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Article Info  Abstract 

DOI:  10.29329/jsomer.47  This study examined the validity and reliability of the Weight Stigma Exposure 
Inventory (WeSEI), Chinese version, among the Hong Kong population. The WeSEI was 
developed by Ruckwongpatr et al. (2025) and then translated by the present authors 
to Chinese for the Hong Kong population. The study recruited 949 Hong Kong adults 
(Meanage = 23.07; 68.6% female) to complete the 35-item WeSEI, a self-report 
instrument with seven factors (television sources, traditional media sources, social 
media sources, parental sources, extraneous sources, significant other sources, and 
friends sources). The seven factors assess how participants observed (or were 
exposed to) weight stigma from different sources. The psychometric properties of the 
scale analyzed in the present study included factor structure using confirmatory 
factor analysis (CFA), internal consistency using McDonald's ω and Cronbach's α, 
discriminant validity using heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratio, and convergent validity 
using average variance extracted (AVE) values. Pearson correlations with related 
measures, such as the Depression Anxiety Stress Scale (DASS-21), Tendency to Avoid 
Physical Activity and Sport (TAPAS), Weight Self-Stigma Questionnaire (WSSQ), and 
Perceived Weight Stigmatization Scale (PWSS), were used to assess WeSEI’s 
concurrent validity. The findings indicate that the WeSEI has a confirmed seven-factor 
structure, possesses high internal consistency, and exhibits acceptable convergent 
and discriminant validity. The WeSEI total score and its subscale scores showed 
statistically positive correlations with the other measures used. The WeSEI Chinese 
version can be used as a valid and reliable self-report psychometric tool for assessing 
Hong Kong participants' exposure to weight stigma in future research. 
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1. Introduction 

Weight Stigma (WS) is a common form of prejudice and discrimination against individuals who are 

overweight or obese (i.e., those having a higher weight). This stigma manifests in various ways in the media, 

healthcare services, and interpersonal relationships, particularly among parents and peers (de Macêdo et al., 

2022; Lessard & Puhl, 2021; Panza et al., 2023; Pearl et al., 2015). Weight Stigma Exposure (WSE), the exposure 

of individuals to negative attitudes and behaviors to overweight/obesity, is how an individual observes the weight 

stigma scenarios/situations. These scenarios have significant and detrimental effects on public health. Research 

demonstrates the devastating effects of WSE on both physical and mental health outcomes. At the physiological 

level, exposure to weight stigma has been shown to lead to significant increases in blood pressure and heart 

rate, especially in obese women with high blood pressure (Panza et al., 2023). Psychologically, Perceived Weight 

Stigma (PWS) and Weight Self-Stigma (WSS) are strongly associated with psychological distress such as 

depression, anxiety, and stress (Ahorsu et al., 2024; Alimoradi et al., 2020; Chan et al., 2019; Cheng et al., 2018; 

Huang et al., 2024; Lin et al., 2020a; Lin et al., 2020b).  

Even in pre-adolescence, WS is linked to internalizing symptoms and mental health problems (Zancu & 

Diaconu-Gherasim, 2024). At the behavioral level, WSE can lead to disordered eating patterns such as binge 

eating, eating addiction, and problematic eating behaviors in general (Ahorsu et al., 2020; Cheng et al., 2018; 

Fung et al., 2024; Huang et al., 2024; Lin et al., 2020a). Furthermore, WS may reduce individuals' enjoyment of 

physical activity and increase their tendency to avoid physical activity. This may contribute to increased 

sedentary lifestyles (Bevan et al., 2021; Ruckwongpatr et al., 2021; Saffari et al., 2024; Soraci et al., 2024). 

Paradoxically, in some individuals who have experienced stigma in the past, exposure to stigmatizing media 

may result in a short-term increase in exercise intention and behavior; however, this effect is associated with a 

"pursuit of thinness" that carries a risk of long-term adverse health outcomes (Pearl et al., 2015). WS can also 

negatively impact body self-esteem and lead to body dissatisfaction (Lessard & Puhl, 2021; Soraci et al., 2024; 

Zancu & Diaconu-Gherasim, 2024). Rather than actual weight, how an individual perceives their weight may 

play a more important role in the experience of peer bullying (Lin et al., 2018). 

The adverse effects of WS often manifest through mediating mechanisms such as WSS and psychological 

distress (Huang et al., 2024; Saffari et al., 2024; Zancu & Diaconu-Gherasim, 2024). Furthermore, technology 

addictions such as smartphone addiction and problematic internet use may also exacerbate physical inactivity 

by influencing the relationship between weight self-stigma and physical activity (Liu et al., 2022; Saffari et al., 

2022). Increased media exposure of WS and its effects on adolescents' body dissatisfaction have also been 

examined during the COVID-19 pandemic (de Macêdo et al., 2022; Fung et al., 2021; Lessard & Puhl, 2021). 

Research demonstrates the profoundly devastating effects of exposure to WS on individuals' physical and 

mental health. Given these wide-ranging impacts, it becomes essential to engage key stakeholders across 

multiple sectors. Healthcare providers, researchers, public health policymakers, and educators must understand 

and address the issue of WS (Alimoradi et al., 2020; Panza et al., 2023). Early interventions to prevent WS, 

especially during pre-adolescence (Zancu & Diaconu-Gherasim, 2024), and strategies targeting stigma and 

internalized bias (Saffari et al., 2024) play a vital role in promoting physical activity and improving overall health. 

Reducing weight stigma and increasing awareness can support individuals in engaging in healthy behaviors 

and preventing associated negative health outcomes. 

Scales assessing perceived and self-stigmatized weight stigma (Perceived Weight Stigma Scale [PWSS], 

Weight Self-Stigma Questionnaire [WSSQ], Weight Bias Internalization Scale [WBIS], Modified Weight Bias 

Internalization Scale [WBIS-M]) have been found valid and reliable in different populations (Chinese 

adolescents, Iranian adolescents, Asian children, university students; Ahorsu et al., 2024; Lin et al., 2020b; 

Pakpour et al., 2019; Rozzell-Voss et al., 2024). In the literature, the WSSQ (Lillis et al., 2010) and PWSS (Cheng 

et al., 2018) are widely used to assess WS. However, scales assessing WSE or observed WS are relatively 

insufficient in the literature when compared to WSS or PWS. When assessing WSE, the exposure could be from 

interpersonal (e.g., family members) and non-interpersonal sources (e.g., social media posts; Ruckwongpatr et 

al., 2021). To the best of the present authors’ knowledge, only one measures assess WSE using both sources: 

the Weight Stigma Exposure Inventory (WeSEI; Ruckwongpatr et al., 2021). 

The WeSEI has also been adapted for use in different cultures, including two additional regions that use 

Chinese as the official language (i.e., Taiwan and mainland China; Ruckwongpatr et al., 2021). Apart from 

Chinese versions for Taiwanese and Chinese, the WeSEI has been validated in a Malay version (Gan et al., 2025) 

and a Turkish version (Çarkıt et al., 2025); both Malay and Turkish versions of WeSEI were found to have a 

seven-factor structure concurring with the original WeSEI version. The seven-factor structure was then found to 

be invariant across gender and weight status groups (Gan et al., 2025). Moreover, internal consistency of the 
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WeSEI was satisfactory in both Malay and Turkish versions (Çarkıt et al., 2025; Gan et al., 2025). Therefore, 

WeSEI can be considered as a culturally robust measure. To quantify WSE among the Hong Kong population, 

the present study aimed to validate the Chinese version of WeSEI developed by Ruckwongpatr et al. (2021) in 

the Hong Kong population. 

2. Method 

2.1. Participants 

The study was conducted on 949 Hong Kong adults (women = 68.6%; male = 31.4%). The participants 

were reached by convenience sampling method, which is one of the non-probability sampling methods. The 

mean age of the participants was 23.07 years old with S.D. = 5.27 (range = 18-67 years). The majority of the 

participants is single (95%). The mean height of the participants is 165 cm with S.D. = 8.05 cm (range = 142 - 

190 cm). Their mean weight is 57.79 kg with S.D. = 11.59 kg (range = 35 - 160 kg). 

2.2. Weight Stigma Exposure Inventory (WeSEI) 

The WeSEI has been translated into Chinese for Taiwanese and Chinese populations (Ruckwongpatr et 

al., 2025). Therefore, the present study used the Chinese WeSEI to pilot test on several Hong Kong people to 

evaluate whether its content can be understandable in this population. In general, all WeSEI item contents can 

be interpreted by the pilot participants without difficulties. Therefore, the WeSEI Chinese version is finalized for 

formal psychometric testing among Hong Kong people. WeSEI is a seven-factor instrument (television sources, 

traditional media sources, social media sources, parental sources, extraneous sources, significant other sources, 

and friends sources) comprising a total of 35 self-reported psychometric items, with five items in each factor. 

The validity and reliability of the original WeSEI have been tested on Taiwanese young adults, Chinese 

adolescents, and Chinese young adults with good reliability (Ruckwongpatr et al., 2025). The original five-point 

Likert scale (1 = Never, 2 = Seldom, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Often, 5 = Almost always) was retained to align with 

the original WeSEI. The construct validity, criterion validity, and reliability of the scale were analyzed on a group 

of 949 Hong Kong adult participants in the present study. 

2.3. Other Measures 

Different measures were used to examine the concurrent validity of WeSEI. The structural information of 

the scales and the internal consistency coefficients calculated in this study are presented below. 

2.3.1. Depression Anxiety Stress Scale-21 (DASS -21) 

The DASS-21 (Henry & Crawford, 2005) is the short form of the DASS (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). It 

was developed with three subscales to measure depression (seven items; sample item = I felt that life was 

meaningless), anxiety (seven items; sample item = I felt scared without any good reason) and stress (seven 

items; sample item = I felt that I was rather touchy). Items are rated on a four-point scale from 0 (Did not apply 

to me at all) to 3 (Applied to me very much, or most of the time). McDonald's ω and Cronbach's α internal 

consistency coefficients calculated for the DASS-21 subscales were between .822 and .899 and .808 and .893. 

2.3.2. Tendency to Avoid Physical Activity and Sport (TAPAS) 

The TAPAS (Bevan et al., 2022; Fan et al., 2023) assesses participants' physical activity and sport contexts, 

consists of a total of 10 items. Items are rated on a five-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree), with higher scores indicating a greater tendency to avoid physical activity or sport (Sample item = I 

avoid physical activity because I might get teased about my weight). Calculated McDonald's ω and Cronbach's 

α internal consistency coefficients were .936 and .933, respectively. 

2.3.3. Weight Self-Stigma Questionnaire (WSSQ) 

The WSSQ was used to assess participants' perceptions of weight-related self-stigma (Lillis et al., 2010). 

It has 12 items and is self-rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree). Higher scores on the WSSQ indicate greater weight-based self-stigma (Sample item = I became 

overweight because I am a weak person). Calculated McDonald's ω and Cronbach's α internal consistency 

coefficients were 0.928 and 0.926, respectively. 

2.3.4. Perceived Weight Stigmatization Scale (PWSS) 

Participants' perceived weight stigma was assessed with PWSS (Cheng et al., 2018). The PWSS contains 

10 items, and all items are rated on a dichotomous scale of 1 (yes) and 0 (no), with higher PWSS scores reflecting 
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higher perceived weight stigma (Sample item = People pretend to be afraid of you). Calculated McDonald's ω 

and Cronbach's α internal consistency coefficients were 0.664 and 0.660, respectively. 

2.4. Statistical Analysis 

Jeffreys's Amazing Statistics Program (JASP version 0.18.3) was used in all analyses. A CFA was 

conducted to verify whether the original factor structure of the WeSEI was validated. The following fit indices 

calculated from CFA were used to describe whether the factor structure of the original scale was confirmed: 

comparative fit index (CFI) > .90, incremental fit index (IFI) > .90, root mean square error of approximation 

(RMSEA) < .08, and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) < .08) (Byrne, 2016; Kline, 2023). The entire 

WeSEI and its sub-dimensions were analyzed for internal consistency using both McDonald's ω and Cronbach's 

α. An internal consistency coefficient value (i.e., ω or α) > 0.80 indicates a high degree of scale reliability (George 

& Mallery, 2019). Then, the heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratio method was used to examine the discriminant 

validity of the WeSEI. According to Kline (2023), discriminant validity is supported when the HTMT ratio is < 

0.85. Additionally, average variation extracted (AVE) values were calculated to assess the convergent validity of 

WeSEI's sub-dimensions. AVE values > .05 are sufficient for convergent validity (Shrestha, 2021). 

The entire WeSEI and its sub-dimensions were examined for their concurrent validity with relevant 

measures (i.e., DASS-21, TAPAS, WSSQ, and PWSS). Pearson's product-moment correlations were used for 

concurrent validity, provided that all measure scores met the assumption of normality (Wilcox, 2017). In the 

present study, skewness and kurtosis coefficients were between -2.0 and + 2.0 indicating normal distribution 

(Hair et al., 2010) for all the measures. Therefore, Pearson’s correlations are appropriate to assess concurrent 

validity in the present study. 

3. Results 

Table 1 presents the CFA results for the WeSEI. The seven-factor structure of the WeSEI was confirmed 

by the acceptable fit obtained from the CFA, using data from 949 participants. AVE values of the factors were 

calculated to assess convergent validity, and an HTMT analysis was conducted to evaluate discriminant validity. 

Convergent validity was supported because the AVE value calculated for each factor was > .50, and discriminant 

validity was supported because the HTMT ratio of factor loadings was < .85. 

Table 1. Scale Properties of the Weight Stigma Exposure Inventory (WeSEI) 

 WeSEI Social 

media 

sources 

Traditional 

media 

sources 

Television 

sources 

Parent 

sources 

Friend 

sources 

Significant 

others 

sources 

Stranger 

source 

McDonald’s ω .947 .882 .936 .934 .899 .884 .904 .929 

Cronbach’s α .960 .891 .939 .932 .899 .895 .913 .938 

CFA         

 CFI .901 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

 IFI .901 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

 RMSEA .078 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

 SRMR .056 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

HTMT method         

Social media 

sources 

-- --       

Traditional 

media sources 

-- .598 --      

Television  

sources 

-- .632 .632 --     

Parent  

sources 

-- .433 .452 .465 --    

Friend  

sources 

-- .568 .522 .510 .656 --   

Significant 

others sources 

-- .409 .492 .454 .646 .704 --  

Stranger  

source 

-- .597 .519 .565 .420 .592 .422 -- 

AVE -- .621 .754 .738 .661 .633 .695 .752 

Note. CFA = confirmatory factor analysis; CFI = comparative fit index; IFI = incremental fit index; RMSEA = root mean square error of 

approximation; SRMR = standardized root mean square residual; HTMT = heterotrait-monotrait ratio; AVE = average variance extracted. 

 

Additionally, the internal consistency of the entire WeSEI and all its sub-dimensions was calculated and 

presented in Table 1. It was found that the entire WeSEI and its sub-dimensions were reliable. In addition, 
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McDonald's ω and Cronbach's α values were also calculated for the internal consistency and presented in Table 

1. It was observed that the whole WeSEI and its sub-dimensions were reliable. 

Table 2 presents the correlations between the entire WeSEI, its sub-dimensions, the DASS-21’s subscales 

(i.e., depression, anxiety, and stress), TAPAS, WSSQ, and PWSS. The entire WeSEI and its sub-dimensions (i.e., 

social media sources, traditional media sources, television sources, parent sources, friend sources, significant 

others sources, and stranger sources), as well as the DASS-21’s subscales, TAPAS, WSSQ, and PWSS, exhibit a 

statistically positive correlation.  

4. Discussion 

This study aimed to investigate the reliability and validity of the Chinese version of the WeSEI in a Hong 

Kong sample. The findings clearly indicate that the WeSEI Chinese version, similar to other WeSEI language 

versions (Çarkıt et al., 2025; Gan et al., 2025; Ruckwongpatr et al., 2025), is a valid and reliable self-reported 

psychometric instrument for assessing WSE. The present findings extend the use of WeSEI from Taiwan, 

mainland China, Malaysia, and Türkiye to the Hong Kong population. 

Table 2. Concurrent Validity of the Weight Stigma Exposure Inventory (WeSEI)  

Measures Pearson correlation with an external criterion measure Descriptive statistics 

 Depression Anxiety Stress TAPAS WSSQ PWSS Mean 

(SD) 

Skewness Kurtosis 

WeSEI total scale .23 .24 .28 .27 .29 .32 2.27 (.70) .16 -.37 

Social media sources .20 .18 .23 .22 .21 .24 2.65 (.94) -.05 -.58 

Traditional media 

sources 

.14 .15 .17 .20 .21 .22 2.16 (.94) .50 -.50 

Television sources .15 .17 .22 .18 .14 .18 2.72 (.96) -.21 -.64 

Parent sources .21 .19 .23 .24 .30 .29 1.98 (.90) .71 -.05 

Friend sources .19 .22 .22 .21 .25 .27 2.13 (.89) .49 -.36 

Significant others 

sources 

.20 .23 .21 .20 .25 .27 1.82 (.86) .86 .09 

Stranger source .16 .14 .20 .21 .17 .22 2.42 

(1.03) 

.15 -.95 

Depression --      .68 (.64) 1.11 .83 

Anxiety .72 --     .59 (.53) .98 .51 

Stress .77 .77 --    .91 (.66) .51 -.53 

TAPAS .29 .29 .31 --   2.55 (.92) .37 -.57 

WSSQ .34 .30 .30 .63 --  2.25 (.82) .32 -.57 

PWSS .32 .31 .32 .31 .37 -- .08 (.13) 1.69 1.86 

Note. N = 949; all p <. 01; Depression, Anxiety, and Stress were measured using the Depression, Anxiety, Stress Scale-21; TAPAS 

= Tendency to Avoid Physical Activity and Sport; WSSQ = Weight Self-Stigma Questionnaire; PWSS = Perceived Weight 

Stigmatization Scale; SD = standard deviation. 

 

The CFA results confirmed the original seven-factor structure of the WeSEI. This indicates that the scale 

retains the intended structure in the Hong Kong context. The confirmation of the seven-factor structure of the 

Chinese version for Hong Kong people is consistent with findings from previous adaptations of the WeSEI to 

Malay (Gan et al., 2025) and Turkish (Çarkıt et al., 2025) cultures. This consistency reinforces that the WeSEI is 

a robust measurement tool in different cultural contexts. 

WeSEI and its sub-dimensions were found to have high internal consistency. Both McDonald's ω and 

Cronbach's α values meet the high reliability threshold (above .80) for the overall scale and all subscales. This 

suggests that the scale items consistently measure the same construct and that the WeSEI provides reliable 

measures in the Hong Kong population. In addition, it was determined that WeSEI has acceptable convergent 

and discriminant validity. The AVE values calculated for the factors are above .50, which supports convergent 

validity, and the HTMT ratios are below .85, which supports discriminant validity. These findings reveal that 

WeSEI can distinguish the construct it aims to measure from other constructs and is consistent within its own 

factors. 

Moreover, the WeSEI and its subscales demonstrated statistically significant positive correlations with 

relevant external measures (i.e., DASS-21, TAPAS, WSSQ, and PWSS), thereby establishing the concurrent validity 

of the scale. These correlations are in line with existing literature showing that exposure to WS is associated 

with individuals' psychological distress (i.e., depression, anxiety, stress), tendency to avoid physical activity, and 

levels of WSS (Ahorsu et al., 2024; Alimoradi et al., 2020; Bevan et al., 2021; Chan et al., 2019; Cheng et al., 

2018; Fung et al., 2024; Huang et al., 2024; Lin et al., 2020a; Ruckwongpatr et al., 2021; Saffari et al., 2024; 
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Soraci et al., 2024). WS has physiological effects such as increased blood pressure and heart rate (e.g., Panza 

et al., 2023), as well as eating disorders (e.g., Ahorsu et al., 2020; Fung et al., 2024; Huang et al., 2024; Lin et 

al., 2020a), physical activity avoidance (e.g., Bevan et al., 2021; Ruckwongpatr et al., 2021; Saffari et al., 2024; 

Soraci et al., 2024) and body dissatisfaction (e.g., Lessard & Puhl, 2021; Soraci et al., 2024; Zancu & Diaconu-

Gherasim, 2024). The fact that the WeSEI is associated with these adverse outcomes suggests that the scale 

can reflect the wide range of effects of weight stigmatization. 

This study is significant in that it provides a culturally appropriate and robust tool for assessing WSE in 

the Hong Kong population. Unlike other existing WS scales, the WeSEI comprehensively assesses interpersonal 

and non-interpersonal sources of exposure, such as social media and family members, taking into account 

contemporary influences as well as traditional media sources (Ruckwongpatr et al., 2025). This broad scope is 

important for understanding the multifaceted nature of weight stigmatization in today's society. Weight 

stigmatization is a pervasive form of prejudice and discrimination that has devastating effects on public health. 

This issue must be understood and addressed by healthcare providers, researchers, public health policy makers, 

and educators (Alimoradi et al., 2020; Panza et al., 2023). The validation of the Chinese version of the WeSEI as 

a valid and reliable instrument among Hong Kong population will provide a solid foundation for future research. 

In particular, the WeSEI could be used in the development of early interventions to prevent WSE in pre-

adolescence (Zancu & Diaconu-Gherasim, 2024) and strategies targeting internalized bias (Saffari et al., 2024). 

The fact that WeSEI provides a general framework that allows comparative analysis of the results of different 

studies will contribute to the advancement of weight stigma research internationally. 

5.1. Limitations and Future Research 

This study employed a cross-sectional design, which may limit the ability to make direct inferences about 

cause-and-effect relationships. Future research could include longitudinal studies to better understand the long-

term effects and mediating mechanisms of exposure to WS. Furthermore, validity and reliability studies of the 

WeSEI in other cultural contexts would further reinforce the scale's generalizability. Testing the WeSEI in clinical 

populations and across different age groups may also enhance the scale's applicability. Finally, using the WeSEI 

to evaluate the effectiveness of weight stigma intervention programmes will provide valuable information for 

practitioners. Such an evaluation is critical, given that weight stigma has devastating effects on public health 

and needs to be understood and addressed by healthcare providers, researchers, public health policymakers, 

and educators. 

5. Conclusion 

As a result, the Chinese version of WeSEI has acceptable psychometric properties (i.e., internal 

consistency, concurrent validity, convergent validity, and discriminant validity) among Hong Kong population. 

The Chinese version of the WeSEI is a valid and reliable self-report psychometric tool for assessing Hong Kong 

participants' exposure to weight stigma in future research. The Chinese version of WeSEI, similar to WeSE in 

other language versions, offers a general framework for comparative analysis of results from various studies. 

The validation of this valid and reliable instrument will provide a solid foundation for future research and 

support the development of early interventions (especially in pre-adolescence) and strategies targeting 

internalized bias. 
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DOI:  10.29329/jsomer.33   Previous research indicates that viewing images of bodies on social media 

can have an adverse effect on how individuals feel about their own bodies. 
Prior research has presented stimuli in various contexts, with some studies 
employing a lab-based approach and others attempting to replicate the 
social media context. However, there has been little research that considers 
how seeing these images in different contexts might have different effects. 
Methodological issues, such as these, have been highlighted as limiting the 
conclusions we can draw about the impact of social media on various well-
being measures, including disordered eating and body satisfaction. In this 
study, we recruited 230 female participants via a university participation 
platform and exposed them to social media-style images of bodies, either 
in the lab or on a social media profile that they viewed on their own device. 
We then measured body satisfaction and body size judgments before and 
after this exposure. Results indicate that seeing images in a social media 
context, specifically in the Instagram app, seems to have a different impact 
than seeing the same images in a lab setting, such that in a lab setting 
there were no changes to body satisfaction or size estimation, but when 
using the smartphone app participants experienced changes in these 
measures. We also note that the effect of seeing these images is related to 
individual social media use and underlying disordered eating thoughts and 
behaviours. Future research should consider in more depth the 
characteristics of social media platforms that might exacerbate negative 
effects of seeing content in these contexts.  
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1. Introduction 

Social media is among the most popular ways to spend time online, with roughly 70% of internet users 

in the UK engaging with social media platforms (ONS, 2020). Instagram is especially popular, reporting one 

billion users in 2018—a number that has likely increased since then (Instagram, 2018). As a photo-based 

sharing platform, Instagram is particularly relevant when examining the influence of social media on our 

perceptions of our bodies. Recent reviews have noted that certain types of content, such as fitspiration images, 

can have particularly harmful effects on body satisfaction and related disordered eating behaviors 

(Vandenbosch et al., 2022; Powell & Pring, 2024; Ladwig et al., 2024). However, earlier research in this area 

has been limited by a lack of ecological validity, especially regarding how stimuli are presented within the 

platform, a common issue in social media research (Orben, 2020). Eating disorders are serious and potentially 

life-threatening mental health conditions, including anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa, binge eating disorder, 

and others, characterized by a range of symptoms such as disrupted eating patterns (restriction or bingeing), 

preoccupation with weight or shape, engagement in compensatory behaviors (excessive exercise, purging), and 

more (APA, 2013). Research shows that ‘sub-clinical’ disordered eating is highly prevalent across various 

communities (Carey et al., 2019). Although disordered eating may not meet the criteria for a formal diagnosis, 

it can significantly impact an individual’s well-being and quality of life. We use the term disordered eating to 

encompass these experiences, acknowledging that it is not possible to determine whether a participant meets 

the criteria for an eating disorder diagnosis.  

Fitspiration aims to motivate followers to adopt a healthier lifestyle through good eating habits and 

exercise (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). It can be found by searching hashtags like #fitspiration or #fitspo, or 

it can appear unintentionally in a user’s feed. Content analysis of what is labeled as "fitspiration" reveals that 

there is a predominantly one type of body displayed – one that is thin and toned (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015; 

Nuss et al., 2024; Pryde et al., 2024). The idea that other users on Instagram are peers may lead to appearance 

and health-related social comparisons, which, along with easy access, could make fitspiration content especially 

influential on a user’s body satisfaction. This content implicitly suggests that only one type of body can be 

healthy and attractive. Following ‘health and fitness’ accounts that post fitspiration on Instagram is linked to 

higher internalization of the thin ideal, a stronger drive for thinness, and disordered eating behaviors (Cohen et 

al., 2017; Xu, 2024). Much of fitspiration content consists of selfies—photos individuals take of themselves 

(Diefenbach & Christoforakus, 2017). Some research suggests that selfie activities, rather than general social 

media use, are more closely linked to body image and eating concerns (Cohen, Newton-John, & Slater, 2017). 

Regularly viewing selfies has also been linked to lower life satisfaction and self-esteem (Wang, Yang, & Haigh, 

2017). Despite selfies being common on social media, little research has examined how viewing these images 

might affect body satisfaction. Selfies are unique because of the visual angle from which they are taken. The 

angle from which a body is viewed influences aesthetic judgments. For example, large bodies are rated as 

significantly less attractive from an allocentric (observer) perspective compared to an egocentric perspective 

(viewed as if from the eyes in the head), and bodies from an allocentric perspective are judged as weighing 

more than from an egocentric view, especially for larger bodies (Carey et al., 2019). Selfies are often perceived 

as slimmer than images of bodies taken from other angles, and differences in perceived attractiveness between 

perspectives relate to eating disorder vulnerability. Those who are more vulnerable tend to rate selfies as more 

attractive, which could put them at higher risk of negative effects on body satisfaction, particularly from selfies 

(Knight & Preston, 2023). Since taking and viewing selfies has been shown to negatively impact body image 

and self-esteem (Veldhuis, Alleva, de Vaate, Keijer, & Konijn, 2020), and selfies tend to portray bodies in a 

slimmer light than those seen from other angles, selfies may be especially influential on the body satisfaction 

of viewers.  

Although a body of research highlights how fitspiration can affect our thoughts and feelings about our 

bodies, there has been no research to date examining whether this kind of content also influences our perception 

of body size. Body size estimation differs in women with eating disorders compared to women without them, as 

they are often found to perceive their bodies as larger than they actually are (Keizer et al., 2013; Stice, 2002; 

Stice & Shaw, 2002). Perception of body size is linked both behaviorally and neurologically to how we feel about 

our bodies (Preston & Ehrsson, 2014, 2016, 2018). Therefore, it is essential to investigate whether social media 

negatively impacts body size perception in the same way it affects body satisfaction, a topic that has not yet 

been thoroughly examined in research.  

Many body size estimation tasks that aim to tap into perceptual experiences of the body may actually be 

more related to attitudes toward the body (Cornelissen, Johns & Tovée, 2013). The door aperture task might 

avoid this (Keizer et al., 2013; Guardia et al., 2010). In this more implicit task, participants view door apertures 
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projected on a screen in front of them and must decide whether they can pass through the door without turning 

their shoulders (Guardia et al., 2010). Participants with anorexia turn their bodies for apertures 40% wider than 

their own shoulders (both in terms of judgments and actual actions), whereas healthy participants only start 

turning their bodies for doors that are 25% wider than their own shoulders (Guardia et al., 2010; Keizer et al., 

2013). This suggests that body size perception, as well as body satisfaction, differs for people with an eating 

disorder. Based on this, it appears that individuals who are more vulnerable to an eating disorder and, therefore, 

more susceptible to negative body attitudes from social media, may also exhibit related changes in body size 

perception.  

There are many potential barriers to accurately understanding how social media influences our thoughts 

and feelings about our bodies; social media platforms are constantly changing, and each person's feed is unique 

to them. Furthermore, how we use social media, such as messaging versus viewing images, likely affects its 

impact on us (Engeln et al., 2020). It is challenging to study these experiences in a way that accurately reflects 

real life, as controlling certain variables in experiments alters the actual social media experience. For this reason, 

previous research in this area has been criticized for lacking sufficient control or ecological validity to be 

meaningful (Orben, 2020). For example, a prior study by Fardouly et al. (2015) asked participants to browse 

their own Facebook accounts. However, this browsing was done via desktop in a laboratory setting, which may 

not accurately replicate the typical experience of using a smartphone. Different platforms also tend to deliver 

different types of content, which can influence results. Instagram, being an image-based platform, is also 

associated with more exposure to body-related content than Facebook (Engeln et al., 2020). The authors of the 

above paper suggest that future research should focus on maintaining naturalistic viewing and ecological 

validity. However, in doing so, they did not control or monitor the specific elements of Facebook or the types of 

posts participants viewed during their 10-minute browsing session (e.g., pictures of friends, status updates).  

To build on previous findings, we specifically control which images participants are exposed to in a lab 

setting (Experiment 1) and maintain a more naturalistic social media viewing experience by allowing participants 

to use their own devices (Experiment 2). By regulating the type of posts viewed, we aim to examine whether 

participants experience changes in body satisfaction and related shifts in body size perception after viewing 

fitspiration images from different visual viewpoints (allocentric, egocentric, and selfies). Including both lab-

based and real-world settings helps us understand the importance of considering context when viewing social 

media images. We also evaluate vulnerability to disordered eating thoughts and experiences to determine if 

those with such experiences are at higher risk when exposed to this type of content.  

When trying to understand the potential impact of various factors, including social media use, on eating 

vulnerability, it is crucial to ensure that the correct construct is being measured. Many of the measures used in 

both clinical and community samples have been questioned for their psychometric properties. This is particularly 

important because the broadened criteria for eating disorders introduced in DSM-5 (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013) suggest that assessments should not be based solely on symptoms related to anorexia and 

bulimia nervosa (Carey et al., 2019). Therefore, we used a recently validated factor structure (Carey et al., 2019) 

of the “Eating Disorder Examination Questionnaire” to assess Eating Disorder vulnerability. Based on the 

findings related to traditional and social media mentioned above, it is hypothesized that body satisfaction will 

decrease in both a lab-based and more ecologically valid setting after viewing fitspiration-style images. 

Furthermore, because selfies are perceived as slimmer than images from other perspectives, it is anticipated 

that reductions in body satisfaction will be greater in participants who view selfie (and selfie-stick) images 

compared to those who view allocentric and egocentric images. It is also hypothesized that viewing fit-spiration-

style images will influence body size perception such that, after viewing the images, participants will judge the 

smallest door aperture they can fit through to be larger compared to before viewing, and that this effect will be 

more pronounced after viewing selfies. Finally, it is hypothesized that participants who spend more time on 

social media in general will have lower baseline body satisfaction, experience greater decreases in body 

satisfaction after viewing the images, and have more disordered eating thoughts and behaviors. 

2. Method 

Participants  

Based on the small effect sizes found in previous meta-analyses, a power analysis was conducted using 

R (pwr package) for general linear model analysis with three groups. This indicated that a minimum of 96 

participants was needed to be sufficiently powered (power = .08, alpha = .05, f = .1). Ninety-six female 

participants aged 18 to 26 took part in the experiment; further demographic information can be found in Table 
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1. Participants were recruited through an online system allowing students on undergraduate Psychology 

courses to gain course credit for taking part in experiments.  

Table 1. A table showing demographic information for both experiments. 

 N Gender Race Age  
EDE-Q 

SWC 

EDE-Q 

PEC 

EDE-Q 

Restriction 

Experiment 1 96 
Female 

(100%) 

87 White 

3 Asian 

6 Mixed Race 

20.14 

(1.48) 

2.49 

(1.60) 

0.64 

(0.97) 
1.86 (1.70) 

Experiment 2 134 
Female 

(100%) 

121 White 

1 Hispanic 

2 Black 

6 Asian 

4 Mixed Race 

19.30 

(2.42) 

2.67 

(1.67) 

1.02 

(1.14) 
1.86 (1.55) 

 

Participants provided informed consent through an information and consent form delivered via the 

Qualtrics platform. Full details of confidentiality, the right to withdraw data, and how to do so were included in 

both this and the debrief sheet, which was received via Qualtrics (experiment two) or in person (experiment 

one). In the information sheet, participants were provided with information about the purpose of the study, 

indicating that the way social media influences one’s experiences of the body was being explored, but not with 

precise details about the specific factors being examined. Ethical approval was obtained from the departmental 

ethics committee for this project. 

Equipment  

An iMac computer and projector were used to project door apertures onto a large blue screen, positioned 

approximately 200cm away from the projector. Participants stood approximately 150cm away from the screen. 

Participants used a wireless keyboard to respond to the question of whether they felt they could walk through 

the door without turning their shoulders. Questionnaires (demographic information and Eating Disorder 

Examination Questionnaire 6.0) were presented via Qualtrics on the iMac computer. Images of female bodies, 

taken from either an allocentric, egocentric, or selfie perspective, were randomly displayed on the computer on 

a programme coded with Python in Psychopy (Peirce et al., 2019).  

Stimuli  

Images of female bodies from the shoulders down were captured from three different perspectives 

(egocentric, allocentric, and selfie) against a white background. The women in the photos wore gym-appropriate 

clothing, such as leggings and a tight-fitting vest or T-shirt. The same eight models appeared in each 

perspective—one model took the allocentric photo, while the egocentric and selfie photos were taken by the 

models themselves. Six of these models were included in the experiment due to variations in body size; since 

fitspiration images mainly feature slim bodies and two of the photo sets were outliers based on BMI, their 

images were excluded. Research shows that exposure to images of different body sizes impacts disordered 

eating thoughts and behaviors differently than exposure to a narrower range of body sizes (Cohen et al., 2021). 

Because our focus was specifically on fitspiration-style content, we only used the six image groups that fit these 

criteria. The stimuli were a subset from a previous study (Knight & Preston, 2023).  

Measures  

Eating Disorder Examination Questionnaire 6.0 (EDE-Q)  

The EDE-Q is a 28-item self-report questionnaire that assesses eating disorder symptoms (Fairburn & 

Beglin, 1994; 2008). It assesses disordered eating behaviors and attitudes over the last 28 days and has 

traditionally used four subscales (Restraint, Eating Concern, Shape Concern, and Weight Concern) as well as a 

global score, which is calculated from the mean of the four subscale scores. However, previous studies found a 

three-factor model using 14 items showed the best fit, with factors consisting of Shape and Weight Concern 

(SWC), Preoccupation and Eating Concern (PEC), and Restriction (Carey et al., 2019). We used this three-factor 

structure. Participants rate items on a 7-point Likert scale, with higher scores indicating higher eating disorder 

psychopathology. Six items relate to the frequency of eating disorder attitudes and behaviours in the past 28 

days, which do not contribute to the subscale or global scores but provide information on some core eating 
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disorder behaviours such as laxative use and self-induced vomiting. These were omitted from this study. 

Research has established acceptable levels of internal consistency for global and subscale scores in men and 

women, alongside the reliability of this version of the scale (Carey et al., 2019; Knight et al., 2023; Knight & 

Preston, 2023).  

Design 

We employed a between-subjects design, with participants allocated to one of four conditions to ensure 

an even distribution of EDE-Q scores, based on the visual angle of the images (i.e., egocentric, allocentric, selfie, 

and selfie-stick). See allocation details below.  

Procedure  

Between 72 and 24 hours before coming to the lab for the experiment, participants received a 

personalized link to a questionnaire on Qualtrics that included demographic information and the EDE-Q. The 

results were used to assign each participant to one of three conditions (allocentric, egocentric, and selfie) to 

ensure a balanced distribution of EDE-Q scores across groups. In the lab, participants first completed a state 

body satisfaction measure using a visual analogue scale (VAS) anchored by ‘Very Dissatisfied’ and ‘Very 

Satisfied’. They then performed the door aperture task, where they viewed 51 door openings ranging from 30 

cm to 80 cm in width, increasing in 1 cm steps, projected in front of them (Guardia et al., 2010). Using a 

keyboard, they responded whether they could walk through the door at a normal pace without turning their 

shoulders. The experiment was programmed in PsychoPy. Afterwards, participants viewed six body images from 

a perspective assigned to their condition (egocentric, allocentric, or selfie) and completed a 1-back task to 

maintain focus, pressing the spacebar if they saw the same image twice in a row—this occurred at least twice 

per participant. The images were randomized within each condition, each shown for 2 seconds, and repeated 

six times. Then, participants completed post-manipulation measures of body satisfaction (VAS) and body size 

judgments (the door aperture task). At the end, the experimenter measured each participant’s shoulder width 

with a tape measure, along with their height. Participants also recorded their own weight using a set of scales.  

Data Analysis  

Body satisfaction scores before and after viewing images were calculated using the VAS, and critical 

apertures for both conditions were determined by finding the aperture corresponding to a 50% positive ‘yes’ 

response (Guardia et al., 2010). This was done for each trial for each participant. EDE-Q scores were computed 

by averaging the relevant items for each participant. All data were normally distributed. A MANOVA was 

employed to identify potential differences in EDE-Q scores between conditions. To directly test the hypotheses 

that body satisfaction decreases after viewing fitspiration images and that selfies have the biggest impact, we 

conducted a 2x3 mixed ANOVA on body satisfaction scores with the within-subject factor of time (pre and post) 

and the between-subject factor of condition (egocentric, allocentric, and selfie-stick). Similarly, to test whether 

viewing fitspiration images influences body size perception and if selfies exert the largest effect, we performed 

a 2x3 mixed ANOVA on critical aperture in the door aperture task with the within-subject factor of time (pre and 

post) and the between-subject factor of condition (egocentric, allocentric, and selfie-stick). Based on previous 

research indicating that shape and weight concerns may underlie differences in judgments across social media 

content from different perspectives (Knight & Preston, 2023), we also explored these models with levels of 

shape and weight concern controlled for (mixed ANCOVA). Reliability values for the EDE-Q were both more than 

acceptable: ω = 0.954, α = 0.948. All statistical analyses were conducted in Jamovi (The Jamovi Project, 2025).  

3. Results-Experiment One 

To directly test the hypothesis that viewing social media style images will influence body size estimations, 

and that selfies will have the largest effect, a mixed 2x3 ANOVA was run in order to establish whether there was 

an effect of exposure to stimuli or stimuli type (selfie, allocentric, or egocentric) on critical aperture. There was 

no significant effect of exposure to stimuli on critical aperture (F(1, 91) = 1.32, p = .254, η2 = 0.002). When 

controlling for SWC, there was also no significant effect of exposure to stimuli on critical aperture (F(1, 91) = 

13.07, p = .425, η2 = 0.000). There was also no significant effect of stimulus type on critical aperture (F(2, 91) = 

0.07, p = .936, η2 = 0.001).  

To directly test the hypothesis that viewing social media-style images affects body satisfaction, and that 

selfies have the greatest effect, a second mixed 2x3 ANOVA was conducted to determine whether exposure to 
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stimuli or stimulus type has an impact on body satisfaction. There was no significant effect of viewing the stimuli 

on body satisfaction (F(1, 90) = 0.25, p = .618, η2 = 0.000). There was also no effect of exposure to the stimuli on 

body satisfaction when controlling for SWC (F(1, 90) = 0.80, p = .373, η2 = 0.000). There was no significant effect 

of stimuli type on body satisfaction (F(2, 90) = 1.51, p = .227, η2 = 0.032).  

Discussion – Experiment One 

There was no significant effect of viewing social media style images on measures of body size estimation 

or body satisfaction. The angle that the images had been taken from also did not elicit a significant effect on 

body size estimation or satisfaction. No differences in body size estimation or satisfaction were found when 

individual levels of shape and weight concern were controlled for. None of the hypothesized effects were found 

in experiment one.  

Previous research indicates that differences in aesthetic judgements of social media style images from 

various perspectives may be driven by differences in shape and weight concern (Knight & Preston., 2023). Based 

on this, we controlled for shape and weight concern when exploring the effects of exposure to stimuli on body 

satisfaction and size estimation. Even when shape and weight concern was controlled for, there were no 

differences in body satisfaction and size estimation following viewing these images. This may indicate that 

transient exposure to social media style stimuli is not sufficient to elicit changes in body satisfaction and body 

size estimation. It may be that only more consistent, long-term viewing of this kind of content affects how we 

feel about our bodies.  

Some previous studies have found significant increases in body dissatisfaction after viewing social media 

images in a laboratory setting (Tiggemann & Zaccardo., 2015) however we did not replicate this finding in 

experiment one. Results in the aforementioned study were found to be mediated by state appearance 

comparison; it may be that our sample in experiment one did not have high levels of appearance comparison, 

something that we did not measure. Furthermore, in the 2015 study images were presented on an iPad and no 

attention task was used, unlike in our experiment in which images were presented on a desktop and participants 

were asked to engage in an attention task. These manipulations may have influenced results with the previous 

task (Tiggemann & Zaccardo., 2015) potentially reflecting a more naturalistic social media-type viewing context.  

However, much of the previous literature exploring the effect of viewing social media style content on 

body satisfaction has exposed participants to this stimuli within lab conditions, with the images being presented 

on a computer in various ways (e.g., Robinson et al., 2017; Tiggemann & Zaccardo., 2015). However, social 

media platforms themselves have unique features that cannot be captured by presenting participants with these 

images outside of the platform’s overall context. This may include, for example, comments and likes that are 

visible by other users, or other contextual cues such as one’s own profile. It may be that the context that images 

are seen in also influences how participants feel about their body. In order to examine this more closely, in 

experiment two we will present fitspiration style images on the Instagram application itself. To achieve this, 

participants will complete the experiment on their own smartphones. Although body satisfaction can be 

measured in the same way in experiment two, using a VAS scale, participants will not be able to complete the 

door aperture task in their home environment. Therefore, to assess changes in body size estimation, the 

Photographic Figure Rating Scale (PFRS) will be used (Swami, Salem, Furnham & Tovee, 2008).  

Methods - Experiment Two  

Participants  

Based on the small effect sizes found in previous meta-analyses, a power analysis was conducted using 

R (pwr package) for general linear model analysis with four groups. This indicated that a minimum of 112 

participants were needed to be sufficiently powered (power = .08, alpha = .05, f = .1). One hundred and thirty-

four female participants aged 18 to 35 took part in the experiment, further demographic information can be 

found in Table 1. All participants were recruited through an online system allowing students on undergraduate 

Psychology courses to gain course credit for taking part in experiments. 

Equipment  

Participants accessed the questionnaire via a Qualtrics link on their smartphones and used the Instagram 

app to view the images. 

Stimuli  
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The same stimuli were used for this experiment as in the first experiment, as described above, however 

in this experiment we also included an extra set of selfie images, taken with a selfie-stick. These were included 

in order to more accurately capture the kind of fitspiration content commonly seen in the Instagram app at the 

time as well as being taken at a similar distance from the body as the allocentric condition. The extra condition 

was not included in the first experiment due to time constraints for an in-person experiment.  

Measures 

The EDE-Q was used in experiment two, as described above.  

The Photographic Figure Ratings Scale was used as a measure of body size estimation. This body image 

assessment scale was developed to improve on typically used line-drawn scales by overcoming issues of realism 

and poor ecological validity (Swami et al., 2008). Research indicates that the instrument demonstrates 

acceptable levels of reliability and validity (Swami et al., 2008; Swami et al., 2012). Participants are presented 

with a series of ten standardized photos of women’s bodies, which range from the BMI category ‘emaciated’ to 

the BMI category ‘obese’. They are asked to select the image that they feel best matches their own body.  

Weekly social media use was also collected by asking participants to report their average weekday social 

media use in hours and their average weekend day social media use in hours. There are some issues with self-

report measures of social media use, so we attempted to account for differences between weekends and 

weekdays to obtain a weekly measure (Verbeij et al., 2021).  

Procedure 

Participants followed the link to the questionnaire via social media or an online participant recruitment 

platform. They were presented with the study information and consent sheet before completing the initial 

measures of body satisfaction. This consisted of a visual analogue scale (VAS) asking them how satisfied they 

were with their body at that moment: ‘How satisfied are you with your body right now?’. The VAS was anchored 

by ‘Very Dissatisfied’ and ‘Very Satisfied’, as in Experiment One. Body perception was measured using the 

Photographic Figure Ratings Scale, replacing the door aperture task, which could not be completed outside the 

lab environment. Then participants were directed to one of four Instagram profiles (depending on which 

condition they had been allocated to), which contained the stimulus photos from one condition (selfie, selfie-

stick, allocentric, and egocentric). They were instructed to browse and engage with these profiles for five 

minutes. We instructed participants to view only the linked profile, to control the type of content being observed; 

however, it is not possible to confirm whether they followed these instructions. Whether participants clicked on 

the link and the time spent away from the Qualtrics survey was recorded. Those who did not click on the link or 

spent less than the mandated five minutes on the platform (measured by the time taken to progress to the next 

question, which was recorded via Qualtrics) were excluded. The body satisfaction and size perception tasks were 

then repeated. Finally, participants completed the EDE-Q and recorded their height and weight. At the end of 

the questionnaire, participants were presented with a debrief sheet that provided details of the study's purpose 

and signposts to sources of further support and information. 

Data Analysis 

Body satisfaction scores for before and after viewing images were calculated from the VAS and body size 

estimation scores from the Photographic Figure Ratings Scale. EDE-Q scores were calculated for each participant 

by taking the mean of the relevant items for each subscale. All data were normally distributed. A MANOVA was 

used to identify potential differences in EDE-Q scores between conditions. To directly test the hypotheses that 

body satisfaction will decrease following viewing fitspiration images and that selfies will have the biggest effect, 

we conducted 2x4 mixed ANOVA for body satisfaction scores with the within factor of time (pre and post) and 

between factor of condition (egocentric, allocentric, selfie, and selfie-stick). In order to directly test the 

hypotheses that viewing fitspiration images will impact body size perception and that selfies will have the 

biggest effect, we conducted a 2x4 ANOVA for body figure rating scale with the within factor of time (pre and 

post) and between factor of condition (egocentric, allocentric, selfie, selfie-stick.) Reliability statistics for the 

EDE-Q were both more than acceptable: ω = 0.951, α = 0.947. All statistical analysis was carried out in Jamovi 

(The Jamovi Project, 2025). 

To test the hypotheses that those who spend more time on social media will have lower body satisfaction, 

a greater negative affect of viewing the images, and higher eating disorder thoughts and behaviours, we 

combined data from experiments one and two to increase power. Pearson’s correlation coefficient was used to 

examine relationships between reported weekly social media and baseline body satisfaction (body satisfaction 
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measure before viewing the stimuli), change in body satisfaction (the difference between pre- and post-body 

satisfaction scores), and EDE-Q scores. The change in body satisfaction scores was calculated by subtracting 

the pre-exposure body satisfaction scores from the post-exposure scores, such that negative scores represented 

decreases in body satisfaction and positive scores represented increases in body satisfaction. 

In Experiment 1, participants were allocated to a condition based on their EDE-Q scores, ensuring an 

equal spread of scores across conditions. Given the non-significant results in Experiment 1, as well as the ethical 

and logistical considerations of group allocation for an online study, we did not follow this procedure in 

Experiment 2.  

Results – Experiment Two 

To directly test the hypothesis that viewing social media images affects body size perception, with selfies 

having the greatest impact, a mixed 2x4 ANOVA was conducted to determine whether stimulus exposure or 

stimulus type (selfie, selfie-stick, allocentric, or egocentric) influences FGRS. A significant difference in FGRS 

was observed from pre-exposure (M = 4.43, SD = 1.64) to post-exposure (M = 4.63, SD = 1.69) to stimuli (F(1, 128) 

= 4.66, p = .033, η2 = 0.001), as shown in Figure 1. Controlling for SWC, however, there was no significant effect 

of stimulus exposure on FGRS (F(1,128) = 2.69, p = 103, η2 = 0.000). Additionally, stimulus type did not 

significantly affect FGRS (F(3, 128) = 0.09, p = .967, η2 = 0.001).  

 

 

Figure 1. Showing the significant change in body size judgement from pre to post exposure to stimuli. 

 
Figure 2. Showing the significant change in body satisfaction from pre-to-post exposure to stimuli.  
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To directly test the hypothesis that viewing social media images influences body satisfaction, and that 

selfies have the greatest effect, a mixed 2x4 ANOVA was conducted to determine whether exposure to stimuli 

or the type of stimuli (selfie, selfie-stick, allocentric, or egocentric) affects body satisfaction. There was a 

significant difference in body satisfaction from pre-exposure to stimuli (M = 49.35, SD = 22.93) to post-exposure 

(M = 49.32, SD = 25.49) (F(1, 129) = 9.14, p = .003, η2 = 0.002), as shown in Figure 2. There was also a significant 

effect of exposure to stimuli on body satisfaction when controlling for SWC (F(1, 129) = 13.11, p < .001, η2 = 0.002). 

There was no significant effect of condition on body satisfaction (F(3, 129) = 0.32, p = .808, η2 = 0.002).  

Social Media Use (Collapsed Over Experiments One and Two) 

 
Figure 3. Showing the significant weak correlation between weekly social media use and change in body satisfaction.  

As was hypothesized, Pearson’s correlations revealed a significant weak negative correlation between 

weekly social media use and baseline (pre) body satisfaction scores, such that higher weekly social media use 

was related to lower body satisfaction scores (r = -0.14, p = .038). There was also a significant weak negative 

correlation, as hypothesized, between weekly social media use and change in body satisfaction, such that higher 

social media use was linked to greater decreases in body satisfaction after viewing the images (r = -0.14, p = 

.041), as shown in Figure 3. Finally, weekly social media use was significantly positively correlated with EDE-Q 

scores, such that as weekly social media use increased, so did EDE-Q scores. This was the case for Restriction 

(r = 0.16, p = .018), Shape and Weight Concern (r = 0.21, p = .001), and Preoccupation and Eating Concern (r = 

0.16, p = .013) subscales. All these relationships represent small effects. 

Experiment Two Discussion 

As hypothesized, there was a significant increase in FGRS, a measure of body size perception, after 

viewing the stimuli, as evidenced by the rise in this score following image exposure. However, when controlling 

for shape and weight concerns, this difference was no longer significant. Body satisfaction scores also decreased 

significantly after viewing the stimuli, even when accounting for concerns about shape and weight. There was 

no significant effect of stimulus type on either measure.  

Controlling for SWC did not affect the observed decrease in body satisfaction after exposure to the stimuli; 

however, controlling for this factor did remove the change in PFRS. This may relate to the different aspects of 

body satisfaction and size estimation experiences we are examining. The PFRS was used to measure body size 

perception, and SWC may influence how a person judges their body size. In fact, previous research shows that 

people with anorexia nervosa are poor at assessing their body size (Keizer, 2013) and tend to have more 

unstable body size estimates (Espeset et al., 2012). These findings could help explain why this occurs; perhaps 

concerns about shape and weight affect the accuracy of body size estimation, with more negative feelings about 

our body dimensions linked to greater perceptual instability. More research is needed to clarify this. The fact 
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that controlling for SWC did not prevent the decrease in body satisfaction suggests that SWC alone does not 

cause social media-related changes in body satisfaction. Body satisfaction is a complex, multifaceted 

phenomenon, and many other factors likely influence this in the context of social media. These factors may 

include the tendency to make social or appearance-based comparisons, other disordered eating thoughts and 

behaviors (e.g., preoccupation and eating concerns), or factors related to overall social media use or even 

temporary mood states. These areas were outside the scope of the current study, and further research is 

necessary to explore them more fully.  

Interestingly, these results suggest that viewing images within the app may have a slightly different 

effect compared to viewing the same images in a laboratory setting. The context in which an image is viewed 

may include social cues that influence body satisfaction and perception. Alternatively, priming effects from 

previous experiences in environments like Instagram could play a role. In the future, researchers might want 

to explore more specifically what features of the app context—such as likes and comments—contribute to this 

effect. 

4. General Discussion 

This study investigated the impact of viewing social media content (via Instagram and in the lab) on 

participants' body satisfaction and body size estimation, as well as the relationship between time spent on social 

media and these perceptions. We found no significant impact of viewing fitspiration content in the lab regarding 

body satisfaction and size estimation. However, when participants viewed the same images on their own 

smartphones using the Instagram app, their body satisfaction decreased significantly, and their body size 

estimates increased significantly. Nonetheless, the difference in size estimates was no longer significant after 

controlling for shape and weight concerns. Contrary to expectations, the angle from which a photo was taken 

did not influence body satisfaction or size estimation in either experiment. Combining results from both 

experiments, we observed that participants who spent more time on social media each week reported lower 

initial body satisfaction and experienced larger decreases after viewing the stimuli. Additionally, those who 

spent more time on social media scored higher on measures of disordered eating thoughts and behaviors.  

In both experiments one and two, there was no significant effect of the visual perspective from which 

images were taken on any outcome measures. This was somewhat surprising, given previous research 

suggesting that the visual angle from which images are taken influences aesthetic judgments of bodies and 

may involve different levels of self-referential processing, thereby more readily implicating the self (Knight & 

Preston, 2023). It is possible that this finding might be explained by the objectification inherent in social media-

style images, which could reduce the extent to which viewing these images involves the self, making all types 

of bodies equally impactful on body satisfaction. However, it is also possible that, because the observed effects 

were not large and may disproportionately affect individuals who spend more time on social media and are 

already vulnerable to eating disorders (as suggested by our correlation results), we may not have had sufficient 

power to detect such effects. Future studies might consider specifically recruiting participants with low body 

satisfaction or those who are intensive social media users. 

In experiment one, the lab-based study, there was no significant change in body satisfaction after viewing 

fitspiration images, and the perspective from which the bodies were viewed did not affect body satisfaction 

scores. However, there was an effect of viewing the same images on the Instagram app in experiment two. This 

suggests that short exposure to fitspiration content does not cause significant changes in body satisfaction in 

laboratory conditions but does in more ecologically valid settings, such as on the Instagram app on participants' 

own smartphones. Social comparison theory, which indicates that we compare ourselves to others as a form of 

self-exploration, suggests that media and social media may be especially ripe for comparisons, since we perceive 

other users as peers (McComb et al., 2023). Making upward social comparisons might be inspiring in the short 

term but harmful to well-being over the long term (Meier & Johnson, 2022). It may be that the context in which 

we view images, rather than the images themselves, plays a key role in any social comparisons we make. The 

environment of the Instagram app may be particularly conducive to upward social comparisons, potentially 

leading to decreases in body satisfaction. Our previous study, which found differences in slimness judgments 

based on the viewing angle of these same images in a laboratory setting, measured this in a laboratory 

environment (Knight & Preston, 2023). It would be valuable to determine whether viewing the same images in 

a more ecologically valid environment would produce similar differences in appearance judgments. This could 

help clarify whether the social media context influences the appraisal of appearance or appearance 

comparisons. Suppose it is appearance comparisons, not appraisal, that are affected by context, as suggested 

by social comparison theory. In that case, this might also explain the null results regarding stimuli type in this 
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study—that is, our tendency to make upward comparisons rather than overall judgments of attractiveness or 

slimness that affect body satisfaction when viewing idealized bodies. However, since we did not directly measure 

social comparison here, this explanation remains speculative. 

Viewing these images in the Instagram app led to a change in body size estimations, with participants 

judging their bodies as slightly larger after exposure to the stimuli. This was not observed when the same 

images were viewed in the lab. Research indicates that individuals with disordered eating and low body 

satisfaction may also exhibit changes in their body size perception. Furthermore, a neural link exists between 

body satisfaction and body perception in healthy controls (Keizer et al., 2011; Keizer et al., 2013; Preston & 

Ehrsson, 2016). These findings suggest that brief exposure to fitspiration-style content, especially on Instagram, 

does alter an individual’s body size estimates. However, this effect disappeared when controlling for concerns 

about shape and weight. This underscores the complexity of the relationship between body satisfaction, size 

estimation, social media exposure, and disordered eating thoughts and behaviors. It may be that individuals 

already vulnerable to negative thoughts and feelings about their bodies are more likely to experience changes 

in body size estimation after viewing appearance-related content on social media, as previous meta-analyses 

have suggested (Ferguson, 2013). Additionally, this measure appears more influenced by attitudes toward the 

body rather than body perception itself, unlike the door aperture task in experiment one, which was a more 

implicit measure of perceived body size. Nevertheless, the slight differences observed between body satisfaction 

and body size estimations suggest they assess somewhat different constructs. 

Decreases in body satisfaction after viewing stimuli on Instagram could not be attributed to underlying 

disordered eating thoughts and behaviors. This indicates that brief exposure to appearance-related social media 

content on Instagram alone can reduce people’s satisfaction with their bodies, regardless of their baseline 

concerns. Since these effects are specific to the app and do not occur when viewing the same images in isolation, 

other elements of social media content, such as comments, likes, and captions, might influence body satisfaction 

more than the images themselves. In the second experiment, participants were told they could interact with the 

photos as they would with other social media content, such as liking or commenting. Some participants did 

engage in this interaction, but due to anonymity, it’s unclear which ones. There may be something about the 

social context of a social media platform that could intensify the negative effects of viewing these types of 

images. Very little research has directly compared the effects of viewing the same images in a lab setting versus 

on social media, which future studies should address. Research shows that making attractiveness judgments in 

a lab is similar to doing so in real life (Tovee et al., 2017); however, the same may not apply to the effects of 

interacting with social media content on the platforms themselves. It’s worth noting that in this experiment, we 

focused specifically on the role of viewing the body; stimuli did not display the models' heads. Previous research 

indicates that the face and body contribute independently to attractiveness (Peters, Rhodes & Simmons, 2007), 

but how social comparisons are made using the face and body has not been explored in this research. 

Nevertheless, selfies are often taken to showcase the model’s face, and common filters and enhancements on 

social media—such as those used with apps like Facetune and Perfect365—contour the face, enlarge lashes 

and lips, and add volume to hair. Including the face in selfies could amplify the negative impact these stimuli 

have on viewers, with the effect of viewing the body alone being minimal. Future studies should directly compare 

the effects of viewing selfies of just the body, just the face, and those that feature both. Although selfies are 

often judged as slimmer than other images, this does not appear to significantly increase the risk of body 

dissatisfaction for viewers (at least not to an extent detectable in these experiments). Still, these results suggest 

that even viewing the body on platforms like Instagram might have harmful effects. Additionally, the way stimuli 

are presented could influence how viewers are affected, which may help explain previous inconsistent findings.  

We also only recruited female participants for this study. Some research indicates that gender may 

influence how social media affects thoughts and feelings about the body (Mahon & Heavey, 2021). Men might 

experience more concerns related to muscularity after appearance-related social media use, rather than 

traditional disordered eating thoughts and behaviors (Lonergan et al., 2021). Since research suggests that social 

media effects are probably affected by gender, our focus was on female participants viewing bodies presented 

as female. However, future research should examine effects on men and explore whether they are similar to 

those observed in women. We also did not recruit more participants than what the power analysis recommended. 

This may have limited our findings due to individual differences in social media use and disordered eating 

thoughts and behaviors. Nevertheless, over-recruiting could have made interpretations less solid and increased 

the risk of overinterpreting very small effects, so a cautious approach seemed wise. Future studies might 

consider how to interpret power analysis in relation to variables like social media use and disordered eating 

measures or target specific demographics to identify who might be especially vulnerable to social media content. 
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Research on how social media influences various mental health experiences faces similar challenges, 

especially regarding how to assess these behaviors in a way that is both ecologically valid and experimentally 

controlled (Orben, 2020). We used the Photographic Figure Rating Scale to see if body size estimation changed 

(measured via the door aperture task in the lab-based study). However, there is limited psychometric evidence 

supporting the reliability of this scale, so results should be interpreted with caution (Swami et al., 2012). It is 

important for researchers to work toward developing reliable experimental measures that can effectively 

capture these complex phenomena in a way that is accessible for social media research and prioritizes ecological 

validity. As highlighted throughout this article, accurately capturing the experience of social media use and its 

impact on disordered eating thoughts and behaviors is difficult due to the complexity of these phenomena. A 

key goal for future research should be the collaborative development of these paradigms to facilitate accurate 

and rigorous investigation in this area. Participants who reported spending more time on social media on 

average each week also reported lower baseline body satisfaction. Although this is only a weak correlation, it 

supports previous findings suggesting that social media might influence body satisfaction, albeit to a small 

extent (Fiorovanti et al., 2022). Additionally, a weak relationship was found between social media use and 

changes in body satisfaction after viewing fitspiration images, with more time spent on social media associated 

with a greater decrease in body satisfaction following the images. Recent research generally finds no direct 

effects of social media use on body satisfaction; however, indirect effects are observed, such as social 

comparisons mediating the relationship over time. Higher social media use predicts more social comparisons, 

which in turn lead to lower body satisfaction (Jarman, McLean, Slater, Marques & Paxton, 2021). The correlations 

we identified support the idea that these factors may be connected in the long term. Given the complexity of 

body satisfaction, it is reasonable to assume that any contributing factors would likely play small but significant 

roles (Cash, 2004). Increased time on social media was also weakly associated with greater shape and weight 

concerns, preoccupation, eating concerns, and restriction-related thoughts and behaviors. This aligns with 

previous studies showing that overall social media use can relate to disordered eating concerns, possibly 

through appearance comparisons (Griffiths et al., 2018; So & Kwon, 2023). Alternatively, it may be that 

individuals experiencing higher levels of disordered eating thoughts and behaviors spend more time on social 

media. Future research will need to explore the direction of this relationship. Replicating complex behaviors, 

such as using social media, in experimental conditions is incredibly challenging. Even when asking participants 

to browse the images on their own devices, the act of doing so was undoubtedly not the same as naturalistic 

social media use. As a result, it is challenging to determine whether these findings can be applied more broadly 

to actual social media use. For example, the effect of the closeness of a relationship an individual has with the 

person whose images they are viewing, or whether there is an impact from surrounding information such as 

captions, likes, and comments, is not captured here. Furthermore, social media is constantly evolving, and much 

of the body-related content currently consumed is in the form of reels rather than still images. In addition, the 

participants were predominantly young white women, so the study did not capture a representative range of 

experiences, given the impact that social identity may have on body satisfaction and size estimation.  

This research suggests that viewing images in social media contexts has a unique impact on body 

satisfaction, whereas viewing the same images in isolation does not produce the same effects. Seeing these 

kinds of images on social media platforms may also influence perceptions of body size, but this is more likely 

due to underlying disordered eating thoughts and behaviors related to shape and weight concerns. Individuals 

more vulnerable to body image issues are likely to experience a greater effect on their overall body satisfaction 

from viewing appearance-related content on social media. Future research could investigate the specific 

characteristics of the social media environment that enhance its impact on body satisfaction.  
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Article Info  Abstract 
DOI:  10.29329/jsomer.45  Social media has become an integral part of daily life, particularly among 

young adults, yet the psychological motives driving social media 
engagement remain underexplored. This study examines the motivations 
underlying social media use and their associations with key psychological 
and behavioral outcomes, including problematic social media use, mental 
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1. Introduction 

The emergence of social media platforms has redefined the landscape of human interaction, 

communication, and information sharing, creating both opportunities and challenges. Platforms such as 

Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and Facebook provide users with tools to connect, share, and curate their 

experiences in real time, fostering a digitally mediated social environment. These platforms have become central 

to the lives of young adults, who use them not only to stay connected but also to navigate complex social 

landscapes, seek entertainment, and build their identities (Ellison et al., 2007; Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). 

Usage statistics highlight the widespread use of social media among young adults: over 90% of 

individuals aged 18–30 interact with social media platforms daily, with an average usage time of more than two 

hours per day (Datareportal, 2023). This demographic’s engagement with social media is shaped not only by 

their social and developmental needs but also by the features of these platforms, including algorithms, 

interactive design, and feedback loops that incentivize extended use (Hilty et al., 2023). These design elements 

often blur the line between voluntary and compulsive use, raising important questions about the psychological 

and behavioral implications of social media engagement (Bucher, 2018). 

Social media’s influence extends beyond individual behavior to broader societal norms, creating a digital 

culture where constant connectivity and virtual interactions are normalized. For young adults, this digital culture 

intersects with key life transitions, such as entering higher education or the workforce, further amplifying the 

role of social media in shaping identity, relationships, and aspirations. The centrality of these platforms 

underscores the importance of understanding why individuals use social media and how these motivations 

influence their well-being. 

Motivations for social media use are also shaped by cultural context. For example, research suggests that 

in individualistic cultures, users often emphasize self-presentation and feedback-seeking, whereas in 

collectivistic cultures, social media is more commonly used to maintain group belonging and relational harmony 

(Jackson & Wang, 2013; Nadkarni & Hofmann, 2012). Such differences suggest that findings from one cultural 

setting may not be fully generalizable to others, underscoring the importance of interpreting results within their 

specific cultural context. 

1.1. Motives for social media use 

Motivations for social media use constitute a critical area of inquiry for understanding the reasons behind 

individuals’ engagement with these platforms. Grounded in the theoretical framework of the uses and 

gratifications theory (UGT; Katz, Blumer, & Gurevitch, 1973), which emphasizes that individuals actively seek 

media to satisfy distinct psychological, social, and emotional needs, research has consistently highlighted a core 

set of motivations. These motivations align with the multifaceted affordances of platforms such as Instagram, 

TikTok, and Facebook, which allow users to maintain relationships, access entertainment, seek information, and 

curate their identities in ways that were not possible with earlier media forms. 

Socialization remains a fundamental motivation for using social media, reflecting the human need for 

connection and a sense of belonging. Platforms enable users to maintain interpersonal relationships, cultivate 

new connections, and engage with communities that transcend geographic and cultural boundaries. Young 

adults, who often experience significant life transitions such as entering higher education or starting careers, 

find social media particularly useful for fostering and maintaining both strong and weak social ties. Ellison et 

al. (2007) highlighted the role of social media in sustaining these connections, noting that it serves as a bridge 

between offline and online interactions.  

Entertainment and escapism are also prominent motives that have garnered substantial academic 

attention. Social media platforms offer an endless stream of entertaining content, ranging from humorous 

videos to immersive challenges and personalized feeds, which satisfy users' desire for leisure and enjoyment. 

Escapism, defined as the use of social media to avoid stressors or negative emotions, plays a particularly 

important role during periods of heightened anxiety or uncertainty. Seidman (2013) observed that escapism 

motives are closely tied to emotional regulation, as individuals turn to platforms to distract themselves or 

alleviate feelings of distress. Cuadrado et al. (2022) reinforced this perspective, finding that escapism was a key 

driver of social media use during lockdowns, when many individuals sought solace in digital environments to 

cope with isolation and uncertainty. These findings underline the dual role of social media as both a source of 

entertainment and a mechanism for emotional relief. Thus, the reliance on social media for emotional regulation 

suggests that young adults may turn to these platforms not just for entertainment and socialization but also as 

a coping mechanism to manage stress and anxiety (Nesin et al., 2025). This aligns with recent research on 
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social-emotional learning, which highlights the role of digital engagement in self-regulation and identity 

formation (Parent, 2023). 

In addition to providing entertainment, connection, and coping, social media has become a primary 

source of information for many users. The ability to access real-time updates, news, and educational content 

has transformed how individuals consume information, with algorithmic curation playing a significant role in 

this process (Morris et al., 2023). Sundar and Limperos (2012) argued that algorithmic personalization enhances 

the efficiency and appeal of information-seeking on social media, tailoring content to individual preferences and 

ensuring its relevance. Cuadrado et al. (2022) further demonstrated that during the pandemic, the need for 

reliable information was a significant motivator for social media use, highlighting the platform's utility as a tool 

for staying informed in dynamic and uncertain environments. Hence, social media is increasingly being used as 

a source of information. However, this also raises concerns about the spread of misinformation. Recent studies 

highlight how social media platforms have become a key tool for science communication, yet they also facilitate 

the dissemination of misleading content (Steen & Weinberg, 2024). 

Self-presentation and feedback-seeking behaviors are additional dimensions that underscore the unique 

affordances of social media platforms. The ability to craft and share curated representations of one’s life 

provides users with opportunities for identity expression and social validation (Cataldo et al., 2021). Feedback 

mechanisms, such as likes, comments, and shares, reinforce these behaviors by offering immediate rewards 

and social recognition. Toma and Hancock (2013) emphasized the psychological impact of these mechanisms, 

noting that they create cycles of validation that encourage continued engagement. Vogel et al. (2014) extended 

this discussion, highlighting that individuals who frequently engage in self-presentation are particularly 

susceptible to social comparison, which can either bolster or diminish self-esteem depending on the nature of 

the feedback received. 

The study by Cuadrado et al. (2022) made significant strides in formalizing these motivations through 

the development of the Social Networks Motives Scale (SN-MotiveS). This validated measure captures a range 

of motivations, including socialization, escapism, prosocial behavior, and self-presentation, providing a robust 

tool for assessing why individuals engage with social media. Moreover, the study revealed that escapism and 

self-presentation motives significantly mediated the relationship between frequency of use and problematic 

behaviors, indicating that specific motivations may predispose users to maladaptive patterns of engagement. 

These findings underscore the importance of examining motives in relation to broader behavioral and 

psychological outcomes, particularly in the context of social media addiction. 

However, while Cuadrado et al. (2022) offered a comprehensive framework for understanding traditional 

motives for social media use, their approach did not fully capture emerging drivers that are increasingly relevant 

in contemporary digital environments. For example, algorithmic recommendations, which are central to the 

functionality of platforms like TikTok and Instagram, were not explicitly addressed. These algorithms shape 

user behavior by curating personalized content feeds, encouraging prolonged engagement, and fostering a 

sense of novelty that keeps users returning to the platform (Bucher, 2018). The psychological impact of these 

algorithm-driven interactions, particularly their role in promoting compulsive use, remains an important area 

of further study. The increasing role of artificial intelligence in personalizing user experiences has been a major 

driver of prolonged social media engagement. Recent research suggests that algorithmic curation is not only 

shaping user preferences but also reinforcing habitual engagement through automated recommendations 

(Parsonage, 2024).  

Similarly, feedback-driven motives are insufficiently represented in the SN-MotiveS. While self-

presentation is included, the specific behaviors associated with monitoring likes, comments, and other reactions 

are not fully captured. These feedback-driven motives are particularly salient for users seeking validation, as 

they create a dependency on external recognition that can exacerbate feelings of inadequacy or anxiety when 

expectations are not met (Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). Emotional triggers, such as boredom and feelings of 

emptiness, also warrant greater attention. Kardefelt-Winther (2014) argued that these emotional states often 

drive compulsive social media use, as individuals turn to platforms to fill voids in their offline lives. Such motives 

are distinct from escapism, as they reflect an intrinsic desire to combat feelings of purposelessness rather than 

an active attempt to avoid stress. 

Additionally, habitual and time-passing behaviors, which reflect the integration of social media into daily 

routines, remain underexplored. Masur et al. (2014) noted that many users engage with social media as a default 

activity during idle moments, such as waiting in line or commuting. This habitual use may contribute to 

compulsive patterns over time, as individuals become accustomed to turning to social media without deliberate 

intent or purpose. 
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Building on the foundation established by Cuadrado et al. (2022), this study aims to integrate these 

missing dimensions into a broader framework for understanding social media motivations. By categorizing 

algorithmic, feedback-driven, and emotional triggers as distinct motivational factors, this study aims to provide 

a more nuanced understanding of why adults engage with social media. Furthermore, it explores how these 

motivations relate to key outcomes such as mental health, loneliness, and problematic use. This expanded 

framework acknowledges the evolving nature of social media platforms and their increasingly personalized and 

interactive features, offering valuable insights into contemporary digital behavior and its implications for well-

being.  

1.2. Social media use, mental health, loneliness, and quality of life 

The psychological impact of social media use is a multifaceted phenomenon that encompasses both 

positive and negative outcomes, making it essential to understand the motivations underlying social media 

engagement. By examining these motives, researchers can gain insight into how social media influences mental 

health, loneliness, and quality of life, highlighting its dual role in supporting well-being while also potentially 

exacerbating distress and dissatisfaction. 

The relationship between social media use and mental health is particularly complex, functioning as both 

a facilitator of emotional support and a potential driver of psychological distress. On the positive side, social 

media platforms provide users with opportunities for emotional expression and connection, especially for 

individuals experiencing isolation or mental health challenges. Naslund et al. (2016) noted that platforms allow 

users to share their struggles, seek advice, and build supportive networks, which can help alleviate feelings of 

loneliness and foster a sense of belonging. These benefits are particularly salient for marginalized groups who 

may find it challenging to access similar support offline. However, this positive potential is counterbalanced by 

the risks associated with maladaptive or excessive use. Studies have consistently linked problematic social 

media behaviors to adverse mental health outcomes, including heightened levels of depression, anxiety, and 

stress (Keles, McCrae, & Grealish, 2020; Wolgast et al., 2023; Hunt et al., 2018). In addition, social cognition 

plays a crucial role in how individuals interpret and respond to digital interactions, with recent studies 

highlighting that frequent social media use may impact users' ability to process emotional and social cues 

(Morellini, Ceroni, Rossi, & Zerboni, 2022). This suggests that the cognitive load of digital interactions could 

have long-term effects on users’ emotional well-being.  Moreover, social media’s influence extends beyond 

personal relationships, with work-related and academic pressures also contributing to digital stress. For 

example, research has shown that the increased use of digital communication platforms in remote work settings 

has raised concerns about employee well-being and mental health (Van Dick et al., 2024).  

Loneliness, another critical dimension of social media’s impact, is similarly shaped by the motives 

underlying its use. While social media has the capacity to reduce loneliness by fostering virtual connections and 

providing users with a sense of community, it can also contribute to feelings of isolation when online interactions 

fail to meet emotional needs or replace meaningful offline relationships. Twenge et al. (2019) highlighted the 

paradoxical nature of social media’s role in loneliness, observing that while platforms facilitate frequent 

interactions, these engagements may lack the depth and intimacy required to alleviate loneliness effectively. 

Motives such as socialization and prosocial behavior are generally associated with reductions in loneliness, as 

they promote positive interactions and foster a sense of belonging. However, escapism and feedback-driven 

motives may exacerbate loneliness by encouraging users to engage in shallow comparisons or idealized 

portrayals of their lives, which can heighten feelings of inadequacy and disconnection (Braghieri et al., 2022; 

Yang et al., 2018). This dual dynamic underscores the importance of examining not just the frequency of social 

media use but also the underlying reasons driving engagement. 

Quality of life, encompassing emotional, physical, and social dimensions, is another domain significantly 

influenced by social media use. Positive interactions facilitated by social media can enhance well-being by 

enabling self-expression, promoting inclusion, and providing avenues for social support. Masur et al. (2014) 

observed that social media users who engage in meaningful exchanges often report higher levels of life 

satisfaction, as these interactions contribute to a sense of purpose and connection. However, the potential for 

positive outcomes is often undermined by problematic use patterns characterized by compulsivity and time 

displacement. When social media use begins to interfere with offline activities, relationships, and responsibilities, 

it can lead to declines in life satisfaction and overall quality of life. For example, individuals who rely on social 

media for escapism or mood regulation may neglect real-world opportunities for growth and fulfillment, 

ultimately compromising their well-being. The integration of social media into everyday routines further 

complicates its impact, as habitual use can blur the line between healthy engagement and overdependence. 
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By examining the motivations behind social media use, researchers can gain a clearer understanding of 

how different engagement patterns affect mental health, loneliness, and quality of life. These relationships are 

dynamic and influenced by the interaction of user motives, platform design, and broader social factors. 

Recognizing the dual effects of social media is crucial for developing interventions that maximize its benefits 

for well-being while mitigating its risks. 

1.3 Problematic social media use 

Problematic social media use (PSMU) refers to excessive, compulsive engagement with social media that 

disrupts daily functioning and resembles behavioral addiction. It is characterized by a loss of control, 

prioritization of social media over essential activities, and persistent use despite adverse outcomes. This aligns 

with Griffiths’ (2005) “components” model of addiction, which identifies six defining features: salience, mood 

modification, tolerance, withdrawal, conflict, and relapse. 

Salience reflects the dominance of social media in users’ thoughts and behaviors, often displacing 

academic, professional, or relational responsibilities. Mood modification involves using platforms to manage 

emotions, offering temporary relief from boredom or distress, but promoting dependency. Tolerance develops 

as users need more engagement to achieve the same psychological effects, paralleling patterns in substance 

use. Withdrawal is marked by irritability, anxiety, or low mood when access is restricted. Conflict arises when 

social media use impairs personal, academic, or occupational functioning, accompanied by internal struggles 

like guilt or frustration. Relapse refers to returning to problematic patterns after attempts to reduce use, often 

triggered by stress or emotional discomfort. 

Motivations such as escapism and feedback-seeking are central to PSMU. Escapism enables users to avoid 

real-life stressors, while feedback-seeking fosters preoccupation with likes and comments, reinforcing 

engagement and vulnerability to negative self-appraisal. Technological features, including algorithmic feeds, 

infinite scroll, autoplay, and notifications, exacerbate PSMU by reducing self-regulation and exploiting cognitive 

biases such as the fear of missing out (FOMO). 

In sum, PSMU is shaped by psychological, motivational, and platform-related factors. Griffiths’ addiction 

model provides a valuable framework for understanding its mechanisms and informing interventions to mitigate 

its harmful effects. 

1.4 Purpose and research questions 

The primary purpose of this study is to explore the motivations underlying social media use among young 

adults and examine how these motives relate to key psychological and behavioral outcomes. While prior research 

has extensively documented traditional motives such as socialization, escapism, and self-presentation 

(Cuadrado et al., 2022), contemporary social media platforms introduce new affordances that may shape user 

engagement in novel ways. This study extends existing frameworks by incorporating additional motivational 

dimensions, including algorithmic influences, feedback-driven behaviors, and emotional triggers. Given the 

increasing personalization of social media experiences through algorithmic content curation and the role of 

instant feedback in reinforcing platform use, investigating these factors is essential to understanding the 

evolving digital landscape.  

In addition to identifying prevalent motives for social media use, this study aims to explore how these 

motives relate to mental health, loneliness, quality of life, and problematic social media use (PSMU). While prior 

studies suggest that certain motives, such as escapism and feedback-seeking, may be associated with 

compulsive engagement and poorer well-being outcomes (Keles et al., 2020; Ryan et al., 2014), it remains 

unclear whether the same patterns hold for emerging motivational drivers, including algorithmic 

recommendations and boredom-driven use. Furthermore, this study aims to investigate whether the motivations 

for social media use, as well as their associations with psychological and behavioral variables, differ across 

various social media platforms. Given the diverse affordances and engagement styles of platforms such as 

Instagram, TikTok, and Facebook, it is plausible that users engage with these platforms for different reasons, 

which in turn may influence their well-being in distinct ways. 

To address these gaps, the study is guided by the following exploratory research questions: 

1. What are the most common motivations for social media use among young adults, and how do these 

motivations align with existing theoretical frameworks? 

2. How do motivations for social media use relate to mental health, loneliness, and problematic social media 

use? 

3. To what extent do social media motivations differ across platforms? 
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By addressing these questions, this study aims to provide a more nuanced understanding of the 

motivational landscape of social media use and its implications for well-being. Findings may inform future 

research on digital media engagement, contribute to theoretical models of social media behavior, and offer 

insights for policymakers, mental health professionals, and platform designers seeking to promote healthier 

digital interactions. 

2. Method 

2.1. Research Design 

The present study employed a cross-sectional, correlational survey design to investigate the associations 

between self-reported motives for social media use and measures of problematic social networking site (SNS) 

use, psychological distress, and loneliness among young adults. This design was chosen for its suitability in 

capturing patterns of association between psychological constructs and behavioral tendencies within a defined 

population at a single point in time. 

2.2. Participants, Procedure, and Ethical Considerations 

Participants in the study were aged 16 years or older and were recruited via email invitations sent to 

students enrolled at Malmö University and Dalarna University. The email outreach reached a total of 5180 

individuals. 

Potential participants were informed about the purpose of the study, that participation was voluntary, 

and that they could withdraw at any point before submitting their survey responses. They were also informed 

that the survey was completely anonymous and that their responses could not be linked to them as individuals. 

They were also allowed to contact the principal investigator at the Department of Psychology via e-mail if they 

had any questions or concerns about the survey. 

A total of 1107 responses were received when the survey closed. After excluding incomplete or invalid 

responses, 1015 responses remained, representing a response rate of 19.6%. Demographic information was 

collected on participants’ age, gender, primary occupation, and highest level of completed education. If no value 

was provided for gender, the response was categorized as Other/Prefer not to say. The mean age of participants 

was 36 years, with a standard deviation of 12.6 years. The youngest participant was 17 years old, and the oldest 

was 78 years old. Descriptive statistics for gender, primary occupation, and highest completed education are 

presented in Table 1. 

 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for demographic variables. 

Variable  Category f % 

Gender 

Woman 729 71.8 

Man 269 26.5 

Nonbinary 9 0.9 

Other/do not want to say 8 0.8 

Occupation 

Employed 479 47.2 

Student 463 45.6 

Retired 24 2.4 

Unemployed 19 1.9 

Parental leave 12 1.2 

Sick leave 8 0.8 

Other 9 0.9 

Highest completed education 

Secondary school 267 26.3 

Vocational college or equivalent 44 4.3 

University education, ≤ three years 266 26.2 

University education, > three years 436 43 

 

2.3. Measures 

2.3.1. Total Use of Social Media Platforms 

Participants were asked to estimate the approximate number of hours they spend daily using various 

social media platforms. The list of platforms presented to participants was derived from the Internet 

Foundation's survey on the most used social media platforms among the Swedish population (Internet 
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Foundation, 2023). The study included the 12 most frequently used platforms. However, it excluded Flashback, 

as it is a discussion forum and does not meet all the criteria for social media as defined by Obar and Wildman 

(2015). 

2.3.2 Motives for Social Media Use 

To assess the motivational factors driving participants’ social media use, the Social Networks Motives 

Scale (SN-MotiveS) developed by Cuadrado et al. (2022) was utilized. SN-MotiveS is designed to measure the 

key motives underlying social media use. The scale consists of 18 items rated on a five-point Likert scale, ranging 

from 1 (“Very rarely”) to 5 (“Very often”). Since an official Swedish translation of the scale is not yet available, 

I translated the scale into Swedish for use in this study. The SN-MotiveS includes four primary motivational 

factors, two of which have subfactors (Cuadrado et al., 2022). The four primary factors are Escapism (with the 

subfactors Mood management and Entertainment), Prosocial behavior (with the subfactors Information sharing 

and helping), Socialization, and Self-presentation. The scales have demonstrated good internal consistency 

(Cronbach’s α .83 – .92) and correlate as expected with other measures related to the constructs it aims to 

assess (Cuadrado et al., 2022). 

2.3.3 Problematic Social Media Use 

To measure participants’ levels of problematic SNS use, the Social Networking Addiction Scale (SNAS) 

developed by Shahnawaz and Usama (2020) was used. The SNAS consists of 21 items rated on a seven-point 

Likert scale, where 1 represents “Not at all” and 7 represents “Completely.” These items are grouped into six 

categories that correspond to the six components of Griffiths’ (2005) model of addiction: salience, mood 

modification, tolerance, withdrawal, conflict, and relapse. The scale yields a total score ranging from 21 to 147 

points, with scores above 84 indicating problematic social media use (Shahnawaz & Usama, 2020). Factor 

analysis of the SNAS has confirmed the presence of six distinct factors, corresponding to the six addiction 

components outlined in Griffiths’ model. The SNAS has demonstrated good test-retest reliability and positive 

correlations with related constructs, such as problematic Facebook use and problematic internet use. Its 

outcomes also correlate positively with total internet use and perceived loneliness and negatively with perceived 

life satisfaction (Shahnawaz & Usama, 2020). 

2.3.4 Psychological Distress 

Participants’ general levels of psychological distress were assessed using the Kessler-6 (K6). The K6 was 

developed as a brief screening tool for non-specific psychological distress (Kessler et al., 2002). The scale 

comprises six items designed to capture general psychological discomfort over the past 30 days without 

targeting specific psychiatric diagnoses. Prochaska et al. (2012) examined the validity and utility of the K6 for 

identifying moderate psychological distress by comparing participants’ scores on the K6 with other indicators 

of psychological well-being. They proposed a new, lower threshold (≥5) for moderate psychological distress in 

addition to the established threshold for severe distress (≥13). The K6 has demonstrated strong internal 

consistency (α = 0.89; Kessler et al., 2002). It was selected for this study due to its brevity, non-diagnostic focus, 

and capacity to capture general psychological distress. 

2.3.5 Perceived Loneliness 

Perceived loneliness was measured using the UCLA Three-Item Loneliness Scale (UCLA-3). The UCLA-3 is 

a shortened version of the Revised UCLA Loneliness Scale (R-UCLA), developed to facilitate simpler 

administration, such as during telephone interviews (Hughes et al., 2004). The scale consists of three items 

rated on a three-point Likert scale, where one represents “Hardly ever,” 2 represents “Sometimes,” and three 

represents “Often.” Hughes et al. (2004) demonstrated that the UCLA-3 has acceptable internal consistency (α 

= 0.72) and that its outcomes correlate with depressive symptoms and higher levels of perceived stress. These 

findings suggest that the scale effectively measures loneliness in relation to psychological distress. The short 

version was selected for this study to minimize survey length while maintaining strong psychometric properties 

comparable to the full version of the scale. 
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2.4. Data Analysis  

Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics. Preliminary data screening involved examining patterns 

of missingness, identifying outliers, and verifying normality assumptions for key variables. Incomplete or invalid 

responses were excluded from the final dataset, resulting in a total sample of 1.015 participants. 

To examine the dimensionality of the newly developed motivational items not captured by the SN-MotiveS, 

an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was conducted. The suitability of the data for factor analysis was first 

assessed using the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure and Bartlett’s test of sphericity. Principal axis factoring 

was employed for extraction, and factors were rotated using Promax oblique rotation, given the anticipated 

intercorrelations among constructs. The number of factors retained was determined through parallel analysis, 

and item retention followed the guidelines of Tabachnick and Fidell (2007), removing items with low loadings 

or substantial cross-loadings. 

Descriptive statistics and a repeated measures ANOVA were then used to compare the frequency of 

different motivational drivers for social media use. Pairwise comparisons with Bonferroni correction were 

applied to identify statistically significant differences between motive categories. 

To investigate platform-specific motivational patterns, bivariate Pearson correlations were computed 

between participants’ average weekly use of each social media platform and their scores on the ten motivational 

subscales (including both SN-MotiveS and the new factors derived from EFA). 

Finally, to assess how motivations predicted psychological and behavioral outcomes, hierarchical linear 

regression analyses were conducted separately for three outcome variables: problematic social media use 

(SNAS), psychological distress (K6), and loneliness (UCLA-3). Demographic covariates (age and gender) were 

entered in the first block of each model, followed by the ten motivational subscales in the second block. 

Standardized beta coefficients (β), t-values, and significance levels were reported for all predictors. Changes in 

explained variance (ΔR²) between models were used to evaluate the contribution of motivational factors. 

3. Results 

3.1. Factor structure of the added motives 

Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was used to determine the dimensionality of the items formulated to 

measure other motives than the one captured by the SN-MotiveS.  Prior to running the analyses, the data were 

examined using the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin test (KMO) and Bartlett’s test of Sphericity. The KMO value was 0.85, 

indicating that the patterns of correlations were sufficiently compact to produce reliable factors. In addition, 

Bartlett’s test of Sphericity was significant (χ2 = 4112.95, df = 91, p <.001), suggesting that the correlation 

matrix significantly differs from an identity matrix, and hence that the items share enough variance to justify 

factor analysis.  

 Factors were extracted using principal axis factoring and – given that the factors were expected to be 

correlated – rotated using an oblique rotation procedure (Promax). The number of factors to extract was 

determined using parallel analysis (Horn, 1965), which indicated that the eigenvalues of the first four factors 

exceeded the corresponding eigenvalues in a random score matrix of the same rank. The four extracted factors 

accounted for 57.8% of the variance.  

 To determine which items to exclude/include, we followed the criteria suggested by Tabachnick and 

Fidell (2007) and removed items with 1) a lower factor loading than .45 on any of the factors and 2) a difference 

between factor loadings of less than .20 between the primary and secondary factors that the item loaded upon. 

This resulted in the exclusion of 4 items, leaving 12 remaining (see Table 2).  

The factors were named in accordance with the type of motive for SNS use they were related to and the 

internal consistency (Cronbach’s α) of each factor was calculated. This resulted in the following factors: Factor 

1: Reactions from others (α = .90); Factor 2: Habitual use and boredom (α = .84); Factor 3: New social 

connections (α = .82); Factor 4: Algorithmic recommendations (α = .78). 

3.2. What motives for social media use are most reported? 

Next, we aimed to determine whether there was a difference in the extent to which various motives for 

social media use were reported, and if so, which motives were mentioned more frequently. First, a repeated 

measures ANOVA was conducted with the average item scores across the 10 motives as a within-subject factor. 

The omnibus test showed a significant effect (F(9, 8388) = 464.9; p < .001; partial Ƞ2 = .33), indicating that the 

scores varied across the motives. In the next step, the differences between the estimated marginal means for 
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the different levels of the within-subjects factor were examined to identify which motives were reported more 

or less often. These comparisons were Bonferroni corrected to account for multiple testing. Table 3 displays 

descriptive statistics and Bonferroni-corrected pairwise comparisons for the various motives for SNS use. 

Table 2. Items measuring motives for social media use and factor loadings. 

Item Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 

1. See how others have reacted to or commented on your 

posts 

.92    

2. See how many views your posts have received. .81    

3. You received notifications about your posts. .56    

4. It is a habit that you engage in almost automatically  .84   

5. You feel like you have nothing else to do  .66   

6. You feel bored when not using social media  .60   

7. Find new friends   .83  

8. Find people who share the same interests   .62  

9. Seek contact with other people   .61  

10. You are recommended posts that you might be 

interested in 

   .84 

11. You get notifications about content that interests you    .63 

12. You come across posts about things that interests you    .59 

 

Table 3. Descriptive statistics and Bonferroni corrected pairwise comparisons of the different motives for SNS 

use. 

Motive M (SD) 

Significantly 

higher than (p 

<.05) 

Significantly 

lower than (p <. 

05) 

Not significantly 

different from 

(p >.05) 

1: Socialization 2.97 (1.17) 2-10 - - 

2: Entertainment 2.56 (.92) 3;4;5;6;8;9 1;7 10 

3: Mood management 2.06 (1.18) 4;5;6;8;9 1;2;7;10 - 

4: Self-presentation 1.46 (.70) - 1-10 - 

5: Information sharing 1.88 (.88) 4;6;8;9 1;2;3;7;10 - 

6: Helping 1.55 (.67) 4 1;2;3;5;7;9;10 8 

7: Habit and boredom 2.75 (1.07) 2;3;4;5;6;8;9;10 1 - 

8: New connections 1.62 (.76) 4 1;2;3;5;7;10 6;9 

9: Reactions from others 1.67 (.86) 4;6 1;2;3;5;7;10 8 

10: Algorithmic recom. 2.52 (.92) 3;4;5;6;8;9 1;7 2 

  

As can be seen in Table 3, the most frequently reported were Socialization (maintaining contact with 

those close to you), Habitual use and boredom (using social media out of habit and since it feels boring when 

not using), Entertainment (having fun and hanging out), and Algorithmic Recommendations (social media use 

triggered by recommendations and notifications). On the other hand, the motives least frequently reported were 

Self-Presentation (posting information and pictures of yourself), Helping (using social media to help others and 

sign petitions), New Social Connections (using social media to contact others), and Reactions from others 

(checking how other users have responded to one’s postings).  

3.3 How are the different motives for social media use associated with the use of different social 

media platforms? 

As previously described, the present study also aimed to investigate the relationship between different 

motives and the use of various social media platforms. To do this, bivariate correlations were calculated between 

the motives and reported weekly usage of different social media platforms. The results are shown in Table 4. 

As shown, the analyses indicated that the motives Socialization, Helping, and New Social Connections had 

the strongest connection with using Instagram and Snapchat, while Entertainment was most strongly linked to 

Snapchat and TikTok. The motives Mood Management, Habitual Use, Boredom, and Algorithmic 

Recommendations, on the other hand, showed the strongest links with using Instagram and TikTok. Additionally, 

the motives Self-Presentation, Information Sharing, and Reactions from Others were most strongly associated 

with using Facebook and Instagram. 
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Table 4. Bivariate correlations between scores on the motives for SNS use scales and average weekly use of 

different social media platforms. 

 Youtube Facebook Instagram Snapchat TikTok X 

Socialization -.08* .08* .23** .24** .14** -.02 

Entertainment .17** -.08* .21** .24** .33** .15** 

Mood management .19** -.09** .24** .15** .32** .05 

Self-presentation -.02 .11** .22** .12** .02 -.03 

Information sharing -.03 .14** .14** .09** .06* .02 

Helping .03 .08* .09** .10** .08* .04 

Habit and boredom .08* -.01 .28** .25** .35** .08* 

New connections .06 .04 .13** .11** .10** .06 

Reactions from others -.07* .14** .19** .03 -.03 -.03 

Algorithmic recom. .09** .06 .13** .04 .11** .08* 

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

3.4 Associations between motives for social media use and problematic social media use, 

distress, and loneliness. 

To investigate the associations between motives for social media use and psychological functioning, a 

series of hierarchical multiple regression analyses was conducted. For each outcome variable - problematic 

social media use (SNAS), psychological distress (Kessler-6), and loneliness (UCLA-3) - demographic covariates 

were entered in Block 1, including gender and age, followed by the ten motivational variables in Block 2. Gender 

was included due to the imbalance in the sample (71.8% women), allowing for examination of whether gender 

differences influenced the psychological outcomes. Age was included as a continuous covariate, given the broad 

age range of participants (17–78 years). The standardized regression coefficients (β), t-values, and significance 

levels are reported below for both models. Results for the full models are summarized in Table 5. 

Table 5. Hierarchical linear regression analyses of Gender and motives for social media use as predictors of 

problematic social media use (SNAS), Distress (Kessler-6), and Loneliness (UCLA-3). 

 SNAS Kessler-6 UCLA-3 

 β t p β t p β t p 

Model 1          

Gender -0.07 -2.46 .014 -0.11 -3.42 <.001 -0.01 -0.27 .789 

Age -0.45 -15.05 <.001 -0.32 -9.98 <.001 -0.19 -5.56 <.001 

Model 2          

Gender 0.01 0.31 .755 -0.04 -1.42 .155 0.02 0.59 .554 

Age -0.11 -3.80 <.001 -0.07 -2.23 .026 -0.02 -0.41 .680 

Socialization -0.003 -0.10 .924 -0.05 -1.47 .142 -0.08 -2.07 .039 

Entertainment 0.06 1.87 .062 -0.03 -0.66 .508 0.07 1.51 .132 

Mood management 0.28 9.84 <.001 0.56 16.67 <.001 0.32 7.95 <.001 

Self-presentation 0.06 1.96 .050 -0.10 -2.68 .008 -0.06 -1.35 .179 

Information sharing 0.03 1.16 .245 -0.03 -0.81 .420 -0.08 -2.12 .035 

Helping -0.06 -2.18 .030 0.03 0.79 .430 0.02 0.60 .546 

Habit and boredom 0.41 12.86 <.001 0.06 1.45 .148 0.02 0.43 .669 

New connections 0.09 3.45 <.001 0.11 3.37 <.001 0.14 3.49 <.001 

Reactions from others 0.04 1.21 .227 0.08 2.32 .021 0.09 2.00 .046 

Algorithmic recom. 0.03 0.99 .325 -0.04 -1.45 .149 -0.05 -1.45 .146 

Note: Statistically significant predictors are written in bold figures. 

 

The hierarchical regression analyses revealed distinct patterns of association between motivational 

factors and the three outcome variables: problematic social media use, psychological distress, and loneliness. 

In each case, the inclusion of motivational variables in Model 2 led to a substantial and statistically significant 

increase in explained variance compared to the gender-only models. 

For problematic social media use, Model 1 indicated that both gender and age were significant predictors, 

with men and older participants reporting lower levels of problematic use. However, these effects were 

attenuated when motivational factors were entered in Model 2, which significantly increased the explained 

variance (ΔR² = .363, p < .001). In the full model, the strongest associations were observed for Habitual use and 

boredom, followed by Mood management, with smaller effects for Self-presentation and New social connections. 
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Age remained a significant negative predictor, suggesting that problematic use decreases slightly with 

increasing age, even after accounting for motivational differences. 

In the initial model for psychological distress, both gender and age were significant predictors, with 

women and younger participants reporting higher distress levels. After including motivational variables in Model 

2, the overall model fit improved substantially (ΔR² = .289, p < .001). The motive most strongly associated with 

distress was Mood management, followed by seeking New social connections. Interestingly, Self-presentation 

was negatively associated with distress, suggesting a potential distinction between expressive and 

compensatory forms of SNS use. Other motives did not contribute significantly to distress in the final model. 

Age remained a small but significant negative predictor, indicating that younger age was associated with higher 

distress independent of motivational patterns. 

For loneliness, age but not gender was a significant predictor in the initial model, with younger 

participants reporting more loneliness. In Model 2, the inclusion of motivational variables significantly improved 

the model (ΔR² = .135, p < .001). Loneliness was positively associated with Mood management, Reactions from 

others, and New social connections, and negatively associated with socialization and information sharing. Age 

was no longer significant in the full model, suggesting that motivational patterns may account for the age-

related variance in loneliness. 

4. Discussion 

This study aimed to explore the motivations underlying social media use among young adults and 

examine their associations with key psychological and behavioral outcomes, including problematic social media 

use (PSMU), mental health, loneliness, and quality of life. By integrating both established motives, such as 

socialization and escapism, and emerging ones, like algorithmic recommendations, habitual use, and feedback-

seeking, this study contributes to a more nuanced understanding of how these motivations relate to well-being. 

5.1. Motives for social media use across different platforms 

The most frequently reported motives were socialization, habitual use, boredom, entertainment, and 

algorithmic recommendations. These findings support prior research on the central role of social media in 

maintaining connections and providing entertainment and distraction (Cuadrado et al., 2022; Ellison et al., 

2007). The emergence of algorithmic recommendations as a distinct motive highlights how passive, personalized 

content delivery now drives engagement (Bucher, 2018; Parsonage, 2024). 

Motives such as self-presentation, helping others, seeking new connections, and checking reactions were 

less common. This contrasts with earlier studies emphasizing self-presentation (Toma & Hancock, 2013; Vogel 

et al., 2014), suggesting a shift toward more passive, consumption-based use. Notably, platform-specific 

analyses revealed that Instagram and Snapchat were associated with socialization and new connections, 

whereas TikTok and Snapchat were more closely tied to entertainment and mood regulation. Facebook was 

linked to self-presentation, information sharing, and feedback-seeking—consistent with its design as a space 

for identity curation and social feedback (Cuadrado et al., 2022; Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). 

5.2 Associations with Well Being 

Motivations were significantly associated with key psychological outcomes, and several patterns illustrate 

how specific motives may foster problematic social media use (PSMU). Habitual use and mood management 

emerged as the strongest predictors of PSMU, consistent with research on behavioral addiction that emphasizes 

repetitive, automatic engagement as a maladaptive form of emotion regulation (Andreassen et al., 2012; 

Kardefelt-Winther, 2014). For example, users may check platforms compulsively during idle moments or 

“doomscroll” late at night to escape stress, reinforcing dependency through repetitive relief-seeking cycles 

(Elhai et al., 2017). Over time, this habitual coping strategy can escalate into compulsive patterns that displace 

healthier coping mechanisms. 

Mood management also predicted psychological distress and loneliness, supporting the compensatory 

internet use framework, where social media is used to alleviate negative affect but often fails to improve well-

being (Kardefelt-Winther, 2014; Nesin et al., 2025). For instance, turning to TikTok or Instagram during episodes 

of anxiety may provide a temporary distraction, but excessive reliance can contribute to rumination, disrupted 

sleep, and heightened emotional vulnerability (Keles et al., 2020). 

Interestingly, self-presentation was negatively associated with distress. Expressive behaviors, such as 

posting curated photos or sharing personal reflections, may enhance agency and foster validation from peers, 

improving mood in the short term (Toma & Hancock, 2013). However, other studies suggest that the same 



 

 

Journal of Social Media Research, 2(3), 179-194 190 

 

Wolgast et al. 

behaviors can fuel problematic comparison and feedback dependency in different contexts (Ryan et al., 2014; 

Vogel et al., 2014). This indicates that platform affordances and individual differences likely moderate whether 

self-presentation is protective or maladaptive. 

The motive “new social connections” showed positive associations with PSMU, distress, and loneliness. 

Users seeking new connections online may compensate for unmet offline social needs, but online interactions 

do not always provide the intimacy or stability required to alleviate loneliness (Valkenburg & Peter, 2011; Yang 

et al., 2018). This discrepancy can foster compulsive attempts to expand digital networks without achieving 

meaningful emotional support, thereby reinforcing problematic use. 

By contrast, prosocial motives—such as helping others or sharing useful information—were negatively or 

only weakly associated with distress and problematic engagement. This suggests that motivations oriented 

toward contributing to others may represent more adaptive digital habits. 

Finally, while socialization motives were expected to reduce loneliness, this effect was not observed, 

possibly reflecting the superficiality of many online interactions or their inability to substitute for deeper offline 

connections (Twenge et al., 2019). Notably, gender initially predicted PSMU and distress, but these effects 

disappeared once motivational patterns were taken into account, indicating that psychological motives, rather 

than demographic variables alone, account for problematic outcomes. 

Taken together, these findings underscore that motivations provide a more effective explanatory model 

for digital behavior than simply measuring time spent online. Still, the cross-sectional design precludes causal 

conclusions. Future longitudinal studies could clarify whether specific motives directly increase vulnerability to 

distress or whether individuals experiencing distress are more likely to adopt these motives as coping strategies. 

5.3 Theoretical and Practical Implications 

The findings align with established frameworks while pointing toward the need for updated theoretical 

models. Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT; Katz et al., 1973) explains traditional motives, such as 

entertainment and socialization; however, emerging motives, like algorithmic engagement and habitual use, 

necessitate expansion. These reflect a shift toward less volitional, more reactive behaviors, better captured by 

dual-process models of media use (LaRose et al., 2009). 

Mood management aligns with the Compensatory Internet Use Theory (CIUT), which views digital 

engagement as a coping mechanism for unmet offline needs (Elhai et al., 2017; Kardefelt-Winther, 2014). 

Similarly, Self-Determination Theory (SDT) suggests that users turn to social media to satisfy basic needs, such 

as relatedness or competence, in the absence of offline fulfillment (Błachnio et al., 2016; Przybylski et al., 2009; 

Ryan & Deci, 2000; Sha et al., 2019). The consistent associations between mood-related and habitual use and 

problematic outcomes support calls to integrate motivational theory with insights into persuasive platform 

design (Alter, 2017; Montag et al., 2019). Features like algorithmic feeds, infinite scroll, and notification systems 

foster automatic behaviors that blur the line between intentional and compulsive use. 

From a practical standpoint, interventions should focus on reducing problematic use by targeting 

underlying motives—particularly emotion regulation and boredom. Digital literacy efforts that promote 

emotional self-regulation and awareness of persuasive design could help users develop healthier engagement 

habits.  

In addition, prosocial motives like helping and information sharing, which were not linked to distress, 

may represent protective engagement strategies. Platforms could encourage these behaviors by designing 

features that foster meaningful interaction, civic participation, and community support. Finally, a motivation-

based approach to social media literacy is essential. Rather than focusing solely on time online, attention should 

shift to the reasons behind engagement. This can help distinguish adaptive from maladaptive use and inform 

user-specific and platform-specific interventions.  Recent research supports this view. Fassi et al. (2024) found 

a small but consistent link between social media use and internalizing symptoms, moderated by content and 

engagement style. Similarly, Karim et al. (2020) highlighted associations between problematic use and anxiety 

or depression, often driven by disrupted sleep or compulsive checking. Voggenreiter et al. (2023) showed that 

online feedback quality impacts emotional well-being, with low feedback increasing stress and disconnection. 

Taken together, these findings suggest that platform architecture, engagement motives, and emotional 

context all shape how social media affects mental health. This study contributes by showing how motivational 

factors help differentiate problematic from benign use—offering practical and theoretical insights into digital 

well-being. 

5.4 Limitations and directions for future research 
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Despite its contributions, this study has important limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the 

cross-sectional design precludes any conclusions about causality. While the findings indicate associations 

between motivations and well-being outcomes, it remains unclear whether certain motives lead to problematic 

use and distress or whether individuals with higher distress levels are more likely to engage with social media 

for those reasons. Longitudinal research is needed to clarify the directionality of these relationships. 

Second, the study relied on self-reported measures, which may be subject to recall bias or social 

desirability effects. Future studies could benefit from incorporating objective behavioral data, such as screen 

time tracking or platform-specific usage logs, to validate self-reported engagement patterns. Additionally, while 

the study examined differences in motives across platforms, it did not consider potential demographic 

moderators, such as age, gender, or personality traits, which could influence how individuals engage with social 

media. Further research should explore how these variables interact with motivations and psychological 

outcomes. 

Third, the generalizability of the findings is limited by both the sampling method and the cultural context. 

The study employed a convenience sample of Swedish university students, which may not be representative of 

the broader population. Additionally, cultural norms shape social media use: previous research indicates that 

users in individualistic cultures are more likely to engage in self-presentation and seek feedback, while users in 

collectivistic cultures tend to focus on relational motives and group belonging (Jackson & Wang, 2013; Nadkarni 

& Hofmann, 2012). As a result, the demographic makeup of the sample and its cultural environment may have 

affected the prevalence of certain motives and their links to psychological outcomes. Future cross-cultural and 

population-based research is necessary to determine if these patterns apply to other groups and settings. Lastly, 

although the study identified new motives such as algorithmic engagement and feedback-seeking behaviors, 

future studies should work to refine and validate these concepts. The impact of algorithmic recommendations 

on compulsive engagement is significant to explore, given the growing role of personalized content in shaping 

social media use.  

5. Conclusion & Practical Implications 

This study provides a comprehensive examination of why young adults engage with social media and how 

these underlying motivations relate to psychological well-being and problematic usage. While social media 

platforms continue to serve essential functions, such as fostering social connections, providing entertainment, 

and facilitating self-expression, our findings underscore that not all motives are equally benign. Motives related 

to habitual use, mood management, and algorithmically driven engagement emerged as the most robust 

predictors of problematic social media use and psychological distress. These findings suggest that digital 

behaviors increasingly reflect not only conscious choices but also automated responses and design-driven 

reinforcement mechanisms. 

By incorporating both established and emerging motivational dimensions, this study extends previous 

research and highlights the evolving psychological landscape of social media use. The results show that 

motivations are not uniform across platforms: for example, entertainment and feedback-driven motives are 

more prevalent on TikTok and Instagram, whereas Facebook use is more closely associated with self-

presentation and information sharing. These platform-specific patterns emphasize the importance of treating 

social media not as a monolithic activity but as a set of diverse, context-dependent engagements shaped by 

user intent and platform architecture. 

From a practical perspective, these insights carry important implications for mental health professionals, 

educators, policymakers, and platform designers. First, interventions targeting problematic social media use 

may benefit from focusing on the psychological functions that drive engagement, particularly the use of 

platforms for mood regulation or as a means of coping with boredom. Programs that teach alternative coping 

strategies, such as emotional self-regulation or mindfulness-based techniques, may be especially beneficial for 

users at risk of compulsive behavior. 

Second, the identification of algorithmic engagement as a distinct motivational category calls attention 

to the persuasive and often opaque role of recommendation systems. Policy measures could include mandatory 

transparency reports on algorithmic curation, the implementation of user-control tools (e.g., chronological feed 

options, time-limit settings), and restrictions on design features like infinite scroll or autoplay that are known 

to encourage compulsive use. Such measures would enable users to manage their engagement more effectively 

while holding platforms accountable for their manipulative design practices. 

Third, the finding that helping and information-sharing motives were associated with lower psychological 

distress points toward more adaptive forms of engagement. Educational programs at the school and university 
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levels could integrate digital well-being curricula that emphasize prosocial uses of social media, such as 

community building, civic participation, and collaborative learning, rather than passive consumption. Parent- 

and teacher-focused guidance initiatives could further reinforce healthy norms of digital use. 

Finally, these findings support a motivation-based approach to social media literacy. Rather than 

emphasizing time spent online as the primary indicator of risk, future research and practice should focus on 

the reasons individuals engage with platforms. Digital literacy campaigns could encourage critical reflection on 

why users engage online, alongside practical strategies for balancing entertainment-driven and algorithm-

driven use with healthier forms of digital interaction. Understanding and addressing these motivations, 

particularly those rooted in emotional needs or habitual use, can inform more nuanced and effective strategies 

for supporting well-being in an increasingly digital world. 

In summary, this study provides a more detailed map of the motivational landscape of social media use 

among young adults, highlighting key psychological mechanisms that may underlie both beneficial and 

maladaptive patterns of engagement. Future research should continue to refine motivational typologies and 

explore how interventions can be tailored not only to individual needs but also to platform-specific and cultural 

dynamics. 

 

Statement of Researchers 

Researchers’ contribution rate statement: 

All authors contributed to the study using the Contributor Roles Taxonomy (CRediT) as follows: 

Martin Wolgast: Conceptualization; Methodology; Data Analysis; Writing – Original Draft; Writing – Review & Editing. 

Hampus Adler: Conceptualization; Methodology; Writing – Review & Editing. 

Sima Nurali Wolgast: Conceptualization; Writing – Original Draft; Writing – Review & Editing. 

All authors have read and approved the final manuscript. They agree to be accountable for all aspects of the work and 

ensure that questions related to the accuracy or integrity of any part of the work are appropriately investigated and 

resolved. 

Conflict statement: 

The authors declare that they have no conflict of interest. 

Data Availability Statement:  

The data supporting this study's findings are available on request from the corresponding author. However, the data are 

not publicly available due to privacy or ethical restrictions. 

Funding:  

This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in the public, commercial, or not-for-profit sectors. 

Ethical Considerations: 

This research was approved by the Ethics Committee at the Department of Psychology, Lund University, 20/1 2024. 

Author Biographies 

Martin Wolgast is a Docent and Senior Lecturer in Psychology at Lund University, Sweden. His research focuses on the 

psychological and behavioral effects of digital media use, particularly social media engagement and its implications for 

mental health, attention, and emotional well-being. With a background in clinical psychology and cognitive behavioral 

science, Dr. Wolgast has published widely on topics such as anxiety, behavioral addiction, and digital technology use in 

everyday life. He is actively involved in interdisciplinary projects addressing digital well-being, user behavior, and 

algorithmic influence on cognition. His current research explores the intersection between psychological motives, 

compulsive use patterns, and emotional regulation strategies in digital environments. 

Hampus Adler is a licensed clinical psychologist and holds a Master of Science in Psychology from Lund University. His 

research interests focus on digital behavior, social media engagement, and the psychological mechanisms underlying 

problematic use of online platforms.  

Sima Nurali Wolgast is an Associate Professor of Psychology at Lund University. Her research lies at the intersection of 

social and clinical psychology, with a particular focus on mental health, identity formation, and social determinants of 

psychological well-being. Dr. Wolgast’s work often addresses how social environments—both offline and online—contribute 

to psychological distress, emotional regulation, and social connectedness. She has extensive experience in psychometric 

evaluation, survey methodology, and applied psychological research. Her recent projects explore digital socialization, 

algorithmic exposure, and psychosocial outcomes among youth and marginalized populations. 

6. References 

Alter, A. (2017). Irresistible: The rise of addictive technology and the business of keeping us hooked. Penguin Press. 

Andreassen, C. S., Torsheim, T., Brunborg, G. S., & Pallesen, S. (2012). Development of a Facebook addiction scale. 

Psychological Reports, 110(2), 501–517. https://doi.org/10.2466/02.09.18.PR0.110.2.501-517  

Baumeister, R. F., & Leary, M. R. (1995). The need to belong: Desire for interpersonal attachments as a fundamental human 

motivation. Psychological Bulletin, 117(3), 497–529. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497  

https://doi.org/10.2466/02.09.18.PR0.110.2.501-517
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497


 Motives for Social Media Use in Adults… 

 

 193 

 

Błachnio, A., Przepiorka, A., & Pantic, I. (2016). Association between Facebook addiction, self-esteem and life satisfaction: A 

cross-sectional study. Computers in Human Behavior, 55, 701–705. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.10.026  

Braghieri, L., Levy, R., & Makarin, A. (2022). Social media and mental health. SSRN Electronic Journal. 

https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3919760  

Bucher, T. (2018). If…then: Algorithmic power and politics. Oxford University Press. 

Cataldo, I., Lepri, B., Neoh, M. J. Y., & Esposito, G. (2021). Social Media Usage and Development of Psychiatric Disorders in 

Childhood and Adolescence: A Review. Frontiers in Psychiatry, 11, 508595. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2020.508595  

Cuadrado, E., Tabernero, C., Castillo-Mayén, R., Luque, B., & Moreno-Bella, E. (2022). Motives for using social networks and 

social network addiction in a time of pandemic. Cyberpsychology: Journal of Psychosocial Research on Cyberspace, 

16(5). https://doi.org/10.5817/CP2022-5-3  

Elhai, J. D., Dvorak, R. D., Levine, J. C., & Hall, B. J. (2017). Problematic smartphone use: A conceptual overview and systematic 

review of relations with anxiety and depression psychopathology. Journal of Affective Disorders, 207, 251–259. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2016.08.030 

Elhai, J. D., Levine, J. C., Dvorak, R. D., & Hall, B. J. (2017). Non-social features of smartphone use are most related to 

depression, anxiety and problematic smartphone use. Computers in Human Behavior, 69, 75–82. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.12.023  

Ellison, N. B., Steinfield, C., & Lampe, C. (2007). The benefits of Facebook “friends:” Social capital and college students’ use of 

online social network sites. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 12(4), 1143–1168. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2007.00367.x  

Fassi, L., Thomas, K., Parry, D. A., Leyland-Craggs, A., Ford, T. J., & Orben, A. (2024). Social media use and internalizing 

symptoms in clinical and community adolescent samples: A systematic review and meta-analysis. JAMA Pediatrics, 

178(8), 814–822. https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2024.2078  

Griffiths, M. D. (2005). A “components” model of addiction within a biopsychosocial framework. Journal of Substance Use, 

10(4), 191–197. https://doi.org/10.1080/14659890500114359  

Hilty, D. M., Stubbe, D., McKean, A. J., Hoffman, P. E., Zalpuri, I., Myint, M. T., … Li, S.-T. T. (2023). A scoping review of social 

media in child, adolescents and young adults: research findings in depression, anxiety and other clinical challenges. 

BJPsych Open, 9(5), e152. 10.1192/bjo.2023.523 

Hunt, M.G., Marx, R., Lipson, C., & Young, J. (2018). No More FOMO: Limiting Social Media Decreases Loneliness and Depression. 

Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology. https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2018.37.10.751 

Jackson, L. A., & Wang, J. L. (2013). Cultural differences in social networking site use: A comparative study of China and the 

United States. Computers in Human Behavior, 29(3), 910–921. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2012.11.024  

Kardefelt-Winther, D. (2014). A conceptual and methodological critique of internet addiction research: Towards a model of 

compensatory internet use. Computers in Human Behavior, 31, 351–354. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2013.10.059  

Karim, F., Oyewande, A. A., Abdalla, L. F., Chaudhry Ehsanullah, R., & Khan, S. (2020). Social media use and its connection to 

mental health: A systematic review. Cureus, 12(6), e8627. https://doi.org/10.7759/cureus.8627  

Katz, E., Blumer, J. G., & Gurevitch, M. (1973). Uses and gratifications research. Public Opinion Quarterly, 37(4), 509–523. 

https://doi.org/10.1086/268109  

Keles, B., McCrae, N., & Grealish, A. (2020). A systematic review: The influence of social media on depression, anxiety, and 

psychological distress in adolescents. Clinical Psychology Review, 77, 101842. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02673843.2019.1590851 

LaRose, R., Lin, C. A., & Eastin, M. S. (2009). Unregulated Internet usage: Addiction, habit, or deficient self-regulation? Media 

Psychology, 5(3), 225–253. https://doi.org/10.1207/S1532785XMEP0503_01 

Masur, P. K., Reinecke, L., Ziegele, M., & Quiring, O. (2014). The interplay of intrinsic need satisfaction and Facebook specific 

motives in explaining addictive behavior on Facebook. Computers in Human Behavior, 39, 376–386. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.05.047 

Montag, C., Lachmann, B., Herrlich, M., & Zweig, K. (2019). Addictive features of social media/messenger platforms and 

freemium games against the background of psychological and economic theories. International Journal of 

Environmental Research and Public Health, 16(14), 2612. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16142612  

Morellini, L., Ceroni, M., Rossi, S., & Zerboni, G. (2022). Social cognition in adult ADHD: A systematic review. Frontiers in 

Psychology. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.940445  

Morris, R. III, Moretta, T., & Potenza, M. N. (2023). The psychobiology of problematic use of social media. Current Behavioral 

Neuroscience Reports, 10, 65–74. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40473-023-00261-8 

Nadkarni, A., & Hofmann, S. G. (2012). Why do people use Facebook?. Personality and Individual Differences, 52(3), 243–249. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2011.11.007  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.10.026
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3919760
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2020.508595
https://doi.org/10.5817/CP2022-5-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2016.08.030
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.12.023
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2007.00367.x
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2024.2078
https://doi.org/10.1080/14659890500114359
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjo.2023.523
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1521/jscp.2018.37.10.751
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2012.11.024
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2013.10.059
https://doi.org/10.7759/cureus.8627
https://doi.org/10.1086/268109
https://doi.org/10.1080/02673843.2019.1590851
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16142612
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.940445
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2011.11.007


 

 

Journal of Social Media Research, 2(3), 179-194 194 

 

Wolgast et al. 

Naslund, J. A., Grande, S. W., Aschbrenner, K. A., & Elwyn, G. (2016). Naturally occurring peer support through social media: 

The experiences of individuals with severe mental illness using YouTube. PLOS ONE, 9(10), e110171. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0110171  

Nesi, J., & Prinstein, M. J. (2015). Using social media for social comparison and feedback-seeking: Gender and popularity 

moderate associations with depressive symptoms. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 43(8), 1427–1438. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-015-0020-0  

Nesin, S. M., Sharma, K., Burghate, K. N., & Anthony, M. (2025). Neurobiology of emotional regulation in cyberbullying victims. 

Frontiers in Psychology.  https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1473807  

Parent, N. (2023). Basic need satisfaction through social media engagement: A developmental framework for understanding 

adolescent social media use. Human Development, 67(1), 1–17. https://doi.org/10.1159/000529449  

Przybylski, A. K., Weinstein, N., Ryan, R. M., & Rigby, C. S. (2009). Having to versus wanting to play: Background and 

consequences of harmonious versus obsessive engagement in video games. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social 

Networking, 16(6), 418–423. 10.1089/cpb.2009.0083  

Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2000). Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social development, and 

well-being. American Psychologist, 55(1), 68–78. https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.55.1.68  

Ryan, T., Chester, A., Reece, J., & Xenos, S. (2014). The uses and abuses of Facebook: A review of Facebook addiction. Journal 

of Behavioral Addictions, 3(3), 133–148. https://doi.org/10.1556/JBA.3.2014.016  

Seidman, G. (2013). Self-presentation and belonging on Facebook: How personality influences social media use and 

motivations. Personality and Individual Differences, 54(3), 402–407. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2012.10.009  

Sha, P., Sariyska, R., Riedl, R., Lachmann, B., & Montag, C. (2019). Linking internet communication and smartphone use 

disorder by taking a closer look at the Facebook and WhatsApp applications. Addictive Behaviors Reports, 9, 100148. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.abrep.2018.100148  

Sundar, S. S., & Limperos, A. M. (2012). Uses and grats 2.0: New gratifications for new media. Journal of Broadcasting & 

Electronic Media, 57(4), 504–525. https://doi.org/10.1080/08838151.2013.845827 

Toma, C. L., & Hancock, J. T. (2013). Self-affirmation underlies Facebook use. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 39(3), 

321–331. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167212474694  

Twenge, J. M., Spitzberg, B. H., & Campbell, W. K. (2019). Less in-person social interaction with peers among U.S. adolescents 

in the 21st century and links to loneliness. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 36(6), 1892-1913. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407519836170  

Vogel, E. A., Rose, J. P., Roberts, L. R., & Eckles, K. (2014). Social comparison, social media, and self-esteem. Psychology of 

Popular Media Culture, 3(4), 206–222. https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000047  

Voggenreiter, A., Brandt, S., Putterer, F., Frings, A., & Pfeffer, J. (2024, May). The Role of Likes: How Online Feedback Impacts 

Users' Mental Health. In Proceedings of the 16th ACM Web Science Conference (pp. 302-310).  

Wolgast, M., Lundberg, K., Palmqvist, E., & Wolgast, S. N. (2023). Effects of Reduced and Altered Use of Social Networking 

Sites— A Randomized Controlled Study. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 42(6), 558-580, 

https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2023.42.6.558 

Yang, C. C., Holden, S. M., Carter, M. D. K., & Webb, J. J. (2018). Social media social comparison and identity distress at the 

college transition: A dual-path model. Journal of Adolescence, 69, 92–102. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2018.09.007  

 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0110171
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-015-0020-0
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1473807
https://doi.org/10.1159/000529449
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.55.1.68
https://doi.org/10.1556/JBA.3.2014.016
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2012.10.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.abrep.2018.100148
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167212474694
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407519836170
https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000047
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2023.42.6.558
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2018.09.007


 

 

 

   
 

©The Author(s). This is an open-access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/. The authors agree that the 

text, figures, and documents in the article do not violate the copyrights of third parties and that the publisher is not responsible for any claim or lawsuit by third 

parties due to copyright infringement. The authors declare that the publisher is not responsible for the article’s content and that all responsibility for the article 

belongs to the authors. 

195 

  

   

 
New love, old stereotypes: ageism in social media 
discourses on the golden bachelor† 

 
  

Alixe Ménard1 , Alison L. Chasteen2 , Mateja van Gameren3 , Nefissa Bedri1

, Michelle Yang1 , Christopher Belanger4 , and Sarah Fraser1*  

 

1 Interdisciplinary School of Health Sciences, Faculty of Health Sciences, University of Ottawa, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada 
2 Department of Psychology, University of Toronto, Toronto, Ontario, Canada 
3 Lisgar Collegiate, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. 
4 Telfer School of Management, University of Ottawa, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada 

* Correspondence: Dr. Sarah Fraser, Interdisciplinary School of Health Sciences, Faculty of Health Science, University of Ottawa 200 Lees Avenue Office 223, 

Ottawa, ON K1S 5L5, Canada, E-mail: sarah.fraser@uottawa.ca   

† This work was presented as part of a symposium at the Gerontological Society of America (GSA) Annual Scientific Meeting on November 13, 2024, in Seattle, 

Washington.  
 

 

Article Info  Abstract 
DOI:  10.29329/jsomer.36  Age-based discrimination or ageism is often propagated through media 

platforms. Focusing on the 2023 reality television show “The Golden 
Bachelor”, which features older adult contestants seeking romance, this 
study explored ageism spread via social media posts related to the 
program. Using social astronomy software and qualitative content analysis 
of user posts, four forms of ageism (1) personal, (2) explicit, (3) implicit, and 
(4) benevolent, were explored in a sample of 4000 posts shared between 
November 2023 and June 2024 in Reddit’s English-language corpus. The 
analysis of Reddit posts related to “The Golden Bachelor” revealed four key 
themes: (1) Dimensions of Ageism—discussions highlighted overt and 
subtle forms of ageism, including personal, explicit, and benevolent biases; 
(2) Aesthetic and Gendered Expectations in Aging—Reddit users critiqued 
societal pressures for older women to maintain youthful appearances; (3) 
Sexuality and Romance in Older Adults—while some users expressed 
skepticism about older adults’ romantic pursuits, others celebrated the 
cast members’ desires for love and intimacy; (4) The Convergence of 
Ageism and Sexism—comments reflected a gendered lens, where older 
women faced harsher scrutiny compared to their male counterparts. While 
“The Golden Bachelor” may help some understand the capabilities of older 
adults and counter the misperception of them as asexual, existing ageist 
stereotypes emerge and are shared on social media platforms. These 
findings underscore the pervasive nature of ageism in social media and 
highlight the importance of addressing age-related biases in media 
representation.  

Article History:  

Received: 
Revised: 
Accepted: 

15/04/2025 
27/06/2025 
08/07/2025 

 

Keywords:  

ageism,  
social media,  
discourse,  
discrimination,  
older adults. 
Highlights:  

• Social media perpetuates explicit, 
implicit, and benevolent ageism 
around older adult representation. 

• “The Golden Bachelor” challenged 
and reinforced stereotypes about 
aging and romance. 

• Sexuality in older adults was both 
celebrated and stigmatized by 
social media users. 

• Ageist and sexist tropes intersected 
in online reactions to older reality TV 
contestants. 

 

Citation: Ménard, A., Chasteen, A. L., Gameren, V. M., Bedri, N., Yang, M., Belanger, C., Fraser, S. (2025). New love, old stereotypes: 
ageism in social media discourses on the golden bachelor. Journal of Social Media Research, 2(3), 195-210. 
https://doi.org/10.29329/jsomer.36  

Journal of Social Media Research 
ISSN: 3062-0945 

2025, 2(3), 195-210 
https://jsomer.org 

 REVIEW ARTICLE OPEN ACCESS 

mailto:sarah.fraser@uottawa.ca
https://doi.org/10.29329/jsomer.36
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5509-8960
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4720-5586
https://orcid.org/0009-0005-3645-8544
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7396-8897
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7380-3961
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2070-5721
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4291-6298
https://jsomer.org/


 

 

Journal of Social Media Research, 2(3), 195-210 196 

 

Ménard et al. 

1. Introduction 

Age-based discrimination is one of the few prejudices that is still socially accepted (Sánchez-Román et 

al., 2022). Ageism, which manifests through a variety of stereotypical beliefs and perceptions, perpetuates 

prejudice and discriminatory actions against individuals or groups due to their age, consequently fostering the 

societal exclusion of older adults (Fraser et al., 2020).  

Stereotypes related to age can lead to presumptions regarding an individual’s physical and cognitive 

abilities, interpersonal aptitude, sexuality, and various other attributes solely based on their age (Iversen et al., 

2009). Mainstream media, including newspapers, television, and radio, have perpetuated ageist stereotypes over 

time by frequently depicting older adults as societal burdens (Soto-Perez-de-Celis 2020). This phenomenon has 

likewise been noted on social media platforms (i.e., web-based services for sharing user-generated content) in 

recent decades (Soto-Perez-de-Celis, 2020). Ageism can adversely impact the psychological health of older 

adults, potentially precipitating mental health challenges like depression and anxiety (Kang & Kim, 2022). This 

form of prejudice can also perpetuate loneliness, lead to psychological distress (Courtin & Knapp, 2017), reduce 

quality of life and health-seeking behaviors (Chang et al., 2020). It is therefore essential that ageism be 

recognized as a public health concern and that its perpetuation be investigated and disrupted. 

 Ageism has been recognized to take multiple, sometimes intersecting, forms: (1) personal (i.e., 

prejudices, biases, attitudes, and practices that discriminate against individuals or groups on the basis of their 

older age; for example, assuming an older person is forgetful or less capable in a workplace setting), (2) explicit 

(i.e., practices that are knowingly discriminatory on the basis of older age; for instance, refusing to hire an older 

candidate because of the belief that they are ‘too old’ to adapt to new technologies), (3) implicit (i.e., practices 

that are unconsciously discriminatory; assuming older adults are bad at technology or automatically blaming 

age for a person’s forgetfulness), or (4) benevolent (i.e., positive stereotypes or attitudes that, while well-

intentioned, contribute to the marginalization or infantilization of older individuals; for example, overly praising 

an older adult for completing a simple task, implying that such achievements are exceptional due to their age) 

(Marques et al. 2020). These forms of ageism can overlap and compound, with ageist behaviors often 

manifesting as both benevolent and implicit simultaneously, for example, thereby amplifying their impact 

(Marques et al., 2020). Recognizing these intersecting forms is critical for understanding how ageism operates 

in everyday life and for developing more effective strategies to challenge and dismantle it. One particularly 

persistent and harmful expression of ageism involves how older adults are perceived in relation to sexuality. 

Ageist stereotypes often depict older adults as asexual or lacking in sexual desire (Srinivasan et al., 2019). 

While it is true that the prevalence of sexual dysfunction tends to increase with age, research on sexual 

satisfaction indicates that only a minority of older adults experience significant distress related to their sexual 

health (Srinivasan et al., 2019). Nevertheless, popular culture frequently conflates aging with sexual dysfunction, 

reinforcing these negative stereotypes (Syme & Cohn, 2015). Sexuality is a multifaceted construct that 

encompasses not only sexual activity and behavior but also attitudes, motivations, and the nature of 

partnerships (Ricoy-Cano et al., 2020). Studies show that many older adults can, and choose to remain sexually 

active well into later life (Srinivasan et al., 2019), and the importance of intimate relationships persists as people 

age (Harris, 2024). Loneliness and isolation can drive both older and younger adults to seek romantic 

connections, yet popular media often portrays older adults as devoid of romantic feelings, perpetuating stigma 

surrounding their sexuality and romantic lives (Harris, 2024).  

While prior research has examined ageist stereotypes in media (Bacsu et al., 2022; Cheng et al., 2018; 

Fraser et al., 2020; Soto-Perez-de-Celis, 2020), little is known about how reality TV challenges or reinforces 

these stereotypes, and even less about how audiences respond to portrayals of older adults in this genre. On 

September 28, 2023, “The Golden Bachelor” premiered as a spin-off of the well-known dating reality series “The 

Bachelor”, which traditionally features a single bachelor in their twenties or thirties choosing a partner from a 

pool of contestants in their twenties and thirties. This new iteration targets older adults seeking companionship 

(Porter, 2023). As a fresh approach to a franchise that has aired over 169 seasons in more than 23 countries 

since its debut in 2002 (Lenhard et al., 2023), “The Golden Bachelor” introduced 22 women aged 60 to 75 and 

one bachelor aged 72, marking a significant milestone by featuring older adults on reality television (Kayser et 

al., 2024).  

This study utilizes Reddit as a primary data source to investigate potential ageist attitudes and discourses 

of its users towards “The Golden Bachelor”. Using qualitative content analysis, we aimed to answer the question: 

How does the portrayal of “The Golden Bachelor” in popular media and social platforms influence ageist 
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stereotypes and assumptions about older adults’ sexuality? By posing this question, our objective is to 

understand how popular representations of aging intersect with public discourse to either reinforce or challenge 

ageist views, particularly those related to romance and sexuality in later life. 

Theoretical Framework 

 Social Identity Theory is a social psychological framework that examines how individuals’ self-

perception, along with social beliefs, influences group dynamics and interactions between different social groups 

(Hogg, 2016). Social Identity Theory explores the relationships between large social groups by focusing on 

psychological processes related to social identity (i.e., an individual’s perception of belonging to a group and 

the emotions tied to that affiliation) (Harwood, 2020). It offers a framework for understanding intergroup 

interactions and communication, emphasizing how people assign significance to their group memberships and 

strive to perceive their own groups favorably (Harwood, 2020). This tendency can contribute to biases and 

conflicts between groups (Harwood, 2020). Social Identity Theory has been widely applied in studies on ageism, 

demonstrating how younger adults may perceive older adults as an out-group, reinforcing negative stereotypes 

and exclusionary behaviors (Chonody & Teater, 2016; Gans et al., 2023). Similarly, research has shown that 

media representations can shape intergroup attitudes by either reinforcing or challenging social hierarchies 

and stereotypes (Arendt, 2023; Harwood, 2020). Given that The Golden Bachelor presents older adults in 

romantic and social contexts typically reserved for younger individuals, Social Identity Theory provides a useful 

framework for analyzing audience reactions. This framework provided a structure for organizing the data and 

drawing explanatory conclusions related to our research question. Social Identity Theory is particularly useful 

for interpreting complex, unstructured data such as social media posts, as it helps illuminate patterns of in-

group favoritism (e.g., younger users) and out-group bias or discrimination (e.g., older adults). 

2. Method 

Data screening and extraction 

Reddit is a widely used social media and micro-blogging platform with over 57 million daily users, offering 

a rich environment for exploring public discourse (Chi & Chen, 2023; Pollack et al., 2022). Reddit is a social 

media platform organized into user-created communities, known as “subreddits,” which focus on specific topics 

or interests. Users create posts, typically in the form of questions, personal stories, images, videos, or links, that 

serve as prompts for discussion (Goddard & Gillespie, 2025). Other users respond in the comment section, 

resulting in threaded conversations that often reflect diverse opinions and lived experiences. Posts and 

discussions can be located using subreddit titles or relevant keywords (e.g., “Golden Bachelor”), allowing 

researchers to analyze discourse around specific topics through search-based content retrieval (Goddard & 

Gillespie, 2025). This platform is most popular in the United States, which accounts for the largest share of 

users, followed by Australia and India. The majority of users are male (69%), with over 90% being below the 

age of 50 (Sattelberg, 2021). 

For this study, data screening involved assessing the relevance of each post to the research question: 

how ageism and related themes are discussed in relation to “The Golden Bachelor.” Posts were included if they 

contained explicit or implicit content related to ageism, counter-ageism, or secondary themes such as romance, 

sexuality, and appearance in the context of older adulthood. Posts were excluded if they (1) lacked meaningful 

textual content (e.g., just a meme or image without commentary), (2) only shared media links or promotional 

material without further discussion, or (3) did not reference “The Golden Bachelor” either directly or via keyword-

based search terms (e.g., “golden bachelor”). After applying these criteria, 1,435 posts were retained for full 

analysis. 

Data analysis 

Qualitative content analysis encompasses a range of methods for systematically examining texts and 

media (Seddighi et al., 2021). This approach aims to condense large amounts of text into a concise, organized 

summary of the main results (Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2017). As a result, raw data (i.e., Reddit posts) are 

analyzed to identify categories or themes, allowing for further abstraction. Themes were identified based on the 

frequency and significance of discourse, with particular attention to how ageist and counter-ageist narratives 

intersected with personal identities in romance and appearances. Developed themes sought to provide insight 
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into generational perspectives on ageism and social relationships. While the initial codebook guided the analysis, 

emergent themes beyond predefined categories were identified, including the convergence of ageism and 

sexism, reflecting the dynamic discourse on age and appearance in the posts. Qualitative content analysis 

encompasses a range of methods for systematically examining texts and media (Seddighi et al., 2021). This 

approach aims to condense large amounts of text into a concise, organized summary of the main results 

(Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2017). As a result, raw data (i.e., Reddit posts) are analyzed to identify categories or 

themes, allowing for further abstraction. Themes were identified based on the frequency and significance of 

discourse, with particular attention to how ageist and counter-ageist narratives intersected with personal 

identities in romance and appearances. Developed themes sought to provide insight into generational 

perspectives on ageism and social relationships. While the initial codebook guided the analysis (see Appendix 

1), emergent themes beyond predefined categories were identified, including the convergence of ageism and 

sexism, reflecting the dynamic discourse on age and appearance in the posts. The initial codebook was 

developed through a combination of theory-driven and inductive processes. It included 17 primary codes (e.g., 

personal or internalized ageism, benevolent ageism, counter-ageism, gendered ageism, appearance-focused 

comments), allowing for classification of posts based on types of age-related attitudes and perceptions of aging 

as shared by Reddit users. To illustrate this process, one representative quote, “There’s a new version out called 

The Golden Bachelor which has people in their 60s and 70s. There’s a woman twice my age named Edith with a 

full head of luscious gray hair.”, was first coded as “Appearances-women (9A)” and “Counter ageism/age 

inclusion (7).” These were grouped into the broader category of “Disparities in age expectations between men 

and women.” This, in turn, contributed to the overarching theme: “Aesthetic and Gendered Expectations in 

Aging.” This process was repeated across the dataset, with both deductive codes informed by the initial 

codebook and inductive codes emerging from the data. 

Study design 

This study employed an exploratory design (Rendle et al., 2019), guided by Social Identity Theory (Hogg 

et al., 1995), due to the novelty of the research area, with limited prior studies addressing this topic through 

social media (Bacsu et al., 2022; Cheng et al., 2018). Social Identity Theory examines how an individual’s sense 

of self is shaped by their membership in social groups and how this membership influences their attitudes and 

behaviors toward in-group members (those within the group) and out-group members (those outside the group) 

(Hogg et al., 1995). In the context of this study, we conceptualize in-group members as individuals under the 

age of 65 (younger adults) and out-group members as those over 65 (older adults). The theory highlights the 

tendency for in-group favoritism (i.e., where individuals positively evaluate and support members of their own 

group) and out-group discrimination, which often manifests as negative biases or behaviors toward those in 

rival or external groups (Hogg et al., 1995). This dynamic can contribute to ageist rhetoric, with younger adults 

favoring their own group while marginalizing older adults. Social Identity Theory has been widely applied to 

explore social dynamics such as prejudice and group conflict (Hogg et al., 1995), making it particularly relevant 

for examining ageist perspectives in media. When applied to Reddit discourse, Social Identity Theory provides 

a useful framework for analyzing how age-based group identities shape interactions. Online platforms often 

serve as spaces where age-related stereotypes and biases are either reinforced or challenged (Meier et al., 

2020). This theory helps uncover how in-group favoritism among younger users may perpetuate the 

marginalization of older adults, while also exploring how older adults push back against ageist narratives, 

redefining their group identity in digital spaces or even through media such as reality TV. By applying this 

framework, we sought to gain a deeper understanding of the complex dynamics of age-based group membership 

and its role in perpetuating or challenging ageism, both online and in broader cultural contexts. Using 

qualitative content analysis, we elucidated patterns in the public discourse concerning aging and “The Golden 

Bachelor”, as observed on Reddit (Seddighi et al., 2021). We utilized Social Identity Theory to inform our 

codebook by developing codes that reflect how group identities (in-group and out-group) influence discourse, 

particularly in the context of ageism. Specifically, we focused on categories that capture the dynamics of age-

based group membership, such as Ageism/Discrimination, Romance, Relationships & Sexuality, and 

Appearances. The Appearances category was further refined into sub-categories reflecting different types of 

group-based evaluations: Positive, Negative, and Neutral, allowing us to explore how these identity-based 

perceptions influence ageist discourse.  
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Search strategy 

Data were scraped using Social Astronomy, an automated text analysis software designed for graphic 

visualization by co-author CB (Social Astronomy, n.d.). This tool employs a method similar to opinion mining, 

utilizing text mining techniques to aggregate co-occurring words in Reddit discussions (Baumgartner et al., 

2020). To investigate public discourse surrounding “The Golden Bachelor”, we employed Boolean logic using 

the keyword “golden bachelor*” to search through Reddit posts shared online. Social Astronomy automatically 

identified 4,000 posts as the total dataset for analysis. This dataset spanned from November 2023 to June 2024, 

covering key events, including the Fall 2023 telecast and the January 2024 wedding. While we initially aimed to 

focus on these events, the extended timeline was necessary to capture the ongoing prevalence of relevant online 

discourse. Figure 1 presents the Reddit posts over time from November 2023 to June 2024, with the greatest 

number of posts occurring in December 2023, following the end of the series and leading up to the televised 

wedding special between “The Golden Bachelor”, Gerry, and his winner, Theresa, whom he eventually married. 

We gathered data from the complete English-language content of Reddit within this timeframe. Since Reddit 

posts typically lack metadata regarding users’ locations unless voluntarily disclosed, we opted not to categorize 

posts based on users’ nations or regions. However, the majority of Reddit’s user base is from the United States 

(222 million), Australia (18 million), and India (14 million) (Sattelberg, 2021), and ageist social media content 

has been found to be especially high in the United States (Soto-Perez-de-Celis 2020). Further, to protect user 

anonymity, we only included Reddit posts that were publicly available and did not contain any self-identifying 

information. Although Reddit users often post anonymously, we recognize the potential for re-identification 

through verbatim quotes. Therefore, we reviewed each quotation by entering it into a web search engine. When 

quotes were found to be searchable or potentially identifying, we shortened or slightly paraphrased them 

without changing their original meaning. This step ensured that user privacy was preserved while maintaining 

the integrity of the data. 

 

Figure 1. Reddit posts over time matching the keyword search “golden bachelor*”. 

Data organization 

To ensure consistency and clarity in our coding process, we conducted three rounds of interrater reliability 

testing, each involving 50 randomly selected posts. In the first round (May 21–June 4), the initial coding process 
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by six team members [AM, ALC, MVG, NB, MY & SF] resulted in fair agreement (67%), revealing areas where 

code definitions required refinement. Following updates to the coding guide and additional coder training, the 

second round (June 20–July 5) yielded fair agreement (63%), indicating ongoing challenges in distinguishing 

closely related codes. By the third round (July 10–July 24), further refinements and discussions led to moderate 

agreement (70%), demonstrating improved consistency among coders. Given that forms of ageism are not 

always mutually exclusive, coders were invited to assign two codes to each of the 50 posts during each round 

of coding. This approach explains the variation in our interrater reliability, as each post could be attributed 

multiple codes, leading to potential discrepancies in coding interpretations. While some overlap between codes 

remained due to the complexity of the data, our process ensured that coders could reliably distinguish key 

themes, capturing both their distinctions and intersections. These collaborative sessions refined the codebook, 

reducing it from 30 to 17 codes. For the remaining 3,850 posts, coding responsibilities were divided among 

team members: AM coded 950 unique posts, ALC, NB, MY and SF each coded 700, while MVG coded 100 posts. 

As first author, AM then reviewed all other team members’ coding. Posts with ambiguous content were flagged 

in red, and team consensus was reached in a group review to ensure clarity and reliability in the data analysis. 

Figure 2 presents a visual summary of the data organization process. 

 

 

Figure 2. Overview of data organization and coding process. 
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3. Results 

The coded Reddit posts related to “The Golden Bachelor” broadly emerged into four themes: (1) 

dimensions of ageism, (2) aesthetic and gendered expectations in aging, (3) sexuality and romance in older 

adults, and (4) the convergence of ageism and sexism. 

Theme 1: Dimensions of ageism 

This theme explored the various ways ageism appeared in Reddit discourse surrounding “The Golden 

Bachelor”, capturing both overt and subtle forms of bias expressed in discussions about the show’s contestants. 

Multiple forms of ageism surfaced, including personal, explicit, implicit, benevolent, and gendered ageism, 

reflecting a spectrum of attitudes ranging from hostility to well-intentioned but limiting stereotypes about older 

adults. Personal ageism was exemplified through biases that devalued the experiences and preferences of older 

adults, perpetuating attitudes that can lead to their marginalization and isolation. Reddit users categorized 

older adults on “The Golden Bachelor” as an out-group, with some expressing limited views on aging that imply 

that watching television is the only meaningful or valuable activity for older adults. By equating a lack of 

engagement in diverse hobbies, such as playing games or attending cultural events, with a diminished quality 

of life, these users implied that older adults are somehow less capable of enjoying or participating in fulfilling 

activities. One Reddit user said,  

“I mean, the only hobby my parents had was watching television. They didn’t ever play any games, video or 

board or card games. Didn’t read books anymore. Didn’t watch movies in the theater or attend plays. Didn’t do 

anything outdoors beyond a daily walk around the neighborhood. Television is literally all boomers have. If the 

thrill of old age is watching The Golden Bachelor, kill me now.” 

Explicit ageism was evident in derogatory comments that openly mocked older adults’ physical 

appearance and capabilities. Examples included derogatory language aimed at older bodies and sexuality 

through statements such as, “[w]hat The Golden Bachelor saves on tampons it spends on Depends”, as well as 

stereotypes portraying older adults as mentally or emotionally incompetent. These overtly negative remarks 

reinforced ageist stereotypes regarding physical and cognitive decline as exemplified in this quote: “Riding the 

success of The Golden Bachelor, they should have a dating show with two old folks that have dementia. They 

can call it: 50 First Dates”. 

Implicit ageism reflects subtle biases that, while not overtly negative, reveal underlying ageist 

assumptions. For instance, users expressed surprise that older adults might be interested in reality television 

or assumed their lives primarily revolved around retirement and grandchildren. Additionally, the commentary 

suggesting that older individuals are less willing to make significant lifestyle changes compared to younger 

people underscores a belief that aging equates to stagnation:  

“[T]hese contestants, for the most part, are settled in their lives. Young people are more prone to make big 

lifestyle changes, but most older people don’t want to leave their lifelong friends & family to move to another 

part of the country to be with a person they have only known for a short time.” 

This notion perpetuates the idealization of youth, wherein youth, as depicted in shows like The Bachelor, 

is associated with vitality and potential, while older adults are viewed as less capable of adapting to change. 

Benevolent ageism emerged as Reddit users described older contestants as innocent and wholesome, 

contrasting them with younger reality show participants which they described as full of drama. This portrayal 

implied that older individuals were inherently more genuine, nurturing, and emotionally stable, framing their 

romantic pursuits as heartwarming rather than complex. Phrases that are normally well-intentioned but ageist 

in their description of the show and/or its contestants like “genuinely wholesome” and “sweet grandpa” created 

an idealized image of aging that overlooked the diversity of experiences and emotions within older populations 

seeking romance or companionship. By emphasizing these simplistic narratives and this overtly positive but 

constraining language, the discourse inadvertently suggested that older adults were fundamentally different 

from their younger counterparts, promoting a patronizing view that ignored their individuality. The focus on 

“wholesomeness” also trivialized the nuanced realities of dating and relationships for older adults, reducing 

their experiences to a simplistic narrative of romance, vulnerability, and nostalgia, thereby reinforcing societal 

stereotypes about aging rather than challenging them. One Reddit user described their perspective:  

“Golden bachelor is one of, if not the most, genuine reality shows I’ve ever seen, and I need more seniors to 

find love! They are just trying to find their person and it’s the most wholesome thing I’ve ever seen.” 
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Overall, these examples revealed the wide-ranging nature of ageism in the discourse, illustrating that 

even in a lighthearted context like reality television, ageist attitudes, whether explicit or implicit, were deeply 

embedded in social media users’ perceptions of older adults. 

Theme 2: Aesthetic and gendered expectations in aging 

This theme reflects the perceptions of Reddit users regarding societal standards that influence views on 

aging, particularly for women. Many users noted that media and culture have perpetuated the idea that older 

women should maintain a youthful appearance, often emphasizing hair color, makeup, and cosmetic procedures. 

Discussions surrounding shows like “The Golden Bachelor” highlighted that the featured women, aged in their 

60s and 70s, frequently presented themselves with colored hair and cosmetic enhancements to align with these 

expectations. One Reddit user shared their view:  

“I don’t love seeing all the critiques about these women specifically when The Bachelor (and any dating reality 

show really) has always been casting conventionally thin/attractive people. It feels like these women are getting 

more criticism for their looks when contestants in their 20s/30s get just as much - if not more - work done. 

Also, how these women choose to present themselves is a reflection of our society. Women are constantly being 

bombarded with “anti-aging” products, even teenagers I’ve seen putting together full skincare routines to 

prevent wrinkles.” 

Reddit users pointed out that there is a societal pressure for women to look significantly younger than 

their actual age, which aligns with cultural ideals that prioritize youth over natural aging. This has led to an 

aesthetic standard in which women may feel compelled to conceal their gray hair and pursue treatments to 

minimize visible signs of aging. While some users acknowledged that certain women embraced their gray hair 

and natural look, many expressed concerns about the societal pressure to conform to these gendered ideals, 

reinforcing the belief that women’s value and romantic/sexual appeal remains closely tied to their appearance, 

even in later stages of life.  

Theme 3: Sexuality and romance in older adults 

The Bachelor franchise has long been known for creating opportunities for physical intimacy between 

contestants and the lead (i.e., “Bachelor” or “Bachelorette”). For instance, certain challenges within the show 

are designed to encourage physical closeness, such as kissing or embracing during romantic or playful 

scenarios. Additionally, one of the show’s hallmark features is the “fantasy suites” date, a pivotal moment later 

in the season where the Bachelor is given the chance to spend the night privately with each remaining 

contestant, fostering deeper connections and intimacy. This theme revealed a complex interplay of societal 

perceptions related to romance, sexuality and sexual performance in older adults. Many commenters expressed 

a somewhat skeptical or humorous stance towards older adults engaging in romantic and sexual relationships, 

with remarks that highlighted the taboo surrounding such topics with statements such as “The Golden Bachelor 

missed an opportunity to be sponsored by Viagra”. Many users joked about the potential use of Viagra on the 

show, reflecting a common stereotype that associates aging with diminished sexual capability. Others, however, 

acknowledged the reality of older adults seeking love and intimacy, emphasizing the normalization of these 

desires through the show and shared hopeful remarks such as, “I hope that Golden Bachelor is still a thing 

when I get older because I want someone to love my husband as much as I do when I’m gone”. A few comments 

suggested that “The Golden Bachelor” provided a refreshing portrayal of older adults navigating romance, 

countering the notion that their sexual lives should be dismissed or ridiculed. Users appreciated the depth of 

relationships portrayed, particularly Gerry’s respectful reminiscence of his late wife, which resonated with those 

seeking meaningful connections later in life. The discussions collectively underscored the ongoing societal 

challenge of reconciling aging with the right to love, desire, and sexual expression, suggesting that “The Golden 

Bachelor” may serve as a platform to challenge ageist assumptions and inspire confidence among older adults 

in their romantic pursuits. One Reddit user stated:  

“He’s 71 and his wife passed 6 years ago, really beautiful relationship it seems like, and she always said she’d 

want him to find love again and his kids support him in this and encouraged him to be on the show. Just a 

really warm, loving take on the whole idea of finding love after losing a partner”. 

This comment captures the emotional depth and societal value of the show, illustrating how narratives 

of later-life romance can challenge prevailing ageist attitudes and affirm that love, loss, and intimacy remain 

meaningful at any age. 
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Theme 4: The convergence of ageism and sexism 

The convergence of ageism and sexism became evident in the Reddit discussions surrounding “The 

Golden Bachelor” as many users critiqued the show’s portrayal of aging women and highlighted the influence 

of societal expectations on how women were represented. Comments often reflected a belief that older women, 

particularly those in the cast, were unfairly judged based on their appearances and perceived behaviors. Phrases 

like “gold digger” and “whiny crybaby” illustrated a tendency to diminish these women’s agency, framing them 

as desperate or overly emotional. Simultaneously, the discussions revealed underlying ageist assumptions about 

older men, who were often described in more forgiving terms, such as ‘adventure-seeking’ or ‘sweet 

grandfather’, reflecting a more lenient view toward aging men compared to aging women. This disparity 

underscored a gendered lens through which viewers evaluated the participants, exposing the double standards 

that women faced compared to their male counterparts. As users expressed their discomfort with the show’s 

dynamics, it became clear that both ageism and sexism were deeply intertwined in the narratives surrounding 

“The Golden Bachelor”, ultimately reflecting broader societal attitudes towards aging and gender. One Reddit 

user stated:  

“I just don’t see them finding a bunch of golden bachelors for a Golden Bachelorette. Women in their 60s and 

70s are on social media, are still vivacious, love having female companionship, and there are more women in 

that age bracket who are single due to divorce or being widowed. Men in their 60s and 70s want younger 

women in the 40s, 50s, or lower 60s. Many get married quite soon after being widowed or divorced. I just don’t 

see then sitting around the mansion laughing, sharing stories, posting on social media, and forming bonds like 

the women did on “The Golden Bachelor”. 

This disparity highlighted a gendered lens through which viewers evaluated the participants, revealing 

how ageism and sexism intersect to shape perceptions. Older women were scrutinized for not fitting into 

traditional ideals of beauty and femininity, while older men were more readily accepted regardless of 

appearance. Discussions around the show often focused on the women’s efforts to appear youthful, with 

criticisms aimed at the use of cosmetic enhancements like Botox or dyed hair. As one commenter observed, 

“[s]eeing women in their 60s-70s still trying so hard not to age shows that the pressure to conform to 

youthfulness doesn’t disappear.” 

The discussions pointed to broader societal attitudes that marginalize older women, depicting them as 

less valuable if they don’t conform to youthful beauty standards to appear younger.  

“I watched maybe the first 20 minutes or so of “The Golden Bachelor” last night and at first I was like, how are 

they going to manufacture drama if all these women are mature and have lived a whole life and won’t be 

slighted as easily? Then I watched the carousel of women in their 60-70s come out with fake boobs, dyed hair, 

and Botox faces and throw themselves at this man and realized, “oh no, these women who are obsessed with 

not aging will be just as bad.”  

This intersection of ageism and sexism not only affected how the female contestants were perceived but 

also reflected wider cultural biases that devalue women as they age. Overall, the show served as a lens through 

which these biases were exposed, underscoring the persistent double standards that shape the experiences of 

aging women in comparison to their male counterparts. 

4. Discussion 

Our analysis of Reddit posts about “The Golden Bachelor” identified four key themes reflecting complex 

societal attitudes toward aging, revealing both overt and subtle forms of ageism and sexism. Using Social 

Identity Theory as a lens, these discussions illustrate how group-based categorization and comparison shape 

attitudes toward older adults (Hogg et al. 1995). The discourse highlighted personal biases against older 

contestants, with comments ranging from explicit mockery of their physical abilities to implicit assumptions 

about older adults’ interests, evident in the surprise expressed by some users at their enthusiasm for reality 

television. These reactions suggest a pervasive stereotype that older adults are out of touch with contemporary 

entertainment, reinforcing ageist assumptions about their place in popular culture. This aligns with Social 

Identity Theory’s concept of in-group/out-group dynamics, where younger viewers and contestants represent 

the in-group, and older contestants are relegated to the out-group, subjected to stereotypes and biases (Hogg 

et al., 1995). Existing research suggests that media often portrays aging individuals as less relevant to modern 

cultural trends, which contributes to a broader societal narrative that views aging as a period of decline and 
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irrelevance (Wangler & Jansky, 2023). Studies have shown that this portrayal not only affects societal attitudes 

but also influences how older adults perceive themselves, often leading to internalized ageism, reduced 

engagement with social and cultural activities, lower self-compassion, and reduced life satisfaction (Bratt & 

Fagerström, 2023; Wangler & Jansky, 2023). The process of social comparison, as described in Social Identity 

Theory, may further perpetuate these negative self-perceptions, as older adults are measured against youth-

centric cultural ideals (Hogg et al., 1995). By normalizing these ageist stereotypes, popular media reinforces 

the idea that aging individuals are less capable of understanding or participating in “youth-oriented” spaces, 

such as reality television, thereby limiting public perceptions of their interests, capabilities, and roles within 

society (Lee et al., 2007). Thus, shows like The Golden Bachelor play a role in challenging exclusionary narratives 

by positioning older adults within youth-dominated cultural spaces, offering an opportunity to reframe societal 

perceptions of aging, albeit with the risk of introducing new complexities, such as benevolent ageism, in the 

process. 

Benevolent ageism also emerged in our study, with some users reducing contestants’ stories to simplistic 

or pitying views, often seeing them as endearing but “past their prime”. This framing denies older adults’ 

individuality and agency, subtly reinforcing the notion that aging equates to a loss of personal complexity and 

social relevance (Vale et al., 2020). While benevolent ageism may stem from good intent, it can lead to grave 

consequences such as undermining older adults’ confidence in their memory (i.e., metamemory confidence), 

which in turn decreases their sense of control or competence in managing their environment and life (i.e., 

environmental mastery) (Sublett & Bisconti, 2023). In other words, being patronized can lead older adults to 

doubt their memory skills, and this self-doubt may result in feeling less capable or in control overall (Sublett & 

Bisconti, 2023). Similarly, by portraying older adults as asexual or aromantic, we risk diminishing their 

confidence in forming meaningful relationships, reinforcing limiting stereotypes that ultimately constrain how 

they see themselves and how society values them. 

Maintaining youthful appearances also surfaced in online discussions about the contestants’ hair, 

makeup, and cosmetic choices, underscoring the persistent expectation that women’s value and romantic/sexual 

appeal remain tied to their physical appearance even in later life (Kilpela et al., 2015). This reveals how ageist 

and sexist standards intersect, placing a disproportionate burden on older women to defy natural aging in ways 

not expected of their male counterparts. Notably, the ‘double standard of aging’ was coined by Susan Sontag in 

1972 in reference to the phenomenon where aging is perceived and judged differently for men and women, 

often resulting in harsher or more negative judgments of older women compared to older men (Sontag, 1997). 

This double standard reflects cultural attitudes that value youthfulness more strongly in women than in men, 

resulting in greater societal pressure on women to maintain a youthful appearance as they age (Sontag, 1997). 

Sontag’s work has highlighted the intersection of ageism and sexism, revealing how cultural expectations link 

women’s worth to youth and physical appearance, while allowing men to age without similar social penalties 

(Sontag, 1997). The double standard of aging is most evident in expectations around sexual desirability, which 

consistently disadvantage women. Women face stricter requirements related to appearance and age to be 

considered “eligible” in romantic or sexual contexts (Åberg et al., 2020). This societal pressure is reflected in 

the show through the visible use of Botox and the absence of grey hair among female contestants, which became 

a frequent focus of online commentary. These expectations not only reinforce the idea that women must resist 

aging to remain romantically viable but also reveal deeper cultural values that continue to diminish women’s 

worth as they grow older. 

Users’ discussions reflected a tension between stereotypical assumptions about older adults’ romantic 

and sexual lives and a growing appreciation for the normalization of love and intimacy in later life. While 

skepticism about older contestants’ sexuality was evident and possibly rooted in negative social attitudes 

towards sexuality in older adults (Boyacıoğlu et al., 2023), many users also expressed admiration for the show’s 

portrayal of meaningful relationships, challenging reductive views on older adults’ emotional and romantic 

capacity. This may suggest a gradual shift in cultural narratives about the sexuality and romance between older 

adults, from lingering biases about their capacity, to a recognition of their sexual satisfaction, functioning, and 

interest (von Humboldt et al., 2021). 

The discussions around “The Golden Bachelor” serve as a lens through which to view the challenges and 

evolving attitudes surrounding aging, revealing a nuanced landscape where respect, mockery, admiration, and 

prejudice coexist. Despite various forms of ageism described above, many Reddit users responded positively to 

the show’s ability to normalize aging by highlighting desirability among older adults, friendships in later life, 
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widowhood, and the significance of grandchildren. The show even sparked calls for similar programs featuring 

gay older adults and middle-aged cohorts. Media narratives reflect cultural assumptions and aspirations about 

aging and later-life lifestyles (Ylänne, 2015). Positive portrayals of older adults in the media have the potential 

to challenge and reshape societal biases (Ylänne, 2015). Figure 1, presented above, demonstrates the active 

online engagement and conversation surrounding the show, highlighting its cultural relevance and the impact 

it has had in sparking discussions about aging. 

Strengths & Limitations 

This study’s strengths include its innovative approach to exploring the public discourse surrounding aging 

through the lens of “The Golden Bachelor” using qualitative content analysis. By employing Social Identity 

Theory, the study was able to contextualize ageist and counter-ageist narratives within broader generational 

perspectives, offering valuable insights into how individuals engage with age-related stereotypes and social 

relationships in media representations. The rigorous coding process, involving multiple coders and iterative 

refinement of the codebook, enhances the reliability of the findings. Additionally, the comprehensive data 

collection strategy, covering 4,000 posts from November 2023 to June 2024, ensures a broad representation of 

the discourse. However, the study has some limitations. First, the absence of metadata on Reddit users’ locations 

and other demographic factors limits the ability to generalize the findings to specific geographic or cultural 

contexts, despite Reddit’s user base being predominantly from the United States. Additionally, while the study 

focuses on ageism and counter-ageism, other potential themes or nuanced discussions within the posts may 

have been overlooked due to the predefined coding categories. Lastly, as the study is based on publicly available 

posts, it is important to consider that the data may not fully represent the diversity of opinions within the 

broader population, as online discourse is often skewed by the types of users who engage on platforms like 

Reddit. 

5. Conclusion & Practical Implications 

“The Golden Bachelor” offers a compelling case study of how media can shape and reflect societal 

attitudes towards aging, revealing a complex mix of admiration, prejudice, and evolving perspectives. The 

positive responses from Reddit users, alongside critical discussions, suggest that while ageist and sexist biases 

persist, there is also a growing willingness to see older adults as capable, multi-dimensional individuals with 

meaningful emotional, romantic, and sexual lives. This evolving discourse highlights the potential of popular 

media to challenge stereotypes, especially when it normalizes older adults’ participation in activities traditionally 

seen as “youth-oriented,” such as reality television. The Golden Bachelor serves as both a reflection of and a 

catalyst for shifting narratives about aging. As media increasingly portrays older adults in more nuanced and 

positive ways, it has the potential to challenge ingrained cultural biases, promoting a more inclusive and 

respectful view of aging across all stages of life. By showcasing older adults participating in a reality dating 

show, The Golden Bachelor opened the door to reimagining their inclusion in a broader range of invigorating 

popular cultural spaces, from romance and adventure to cooking shows or mystery programs. Research should 

examine whether positive portrayals, such as those in The Golden Bachelor, have lasting effects on public 

perceptions of aging and age-related stereotypes over time in an effort to reduce ageism and sexism in the 

broader population. 

 

Statement of Researchers 

Researchers’ contribution rate statement: 

Alixe Ménard: Conceptualization, data curation, methodology, project administration, investigation, writing- original draft 

preparation. Alison L. Chasteen: Conceptualization, formal analysis, writing- review and editing, investigation, 

validation. Mateja van Gameren: Formal analysis, writing- review and editing, investigation. Nefissa Bedri: Formal 

analysis, writing- review and editing, investigation. Michelle Yang: Formal analysis, writing- review and editing, 

investigation. Christopher Belanger: Software, writing- review and editing. Sarah Fraser: Conceptualization, supervision, 

methodology, project administration, writing- review and editing, investigation, validation. 

Conflict statement: 

The authors declare that they have no conflict of interest. 

Data Availability Statement:  

The underlying data for this research cannot be shared due to the ethical and copyright restrictions surrounding social 

media data. Any queries about the methodology or materials should be directed to the corresponding author. The Social 

Astronomy application is proprietary. For more information, please contact Belanger Analytics Inc. 



 

 

Journal of Social Media Research, 2(3), 195-210 206 

 

Ménard et al. 

Funding: 

The authors did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in the public, commercial, or not-for-profit sector. 

Presentation at a meeting: 

This work was presented as part of a symposium at the Gerontological Society of America (GSA) Annual Scientific Meeting 

on November 13, 2024, in Seattle, Washington.  

Ethical Considerations:  

No ethics approvals were required by the university. 

Author Biographies 

Alixe Menard is a PhD candidate in Population Health at the University of Ottawa, specializing in aging, dementia, and 

inclusive healthcare.  

Alison L. Chasteen is a professor of psychology at the University of Toronto, with expertise in ageism and intergroup 

relations.  

Mateja van Gameren is an undergraduate student at Duquesne University with interests in psychology and social equity. 

Nefissa Bedri recently completed a Health Sciences degree with a minor in Psychology at the University of Ottawa.  

Michelle Yang is a PhD candidate in Population Health at the University of Ottawa, with a focus on aging- and disability-

inclusive disaster risk communication.  

Christopher Belanger is a data scientist and adjunct professor at the Telfer School of Management, University of Ottawa. 

Sarah Fraser is an associate professor at the University of Ottawa whose research explores cognitive aging, motor control, 

neuroimaging, and ageism. 

 

6. References 

Åberg, E., Kukkonen, I., & Sarpila, O. (2020). From double to triple standards of ageing. Perceptions of physical appearance 

at the intersections of age, gender and class. Journal of Aging Studies, 55, 100876. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaging.2020.100876 

Arendt, F. (2023). Media stereotypes, prejudice, and preference-based reinforcement: Toward the dynamic of self-reinforcing 

effects by integrating audience selectivity. Journal of Communication, 73(5), 463–475. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/joc/jqad019 

Bacsu, J.-D., Fraser, S., Chasteen, A. L., Cammer, A., Grewal, K. S., Bechard, L. E., Bethell, J., Green, S., McGilton, K. S., Morgan, 

D., O’Rourke, H. M., Poole, L., Spiteri, R. J., & O’Connell, M. E. (2022). Using Twitter to Examine Stigma Against People 

With Dementia During COVID-19: Infodemiology Study. JMIR Aging, 5(1), e35677. https://doi.org/10.2196/35677 

Baumgartner, J., Zannettou, S., Keegan, B., Squire, M., & Blackburn, J. (2020). The Pushshift Reddit Dataset. Proceedings of 

the International AAAI Conference on Web and Social Media, 14, 830–839. https://doi.org/10.1609/icwsm.v14i1.7347 

Boyacıoğlu, N. E., Oflaz, F., Karaahmet, A. Y., Hodaeı, B. K., Afşin, Y., & Taşabat, S. E. (2023). Sexuality, quality of life and 

psychological well-being in older adults: A correlational study. European Journal of Obstetrics & Gynecology and 

Reproductive Biology: X, 17, 100177. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eurox.2023.100177 

Bratt, A. S., & Fagerström, C. (2023). Perceptions of General Attitudes towards Older Adults in Society: Is There a Link between 

Perceived Life Satisfaction, Self-Compassion, and Health-Related Quality of Life? International Journal of Environmental 

Research and Public Health, 20(4), 3011. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20043011 

Chang, E.-S., Kannoth, S., Levy, S., Wang, S.-Y., Lee, J. E., & Levy, B. R. (2020). Global reach of ageism on older persons’ health: 

A systematic review. PLoS ONE, 15(1), e0220857. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0220857 

Cheng, T. Y., Liu, L., & Woo, B. K. (2018). Analyzing Twitter as a Platform for Alzheimer-Related Dementia Awareness: Thematic 

Analyses of Tweets. JMIR Aging, 1(2), e11542. https://doi.org/10.2196/11542 

Chi, Y., & Chen, H. (2023). Investigating Substance Use via Reddit: Systematic Scoping Review. Journal of Medical Internet 

Research, 25, e48905. https://doi.org/10.2196/48905 

Chonody, J. M., & Teater, B. (2016). Why do I dread looking old?: A test of social identity theory, terror management theory, 

and the double standard of aging. Journal of Women & Aging, 28(2), 112–126. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08952841.2014.950533 

Courtin, E., & Knapp, M. (2017). Social isolation, loneliness and health in old age: A scoping review. Health & Social Care in 

the Community, 25(3), 799–812. https://doi.org/10.1111/hsc.12311 

Erlingsson, C., & Brysiewicz, P. (2017). A hands-on guide to doing content analysis. African Journal of Emergency Medicine, 

7(3), 93–99. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.afjem.2017.08.001 

Fraser, S., Lagacé, M., Bongué, B., Ndeye, N., Guyot, J., Bechard, L., Garcia, L., Taler, V., Adam, S., Beaulieu, M., Bergeron, C. D., 

Boudjemadi, V., Desmette, D., Donizzetti, A. R., Éthier, S., Garon, S., Gillis, M., Levasseur, M., Lortie-Lussier, M., … Tougas, 

F. (2020). Ageism and COVID-19: What does our society’s response say about us? Age and Ageing, 49(5). 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ageing/afaa097 



 New love, old stereotypes: ageism in social media…  

 

 207 

 

Gans, H. M., Horhota, M., & Chasteen, A. L. (2023). Ageism against Older Adults: How do Intersecting Identities Influence 

Perceptions of Ageist Behaviors? Journal of Applied Gerontology, 42(6), 1191–1199. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/07334648231161937 

Goddard, A., & Gillespie, A. (2025). Conversational repairs on Reddit: Widely initiated but often uncompleted. PloS One, 20(1), 

e0316618. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0316618 

Harris, L. E. (2024). The virus be damned: Older adults seek romantic relationships during a pandemic. Journal of Women & 

Aging, 36(2), 166–179. https://doi.org/10.1080/08952841.2023.2282025 

Harwood, J. (2020). Social Identity Theory. In The International Encyclopedia of Media Psychology (pp. 1–7). John Wiley & 

Sons, Ltd. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119011071.iemp0153 

Hogg, M. A. (2016). Social Identity Theory. In S. McKeown, R. Haji, & N. Ferguson (Eds.), Understanding Peace and Conflict 

Through Social Identity Theory: Contemporary Global Perspectives (pp. 3–17). Springer International Publishing. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-29869-6_1 

Hogg, M. A., Terry, D. J., & White, K. M. (1995). A tale of two theories: A critical comparison of identity theory with social 

identity theory. Social Psychology Quarterly, 58(4), 255–269. https://doi.org/10.2307/2787127 

Iversen, T. N., Larsen, L., & Solem, P. E. (2009). A conceptual analysis of Ageism. Nordic Psychology, 61(3), 4–22. 

https://doi.org/10.1027/1901-2276.61.3.4 

Kang, H., & Kim, H. (2022). Ageism and Psychological Well-Being Among Older Adults: A Systematic Review. Gerontology and 

Geriatric Medicine, 8, 23337214221087023. https://doi.org/10.1177/23337214221087023 

Kayser, J., Hu, R. X., & Kundu, A. (2024). The Golden Bachelor: Age and Romance in Contemporary Reality Television. Journal 

of Gerontological Social Work, 1–5. https://doi.org/10.1080/01634372.2024.2413067 

Kilpela, L. S., Becker, C. B., Wesley, N., & Stewart, T. (2015). Body Image in Adult Women: Moving Beyond the Younger Years. 

Advances in Eating Disorders (Abingdon, England ), 3(2), 144. https://doi.org/10.1080/21662630.2015.1012728 

Lee, M., Carpenter, B., & Meyers, L. (2007). Representations of older adults in television advertisements. Journal of Aging 

Studies, 21, 23–30. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaging.2006.04.001 

Lenhard, A., Minten, M.-P., & Lenhard, W. (2023). When biology takes over: TV formats like The Bachelor and The Bachelorette 

confirm evolutionary theories of partner selection. Frontiers in Psychology, 14, 1219915. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1219915 

Marques, S., Mariano, J., Mendonça, J., De Tavernier, W., Hess, M., Naegele, L., Peixeiro, F., & Martins, D. (2020). Determinants 

of Ageism against Older Adults: A Systematic Review. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public 

Health, 17(7), 2560. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17072560 

Meier, T., Boyd, R. L., Mehl, M. R., Milek, A., Pennebaker, J. W., Martin, M., Wolf, M., & Horn, A. B. (2020). Stereotyping in the 

digital age: Male language is “ingenious”, female language is “beautiful” – and popular. PLoS ONE, 15(12), e0243637. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0243637 

Pollack, C. C., Emond, J. A., O’Malley, A. J., Byrd, A., Green, P., Miller, K. E., Vosoughi, S., Gilbert-Diamond, D., & Onega, T. (2022). 

Characterizing the Prevalence of Obesity Misinformation, Factual Content, Stigma, and Positivity on the Social Media 

Platform Reddit Between 2011 and 2019: Infodemiology Study. Journal of Medical Internet Research, 24(12), e36729. 

https://doi.org/10.2196/36729 

Porter, R. (2023, September 29). TV Ratings: ‘Golden Bachelor’ Earns a Rose From Viewers. The Hollywood Reporter. 

https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/tv/tv-news/tv-ratings-thursday-sept-28-2023-1235604518/ 

Rendle, K. A., Abramson, C. M., Garrett, S. B., Halley, M. C., & Dohan, D. (2019). Beyond exploratory: A tailored framework for 

designing and assessing qualitative health research. BMJ Open, 9(8), e030123. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-

2019-030123 

Ricoy-Cano, A. J., Obrero-Gaitán, E., Caravaca-Sánchez, F., & Fuente-Robles, Y. M. D. L. (2020). Factors Conditioning Sexual 

Behavior in Older Adults: A Systematic Review of Qualitative Studies. Journal of Clinical Medicine, 9(6), 1716. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/jcm9061716 

Sánchez-Román, M., Autric-Tamayo, G., Fernandez-Mayoralas, G., Rojo-Perez, F., Agulló-Tomás, M. S., Sánchez-González, D., & 

Rodriguez-Rodriguez, V. (2022). Social Image of Old Age, Gendered Ageism and Inclusive Places: Older People in the 

Media. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 19(24), 17031. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph192417031 

Sattelberg, W. (2021). The Demographics of Reddit: Who Uses the Site? Alphr. https://www.alphr.com/demographics-reddit/ 

Seddighi, H., Yousefzadeh, S., & López López, M. (2021). Qualitative content analysis as a research method to investigate 

hazards information in school textbooks. MethodsX, 8, 101559. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.mex.2021.101559 

Social Astronomy. (n.d.). Social Astronomy SolidJS. https://social-astronomy.web.app/ 

Sontag, S. (1997). The Double Standard of Aging. In The Other Within Us. Routledge. 



 

 

Journal of Social Media Research, 2(3), 195-210 208 

 

Ménard et al. 

Soto-Perez-de-Celis, E. (2020). Social media, ageism, and older adults during the COVID-19 pandemic. eClinicalMedicine, 29. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eclinm.2020.100634 

Srinivasan, S., Glover, J., Tampi, R. R., Tampi, D. J., & Sewell, D. D. (2019). Sexuality and the Older Adult. Current Psychiatry 

Reports, 21(10), 97. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11920-019-1090-4 

Sublett, J. F., & Bisconti, T. L. (2023). Metamemory and Self-Compassion as Protective Factors in the Relationship Between 

Benevolent Ageism and Environmental Mastery. Journal of Applied Gerontology, 42(6), 1179–1190. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/07334648231163847 

Syme, M. L., & Cohn, T. J. (2015). Examining aging sexual stigma attitudes among adults by gender, age, and generational 

status. Aging & Mental Health, 20(1), 36. https://doi.org/10.1080/13607863.2015.1012044 

Vale, M. T., Bisconti, T. L., & Sublett, J. F. (2020). Benevolent ageism: Attitudes of overaccommodative behavior toward older 

women. The Journal of Social Psychology, 160(5), 548–558. https://doi.org/10.1080/00224545.2019.1695567 

von Humboldt, S., Leal, I., & Low, G. (2021). Sexuality, love and sexual well-being in old age. In International handbook of love: 

Transcultural and transdisciplinary perspectives (pp. 351–368). Springer Nature Switzerland AG. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-45996-3_19 

Wangler, J., & Jansky, M. (2023). Media portrayal of old age and its effects on attitudes in older people: Findings from a series 

of studies. Humanities and Social Sciences Communications, 10(1), 1–9. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-023-01671-5 

Ylänne, V. (2015). Representations of ageing in the media. In Routledge Handbook of Cultural Gerontology (pp. 369–376). 

 

Appendix 1. Codebook. 

 

Exclude Examples 

  CODE DEFINITION EX. 

0 Irrelevant 
Unclear/irrelevant (e.g., does not answer the 

research question; not enough context, etc.) 
  

Include 

Discrimination 

1 

Personal or 

internalized 

ageism 

Self-directed ageism: Older adults may 

internalize negative stereotypes about aging, 

leading to diminished self-esteem, self-efficacy, 

and a sense of worthlessness. 

I can’t believe he’s trying to find love at 

his age. Isn’t he too old for this kind of 

show?  I feel like I’m past my prime for 

things like this too. 

2 

Intentional 

(explicit) or 

imperialist ageism 

Practices that are carried out with the 

knowledge that they are discriminatory on the 

basis of older age / Imposing values and 

priorities from one age group onto another age 

group. "Act your age" (prescriptive ageism) 

 

NOTE: If the comment is intentionally ageist 

towards younger adults, please use the code 

“2(Y)”. 

Why is there even a show like The 

Golden Bachelor? Who wants to watch 

a bunch of old people trying to date? 

3 
Unintentional 

(implicit) ageism 

Practices that are carried out without the 

knowledge that they are discriminatory on the 

basis of older age. 

 

NOTE: If the comment is unintentionally ageist 

towards younger adults, please use the code 

“3(Y)”. 

It’s nice that they have activities suited 

for older people. They probably can’t 

handle anything too intense. It’s great 

to see older people getting out there 

and being active for their age. 

4 Benevolent ageism 

Involves seemingly positive stereotypes or 

attitudes towards older adults that, despite 

being well-intentioned, still contribute to the 

marginalization or infantilization of older 

individuals (e.g., "cute". "wholesome", "sweet 

grandpa"). 

It’s so heartwarming to see older 

people still believing in love. Isn’t it 

just adorable? 
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5 Gendered ageism 
Disparities in age expectations between men 

and women. 

The Golden Bachelor is great, but I bet 

they’d never do The Golden 

Bachelorette. No one wants to watch 

an older woman date. 

6 Sexism 

Sexist comments directed towards the women 

OR men on the show: ex. superiority of men 

over women (i.e., complementary gender 

differentiation); negative stereotyping (i.e., 

hostile sexism); paternalism or the purity of 

women (i.e., benevolent sexism); etc. 

For more information visit: Sexism Inventory. 

 

NOTE: If the comment is sexist towards men, 

please use the code “6(M)”. 

Maybe the women selected by the men 

on the show are supposed to be 

inferior or submissive looking. They 

should also know how to make a good 

sandwich! 

 

The men need to be protectors. This 

Gerry guy won’t stop crying!! 

7 

Counter 

ageism/age 

inclusion 

Comments made that counter ageist rhetoric, 

encouraging or normalizing aging / 

heterogeneity of aging (e.g., widowhood, 

wrinkles, etc) 

It’s nice to see older people getting a 

chance to date on TV. Usually, that’s 

something for the younger crowd. Why 

should dating be limited by age? 

Everyone deserves the chance to find 

love, regardless of how old they are. 

Romance, relationships & sexuality 

8A Sexuality-positive 

Positive reactions to sexuality in later life; nice 

to see sex being normalized among older 

adults, etc.  

I think it’s beautiful that we get to see 

Gerry and Theresa have a romantic 

night in the fantasy suite. It’s nice to 

see love, romance and sexuality 

among an older population on tv. Let’s 

normalize it! 

8B Sexuality-negative 

Comments pertaining to erectile dysfunction 

(ED), viagara, diapers as a means to devalue 

the participants’ sexuality, sexuality as being 

“gross” in older adults, etc. 

I’m surprised the show isn’t 

sponsored by Viagara! The night in the 

fantasy suite may be short lived… Is 

the show sponsored by Depends? It 

certainly should be! 

Comments about the participants’ appearances 

9A 
Appearances-

women 

General comments about the appearances of 

the women on the show or of female viewers 

(e.g., Botox, hair, wrinkles, etc.). 

 

NOTE: Can be positive or negative. However, 

consider how the post fits under “ageism” or 

“sexuality” first. 

The ladies on The Golden Bachelor are 

fabulous! Beautiful women! Makes me 

excited to age. 

9B Appearances-men 

General comments about appearances of the 

men on the show (Gerry or the host, etc.) or of 

male viewers. 

NOTE: Can be positive or negative. However, 

consider how the post fits under “ageism” or 

“sexuality” first. 

It’s nice to see Gerry in all his glory 

with hearing aids! Showing that the 

body changes with age - including our 

hearing. He’s very handsome! 

Positive comments 

10A Positive-women Positive reactions to the women on the show. 

I came for the love but stayed for the 

women! I can’t wait to see them on 

reboots and maybe other shows! 

https://emerge.ucsd.edu/r_2avmblyyi1y5jfy/#:~:text=The%20Ambivalent%20Sexism%20Inventory%20(ASI,Hostile%20Sexism%20in%20this%20measure.
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10B Positive-men Positive reactions to the men on the show. I love Gerry. He seems so genuine. 

10C Positive-show 
Positive reactions to the show or ads about the 

show 

I hope that in 2024 we get another The 

Golden Bachelor or The Golden 

Bachelorette! I doubt Joey’s season can 

bring this infectious chaotic energy. 

Negative comments 

11A Negative-Gerry 
Negative reactions to the Golden Bachelor, 

Gerry. 

I am not a fan of Gerry. I knew he was 

too good to be true! 

11B Negative-show 
Negative reactions to the show or ads about 

the show. 

The Golden Bachelor ads are so 

annoying! Not interested in the show at 

all! Clearly BN is desperate at this point. 
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1. Introduction 

As of 2023, around 61% of UK internet users aged 16 to 24 reported using the internet to search for 

health-related information, reflecting a significant increase from 43% in 2015 (Statista, 2023). The prevalence 

of misinformation on social media raises concerns about the accuracy of health information to which the general 

public is exposed, alongside a potential increase in susceptibility to misinformation (Bizzotto et al., 2023; 

Khullar, 2022; Wang et al., 2019; Muhammed & Mathew, 2023). The World Health Organization advises that 

health literacy is the ability to access, understand, and use information in ways that promote well-being (Aydin 

et al., 2015). Low levels of health literacy can lead to misunderstandings of medical information and diagnoses, 

especially as the internet becomes an increasingly common source of low-quality and misleading health content 

(Aydın et al., 2015). 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is defined as “a persistent pattern of inattention and/or 

hyperactivity-impulsivity that interferes with functioning or development” (American Psychiatric Association, 

2022). According to NHS England (2024), ADHD was the second most-viewed health condition on the NHS 

website in 2023 at 4.3 million views, beaten only by COVID-19. The search term “attention deficit hyperactivity 

disorder” on Google has also trended upwards between January 2018 and present day (See Figure 1) (Google 

Trends, 2025). At the same time, NHS health boards across the UK have been reporting an increase in inquiries 

related to ADHD (Morris, 2024; NHS England, 2024) and the CDC reported that an estimated 11.4% of U.S. 

children are diagnosed with ADHD (Center for Disease Control, 2024). Studies show that an increase in ADHD 

diagnoses is a trend that appears to be happening globally (Bonati et al., 2019; Abdelnour et al., 2022).  

 
Figure 1. Search data on attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder. Source: Google Trends data, 2025 

Alongside this increase in ADHD inquiries, the number of social media posts about ADHD has spiked 

significantly in the past several years as videos about ADHD are accruing billions of views (Harper & Sandhu, 

2023). Due to the nature of social media, misinformation is more likely to be shared on social media platforms 

than on other online mediums, primarily because of the ease of access to posting information (Ceylan et al., 

2022; Muhammed & Mathew, 2023). Algorithms on Instagram, TikTok, and Facebook may contribute to the 

spread of sensationalised or inaccurate information (Fernández et al., 2021). This can lead to inaccurate self-

diagnosis (Corzine & Roy, 2024) and a misunderstanding of health and mental health conditions (Muhammed 

& Mathew, 2023). One cross-sectional study reviewed 100 TikTok videos tagged with #ADHD and found that 

52% of videos were deemed misleading, 27% were personal experience stories, and 21% were useful (Yeung et 

al., 2022). Yeung et al. (2022) also found that misleading content was significantly more popular than accurate 

information, as videos created by non-healthcare professionals were more prone to misinformation than those 

produced by healthcare professionals. Thapa et al. (2018) found similar results on YouTube, where a significant 

number of misleading videos about ADHD by non-professionals appear to be gaining increasing popularity.  

The link between social media and mental health is becoming ever more apparent. The Royal College of 

Psychiatrists has called for more research on the understanding of technology on mental health, including 
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ADHD (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2020). While studies evaluating misinformation about ADHD on TikTok 

have been conducted, there appears to be a lack of research regarding ADHD content on Instagram. Previous 

studies have focused on general misinformation about ADHD as opposed to focusing on misinformation about 

ADHD symptomatology. Further exploration is needed to compare various platforms and accounts with differing 

credentials, and previous studies have not yet investigated how many content creators may profit financially 

from promoting products alongside posts about ADHD.  

The overall aim of the present study is to expand previous research by examining 200 highly viewed social 

media posts on Instagram (n = 100) and TikTok (n = 100) about ADHD signs/symptoms/traits to determine 

what percentage contain misleading information. In this study, misleading information is defined as signs, 

symptoms, or traits shared that do not align with the criteria of the DSM-5 or ICD-11. The objectives were the 

following: 

• To determine the quantity of misleading vs non-misleading content on TikTok and Instagram. 

• To determine the credentials of individuals sharing ADHD-related content on TikTok and Instagram. 

• To determine what percentage of creators are promoting ADHD-related products and thus may 

experience financial gain from posting about ADHD.  

• To determine whether there is a difference in engagement (likes and followers) between misleading and 

non-misleading content. This will be explored using an independent t-test or non-parametric equivalent. 

• To determine whether creators with varied categories of credentials differ in rates of engagement (likes 

and followers). This will be explored using a One-Way ANOVA or non-parametric equivalent. 

• To determine whether Instagram and TikTok differ in the quantity of misleading information, product 

promotion, and credentials of creators. This will be explored with a Chi-Square Analysis. 

• To assess whether content creators with certain credentials are more likely to disseminate misleading 

information. This will be explored with a Chi-Square analysis. 

Hypotheses: Considering the results obtained by previous research, the present study expects to find the 

following: 

• The percentage of misleading information on social media is higher than non-misleading information. 

• The percentage of people with no known qualifications sharing ADHD-related information on TikTok and 

Instagram is higher than the percentage of creators with mental health qualifications. 

• The percentage of creators that advertise ADHD-related products is higher than the percentage of 

creators who are not advertising anything. 

• Misleading content has higher engagement than non-misleading content. 

• There is a significant difference in user engagement (likes, views, and followers) between the various 

types of credentials among content creators.  

• There is a difference between Instagram and TikTok in the quantity of misleading information, financial 

gain, and credentials of creators. 

• People with no credentials share more misleading information than people with mental health 

qualifications. 

2. Method 

This observational study used a cross-sectional, between-subjects design. An opportunistic sampling 

approach gathered 200 highly viewed posts on Instagram and TikTok. Data collection began in May 2024 and 

concluded in July 2024 upon reaching a total of 100 posts from each social media platform. Inclusion criteria 

for engagement were met if the post (a) had at least 30,000 likes or views or (b) was by an account with at least 

30,000 followers. Inclusion criteria for relevance were met if the post discussed signs, symptoms, or traits of 

ADHD. Posts with fewer than 30,000 likes, views, or followers were excluded to ensure we only assessed popular 

and highly visible content, while those unrelated to the signs, symptoms, or traits of ADHD were excluded to 

ensure that only content relevant to ADHD diagnosis was included. A social listening tool called Brand24 was 

used to collect top-performing TikTok posts, all of which met the inclusion threshold for engagement. Due to 

Instagram’s privacy restrictions, posts were manually searched using a new account to avoid algorithmic bias. 

Posts from both platforms were included if they met the thresholds for relevance and engagement defined 

above. A total of 543 posts on Instagram and TikTok were assessed sequentially until 100 qualifying posts 

meeting inclusion criteria were reached on each platform for a total sample size of n = 200. The final sample 

included posts published between September 2020 and July 2024; 76.5% were video content (reels), and 23.5% 

were written photo posts. This study utilised publicly available, anonymised data, and did not involve any 

interaction with human participants. Therefore, ethical review was not required.  
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Figure 2. Flow chart of method for post inclusion 

Procedure: Each post was assessed for the following descriptive and quantitative data that was gathered 

in an Excel spreadsheet before being transferred to SPSS for statistical analysis:  

• Credentials of the account 

• Date posted 

• ADHD signs/symptoms/traits listed 

• Whether or not the signs/symptoms/traits listed aligned with the DSM-5 or ICD-11 

• Number of likes on the content 

• Number of views if it was a reel (missing value for photo posts) 

• Number of followers of the account  

• Whether or not the account advertised an ADHD-related product (financial gain) 

• Whether or not a study or source was cited 

The credentials were gathered by visiting the profile page of the post. If the credentials or lack thereof 

were not clearly stated in the bio, then a Google search was conducted to determine if the individual's or page’s 

credentials were listed on a website or professional register. The credentials were then categorized into one of 

four groups: mental health professionals, other professionals, coaches, or individuals with no known credentials.  

Posts that included an ADHD-related product or service for sale within the content were labelled as 

exhibiting financial gain. Examples of marketed products include support groups, coaching courses, 1:1 

coaching, curriculum materials, books, workbooks, fidget toys/sensory products, mobile applications, tickets to 

educational talks, and inclusive sex toys. Given that many social media accounts promote products via link-in-

bio features, each account was also examined for such a link. If present, the link was opened to assess whether 

any ADHD-related products or services were being promoted. Accounts that listed any such offerings were 

categorized as exhibiting financial gain. However, some accounts may promote products through temporary 
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content such as stories or previous posts, which would not always be visible at the time of analysis. This 

represents a limitation that may result in the underreporting of financial gain.  

The symptoms/traits listed in each post were then gathered and analysed for misleading information. 

Each symptom or trait mentioned in the post was individually examined and compared against the diagnostic 

criteria for ADHD outlined in both the DSM-5 and ICD-11. The ICD-11 aligns much more fully with the DSM-5 

than the ICD-10, albeit with some subtle differences still present (Gomez et al., 2023). One of the main 

differences is that the DSM-5 contains nine inattention and nine hyperactivity/impulsivity diagnostic criteria 

while the ICD-11 contains 11 diagnostic criteria for each respective category (Gomez et al., 2023). Because the 

DSM-5 is used more widely in North America while practitioners in other parts of the world tend to use the ICD-

11, it was decided to compare each post to the core criteria in both diagnostic manuals and only require that 

the post align with one of them to be categorised as accurate. This approach ensured avoidance of labelling any 

posts as misleading that might align with one manual but not the other. If the listed symptoms fully aligned 

with either of the diagnostic manuals, then the post was categorised as accurate. In posts where some or all of 

the symptoms did not align with either manual, the post was categorised as misleading. One researcher 

analysed each post, and if there was any doubt about categorisation then a second researcher’s opinion was 

obtained and a decision made through discussion.  

In cases where a stated symptom was a specific example of a general DSM/ICD symptom, the information 

was categorised as accurate. For example, one lived experience video stated that a trait of ADHD can include 

‘feeling the need to get my life together.’ This was portrayed through a theatrical demonstration of 

disorganisation, which is a diagnostic criterion for ADHD in both the DSM-5 and ICD-11 (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2022; World Health Organization, 2019). Thus, this video was categorised as accurate. Examples of 

traits shared in these posts that were categorised as inaccurate included ‘Being unable to sit up straight 

[slouching],’ ‘rage,’ and ‘getting more dopamine from thinking about a task than from actually doing it.’ These 

were all assessed to be misleading information because they were not portrayed in a way that could be 

attributed to the criteria listed in the DSM-5 or ICD-11. Although each post was analysed for whether a source 

was cited, posts that cited a source could still be categorised as misleading if any of the signs/symptoms/traits 

shared did not align with the DSM-5 or ICD-11. 

3. Results 

As shown in Figure 3, 156 (78%) content creators were influencers with no known credentials; 10 (5%) 

were mental health professionals (including psychologists, psychiatrists, and mental health nurses); 15 (7.5%) 

were other professionals (including lawyers, researchers, and doctors); 19 (9.5%) were coaches, for which there 

is typically no registration regulation.  

Overall, 17.5% of posts analysed contained signs/symptoms/traits that fully aligned with the DSM-5 or 

ICD-11 while 82.5% of posts analysed contained symptoms that did not fully align with either and were thus 

categorised as misleading. On Instagram, 83 posts (83%) contained misleading information while 82 posts 

(82%) on TikTok contained misleading information (see Figure 4). This left 17 Instagram posts (17%) and 18 

TikTok posts (18%) that were categorised as accurate. Three posts (1.5%) cited a study or a source while 197 

posts (98.5%) did not cite a study or source. A complete list of all misleading signs, symptoms, and traits of 

ADHD that were analysed in this study can be found in the appendix section.  

An analysis of these posts was completed to determine the percentage of accounts exhibiting financial 

gain through the promotion of ADHD-related products or services. It was found that 169 of posts (84.5%) were 

published by accounts exhibiting evidence of financial gain compared to 31 accounts (15.5%) that exhibited no 

evidence of sales or financial gain.  

At the time of data collection, all posts (n = 197) on both platforms had accumulated 29,012,235 likes. 

The missing value (n = 3) is due to 3 Instagram posts with a hidden number of likes. The reels (n = 153) had 

accumulated 346,938,940 views. The accounts overall had a total of 120,524,512 followers.  
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Figure 3. Distribution of content creators by credentials 

 

Figure 4. Distribution of accurate vs. misleading posts on Instagram and TikTok 

 

Misleading/Non-misleading Posts and Likes 

A Mann-Whitney U test was run to determine if there were differences in numbers of likes between 

misleading and non-misleading posts. This non-parametric test was chosen as the assumptions of outliers, 

normal distribution and normality were not met for the independent t-test. Distribution of likes for misleading 

and non-misleading content were similar, as assessed by visual inspection. There was no statistically significant 

difference between the number of likes for misleading (Mdn = 32752) and non-misleading (Mdn = 20200) 

content, U = 2691.500, p = .639. 

Misleading/Non-misleading Posts and Views 

A Mann-Whitney U test was run to determine if there were differences in the numbers of views between 

misleading and non-misleading content. This non-parametric test was chosen as the assumptions of outliers, 

normal distribution, and normality were not met for the independent t-test. Distributions of likes for misleading 

and non-misleading content were similar, as assessed by visual inspection. There was no statistically significant 

difference between misleading (Mdn = 786000) and non-misleading (Mdn = 519500) content, U = 1751.500, p 

= .667.  
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Credentials and Engagement 

A Kruskal-Wallis H test was conducted to determine if there were differences in the number of likes 

between groups that differed in their credentials. The following groups were compared: “no qualification" (n = 

153), “mental health professionals" (n = 11), “other professionals" (n = 15) and "coaches" (n = 19). Distributions 

of likes were similar for all groups, as assessed by visual inspection of a boxplot. Median of likes increased from 

coaches (Mdn = 11,413), mental health professionals (Mdn = 23,066), other professional (Mdn = 29,240) and no 

qualifications (35,542), but the differences were not significant, H(3) = 3.753, p = .289.  

A Kruskal-Wallis H test was conducted to determine if there were differences in the number of views on 

reels between groups that differed in their credentials. The following groups were compared: “no qualification" 

(n = 121), “mental health professionals" (n = 10), “other professionals" (n = 12) and "coaches" (n = 10). 

Distributions of views were similar for all groups, as assessed by visual inspection of a boxplot. Median of likes 

increased from other professionals (Mdn = 290,000), mental health professionals (Mdn = 362,450), coaches 

(Mdn = 569,450) and no qualifications (748800), but the differences were not significant, H(3) = 3.244, p = .356.  

A Kruskal-Wallis H test was conducted to determine if there were differences in the number of followers 

between groups that differed in their credentials: the “no qualification" (n = 155), “mental health professionals" 

(n = 11), “other professionals" (n = 15) and "coaches" (n = 19). Distributions of views were similar for all groups, 

as assessed by visual inspection of a boxplot. Median of followers were significantly different across groups, 

H(3) = 12.811, p = .005. Pairwise comparisons were performed using Dunn's (1964) procedure with a Bonferroni 

correction for multiple comparisons. Adjusted p-values are presented. This post hoc analysis revealed 

statistically significant differences in followers between coaches (Mdn = 99,000) and the no qualification group 

(Mdn = 343,400) (p = 0.002), but not between coaches and mental health professionals (Mdn = 185,000) (p = 

0.491), coaches and other professionals (Mdn = 221,000) (p = 0.184), other professionals and mental health 

professionals (Mdn = 185,000) (p = 1.000), mental health professionals and no qualifications (p = 1.000), and 

other professionals and no-qualifications (p = 1.000). 

Credentials and Misleading Information 

A chi-square test for association was conducted between credentials and misleading information. Three 

cells (37.5%) had expected count less than five, thus the assumptions for the chi-square test were not met. The 

credentials categories were therefore collapsed from 4 to 2 (mental health professionals and others). When 

running the test with these categories, only 1 cell (25%) had an expected count less than five. As such, 

assumptions were met. There was no statistically significant association between credentials (mental health 

professionals, others) and sharing misleading information, χ2(1) = 0.004, p = 1.00.  

Credentials and Platform 

A chi-square test for association was conducted between credentials and platform. All expected cell 

frequencies were greater than five. There was a statistically significant association between platform and 

credentials, χ2(1) = 9.00, p = .029. In particular, Instagram had a higher frequency of mental health 

professionals (8%), other professionals (9%) and coaches (14%), compared to TikTok, which overall had a smaller 

percentage of mental health professionals (3%), other professionals (6%) and coaches (5%). On the other hand, 

TikTok held a higher percentage of posts by accounts with no qualifications (86%) compared to Instagram 

(69%). 

Platform and Misleading Information 

A chi-square test for association was conducted between platform and misleading information. All 

expected cell frequencies were greater than five. There was no statistically significant association between 

platform and misleading information, χ2(1) = 0.35, p = .852. 

Platform and Source Citation 

A chi-square test for association was conducted between platform and source citation. All expected cell 

frequencies were greater than five. There was no statistically significant association between platform and study 

citation, χ2(1) = 3.046, p = .081. 
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Platform and Financial Gain 

A chi-square test for association was conducted between the platform and financial gain. All expected 

cell frequencies were greater than five. There was no statistically significant association between platform and 

financial gain, χ2(1) = .954, p = .329. 

4. Discussion 

The primary aim of this study is to assess the prevalence of misleading information in posts about ADHD 

signs, symptoms, and traits on Instagram and TikTok. The results reveal that a significant majority of posts 

examined contained misleading information. While the finding that 82.5% of analysed posts were misleading 

supports the research hypothesis, this rate is considerably higher than those observed in prior studies (Yeung 

et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2019). This discrepancy may be attributed to the focus on symptomatology and the 

rigorous comparison of ADHD posts against the DSM and ICD manuals in this study. Despite the subtle 

differences between the DSM and ICD diagnostic criteria (Gomez et al., 2023), there were no instances in which 

any of the analysed posts aligned with one diagnostic manual but not the other. Another likely reason for the 

difference in findings is that this study focuses on ‘misleading information’ rather than ‘misinformation’ only. 

Misleading posts can contain some elements of truth, but are often presented in ways that can lead to 

misunderstanding or confusion. In many posts, there were signs/symptoms/traits of ADHD that could 

theoretically be linked to a DSM or ICD symptom, but were not thus presented in the content. An example of 

this is ‘financial difficulties’, which appeared in 3% (n = 6) of posts. Someone with ADHD may struggle to hold 

down a job due to issues with attention, focus, and productivity. As a result, they may become unemployed and 

thus experience financial difficulties. However, many content creators do not explain the link between the 

broader signs/symptoms/traits shared and the DSM/ICD criteria. Thus, sharing ‘financial difficulties’ as a 

general sign of ADHD without linking it to a diagnostic symptom of ADHD is misleading and implies that anyone 

struggling with financial difficulties might have ADHD.  

There were many misleading signs, symptoms, and traits shared in these posts that occurred multiple 

times. Figure 5 shows the distribution of the frequency of the top 20 signs/symptoms/traits shared that were 

categorised as ‘misleading.’ 

 

Figure 5.  Frequency (%) of the most commonly shared misleading signs/traits/symptoms of ADHD in all social media posts 

(n = 200) 
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Although some symptoms highlighted on social media are supported by a limited evidence base, they are 

not included in the core diagnostic criteria of the DSM-5 or ICD-11 due to a lack of sufficient research. One such 

example is the cognitive-behavioural construct ‘rejection sensitivity,’ which is a phenomenon that is considered 

by some to be widespread but under-studied in the context of ADHD symptoms (Müller et al., 2024). As shown 

in Figure 5, rejection sensitivity occurred in 5.5%% of posts (n = 11) in this study. Downey & Feldman (1996) 

describe rejection sensitivity as the phenomenon of individuals anxiously expecting, readily perceiving, and 

overreacting to rejection. They went on to study the correlation between rejection sensitivity and traumatic 

childhood experiences, finding that rejection sensitivity might be linked to early relational trauma (Downey et 

al. 1997). Other research has studied the link between ADHD and rejection sensitivity, suggesting that people 

who meet criteria for ADHD have higher rates of rejection sensitivity (Hussain, 2024). Dodson (2016) is credited 

by several ADHD charities as coining the phrase ‘Rejection Sensitive Dysphoria’ (RSD) in a paper published by 

CHADD (Children and Adults with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder), in which he states that RSD is 

rejection sensitivity that is unbearable and can look like instantaneously triggered major depression (Purcell, 

2024). This article stated that about a third of adolescents and adults list RSD as the most impairing aspect of 

their ADHD (Dodson, 2016), although no evidence was cited. He also states that RSD is genetic and neurological 

and cannot be treated with therapy (Dodson, 2016), which contradicts earlier ideas about rejection sensitivity 

that suggest it could be linked to relational trauma and previous rejection (Downey et al. 1997). While there are 

conflicting ideas about rejection sensitivity/Rejection Sensitive Dysphoria and the role they may play in ADHD 

presentations, both terms were shared as confident indicators of ADHD in posts analysed in this study. A similar 

phenomenon occurs with the term 'hyperfocus', which is also poorly defined in the literature (Ashinoff & Abu-

Akel, 2021) and is not included in diagnostic manuals at this time. It seems that content creators are suggesting 

certain traits may indicate potential ADHD despite insufficient research to confirm whether these symptoms 

truly implicate the condition.  

This theme also illustrates the issue of differential diagnosis when it comes to online posts about ADHD 

symptomatology. Many symptoms and traits shared online could be the result of external factors or other mental 

health conditions which would need to be ruled out during a diagnostic evaluation. Some researchers believe 

that ADHD and PTSD can present similarly and are concerned that ADHD is being misdiagnosed in individuals 

with PTSD/traumatic exposure (Brown et al., 2017; Szymanski et al., 2011). The need for differential diagnosis 

and excluding trauma and other factors is generally not discussed in online posts, which we hypothesise is 

generating further fallacies and misconceptions about the diagnosis.  

This study assessed whether misleading content led to higher rates of engagement than non-misleading 

content. The Mann-Whitney U test revealed that while rates of likes and views on misleading posts were higher, 

there was no statistical significance. This did not align with our hypothesis that there would be a significant 

difference and differs from other findings that misinformation typically receives much higher rates of 

engagement (Wang et al., 2019). This indicates that viewers may not be more inclined to engage with misleading 

information about ADHD symptoms than accurate information. This trend could stem from the sheer prevalence 

of social media posts that contain misleading information available today.  

We hypothesised that accounts with no qualifications would be more common than accounts with mental 

health or other qualifications. This was found to be true as 78% of the posts were created by accounts with no 

known qualifications. It is notable that 9.5% of posts were shared by coaches who may or may not have formal 

registration and training. This study also explored whether mental health professionals were less likely to post 

misleading information. A chi-square test for association found that mental health professionals are not less 

likely to post misinformation, which was not consistent with the hypothesis. However, it is important to highlight 

that only 5% (n = 10) of the content creators were mental health professionals, so the sample size for that 

category of content creators was small. While the low rates of posts by healthcare providers overall align with 

other findings, the high rate of misinformation among mental health professionals’ posts differs from a previous 

study’s finding that only 27% of healthcare providers posted misinformation on TikTok (Yeung et al., 2022).  

This study also examined whether rates of misleading information differed between Instagram and 

TikTok. The chi-square test showed that there was no statistically significant difference between rates of 

misleading information on the two platforms, and the rates of misleading posts closely resembled each other: 

82% on Instagram and 83% on TikTok. While this did not align with our hypothesis that there would be a 

difference, it is noteworthy as this appears to be the first study to directly compare ADHD misinformation rates 

across platforms, and the rate of misleading information between Instagram and TikTok was almost identical. 
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When the prevalence of the various credentials was compared to the platform, it was found with statistical 

significance that Instagram had a higher frequency of mental health professionals, other professionals, and 

coaches than TikTok. This study found that 86% of TikTok posts were by content creators with no known 

credentials while 69% of Instagram posts were by content creators with no known credentials. This aligns with 

our hypothesis and with previous studies that have found the majority of posts on TikTok are posted by non-

professionals (Yeung, et al., 2022). While this suggests that there are more professionals posting on Instagram 

than on TikTok, it appears that this does not result in a difference in the amount of misleading information 

between the two platforms.  

The chi-square test also revealed no statistically significant difference between the two platforms in terms 

of the prevalence of accounts promoting products. This did not align with the hypothesis that a difference would 

be observed. However, the hypothesis was met that accounts promoting products or services would be more 

frequent than accounts with no evidence of financial gain. Considering that 84.5% of content creators were 

promoting ADHD-related products or services alongside their posts, it seems that posting about ADHD could 

lead to financial profit. While there may be a genuine desire to offer support, these accounts appear to profit 

from individuals believing they need help to manage symptoms of ADHD, regardless of whether they have the 

condition. As ADHD is trending on Instagram and TikTok, posting about it can also help influencers attract more 

views and followers, potentially increasing their earning potential. 

This study also investigated the relationship between engagement rates (likes, views, and followers) and 

the credentials of content creators categorised into four groups: mental health professionals, coaches, other 

professionals, and those with no known credentials. The Kruskal-Wallis H test revealed that influencers lacking 

any credentials received more likes and views compared to the other groups; however, the differences in likes 

and views among the four categories were not statistically significant. A Kruskal-Wallis H test found that 

accounts with no known credentials had the most followers overall, while coaches had the least. There was a 

statistically significant difference between the coaches and non-credentialed groups, but not between any of 

the others. Overall, these findings partially aligned with our hypothesis that there would be a statistically 

significant difference in engagement between each of the credential groups. These results do replicate other 

findings that content uploaded by non-healthcare providers is more popular than content by healthcare 

providers (Yeung et al., 2022). 

Most of these social media posts originated from the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and 

the UK. Overall, we assume that most content creators have access to healthcare, diagnostic services, and 

pharmaceutical care based on the information they shared. Some posts included a disclaimer advising viewers 

to consult their GP if they suspect they might have ADHD. However, it is likely that some viewers lack access to 

healthcare providers or ADHD assessment services due to limited resources. For instance, in the UK, certain 

areas do not offer NHS ADHD assessment services, and others have waiting lists of two to six years or more 

(ADHD UK, 2023). Private assessments are available but typically cost an average of £1267 for adults in the UK 

(Steele, 2024). In other countries like the USA, the absence of a national healthcare system results in reduced 

access to publicly funded ADHD care. While influencers may aim to raise awareness to help, their lack of clinical 

training and the limited global access to mental healthcare raises ethical concerns. If viewers encounter content 

suggesting they might have ADHD but lack access to proper resources due to geographic or financial barriers, 

it could cause undue stress. Additionally, ADHD awareness videos might encourage people to join waitlists for 

assessments, increasing pressure on existing services. If misleading posts prompt individuals to self-refer for 

assessment who do not qualify for a diagnosis, it could create unnecessary obstacles to accessing appropriate 

care. More research is needed to understand the relationship between misleading social media content about 

ADHD and inappropriate diagnosis-seeking.  

Emerging research suggests that increased exposure to technology and social media heightens ADHD 

symptoms, interferes with emotional and social intelligence, can lead to addictive behaviours, increases social 

isolation, and interferes with brain development and sleep (Small et al., 2020). One study found a positive 

relationship between ADHD symptoms and internet addiction, suggesting that spending large quantities of time 

on social media could disrupt attention and focus skills (Panagiotidi & Overton, 2018). This means that excessive 

time spent on the platforms where ADHD content is shared could be leading to or exacerbating ADHD symptoms, 

even if one does not have ADHD.  

The Barnum Effect, also known as the Forer Effect, is the phenomenon whereby individuals believe that 

a vague or broad personality description applies more specifically to themselves than to others (Vohs, 2024). 

Studies have suggested that people tend to accept the accuracy of vague or general personality interpretations 

even when they are not tailored to the individual (Forer, 1949; Snyder et al., 1977). Viewers might be positioned 
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to feel they are described in broad but relatable descriptions of ADHD, regardless of accuracy. Some of the 

influencers in the analysed posts stated that they are trying to make content relatable to viewers, and this may 

lead them to inadvertently create content that is relatable to even those who do not qualify for an ADHD 

diagnosis. More evidence is needed to explore the Barnum/Forer Effect and online posts about mental health 

and ADHD. 

The Prevalence Inflation Hypothesis is a term coined to describe the theory that increased mental health 

awareness efforts have led to over-interpretation of everyday psychological experiences, which has contributed 

to the rise of mental health problems (Foulkes & Andrews, 2023). Foulkes & Andrews (2023) posit that while 

mental health awareness efforts have led to some positive benefits for society, misunderstandings and 

overinterpretation are likely to be a simultaneous disadvantage. In addition, the BBC Loneliness Experiment 

found that young people appear to be the loneliest demographic, followed by middle-aged individuals and then 

older adults (Barreto et al., 2021). High rates of loneliness in young and middle-aged groups may encourage 

them to turn to social media for a sense of community. Viewers might feel seen and understood when seeing 

influencers describe the ADHD experience, which often involves consistent struggles and feeling a deficit of 

belonging. More research is needed to explore if there is a link between loneliness and seeking a diagnosis of 

ADHD. Differentiation between helpful and unhelpful online material is influenced by health literacy, and further 

research is needed to explore the links between social media health information and health literacy online.  

Limitations 

Because of Meta’s privacy policies, Instagram does not allow social listening tools to access its data, so 

we had to use the search tool directly within Instagram to find posts related to ADHD. Since Instagram only 

grants access to its content through a logged-in account, we created a fake user with a name and date of birth. 

Although the account never liked or interacted with any content, Instagram still generated an algorithm based 

on the account's age, gender, and location. Meta did not respond to information requests, making it impossible 

to avoid this disruption in data collection. Due to the nature of social media, photo posts often receive more 

views than likes, as people may view without engaging. These views are not recorded, so it is hard to determine 

exactly how many people saw a post. Additionally, while we aimed to be as consistent and objective as possible 

when comparing the posts to the diagnostic manuals, the process remained subjective because we had to make 

judgments to determine whether the listed traits accurately fit the criteria in the DSM and ICD. 

5. Conclusion 

This study examined the accuracy of content related to ADHD on Instagram and TikTok, with a focus on 

symptomatology, content creator credentials, and potential financial motivations. The findings revealed that 

82.5% of the 200 posts analysed were categorized as misleading, with 17.5% accurately aligning with the 

diagnostic criteria outlined in either the DSM-5 or ICD-11. While 78% of content creators have no known 

qualifications, there was no significant difference in the accuracy of posts between credentialed influencers and 

influencers without credentials. The vast majority of posts (84.5%) were created by accounts exhibiting financial 

gain, indicating a strong commercial influence. Individuals with no formal qualifications created a substantial 

majority of the posts (78%). Statistical analysis showed no significant difference in engagement (likes, views or 

shares) between accurate and misleading content. As such, it appears that misleading information are not likely 

to generate more traction, compared to accurate posts.  

The study also found no significant relationship between platform type and the prevalence of 

misinformation, or between credentials and the likelihood of posting misleading content, indicating a similar 

amount of accurate and misleading information across platforms and credentials. However, TikTok had a higher 

percentage of creators without qualifications, whereas Instagram featured a slightly more diverse mix of 

professionals.  

These results highlight that Instagram and TikTok are saturated with misleading ADHD content, often 

delivered by influencers who are selling ADHD-related products and services. This suggests that these 

influencers might profit from producing content that leads people to believe they might have ADHD. Even though 

misleading information did not appear to generate more traction, the prevalence of misleading information 

could lead to misunderstanding of ADHD symptoms, self-misdiagnosis, or scepticism about professional 

diagnoses. More research should be conducted to determine the impact of misleading posts on the individuals 

who see them.  
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6. Appendix 

Signs, traits, and symptoms of ADHD categorised as ‘misleading’ 

‘All or nothing’ mentality  

Ability to hear two songs at once 

Addiction  

Aggression 

Alexithymia  

Always tired 

Anxiety  

Anthropomorphism 

Appearing socially confident but 

internally being anxious 

Argumentative 

Attentive  

Auditory processing disorder  

Auditory stimulation (making 

random noises)  

Being a fun person  

Being lazy/unmotivated 

Being quiet 

Being unkind when over-

stimulated 

Being very organized 

Benefit from social connection 

Big energy fluctuations 

Binge eating  

Blacking out transition times 

Blurring vision on command 

Body dysmorphia 

Breaking things all the time 

Burnout  

Buying loved ones thoughtful 

gifts 

Calm 

Calm in a crisis but overwhelmed 

when a small thing goes wrong  

Can't do math 

Catastrophizing 

Cleaning when overwhelmed 

Constantly seeking stimulation 

Conversation dissecting 

Creativity  

Craving stimulation but easily 

overstimulated  

Decision paralysis 

Deep cleaning home to 

professional standard 

Defiance 

Fear of letting others down 

Fear of over committing 

Fear of under committing 

Feeling defensive/combative due to fear 

of rejection 

Feeling exhausted from doing nothing 

Feeling more intensely than others 

Feeling responsible for how others feel 

Feeling that every choice is ‘big and 

important’ 

Feeling wired 

Feeling apathetic when understimulated 

Financial difficulties  

Finding new things overwhelming 

Focusing on stimulating thoughts that 

include rejection, stress, anxiety, worry, 

depressive thoughts, self-doubt, guilt, 

shame 

Food hyperfixation 

Forgetting friends exist/not missing 

friends  

Forgetting to breathe 

Frontal lobes don't develop until age 35 

Frequent car accidents 

Frequent emotional meltdowns 

Gets anxious in drive-thrus 

Getting irritated at noises 

Getting more dopamine from thinking 

about doing something than actually 

doing it 

Goes the extra mile 

Great in a crisis 

Guilt  

Hate structure but can't function without 

it 

Hating being told what to do  

Hating windshield wiper settings 

Heightened intuition  

High bursts of energy or lethargic low 

mood 

High-functioning 

Highly driven 

Hoarding random objects 

Hobby hopping  

Hyperfixation on crushes 

Hyperfixation on other people 

Over-analyzing everything 

Over-committing 

Overcompensating  

Overexaggerative/disingenuous 

Overthinking  

Overwhelmed by food decisions 

Overwhelm deciding what to eat 

Panic 

Pattern recognition 

People-pleasing  

Perceived as "nosy" 

Perfectionism  

Performing endless research 

Planning schedule in advance 

Pre-planning tasks 

Preferring songs without lyrics 

Pushy 

Rage  

Really liking one’s friends 

Reckless driving 

Reciprocating stories with stories to 

show understanding 

Rejection sensitivity  

Replaying arguments in mind 

Resilience  

Restricting food 

‘Roasting’ friends 

Ruminating on every interaction  

Sarcasm 

Scratching oneself to mask ADHD 

Seeking loud or fast music 

Self-critical 

Self-doubt  

Self-sabotaging relationships 

Sense of pride in abilities 

Sensory sensitivity 

Shame  

Shy 

Short-tempered  

Singing  

Sitting down and having no motivation to 

get back up due to a lack of dopamine 

Sitting down for longer than planned 

Sitting down on phone and not getting 

up for hours 
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Deliberately annoying people  

Depression  

Digestive issues/bad gut health 

Difficulty controlling/managing 

emotions  

Difficulty expressing emotions 

Difficulty living in the moment 

Difficulty maintaining 

friendships/relationships  

Difficulty verbalizing feelings 

Disappearing for months at a 

time 

Dislikes small talk 

Dislikes texting and phone calls 

Disliking large spoons 

Disliking short texts 

Dissociation  

Doing things ‘full out’ 

Doomscrolling  

Dreading showering 

Dreading washing hair 

Echolalia 

Eating disorder 

Eating nothing or way too much 

Easily frustrated  

Earned good grades in school but 

forget what was learned 

Emotional dysregulation  

Emotional Intensity 

Emotional over-reaction  

Emotional sensitivity 

Emotional sensitivity and 

reactivity  

Entrepreneurial  

Fear of failure 

 

Hyperfixations  

Hyperfocus  

Hypermobility 

Ignoring hunger 

Imposter syndrome  

Inability to make dots disappear in 

optical illusion video 

Inability to relax 

Indecisiveness 

Intense fear of letting others down 

Isolation 

Executive dysfunction  

Irritability  

Jumping to worst case scenario 

Knowing what others feel even when 

they don't say it 

Lack of motivation to get up after sitting 

down 

Listening to same song and eating the 

same food over and over  

Low energy  

Low motivation  

Low self-esteem  

Low tolerance for frustration 

Loving to fix things 

Meltdowns when food order is messed 

up 

Mirroring people's personalities 

Mood swings  

Multitasks well 

Needy  

No sense of accomplishment after 

completing a task 

Not having the choice to do things due 

to lack of executive function 

Not making eye contact when speaking 

to people  

Not understanding object permanence  

Noticing things that others don't 

Often exhausted/overwhelmed 

Over-achieving  

Skin conditions like dermatitis, cystic 

acne, psoriasis, dandruff 

Skin-picking  

Sleepy during the day while hyperactive 

at night 

Sleeping too late 

Sleeping with T-rex arms 

Social anxiety 

Speaking incoherently 

Speaking to animals 

State of paralyzing anxiety 

Stealing other peoples' food 

Staying awake all night 

Staying up late 

Struggling to let things go 

Struggling to like things casually 

Struggling to verbalize feelings and 

opinions 

Strong problem-solving 

Strong sense of justice  

Take everything personally 

Takes risks  

Testing people 

Trauma 

Trouble making friends  

Trouble sleeping  

Unable to sit up straight 

Unresponsive 

Wanting new experiences 

Wearing sunglasses even when it’s dark 

Withdrawn  

Workaholism 

Yawning without being tired 
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1. Introduction 

Before embarking upon the analysis of this particular issue, it is first necessary to define the conceptual 

framework within which we will conduct our investigation. Information and communication technologies (ICT) 

are of paramount importance in society, largely due to the exponential growth and advancement that these 

technologies have undergone over the past decade. Particularly through faster data exchange, ICT are profound 

and far-reaching across multiple sectors of society. From enhancing the volume and accessibility of information 

to transforming communication processes, educational methodologies, healthcare delivery, economic 

operations, and research capabilities, ICT continues to reshape the foundational structures of modern life (Duma 

& Monad, 2013). In accordance with the definitions provided in the Eurostat glossary, Information and 

Communication Technology (2023), the term "Information and Communication Technology" encompasses all 

technical means that facilitate communication and information processing, including software, services, and 

equipment. Such devices include computers, mobile phones, smart televisions, and other equipment that enable 

users to access the Internet. Consequently, internet access serves as a crucial indicator for gauging the extent 

of ICT utilization and integration within society. Greece has made noteworthy advancements in its population's 

internet access from 2012, when only 55% had access, to 2023, when 85% have access. Although this percentage 

appears to be relatively high, it is among the lowest observed in the EU-27, which has an average of 91.4%. The 

Nordic countries have the highest internet access rates, with Norway at 99.6%, Luxembourg at 99.3%, and the 

Netherlands at 99.1% (ICT Access and Usage by Households, 2023). 

No boundaries constrain the application of these technologies. The aforementioned technologies can be 

utilized in many contexts, including personal, economic, and political spheres. In the realm of personal life, they 

can be employed for entertainment, information, and communication purposes. In the economic sphere, they 

facilitate transactions, aid in employment searches, and serve as a medium for advertising. In the political 

sphere, they can be leveraged for consultation and the dissemination of information to citizens. It is 

acknowledged from the outset that, despite the plethora of possibilities afforded by ICT, the user's freedom is 

constrained to the domain of their individual life. However, it provides the requisite foundation for the acquisition 

of political freedom. 

As Contogeorgis (2022) notes, cosmosystemic gnosiology is a framework that enables the definition of 

an evidential system of knowledge, thereby facilitating the interpretation of the present time and the prediction 

of the evolutionary perspective of social humans in the future. This is achieved through the reading of the past 

in a universal cosmosystimic time. This epistemology derives its scientific legitimacy from the cosmosystemic 

reconstruction of the Greek anthropocentric phenomenon, as well as from its despotic counterpart and the 

anthropocentric clarifications of modern times. Consequently, the dramatic transformation that technology has 

undergone over the past 100 years, driven by exponential advancements in the field of ICT (Arthur, 2011), did 

not occur in a vacuum. The impact of this theoretical framework on ICT is predicated on its capacity to situate 

technology within a historical and social timeframe, thereby underscoring the notion that each historical period 

develops the specific technologies it requires to fulfill its functional needs. This perspective enables a more 

nuanced comprehension of the technological landscape, emphasizing the need to shift the focus from the 

utilization of ICT to its governance. This is not done arrogantly, but because in human history only the Greek 

world has demonstrated a complete anthropocentric paradigm (Amarantos, 2022). In conclusion, the central 

objective of this study is to shed light on the research hypothesis that the development of Information and 

Communication Technologies (ICT) brings about significant transformations in the global communication 

system, while simultaneously creating the conditions for a transition from individual freedom to economic and 

political freedom—concepts that will be further clarified in the following sections. 

Purpose and aims 

Having established the fundamental structure within which the present study is situated, the central issue 

that the study seeks to address is presented. The combination of new technologies with the theory of 

cosmosystemic gnosiology enables the interpretation of the changes they bring about at the individual level of 

social beings, the mapping of the evolutionary historical time in which the present era is situated, and finally, 

the proposal for integrating individuality into the collective. and over time, the transition from individual freedom 

to universal, as will be presented in the following sections. Considering the practical implementation of the 

above argument, such an outcome is feasible through the institutionalization of social collectivity. In other 

words, beyond acting within their individual sphere, individuals may also participate as collective subjects in 

decision-making processes, for example, through the use of Information and Communication Technologies, 
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without the necessity of their physical presence in a parliamentary setting.  In conclusion, this study aims to 

advance the knowledge and understanding offered by cosmosystemic epistemology while establishing 

connections between this theory and the research subjects of social psychology and ICT. In addition to 

addressing the aforementioned questions, it seeks to provide answers to these broader issues. 

Freedom in the Present Time 

The concept of freedom in modernity can only be adequately understood in the context of Kant's 

philosophical approach. The philosopher engages with the concept of freedom in its cosmological sense. In 

Kant's view, transcendental freedom represents the pinnacle of human liberty. It is a form of freedom that is 

inextricably linked to the concept of absolute agency, signifying the capacity of the human will to exist 

independently from the natural order. In particular, it pertains to the human mind's ability to initiate and shape 

its state of being. In this manner, freedom is merely an idea that cannot be empirically verified. Conversely, it 

can only be grasped on the foundation of moral-practical reasons (Kant, 2002; Kant, 2015). In summary, Kant 

(1967) posits that the status of the state as a regime of law is contingent upon the liberty of each member of 

the community as a human being, equality with all others as subjects, and the independence of each member 

of the community as a citizen. 

In comparison to other concepts, Engels dedicates less space in his writings to discussing the concept of 

freedom. He appears to equate freedom with knowledge, contending that freedom is contingent upon a 

foundation of natural necessity and that it can only be attained within the context of an organized society. He 

ultimately asserts that the limitations of class oppression constrain humanity's autonomy in its relationship 

with the natural world. Individuals are only able to act freely when they engage in this struggle (Engels, 2017; 

Marx & Engels, 2014). Similarly, J.S. Mill employs a comparable line of reasoning, associating individual freedom 

with democracy (Macintyre, 2006). 

In accordance with Pettit's (1999) theory of freedom, a more comprehensive understanding of freedom 

in modernity can be attained. The latter states that the freedom of the actor has three dimensions: the freedom 

of action performed by an actor, the freedom of the self, which is linked to the ability of the actor to identify 

with what he does, instead of seeing it from a distance as an observer, and the freedom of the person that the 

individual possesses when, thanks to his social status, the act is truly his own and is not done under the pressure 

of others. Pettit acknowledges that autonomy is a fundamental aspect of freedom. However, his perspective is 

constrained to the individual level, which, as will be discussed in the following sections, represents a mere 

framework within which one can actualize their freedom. 

The concept of cosmosystemic gnosiology allows us to consider the value of freedom from a distant view 

and to place it within the context of the cosmosystemic time. The concept of a time that can be approached in 

the context of the cosmosystem, considering the constitution of social humans and the evolutionary biology of 

society. After examining the ideas of thinkers such as Kant, Mill, and Pettit on the concept of freedom, we move 

on to the understanding of freedom in cosmosystemic gnosiology. Direct comparisons can be made to highlight 

the similarities and differences between Kant, Mill, and Pettit's concept of freedom and that of cosmosystemic 

gnosiology. For example, by establishing a connection between Pettit's understanding of freedom and 

cosmosystemic time, individual and collective freedom can be examined. This enables a more comprehensive 

and in-depth examination of freedom in the present. Consequently, beginning with Aristotle, who addresses the 

concept of freedom and equality in great detail, although from an older historical perspective, is nevertheless 

more contemporary in a cosmosystemic context. This is because he lived and described an era of universal 

freedom (political, economic, and individual) in contrast to the modern era, which can be defined as a 

transmissive state (Contogeorgis, 2013). Aristotle would define the “Be ruled by none” (Μη άρχεσθαι υπό 

μηδενός) as a fundamental principle of democracy. According to Contogeorgis (2013), there are two ways of 

approaching democracy: a positive one that defines it as autonomy and a negative one that defines it as "Βε 

ruled by none". Contogeorgi's approach to freedom appears to be more comprehensive than the preceding 

conceptions, as he asserts that in its fullest form, freedom encompasses both one's biological needs and one's 

social needs. This entails the disengagement from the constraints imposed by nature and the liberation from 

the dependencies created by power in the domains of labor and politics. Furthermore, freedom is typically 

distinguished into three categories: individual, social, and political (Blackstone, 1973; Talbot, 1909). However, 

it is important to recognize that these divisions are not mutually exclusive and that freedom is a unified concept. 

Individual freedom encompasses the private life of man and represents the initial form of freedom to be 

asserted, as it is a fundamental prerequisite for attaining universal freedom. This form of freedom can be 

observed in societies of the early anthropocentric era, which were characterised by a pre-representative political 
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system. Examples of such societies can be found in societies that emerged from feudalism (Contogeorgis, 2006). 

Social freedom is concerned with how individuals interact with institutions and other individuals, and the 

conventions that emerge from these interactions within the context of social subsystems. These subsystems 

may include professional and economic interactions, such as those experienced by freelancers, individuals, or 

job seekers. This concept is predicated on the notion of attaining individual freedom, which is evident in societies 

that espouse anthropocentric values. In such societies, the demand for freedom in the social domain has 

emerged, as exemplified by the classical Athenian era and the Byzantine period. Political freedom, in conclusion, 

refers to the status of the individual within the broader context of the state and society. It represents the 

ultimate phase in the pursuit of universal freedom, which is contingent upon the existence of individual and 

social freedom. Anthropocentric systems, such as those of classical Greek democracy, provide an example of 

this phenomenon. In such systems, the citizen is an integral part of the political system and participates in 

decision-making as a demos (δήμος) (Contogeorgis, 2021). 

In light of the preceding arguments, it can be concluded that freedom is neither an inherent attribute of 

the will nor a supernatural endowment bestowed upon humanity by God or nature. Conversely, it is a quality 

that is gradually acquired over the course of human social evolution and is identical with autonomy. As a result 

of his social existence and the laws of evolution, humankind gradually develops within the context of social 

practice those qualities that make it universally free. 

I.C.T, Progress & Freedom 

The field of information and communication technology is arguably one of the most developed sectors in 

the global technology and economy. These new technologies are having a significant change on society, having 

already penetrated the domains of work and communication, thereby indicating their potential to become the 

future of work. Accordingly, one perspective maintains that novel technologies will enhance production and 

democratize access. In contrast, the opposing viewpoint asserts that they will gain absolute control, resulting 

in significant job losses and insecurity (Mayer-Schönberger & Cukier, 2013). In conducting a historical analysis 

of ICT, Coleman (2009) argues that each new technological advancement has the potential to enhance individual 

autonomy, access to information, and engagement in the public sphere. From the telegraph to radio, cable 

television, the Internet, and finally mobile phones, he posits that societies have progressed from a stage of 

representation and voting on issues to a new stage of direct action and decision-making. Moreover, Morris 

(1999) posits that the Internet will inevitably erode the sovereignty of rulers over the people. However, this 

argument overlooks the distribution of information and the potential for other entities to control the Internet 

and ICT. 

The Internet, as the epitome of ICT, has facilitated the establishment of digital discussion forums, online 

communities, open-access libraries, and other digital platforms. However, it has also been employed by 

governments to reinforce the extant system through the incorporation of citizen participation in party decisions 

and digital votes for representatives, given that the assumption that individuals will accrue social capital merely 

as a consequence of their interactions in the media is being called into question. Information and 

communication technology has the potential to facilitate a two-way dialogue between citizens and their 

government (Trechsel & Mendez, 2005). It is therefore evident that ICT has the potential to facilitate progress 

and freedom, yet simultaneously reinforce and perpetuate existing social and economic orders. 

Information and communication technology has direct application in the industrial sector, thus affecting 

the economy, developing production and supply chains, and enabling work beyond the territorial boundaries of 

a state through the digitization of information (Howcroft & Richardson, 2012). Examples include India, Vietnam, 

and other developing countries that offer inexpensive labor and attract software and service companies 

(Thompson & Smith, 2010; Warhurst et al., 2006). Nevertheless, these initiatives are not solely driven by 

financial considerations; they are frequently also shaped by the influence of global markets. 

The evolution of information and communication technology has extended beyond the realm of traditional 

mobile phones and personal computers. The advent of the Internet of Things (IoT) has led to the proliferation 

of smart devices, including wearables, smart glasses, televisions, home appliances, and even automobiles, all of 

which are equipped with internet connectivity. These devices are capable of interacting with one another, thereby 

facilitating interconnectivity. The potential offered by smart devices has not been overlooked in the market, as 

evidenced by the proliferation of paid applications pertaining to health and image (Holtgrewe, 2014). 

Furthermore, businesses are increasingly driven towards automation and interconnectivity, creating Industry 

4.0, which is based on technological advances in ICT and artificial intelligence, thereby enhancing efficiency and 

production quality (Zhong et al., 2017). The promised economic growth associated with market liberalization 
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reveals a fundamental contradiction. Increased productivity no longer equates to job creation as it did in the 

past. With the integration of advanced technologies into the production process, manual labor is being 

increasingly replaced by automation, while cognitive labor is also being significantly displaced by artificial 

intelligence. As a result, although economic output expands, employment opportunities decline (Autor & 

Salomons, 2018). 

A report by the McKinsey Global Institute (2017) projects that automation could significantly disrupt 

global labor markets by 2030, potentially displacing between 400 and 800 million jobs. This large-scale study, 

which analyzed 800 occupations across 46 countries, estimates that up to one-fifth of the global workforce may 

be impacted by robotic automation. The findings highlight the accelerating pace at which automation 

technologies are being integrated into various sectors, posing considerable challenges for employment stability, 

particularly in routine and predictable occupations. In this context, we are confronted not merely with rising 

unemployment, but with a more profound phenomenon: the systemic exclusion of labor. Consequently, the 

much-lauded investments associated with economic freedom and deregulated markets may no longer lead to 

job creation, as labor itself becomes progressively unnecessary for the production of goods and services. 

In recognition of the potential challenges that the aforementioned work practice may pose to societal 

cohesion and interpersonal relationships, the concept of Industry 5.0 and Society 5.0 was introduced in Japan's 

5th Science and Technology Basic Plan. In an article published in 2018, Fukuyama posits that societies evolve 

through a series of stages. The characteristics of Society 1.0 include groups of people who are hunter-gatherers 

and who live in a harmonious coexistence with nature. The formation of groups based on farming and the 

increase in organization and nation-building that occurred during the formation of Society 2.0 represent a 

significant shift in societal structure. Society 3.0 is a society that promotes industrialization through the 

Industrial Revolution, whereas Society 4.0 is an information society that achieves increased added value by 

connecting intangible assets through information networks. In this evolutionary trajectory, Society 5.0 is an 

information-centric society, wherein anthropocentrism will be a defining feature of economic and social 

development, enabled by the fusion of the digital and physical realms. In 2021, the European Commission 

presented a proposal for the reorganization of European industry, with a focus on societal considerations. This 

proposal also advocated for the promotion of Industry 5.0, which was presented as a means of articulating the 

prospective flourishing of European industry and, by extension, society (Breque et al., 2021). Figure 1 illustrates 

this proposition. 

 

 Figure 1. Society 5.0 Source: Keizai Koho Center 

Huang et al. (2022), posit that industry is an integral component of society, actively contributing to its 

development in a mutually reinforcing relationship. In light of these considerations, the challenges associated 

with Society 5.0 include population aging, the depletion of available energy resources, environmental pollution, 

and complex international situations. Conversely, the opportunities presented by Industry 5.0 include the 

convergence of digital and physical space, the creation of future employment opportunities, and the 
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development of new roles for workers, human-robot collaboration, smart green entrepreneurship, and the 

formation of a hybrid cyber-human system. 

In accordance with Sen's (1999) conceptualization, development is defined as the expansion of 

individuals' capabilities to live a life they value. The development of capabilities is not contingent on individual 

income; rather, it is concerned with the freedom to access services such as education, welfare, and social 

security. These factors, in conjunction with access to information, ultimately enhance people's social options. 

Additionally, Sen posits that real income is an insufficient analytical measure for comparisons and the capture 

of well-being. He defines freedom as the primary determinant of individual initiative and social effectiveness, 

recognizing five dimensions of freedom: political freedom, economic facilities, social opportunity, equity, and 

transparency guarantees, as well as protective security. Furthermore, he argues that decisions on wealth 

distribution and development strategies should be democratic, not determined by succession to power through 

electoral processes, but rather by continuous citizen involvement in setting economic priorities. 

The contemporary nation-state global system is distinguished by the proliferation of the economic sector 

and its global expansion facilitated by information and communication technologies. Concurrently, while 

individuals who have attained personal autonomy may possess the capacity to "manage their own affairs," they 

are devoid of economic and political authority. Consequently, economic growth does not inevitably facilitate the 

advancement of political or economic liberty. In many instances, it rather gives rise to their subjugation. As 

previously outlined, the influence of technological advancement on the economy gradually results in the 

restructuring of the social fabric and the rejection of labor. This does not entail an increase in unemployment; 

rather, it signifies the emancipation of citizens from the production process (Contogeorgis, 2013). By drawing 

on information from the Greek world and employing the method of comparative analogy, we can discern that 

the underlying cause of this phenomenon can be attributed to the emergence of a state-centric system in the 

Western world. During this transitional period, the advancement of ICT will be of great importance, not only for 

their capacity to enhance access to information, civic participation, and individual autonomy, but also for the 

increasingly sophisticated mechanisms of surveillance and control they enable. From a Foucauldian perspective, 

these developments reflect a shift in the modalities of power, from overt coercion to more subtle, decentralized 

forms of disciplinary and biopolitical control embedded within technological systems. ICT thus functions as a 

site of both empowerment and subjugation, where freedom is not simply expanded but also redefined within 

new regimes of visibility and data-driven governance. This dual character necessitates a critical re-evaluation of 

freedom, understood not as the absence of constraint but as a condition produced and regulated through 

technologies. In this context, freedom becomes deeply entangled with the political logic of governmentality, as 

individuals are simultaneously enabled and constrained by the very infrastructures that claim to serve their 

autonomy (Foucault, 2008). 

The transition to a democratic regime, and thus to full freedom for the entire state, requires the 

accumulation of vastly increased communicative energy, which is now possible through the ongoing 

technological revolution in ICT. This conclusion is an inevitable consequence of the Industrial Revolution's role 

as a catalyst for the transformation of feudal societies, alongside the emergence of civil society. Similarly, the 

advancement of ICT offers a multitude of avenues for reimagining the interconnections between individuals, 

politics, and the economy. The intermediary role of authoritative bodies, such as political parties and pressure 

groups, may become less necessary and increasingly symbolic (Contogeorgis, 1996, 2015). 

2. Discussion 

The concept of freedom remains complex, having engaged numerous scholars throughout history. In 

conjunction with the significant advancements in information and communication technologies, the notion of 

freedom emerges in a novel context. This study examines the multifaceted aspects of freedom, as delineated by 

Contogeorgis (2015; 2013), who identifies three distinct levels. Firstly, the individual level, which permits 

personal agency and the articulation of actions within one's private sphere; secondly, the social level, which 

necessitates the individual and enables participation and collaborative decision-making in communal activities, 

such as employment; and thirdly, political freedom, which encompasses both individual and social freedoms, 

thereby allowing citizens to engage in political decision-making. Additionally, the trajectory of freedom in 

contemporary society has been explored, with reference to the Greek cosmosystem, leading to the conclusion 

that the present era is characterized only by individual freedom. However, within the professional domain, the 

act of signing a contract often entails a forfeiture of social freedom, whereas at the political level, citizens 

frequently lack substantive decision-making authority (Contogeorgis, 2013). Ultimately, this analysis posits that 
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freedom is not an inherent trait, but rather a concept situated within the social fabric and the dynamics of its 

evolution. 

The relationship between ICT and progress, and by extension of freedom, was examined. This dual 

capacity of ICT, as both an enabler and inhibitor of freedom, suggests that technological progress must not be 

assessed solely through the lens of efficiency or modernization. Instead, it must be situated within a broader 

socio-political framework that accounts for the evolving dynamics of power and the conditions under which 

freedoms are exercised or restricted. The notion of freedom, therefore, cannot be confined to the individual 

level, where the use of smart devices may appear to enhance autonomy. It must also account for the structural 

conditions, both technological and institutional, that shape the possibilities for social interaction and political 

engagement. As Sen (1999) emphasizes, development and freedom are mutually reinforcing only when 

individuals are not merely passive users of technology but active participants in shaping its direction and 

purpose. Thus, a comprehensive evaluation of ICT and its impact on freedom must grapple with this tension. 

While digital technologies hold transformative potential, their deployment within neoliberal economic systems 

and state apparatuses often prioritizes control, commodification, and efficiency over democratic inclusion and 

ethical accountability. Recognizing this tension is essential in redefining freedom in the digital age—not as a 

static or universal attribute, but as a historically contingent, socially embedded, and politically contested 

condition. 

According to the international literature, progress most commonly pertains to economic development, 

the modernization of production, the integration of new technologies with industrial production and labor, and 

the emergence of new forms of work and society, such as Society 5.0 and Industry 5.0 (Breque et al., 2021; 

Fukuyama, 2018; Huang et al., 2022). In this context, freedom is conceptualized as the individual's participation 

and facilitation in utilizing smart devices to enhance daily life and work. According to Sen (1999), individual 

freedom encompasses the ability to choose a life that one values, as well as the opportunity to engage in a more 

collectivist approach to decision-making. 

This divergence between the Greek cosmosystemic realization of freedom and the contemporary 

structures of Western liberal democracies invites a comparative analysis with modern theoretical frameworks. 

Liberal theory, particularly as articulated by Rawls (1971) and Berlin (1969), prioritizes individual autonomy 

and negative liberty as the core of political freedom. Within this framework, the liberal state guarantees civil 

rights and liberties, yet often leaves the realms of economic and social power relatively untouched. The result 

is a form of individual freedom that is formal rather than substantive, as it neglects the structural inequalities 

and asymmetries of power embedded in the economic and political systems. From this perspective, the 

individual is nominally free to participate in the market and electoral politics, but lacks any real agency over the 

institutional forces that shape their lived reality. In contrast, the cosmosystemic approach, as advanced in this 

study, views freedom not only as an individual capacity but as a collective condition that must be institutionally 

grounded in social and political participation. This perspective challenges the adequacy of liberal democratic 

models by arguing that they have not yet fully integrated social and political freedoms, as envisioned in the 

Greek paradigm. The continued alienation of the citizen from both economic ownership and political sovereignty 

reveals the limitations of current democratic practices, which, despite technological advancements, remain 

fundamentally representative and elite-driven. Furthermore, theories of deliberative democracy, such as those 

proposed by Habermas (1996), offer an attempt to reconcile this gap by emphasizing the importance of 

communicative action and inclusive public discourse. However, even these frameworks often operate within the 

constraints of capitalist modernity, where institutional reform is favored over systemic transformation. 

Therefore, when viewed through the lens of cosmosystemic gnosiology, contemporary theories of freedom 

appear partial and constrained by their historical and epistemological contexts. Liberal theorists such as Berlin 

(1969) distinguish between negative and positive liberty, emphasizing freedom from interference as the 

cornerstone of modern liberal democracies. Similarly, Rawls (1971) conceives of justice as fairness, grounding 

individual liberty in the structure of constitutional democracy but largely abstracting from economic inequalities 

that limit real agency. These frameworks foreground the individual as the primary unit of analysis but fail to 

institutionalize mechanisms for collective autonomy and shared governance. The widespread adoption of digital 

technologies may give the illusion of participation and empowerment, yet it often masks deeper exclusions from 

decision-making processes at the social and political levels.  

This study approaches freedom as autonomy, understood as the individual's capacity for self-

determination. In this sense, freedom stands in direct opposition to dependency, whether imposed or voluntarily 

accepted, which is synonymous with power or domination, and it is fundamentally distinct from the concept of 

rights. Freedom can be analytically differentiated into three dimensions of individual, social, and political. 
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Individual freedom pertains to the personal choices and actions of the human being as a social agent. Social 

freedom relates to the agreements and contracts that an individual enters into with subsystems, such as those 

within the labor domain. Political freedom encompasses the individual's relationship with the collective whole, 

particularly in terms of participation in public decision-making. The cumulative realization of individual, social, 

and political freedoms is encapsulated in the concept of universal freedom. 

To sum up, the use of ICT at the individual level, can significantly contribute to the expansion of individual 

freedom and the gradual transition to political and social freedom. Nevertheless, the engagement with the 

political system via the Internet remains, at present, an external phenomenon. The principle of individual 

freedom is predicated on the notion of equality, particularly in matters that serve to legitimize it. These include 

the objectification of law and, by extension, equality before the law or the demand for equality in property 

ownership. When individual freedom is the primary consideration, the principle of equality can also be extended 

to the social and political spheres. The advent of social and political freedom does not negate the foundational 

tenets of equality that underpin individual liberty. Conversely, it broadens the scope of equality to encompass 

provisions that substantiate the individual as socially and politically free (Contogeorgis, 2015). In an era of 

transition from civil society to political society, the key issue is not to oppose evolution but to move alongside it 

and understand it. The imperative for the technological generation is to determine how it will maintain pace 

with this evolution and integrate the forthcoming changes. 

Conclusion 

 The aforementioned reasoning extends beyond mere utopian formulation and remains relevant in 

contemporary society. To attain social and, subsequently, political freedom, it is imperative for society to evolve 

from a mere aggregation of individuals into a cohesive institution. This evolution necessitates the integration of 

individual interests into collective interests, whereby the societal framework will transition from relying solely 

on voting as a mechanism for electing representatives to employing it as a means for collectively making 

executive decisions. Such a transformation will inevitably guide societies toward progressive evolution, fostering 

a mindset centered on common interest and collectivity. However, prior to this advancement, it is essential to 

reassess and clarify fundamental concepts to facilitate a deeper understanding among individuals regarding 

the principles that inform their daily choices. To sum up, this paper has provided a brief examination of the 

concept of freedom and its significance in the context of progress.  

Recommendations for future research 

Future research should concentrate on elucidating the concepts of democracy, equality, and rights. 

Information and Communication Technologies present opportunities for enhancing individual freedom and 

integrating individual interests into the collective framework; however, this integration does not equate to 

legality, as technology primarily serves as a conduit for individuals to engage directly with communities, form 

groups, and participate in decision-making processes. In brief, transformative practices and engagement evoke 

reflection while simultaneously presenting opportunities for societal members to contemplate their values. They 

facilitate innovative thinking and the appropriation of technology with the overarching aim of achieving universal 

freedom and concurrently fostering the development of society as a collective institution. 
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behaviors. The first chapter draws heavily on Lasswell’s and McLuhan’s frameworks, arguing that while the one-

to-many broadcast model remains relevant, it has been fractured by the many-to-many dynamics of social 

media. The authors skillfully map out how concepts like gatekeeping, agenda-setting, and framing are being 

renegotiated in the digital age (p. 8). 

The second chapter presents a compelling genealogy of technological innovations from the printing press 

to radio, television, cable news, and the internet, demonstrating that each communication revolution both 

displaces and incorporates its predecessor. This diachronic view challenges the "digital exceptionalism" often 

found in new media discourses. The case study of CNN’s coverage of the Gulf War (p. 41) is juxtaposed with the 
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live-streamed Black Lives Matter protests in 2020, drawing parallels between spectacle and immediacy across 

eras.  

Chapters Four and Five argue that virality is fundamentally about affect, emotion, and networked 

amplification. Drawing on Jenkins’ concept of "spreadability" and Papacharissi’s work on "affective publics", the 

authors position the viral as a site where identity, ideology, and interface collide. This is best illustrated in their 

analysis of the "Ice Bucket Challenge" and Greta Thunberg’s climate activism, both of which went viral but in 

dramatically different ways. The former relied on gamification and spectacle, while the latter harnessed moral 

urgency and intergenerational solidarity. By presenting these examples side by side, authors reveal how 

platform affordances, algorithmic visibility, and user engagement co-construct the viral arc (p. 88). The book is 

impressive in its breadth. Utilizing both qualitative and quantitative methods, the authors incorporate 

ethnographic interviews with content creators, social media analytics, and textual analysis of news reports (p. 

103). Each case study is meticulously crafted, with a keen eye for political economy, media aesthetics, and 

cultural context. 

Chapter Six, which blends data from Facebook’s oversight board with critical discourse analysis of viral 

conspiracy videos. The authors caution against overemphasizing technological determinism, instead arguing 

that "virality without verification" poses a significant risk to democratic discourse. This concern is echoed 

throughout the book, positioning it within the urgent field of media literacy and civic responsibility. The authors 

cite the harassment campaigns of Gamergate and the weaponization of memes by far-right groups as evidence 

that participatory power can also reinforce toxicity and polarization. The book discusses how women of color 

activists are disproportionately targeted online and how algorithms may reinforce structural inequalities (p. 

151). By citing the work of Safiya Umoja Noble and Ruha Benjamin, the authors amplify marginalized 

perspectives within the media studies canon (p. 155).  

Chapter Eight explores the regulatory gaps that have allowed platforms to operate with minimal 

oversight. They critique Section 230 of the U.S. Communications Decency Act and highlight ongoing efforts by 

the EU and India to impose content moderation frameworks. The authors call for a "new media ethics" that 

holds both platforms and users accountable. They advocate for algorithmic transparency, data justice, and 

equitable representation in content moderation teams. These recommendations are not utopian but grounded 

in policy proposals and empirical realities, making them valuable to both practitioners and scholars. Each 

chapter ends with reflective questions, key terms, and discussion prompts that encourage classroom 

engagement.  

Conclusion 

The book also addresses global trends, but the empirical focus remains primarily Western, with limited 

engagement with media ecosystems in the Global South. Given the rise of platforms like WhatsApp in Brazil or 

WeChat in China, a more geographically diverse set of case studies would have enriched the analysis. The book 

touches upon AI and deep learning, but it could go further in interrogating how generative AI tools like ChatGPT 

or Sora are reshaping content creation and journalistic practices. As AI becomes more embedded in media 

production, future editions could expand this discussion to include epistemological and ontological implications. 

The authors' critique platform capitalism; they stop short of envisioning alternatives beyond regulatory reform. 

More engagement with cooperative platforms, public service algorithms, or decentralized networks could have 

offered a more radical reimagination of the digital public sphere. The book stands as a vital and timely 

intervention in media scholarship. It combines theoretical sophistication, empirical depth, and pedagogical 

clarity to examine the ongoing transformation of media landscapes. Its insistence on connecting the dots 

between legacy and digital, power and participation, structure and agency, makes it an indispensable reading 

for anyone interested in the future of communication.  
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