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Abstract. In order to explore the partial impact of passive social media use on mental health, this 
research used a passive social media use scale, upward social comparison scale, and social self-
efficacy scale for random sampling and received a total of 161 valid questionnaires. Moreover, the 
use of relevant tools to analyze the relationship between passive social media use and self-efficacy 
and psychological mechanisms are discussed. The results showed that the use of passive social 
media use will significantly positively affect the upward social comparison, and at the same time can 
not only directly negatively predict social self-efficacy, but also through the Upward social 
comparison of part of the intermediary effect. 
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1. Introduction 

With the popularity of mobile Internet terminals such as smartphones, teenagers have gradually 
become a large customer group who use social media to display, make friends, and obtain advice. As 
of December 2021, the number of Internet users in China has reached 1.032 billion. Statistics show 
that by December 2020, young people will account for 21.0% of the Internet users in China [1]. 
Therefore, young people are an important group of Internet users and should be concerned. 

The era of the mobile Internet is an important environment that affects people’s self-identity [2]. 
Researchers divide social media use into active and passive use according to individual social 
behaviors [3], and people are more inclined to engage in Passive Social Media Use. The vast majority 
of users use social media to search other people’s home pages or other people’s relevant information 
and materials most frequently. Therefore, the use of passive social media is far greater than active 
social media. Existing studies have confirmed that the use of passive social media will have a variety 
of psychological effects but also lead to an increase in individual depression levels and has a 
significant impact on individual subjective well-being [4-6]. Most of the current studies focus on the 
impact on mental health, ignoring the psychosocial variables related to social interaction. At present, 
few studies have explored whether the use of passive social media will affect social self-efficacy in 
reality, so this research has certain theoretical significance. 

This research will further explore the relationship between the use of passive social media and 
social self-efficacy and try to explore the mediating role of upward social comparison. A clear 
understanding of the mechanism of media use on social efficacy is conducive to enlightening users 
and educators to use social media to intervene and improve social self-efficacy, which has certain 
practical significance. 

1.1 Passive Social Media Use and Social Self-Efficacy 

Depending on whether individuals can communicate directly with others, researchers divide the 
use of social media into passive use and active use. Passive socializing refers to passively browsing 
other people’s information or observing their updated photos and updates. It is a kind of behavior to 
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browse friends’ dynamic and network information but lacks communication with the outside world 
[3]. 

Social self-efficacy is a kind of subjective feeling, but not about individual skills themselves, and 
it reflects the confidence degree of individuals in their ability to adapt to and complete the task under 
different situations. 

Interpersonal feedback has an impact on social self-efficacy because it is based on interpersonal 
behavior as well. [7]. Studies show that compared with active users of social media, passive users 
tend to feel lonely and have lower perceived social resources, while high levels of loneliness typically 
have a detrimental effect on social self-efficacy [8]. It should also be noted that the use of passive 
social media will prevent individuals from establishing good relationships with others and raise the 
level of social anxiety [9]. The theory of self-efficacy points out that an individual’s own experience 
of success or failure and the experience of others will affect self-efficacy [10]. When an individual 
feels that others have more social resources and stronger social ability, it will also have a negative 
impact on social self-efficacy. Therefore, this research tries to hypothesize that passive social media 
use can negatively predict social self-efficacy (H1). 

1.2 Mediating Role of Upward Social Comparison 

In the absence of objective evaluation process, social comparison is the process whereby people 
assess their own conditions and those of others in order to gather relevant information [11]. Then 
researchers divide social comparison into parallel, downward, and upward social comparisons. [12]. 
Compared yourself to others who are better to you in many aspects is known as the upward social 
comparison. [12]. 

People are more inclined to modify themselves in a positive direction on the Internet, and the 
information displayed is most likely to be released after beautification. For passive users, due to the 
lack of interaction and communication, can only accept the high-quality content carefully screened 
by others. Therefore, when individuals browse too much information with “positive deviation,” they 
will inevitably make upward social comparisons with it [13].  

When individuals feel that others have more social resources and stronger social 
ability.Additionally, it will have a negative effect on social self-efficacy, people are more likely to 
experience unfavorable feelings like jealousy and melancholy.Low self-esteem is an important factor 
leading to mental health problems, thus increasing the negative effects on adolescents' mental 
health[14]. 

In general, this research tries to hypothesize that the use of passive social media can influence 
social self-efficacy through the mediating effect of upward social comparison (H2). 

2. Method 

2.1 Participants 

A total of 187 participants were recruited with random sampling. Invalid questionnaires with 
regular responses were excluded, and 161 valid questionnaires were left, with an effective rate of 
90.45%. Among them, 71 are males (44%), and 90 are girls (56%). Thirty-two were 12 to 18 years 
old (20%), Ninety-seven were 18 to 22 years old (60%), and thirth-two were over 22 years old (20%). 

2.2 Measures 

2.2.1 Passive social media use 

Passive social media usage scale was compiled by Frison and Eggermont [14]. There are 4 items 
in total (for example, “View photos uploaded by your friends.”). The passive social media usage was 
scored on a 5-point Likert scale with a range of 1(never) to 5(frequently),the more the participants' 
use of passive social media.In this research, the Croach’s α is 0.78, and the reliability was acceptable. 
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2.2.2 Upward social comparison 

The translated version of Gibbons and Buunk’s upward comparison subscale in the comparative 
propensity scale (INCOM) from from Bai was used[15,16]. There are 6 items in the scale (for example, 
“When I evaluate my current life or work-study situation, I often compare myself to people on social 
media who are doing better than me.”), The upward comparison was scored on a 5-point Likert scale 
from 1 (never) to 5 (frequently). In order to make the measurement focalization, limit the comparison 
in the original questionnaire to “in social media”. In this research, the α coefficient of the scale was 
0.87, showing good reliability. 

2.2.3 Social Self-efficacy Scale 

Using Meng's revised Social Self-efficacy Scale[17]. The scale consists of 18 items (for example, 
“Inviting someone out again, although the first time it was rejected because he/she was too busy.”), 
which are scored from 1 (no confidence at all) to 5 (Have every confidence) on a 5-point Likert scale. 
The higher the score, the higher the social self-efficacy of the participants. In this research, the α 
coefficient of the scale was 0.93, with good reliability. 

2.3 Data Processing 

Using SPSS 27.0 for common method bias, descriptive statistics and correlation analysis, and 
Hayes’s PROCESS macro plugin for mediation effect testing. 

3. Results 

3.1 Common Method Bias 

Measurement studies using subjective assessment tasks inevitably have the problem of common 
method bias. Clear and unified guidance was set in this questionnaire, and the maximum impact factor 
calculated by Harman single factor test technology was 39.80%, which was within the acceptable 
limits. 

3.2 Descriptive and Correlative Statistics 

According to the results, it is clear that passive social media use have a significant positive 
correlation with the comparison of uplink society; It is significantly and negatively correlated with 
social self-efficacy. At the same time, upward social comparison is significantly and negatively 
correlated with social self-efficacy (see Table 1). The above results can be used as a basis for the 
analysis of mediating effects. 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and pearson’s correlations for all variables 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 
1 Sex 1.56 0.50 --     
2 Age 2.00 0.63 -0.06 --    

3 Passive social media use 3.60 0.92 -0.04 0.09 --   
4 Upward social comparison 3.29 0.90 -0.16* -0.01 0.44** --  

5 Social self-efficacies 2.92 0.90 0.32** -0.02 -0.27** -0.34** -- 
Notes: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01. 

3.3 Mediating Effect of Upward Social Comparison 

Use “causal stepwise regression” proposed by Baron and Kenny [18]. In Step 1, when looking 
only at the impact of passive social media use usage on social self-efficacy, it can be seen from the 
results that the passive social media use has a significant negative impact on the social self-efficacy 
(B = -0.26, p < 0.001). Then is Step 2, it is also clear that the passive social media use will have a 
significant positive impact on the upward social comparison (B = 0.44, p < 0.001). Finally, in Step 3, 
when passive social media use is used as an independent variable (B = -0.16, p < 0.05) and the upward 
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social comparison is mediated (B = -0.22, p < 0.01), it will have a significant negative impact on 
social self-efficacy. Thus, it is assumed that H1 and H2 are both true (see Table 2 and Fig. 1). The 
indirect effect (-0.09) of upward social comparison accounted for 36% of the total effect (-0.26) of 
passive social media use on social self-efficacy with a bootstrap 95% confidence interval without 0, 
which indicated that the relationship between passive social media use and social self-efficacy is 
partially mediated by upward social comparison (see Table 3). 

 

Fig. 1 Upward social comparison is used in passive social media use with a mediating model of 
social self-efficacy  

Table 2. Unstandardized path estimates of the mediation model 

Variables 
Social self-efficacy Upward social comparison Social self-efficacy 
B SE p B SE p B SE p 

(constant) 2.90 0.39 < 0.001 2.34 0.38 < 0.001 3.40 0.43 < 0.001 
Sex 0.57 0.13 < 0.001 -0.28 0.13 0.032 0.51 0.13 < 0.001 
Age 0.03 0.10 0.779 -0.09 0.10 0.372 0.01 0.10 0.926 

Passive social media use -0.26 0.07 < 0.001 0.44 0.07 < 0.001 -0.16 0.08 0.037 
Upward social comparison       -0.22 0.08 0.008 

R2 0.18 0.22 0.21 
F 11.16 14.87 10.53 
p < 0.001 < 0.001 < 0.001 

Table 3. Indirect, direct, and Total effects of passive social media use on social self-efficacy 

 Effect BootSE BootLLCI BootULCI Percent of effect 
Indirect -0.09 0.04 -0.17 -0.02 36% 
Direct -0.16 0.09 -0.34 0.00 64% 
Total -0.26 0.07 -0.40 -0.12  

4. Discussion 

Under the background of the rapid development and popularization of social media, based on the 
passive use of social media will have significant side effects on social self-efficacy, the upward social 
comparison is used as a mediating variable, increased our understanding of how self-efficacy can be 
affected by passive use of social media. Also, it explains to some extent the reason why the time spent 
passively using social media is directly proportional to the negative self-efficacy. 

4.1 Direct Effects of Passive Social Media Use on Social Self-Efficacy 

The consequences show that passive use of social media can significantly negatively affect social 
self-efficacy, which is showing no difference with the research hypothesis(H1).This result is 
contradictory to the conclusion that there is a positive influence on social self-efficacy by using social 
website (Weibo), confirmed by previous studies [19]4 Specifically, the paper shows that only actively 
use the social media produced positive social self-efficacy, and those who use the media passively 
lack the interaction and communication on the media. Two different conclusions further support the 
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importance of good and healthy Web use. Specifically, if users often engage in passive browsing, not 
only will they not be able to meet their social needs from the Internet, but they will also have a 
negative impact on their mental health. 

4.2 Mediating Role of Upward Social Comparison 

People who prefer to passively browse information, they also have fewer perceived and actual 
access to social resources. They may lose themselves in the filtered and improved information of 
others, creating unintentional upward social comparisons. Healthy and positive communication, 
however, can help users to be clearer about the source of information and is more conducive to 
avoiding upward social comparisons. 

The consequence show that upward social comparison has a partial mediating effect between 
passive social media use and social self-efficacy, which proof that the research hypothesis holds. 
Some examples of the effects of upward social comparison on social self-efficacy through some of 
the Bediating effects of online feedback [20], have also been presented in previous studies. This study 
further adds to the mediating role of upward social comparison in influencing social self-efficacy. 
The basis of previous studies is applied to this study, and this study adds that the passive use of social 
media plays a mediating role in social self-efficacy, and also emphasizes the importance of rational 
use of social media 

On the basis of previous work, this research further supplemented the mediating effect of passive 
social media use on social self-efficacy and also emphasizes is placed on the appropriate and rational 
use of the media. 

4.3 Limitations and Implications 

In addition, this research still has the following limitations. 
This research mainly focuses on the individual behavioral factors of Internet users without 

considering different personality traits and mental health conditions. Later research can further 
explore psychological factors related to mental health. About the samples, this research mainly spread 
outward from a personal, unavoidably existing homogeneity problem after can expand the sample 
size. 

The results of this research have explored to some extent how passive social media use affects the 
social self-efficacy component of individual mental health. There is some inspiration for protecting 
the mental health of young people and promoting the more effective use of social media. According 
to the conclusion, the use of passive social media will directly affect social self-efficacy, and with the 
development of the network, there will inevitably be more passive use, then at this time may be able 
to reduce the comparison psychology while improving information retrieval and information 
discrimination ability, to minimize the upward social comparison, reduce the impact on mental health 
[21]. 

5. Conclusion 

The research shows that both passive social media use and upward social comparison are 
significantly negatively correlated with social self-efficacy. Moreover, passive use of social media 
not only Significant negative predicts self-efficacy but also negatively predicts self-efficacy through 
the mediating effect of upward social comparison. This study looked into the possibility that 
social comparison on the upswing will serve as a mediator, causing passive use of social media to 
negatively predict social self-efficacy. To be specific, passive social media makes users unable to 
interact directly with other people and passively receive information. At the same time, upward social 
comparison easy to cause jealous feelings, and overload upward social comparison information easy 
to damage the self-confidence, leading to reduced social self-efficacy. 



Journal of Education, Humanities and Social Sciences EPHHR 2022
Volume 8 (2023) 
 

766 

References 
[1] China Internet Network Information Center. The 50th Chinese Internet Network Development Statistical 

Report. 2022, retreived from https://www.cnnic.net.cn/ 

[2] Wang Wei, Qian Guoying, Wang Xingchao, Lei Li, Hu, Qian, & Chen Jing. Mobile social media use and 
self-identity among Chinese adolescents: The mediating effect of friendship quality and the moderating 
role of gender. Current Psychology, 2021, 40(9): 4479-4487. 

[3] Frison E. & Eggermont S. Exploring the Relationships Between Different Types of Facebook Use, 
Perceived Online Social Support, and Adolescents’ Depressed Mood. Social Science Computer Review, 
2016, 34(2): 163-171. 

[4] Verduyn P, Lee DS; Park J, Shablack H, Orvell A, Bayer J, Ybarra O, Jonides J, Kross E. Passive 
Facebook Usage Undermines Affective Well-Being: Experimental and Longitudinal Evidence.Journal of 
Experimental Psychology-General, 2015, 144(2): 480-488. 

[5] Escobar-Viera C. G., Shensa A., Bowman N. D., Sidani J. E., Knight J., James A. E., & Primack B. A. 
Passive and Active Social Media Use and Depressive Symptoms Among United States Adults. 
Cyberpsychology Behavior AND Social Networking, 2018, 21(7): 437-443. 

[6] Banyai F., Zsila A., Kiraly O., Maraz A., Elekes Z., Griffiths M. D., Andreassen C. S., & Demetrovics Z. 
Problematic Social Media Use: Results from a Large-Scale Nationally Representative Adolescent Sample. 
PLOS ONE, 2017, 12(1): e0169839. 

[7] Hyun Lee Mee & Kim Jungkyu. The Mediating Effects of Self-efficacy on Body Image and Social 
Anxiety in Adolescents. Forum for Youth Culture, 2012, 31: 61-84. 

[8] Wei M. F., Russell D. W., & Zakalik RA. Adult attachment, social self-efficacy, self-disclosure, loneliness, 
and subsequent depression for freshman college students: A longitudinal study. Journal OF Counseling 
Psychology, 2005, 52(4): 602-614. 

[9] Shaw A. M., Timpano K. R., Tran T. B., et al. Correlates of Facebook usage patterns:The relationship 
between passive Facebook use, social anxiety symptoms, and brooding. Computers in Human Behavior, 
2015, 48: 575-580. 

[10] Bandura A. Self-Efficacy - Toward A Unifying Theory OF Behavioral Change. Psychological Review, 
1977, 84(2): 191-215. 

[11] Festinger, L. A Theory OF Social Comparison Processes. Human Relations, 1954, 7(2): 117-140. 

[12] Taylor S. E. & Lobel M. Social-Comparison Activity Under Threat-Downward Evaluation and Upward 
Contacts. Psychological Review, 1989, 96(4): 569-575. 

[13] Fardouly J. & Vartanian L. R.Negative comparisons about one’s appearance mediate the relationship 
between Facebook usage and body image concerns. Body lmage, 2015, 12: 82-88. 

[14] Frison E. & Eggermont S\ Exploring the Relationships Between Dfferent Types of Facebook 
Use,Perceived Online Social Support, and Adolescents Depressed Mood.Social Science Computer 
Review, 2016, 34(2): 153-171. 

[15] Gibbons, F. X., & Buunk, B. P. Individual Differences in Social Comparison: Development of a Scale of 
Social Comparison Orientation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 1999, 76: 129-142. 

[16] Bai Xuejun, Liu Xu, & Liu Zhijun. The Mediating Effects of Social Comparison on the Ｒelationship 
between Achievement Goal and Academic Self-efficacy: Evidence from the Junior High School Students 
Journal of Psychological Science, 2013, 36(6): 1413-1420. 

[17] Baron, R. M., & Kenny, D. A. The moderator-mediator variable distinction in social psychological 
research: Conceptual, strategic, and statistical considerations. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 1986, 51: 1173–1182. 

[18] Fan J., Meng H., Zhao B., et al. Further validation of a U.S.adult social self-efficacy inventory in chinese 
populations. Journalof Career Assessment, 2012, 20(4): 463-478. 

[19] Hou Yubo & Ge Xiaoyu. Can using social media improve a user's social self-efficacy? Journal of Peking 
University (Natural Science Edition), 2019, 55(5): 968-976. 

 



Journal of Education, Humanities and Social Sciences EPHHR 2022
Volume 8 (2023) 
 

767 

[20] Chen Bizhong.Passive Social Network Sites Use and Social Self-efficacy: A Moderated Mediation Model. 
Psychology: Techniques and Applications, 2020, 8(05): 291-297. 

[21] Thorisdottir I. E., Sigurvinsdottir R., Asgeirsdottir B. B., Allegrante J. P. & Sigfusdottir I. D. Active and 
Passive Social Media Use and Symptoms of Anxiety and Depressed Mood Among Icelandic Adolescents. 
Cyberpsychology Behavior and Social Networking, 2019, 22(8): 535-542. 


