comparisons. The results suggest that mindfulness
reduces the need for upward comparison as a basis for self-worth and equips
individuals with a toolset to view others’ situations in a healthier manner. Engaging
in SNS browsing more mindfully may prompt individuals to consider the context
behind others’ situations. This may help in acknowledging the overly positive
portrayal in posts without automatically getting caught up in the comparison.

Moreover, mindful self-compassion involves acknowledging shared human
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experience, leading to the recognition that everyone faces struggles and challenges
and encouraging an inward focus on personal experiences (Neff, 2003). Mindfulness
can nurture a more accepting, kind, and understanding relationship with oneself,
leading to a more balanced and less critical self-view in comparison to others. It
assists 1n recognizing personal successes, creating a sense of doing well even when
browsing SNSs. Further supporting this idea, the link between DM and increased
downward social comparison when browsing SNSs indicates that mindful individuals
might feel better about their own circumstances and abilities overall.

When examining the impact of upward social comparison, DM was found
ineffective in buffering the negative effects on self-esteem. These findings contrast
with a prior study observing a risk-buffer effect within a sample of Chinese
adolescents (Hu et al., 2022). Some evidence suggests that cultural differences
related to self-concept may influence relationships of mindfulness and that the
Western conceptualization of mindfulness by the FFMQ may be experienced
differently from Eastern cultures (Carpenter et al., 2019). Western cultures, known
for their individualistic self-concepts, may find it challenging to disregard feelings of
malicious envy triggered by upward social comparison. Furthermore, it’s been argued
that a certain degree of mindfulness is necessary to create enough distance from one’s
negative experiences for feelings of self-compassion to emerge (Neff, 2003). In the
current study, about three-quarters of the participants scored around 3 or less on the
mindfulness (FFMQ) scale, indicating that adults might lack sufficiently strong
mindfulness skills to consistently extend self-kindness during moments of harsh
judgment. Future research endeavors could consider a more diverse group regarding
DM to refine our understanding of mindfulness as a protective factor in managing
negative thoughts and emotions arising during SNS use.

The current results have important practical implications. With social media
becoming an integral part of daily life and children begin increasingly engaging with
SNSs at younger ages (C.S. Mott Children’s Hospital, 2021), it is crucial to equip
individuals with knowledge and tools to circumvent SNSs’ negative effects.
Mindfulness training emerges as a powerful tool to enhance social media literacy by

fostering awareness, critical thinking, and responsible usage. Mindfulness can enable
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individuals to recognize how SNSs influence their thoughts, emotions, and behaviors.
Through mindfulness, users can observe their reactions to content, assess its impact,
understand triggers for specific (negative) emotions, and adjust their use accordingly.
This approach encourages users to question information validity, evaluate biases,
and engage in critical thinking before accepting content — competences that are key
to social media literacy (Polanco-Levican & Salvo-Garrido, 2022). Notably, some
scholars have reported promising outcomes from mindfulness-based interventions in
addressing problematic social media use (Weaver & Swank, 2019). Various
techniques and programs, such as guided meditation, body scan exercises, mindful
breathing, and mindful movement (Call et al., 2014; Grossman et al., 2004; Huberty
et al., 2019) have been employed to teach mindfulness, progressively enhancing DM
over time (Kiken et al., 2015). The effectiveness of apps (Huberty et al., 2019) and
programs in schools (Zenner et al., 2014) delivering mindfulness training suggest
viable approaches to develop cognitive competences necessary for healthier SNS use.
The current findings warrant consideration in light of certain limitations. First,
given the correlational nature of this study, the causal relationship between DM and
self-esteem through social comparison is theoretical. Mindfulness literature
acknowledges a gap in our understanding of the causal link between DM and self-
esteem. Potentially, individuals comfortable with themselves are more predisposed to
being accepting and non-judgmental, suggesting that those with high self-esteem
might approach experiences more mindfully. Moving forward, future research should
delve deeper into understanding and differentiating the mechanisms underlying the
link between DM, an individual’s perceptions of social comparison, and self-esteem.
Second, our results relied on self-reports for social comparison. While social
comparison is typically viewed as an automatic and unconscious process, the scale
used in our study addresses conscious awareness of comparisons made when using
SNSs. It is plausible that mindfulness could still mitigate the effects of unconscious
upward social comparison. To address these limitations, future research could adopt a
longitudinal approach or experimentally induce mindfulness to assess its impact on

the process of social comparison within the context of SNSs and ultimately self-esteem.
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Conclusion
This study explored social comparisons among SNS users to understand how DM

might act protectively for self-esteem. While mindfulness doesn't eradicate social
comparison, it reshapes one's relationship with them, boosting self-esteem. More mindful
individuals tend to engage less in assimilative upward social comparisons and more in
downward ones. Being mindful while browsing SNSs may steer thoughts away from
unfavorable comparisons and toward self-kindness, fostering a more positive self-view.
Integrating mindfulness techniques into social media literacy programs offers a viable way

to reduce mental health issues among SNS users.
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