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Abstract

The rapid expansion of social media platforms has significantly altered patterns of
communication, self-expression, and social interaction. While social media offers opportunities for
connection and self-presentation, concerns have emerged regarding its psychological impact, particularly
on self-esteem. This paper examines the relationship between social media use and self-esteem through a
psychological lens. Drawing on Social Comparison Theory, Self-Presentation Theory, and contemporary
empirical studies, the paper explores how different patterns of social media engagement influence self-
evaluation and self-worth. The study highlights both the positive and negative effects of social media on
self-esteem, emphasizing the role of individual differences, usage patterns, and socio-cultural factors. The
paper concludes that social media’s impact on self-esteem is complex and mediated by psychological and
contextual variables rather than being inherently harmful or beneficial.
Keywords: Social media, self-esteem, social comparison, self-presentation, mental health.

Introduction

Social media has become an integral part of everyday life, particularly among
adolescents and young adults. Platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter provide
spaces for self-expression, social interaction, and identity construction. According to recent
estimates, individuals spend several hours daily engaging with social media, making it a
significant psychological environment (Kuss & Griffiths, 2017). This increased exposure has
raised concerns about its influence on mental health, especially self-esteem.

Self-esteem refers to an individual’s overall evaluation of self-worth and personal value
(Rosenberg, 1965). It plays a crucial role in psychological well-being, influencing emotional
regulation, motivation, and interpersonal relationships. Given that social media is heavily
centered on feedback, comparison, and self-presentation, it has the potential to shape self-esteem
in profound ways.

This paper seeks to analyze how social media affects self-esteem by examining
theoretical perspectives and empirical research. The central aim is to understand the
psychological mechanisms underlying this relationship and to identify factors that moderate or
mediate social media’s impact on self-esteem.

Conceptual and Theoretical Framework
1. Self-Esteem in Psychological Theory

Self-esteem is commonly conceptualized as either global or domain-specific. Global self-
esteem refers to a general sense of self-worth, whereas domain-specific self-esteem relates to
evaluations in particular areas such as appearance, academic competence, or social relationships
(Harter, 2012). Healthy self-esteem is associated with resilience and psychological well-being,
while low self-esteem has been linked to anxiety, depression, and social withdrawal.
2. Social Comparison Theory

Festinger’s (1954) Social Comparison Theory posits that individuals evaluate themselves
by comparing their abilities and attributes with others. Social media intensifies this process by
providing constant exposure to curated images and achievements of peers and influencers.

Creative Commons (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0)

This is an open access journal, and articles are distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International Public License, which allows others to remix,
tweak, and build upon the work noncommercially, as long as appropriate credit is given and the new
creations ae licensed under the identical terms.

Address for correspondence:

Dr. Pravin Baviskar, Head, Department of Psychology Karmaveer Bhaurao Patil College Vashi Navi
Mumbai

Email: pravin.baviskar00@gmail.com

How to cite this article:

Baviskar, P. (2026). Social Media and Self-Esteem: A Psychological Analysis. Bulletin of Nexus Journal,
3(2), 94-98. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.19849151

94


https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3065-7865
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.19849151
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.19849151
https://bnir.us/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/legalcode.en
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/legalcode.en
mailto:pravin.baviskar00@gmail.com
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.19849151
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/legalcode.en

These comparisons are often upward, leading
individuals to compare themselves with those
perceived as more successful or attractive, which
can negatively affect self-esteem.
3. Self-Presentation Theory

Self-Presentation Theory suggests that
individuals actively manage how they are
perceived by others (Goffman, 1959). On social
media, users selectively present idealized versions
of themselves, emphasizing positive traits while
concealing flaws. While such self-presentation may
enhance short-term self-esteem through validation,
it can also create pressure to maintain unrealistic
standards, potentially undermining authentic self-
worth.

Review of Related Literature

Early research on media and self-esteem
focused primarily on traditional media such as
television and magazines. These studies found
associations between media exposure and body
dissatisfaction, particularly among women (Groesz
et al, 2002). With the rise of social media,
researchers have shifted attention to interactive
digital environments.

Several studies indicate a negative
relationship between excessive social media use
and self-esteem. Vogel et al. (2014) found that
frequent Facebook use was associated with lower
self-esteem due to increased social comparison.
Similarly, passive consumption of content—such as
scrolling without interaction—has been linked to
decreased life satisfaction and self-esteem (Verduyn
et al., 2015).

However, other studies suggest that social
media can enhance self-esteem by providing social
support and opportunities for self-expression.
Positive feedback, such as likes and comments, can
temporarily boost self-esteem, particularly among
individuals with lower offline social support
(Nadkarni & Hofmann, 2012). These mixed findings
indicate that the relationship between social media
and self-esteem is complex and context-dependent.

Patterns of Social Media Use and Psychological
Mechanisms

The psychological impact of social media on
self-esteem is not uniform; rather, it is significantly
shaped by patterns of usage and underlying
cognitive mechanisms. Research increasingly
suggests that how individuals engage with social
media platforms is more consequential than how
much time they spend on them. A key distinction in
this regard is between active and passive social
media use. Active use involves posting content,
commenting, messaging, and direct interaction,
whereas passive use primarily consists of browsing,
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scrolling, and  observing others  without
engagement.

Passive consumption has been consistently
associated with negative psychological outcomes,
particularly lower self-esteem. When users
passively view curated representations of others’
lives, they are more likely to engage in upward
social comparison, evaluating themselves against
idealized images of success, beauty, and happiness.
According to Leon Festinger’s Social Comparison
Theory, individuals assess their own worth by
comparing themselves with others. Social media
platforms intensify this process by providing a
continuous stream of comparison targets, often
filtered and strategically edited to highlight positive
aspects. Such comparisons can distort self-
perception and contribute to feelings of inadequacy.

Another crucial psychological mechanism is
self-presentation. Drawing on Erving Goffman’s
concept of impression management, social media
users actively construct online identities by
selectively ~sharing favorable content while
concealing vulnerabilities. This curated self-
presentation creates pressure to maintain an
idealized persona, which can lead to discrepancies
between one’s real and online selves. Over time,
this discrepancy may erode authentic self-esteem
and increase anxiety related to social validation.

The role of feedback mechanisms, such as
likes, comments, and shares, is also central. These
features function as quantifiable indicators of social
approval and can condition users to seek external
validation. ~ While  positive  feedback  may
temporarily enhance self-esteem, dependence on
such validation can make self-worth contingent on
online responses rather than intrinsic self-
acceptance. Negative or insufficient feedback,
conversely, may lead to self-doubt and diminished
self-esteem.

Additionally, visual culture plays a
dominant role in shaping psychological responses.
Image-based platforms prioritize appearance,
lifestyle, and material success, reinforcing narrow
standards of attractiveness and achievement.
Algorithmic curation further amplifies these effects
by repeatedly exposing users to content that aligns
with aspirational or idealized norms. The
phenomenon of Fear of Missing Out (FoMO)
emerges from this environment, intensifying
feelings of exclusion and dissatisfaction when users
perceive others as leading more fulfilling lives.

In sum, patterns of social media use interact
with psychological mechanisms such as social
comparison, self-presentation, and validation-
seeking to influence self-esteem. These mechanisms
explain why social media can undermine self-
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worth, particularly when engagement is passive,
comparison-driven, and externally validated.

Impact of Social Media on Self-Esteem

The impact of social media on self-esteem is
multifaceted and varies across age groups,
psychological domains, and social experiences.
While social media offers opportunities for
connection and affirmation, its structure often
promotes comparison, evaluation, and exposure to
negative feedback, all of which can significantly
influence self-esteem.

Adolescents and young adults are
particularly vulnerable to social media’s effects due
to ongoing identity development and heightened
sensitivity to peer evaluation. During this stage,
self-esteem is more malleable and strongly
influenced by social feedback. Empirical studies
indicate that frequent social media use among
adolescents is associated with lower self-esteem,
especially when use involves comparison with
peers and influencers. Exposure to idealized
portrayals of success and popularity can create
unrealistic standards, leading individuals to
perceive themselves as inadequate or unsuccessful.

One of the most extensively studied
domains is appearance-based self-esteem. Social
media platforms often emphasize physical
attractiveness through images, filters, and beauty-
enhancing technologies. This visual emphasis
contributes to body dissatisfaction, particularly
among young women, though recent research
shows increasing effects on men as well. Repeated
exposure to idealized bodies fosters internalization
of unrealistic beauty norms, resulting in negative
self-evaluation and reduced self-esteem. Over time,
dissatisfaction with appearance can generalize into
broader feelings of low self-worth.

Social media also affects academic, social,
and professional self-esteem. Constant exposure to
peers’ achievements—such as academic success,
career milestones, or lifestyle accomplishments—
can provoke feelings of inferiority and self-doubt.
Users may interpret others’ successes as indicators
of their own failure, even when such
representations are incomplete or exaggerated. This
form of comparison is particularly harmful when
individuals already possess low baseline self-
esteem.

Another significant factor influencing self-
esteem is cyberbullying and negative online
interaction. Unlike traditional bullying,
cyberbullying is pervasive, persistent, and difficult
to escape. Victims of online harassment frequently
report diminished self-esteem, increased anxiety,
and depressive symptoms. Negative comments,
public criticism, or social exclusion online can

ISSN: 3065-7865
Bulletin of Nexus, Volume 3] Issue 2 | February 2026
Website: https.//bnir.us

deeply affect self-worth, especially when such
experiences are visible to a wide audience.

Despite these negative outcomes, social
media can also exert positive effects on self-esteem
under certain conditions. Supportive interactions,
community belonging, and positive reinforcement
can enhance self-worth, particularly for individuals
who lack offline social support. Marginalized
individuals may find validation and identity
affirmation through online communities.

Overall, the impact of social media on self-
esteem is neither wholly detrimental nor
universally beneficial. Its effects depend on
individual vulnerability, type of engagement, and
the nature of online interactions. Understanding
these nuances is essential for developing balanced
psychological perspectives on social media use.

Moderating and Mediating Factors

The relationship between social media use
and self-esteem is significantly influenced by
moderating and mediating variables that shape
individual experiences. These factors explain why
some users experience psychological harm while
others benefit from social media engagement.

Personality traits play a crucial moderating
role. Individuals high in neuroticism tend to be
more sensitive to negative feedback and social
comparison, making them more vulnerable to
declines in self-esteem. Conversely, individuals
with high levels of extraversion and emotional
stability may experience fewer negative effects due
to stronger offline social support and resilience.
Self-esteem itself also functions as a mediator;
individuals with low baseline self-esteem are more
likely to engage in comparison-driven and
validation-seeking behaviors, reinforcing negative
self-perceptions.

Gender differences further mediate social
media’s impact. Research indicates that women are
more susceptible to appearance-based comparisons,
while men may be more affected by status-related
indicators such as wealth or professional success.
These differences reflect broader socio-cultural
expectations regarding gender roles and self-worth.
Consequently, social media amplifies existing
societal pressures rather than creating them
independently.

Cultural context is another important
moderating factor. In collectivist cultures, self-
esteem is often relational and shaped by group
belonging rather than individual achievement.
Social media interactions in such contexts may
emphasize social harmony and community
validation, altering the nature of comparison and
self-evaluation. In contrast, individualistic cultures
prioritize personal success and self-promotion,
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which may intensify competitive comparison and
self-esteem vulnerability.

Digital literacy and self-regulation act as
protective mediators. Users who are aware of the
curated nature of online content and who practice
mindful engagement are less likely to internalize
harmful comparisons. Self-regulation strategies—
such as limiting screen time, curating one’s feed,
and disengaging from toxic interactions—can
significantly buffer negative psychological effects.

Finally, social support systems, both online
and offline, mediate the relationship between social
media and self-esteem. Individuals with strong
support networks are more resilient to negative
feedback and comparison, whereas socially isolated
individuals may rely excessively on online
validation. For the latter group, fluctuations in
online feedback can disproportionately affect self-
worth.

Social media’s impact on self-esteem is
shaped by a complex interaction of personality,
gender, culture, and self-regulatory capacities.
Recognizing these moderating and mediating
factors allows for a more nuanced psychological
understanding and highlights the importance of
individualized approaches to digital well-being.

Methodological Considerations

Most studies in this area employ self-report
measures, such as the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale
(Rosenberg, 1965) and social media usage
questionnaires. While these tools are widely
validated, self-report bias remains a limitation.
Cross-sectional designs dominate the literature,
limiting causal interpretations. Longitudinal and
experimental studies are needed to establish
directionality in the relationship between social
media use and self-esteem.

Implications of the Study

Understanding the psychological
relationship between social media and self-esteem
has important implications for mental health
interventions, education, and policy. Schools and
universities can promote digital well-being
programs that encourage healthy online behavior.
Mental health professionals can incorporate
discussions of social media use into counseling and
therapy. Additionally, social media platforms bear
ethical responsibility in designing features that
minimize harmful comparison and promote
positive interaction.

Conclusion

This paper demonstrates that social media
has a multifaceted relationship with self-esteem.
While it offers opportunities for connection,
validation, and self-expression, it also intensifies
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social comparison, appearance concerns, and
vulnerability to negative feedback. The impact of
social media on self-esteem is mediated by
individual differences, usage patterns, and socio-
cultural contexts. Rather than framing social media
as inherently harmful, psychological research
should focus on promoting mindful usage and
strengthening protective factors. Social media,
when used consciously, can support rather than
undermine psychological well-being.
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