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Social networking sites (SNS) provide opportunities for mood management through selective exposure.
This study tested the prediction that negative mood fosters self-enhancing social comparisons to SNS pro-
files. Participants were induced into positive or negative moods and then browsed manipulated profiles
on an experimental SNS. Profiles varied in a 2 � 2 within-subjects design along two dimensions, ratings of
career success and attractiveness, allowing for upward comparisons (high ratings) and downward com-
parisons (low ratings). Selective exposure was measured in seconds spent viewing profiles. Negative
mood led to less exposure to upward comparisons and more to downward comparisons than positive
mood. The comparison dimension did not influence selective exposure. Thus, in a negative mood, SNS
users prefer self-enhancing social comparisons to manage their mood.

� 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction SNS-type website was unobtrusively recorded, following a mood
The use of social networking sites (SNS) has skyrocketed in
recent years, with Americans now devoting a monthly average of
nearly 7 h to Facebook alone, the most of any web brand
(Nielsen Wire, 2012). Over 40% of online adults use an SNS daily,
outpaced only by the daily use of email (61%) and search engines
(59%) (Madden & Zickuhr, 2011). A growing body of research has
explored the appeal of SNSs, how they are used, and what their
effects are (Wilson, Gosling, & Graham, 2012).

The present investigation aims to extend research on motiva-
tions for using SNSs by drawing on selective exposure methodol-
ogy and mood management theory (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2006;
Zillmann, 1988). Like other popular forms of media, individuals
may select SNS content with the motivation to regulate mood.
One specific mechanism for SNS mood management could be
self-enhancing social comparisons (Haferkamp & Krämer, 2011;
Wills, 1981). This study tests the proposition that when individuals
are in an aversive mood, SNS browsing has a self-enhancement
bias toward downward comparisons and away from upward com-
parisons. After reviewing relevant literature on SNS use, mood
management, and social comparison, we present the results of an
experiment in which participant browsing behavior on an
induction.

1.1. Research on social networking sites

SNSs are platforms where individuals can create a personal pro-
file and connect with other users. The format emerged in the early
2000s and quickly became a critical part of the web environment
and a topic of interest for researchers in communication and
related fields (boyd & Ellison, 2007). SNS research in the social sci-
ences has focused on four general topics: motivations for use, the
nature of self-presentation, consequences for interpersonal behav-
ior, and privacy and disclosure (Wilson et al., 2012).

Across studies of motivation, researchers examined how the
maintenance and development of social capital fosters SNS use
(e.g., Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007), as does the need to reduce
loneliness and boredom (Lampe, Ellison, & Steinfield, 2008).
However, studies examining needs possibly facilitated by social
comparison, such as self-esteem or affect maintenance, are limited
(Zywica & Danowski, 2008), although surveys show positive rela-
tionships between SNS use and self-esteem (Kim & Lee, 2011;
Mehdizadeh, 2010; Valkenburg, Peter, & Schouten, 2006). Experi-
ments found that viewing one’s own profile boosts self-esteem,
but did not examine viewing others’ profiles (Gentile, Twenge,
Freeman, & Campbell, 2012; Gonzales & Hancock, 2011). Likewise,
there is little research to date regarding social comparison in the
SNS setting (Haferkamp & Krämer, 2011) despite the potential for
social comparison and mood management phenomena during
SNS use.
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1.2. Mood management online

One important motive for the selection of media is mood man-
agement (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2006; Zillmann, 1988). Consump-
tion of media, especially television, music, and film, is one of several
prevalent behaviors used to regulate moods (Thayer, Newman, &
McClain, 1994). Mood management theory stipulates that media
exposure has the potential to repair or maintain affective states
and that media messages are often chosen for this purpose. Yet this
theory has seldom been tested with newer media like the Internet.

For web browsing, mood has been found to influence users’
selective exposure to positively versus negatively valenced
websites and to entertainment versus information websites
(Knobloch & Zillmann, 2002; Knobloch-Westerwick & Alter,
2006), as well as users’ speed of surfing (Mastro, Eastin, &
Tamborini, 2002). Another study found that selective exposure to
valenced online news was based on mood adjustment needs
(Knobloch-Westerwick & Alter, 2006). One study demonstrated
that mood management affects choice of video game difficulty set-
tings (Reinecke et al., 2012). Clearly, with the development of new
forms of web content, including social media, new opportunities
have arisen for mood management. The rapid adoption and fervent
use of social networking sites suggest that these services meet
important and powerful psychological drives in their users, possi-
bly including the hedonic motivation to enhance and maintain
positive moods and repair negative moods (cf. Mauri, Cipresso,
Balgera, Villamira, & Riva, 2011).

SNSs offer several means by which users might manage mood.
For example, viewing one’s own profile can boost positive affect
(Toma, 2010) and self-esteem (Gonzales & Hancock, 2011). In addi-
tion to a positive portrayal of the self, SNSs can be relaxing enter-
tainment (Smock, Ellison, Lampe, & Wohn, 2011) or can provide
affect-enhancing feedback and social support (Kim & Lee, 2011;
Valkenburg et al., 2006). However, much of the time on an SNS is
focused not on the self, but spent viewing others’ activities
(Metzger, Wilson, Pure, & Zhao, 2012), suggesting that social com-
parison might be a key mechanism by which SNS use could
enhance mood. Accordingly, initial evidence shows that downward
social comparison on an SNS can increase positive affect
(Haferkamp & Krämer, 2011). However, selective exposure to SNS
social comparison targets for mood management purposes has
not yet been examined.

1.3. Social comparison

Individuals compare themselves to others in their environment
(including mediated environments) for purposes of self-evaluation,
self-improvement, and self-enhancement (Wood, 1989). One com-
mon form of comparison is downward comparison for purposes of
self-enhancement (Wills, 1981). By selectively comparing one’s
self to others who are worse off, people are able to restore threa-
tened self-esteem (Wills, 1981) and to restore positive affect
(Gibbons & Gerrard, 1989). Self-enhancing comparisons may also
take the form of upward comparisons, in which the individual
identifies with or aspires to be like those who are better off
(Lockwood & Kunda, 1997).

Prior research has found that social comparison to others
depicted in online news media is selective (Knobloch-Westerwick
& Hastall, 2006; Knobloch-Westerwick & Westerwick, 2011). In a
study of selective exposure to social comparison targets in online
news, young adults were more likely to select stories about
same-age individuals (Knobloch-Westerwick & Hastall, 2006).
Among young and middle-aged adults, both sexes read more about
same-sex individuals. Furthermore, self-esteem and sex interacted
to predict comparison direction, with high self-esteem women pre-
ferring downward comparisons via negative depictions and high
self-esteem men preferring upward comparisons via positive
depictions (Knobloch-Westerwick & Hastall, 2006).

Another study (Knobloch-Westerwick & Westerwick, 2011) on
social comparisons to online news depictions found that majority
group members avoided reading positive in-group depictions
while minority members preferred them. Minorities, who experi-
enced greater identity salience, sought affiliation with their
in-group as a means of self-enhancement, whereas majority group
members sought self-enhancement and distinctiveness by
avoiding positive depictions of in-group members (Knobloch-
Westerwick & Westerwick, 2011). These studies demonstrate not
only the selectivity that is at work in social comparison to
mediated others, but also the influence that the need for self-
enhancement places on selective exposure.

Furthermore, downward comparisons with mediated portrayals
can facilitate mood management (Mares & Cantor, 1992) or bolster
self-esteem (Knobloch-Westerwick & Hastall, 2010). Mares and
Cantor (1992) tested mood management and social comparison
as competing hypotheses for older viewers’ preferred depictions
of others in media, yet found that downward social comparison
was a mechanism for improving mood. Likewise, a study of selec-
tive exposure to music by romantically satisfied or dissatisfied
young adults indicated that romantically dissatisfied participants
avoided upward comparisons (love-celebrating songs), preferring
laments by a singer of the same sex (Knobloch & Zillmann, 2003).

The emergence of social media, featuring content created by
and about other people in one’s social network, offers rich oppor-
tunities for social comparison. Social comparison, even via media,
is far more likely when targets are similar to the self, whether by
age, sex, or other dimensions of identity (Festinger, 1954;
Knobloch-Westerwick & Hastall, 2006, 2010; Suls, Gaes, &
Gastorf, 1979; Zanna, Goethals, & Hills, 1975). As existing knowl-
edge of friends’ qualities and characteristics could facilitate the
ease of making the desirable comparisons, social media are well
situated for social comparison phenomena (Knobloch-
Westerwick & Westerwick, 2011).

Yet, the implications of self-enhancing social comparison for
mood management and the nature of mediated social comparisons
outside of news contexts both have yet to be pursued by research-
ers, despite their promise. In one recent experiment using mock
SNS profiles, participants who viewed profiles of less attractive or
less successful people reported higher self-evaluations on those
same dimensions, along with higher positive affect after viewing
less attractive profiles (Haferkamp & Krämer, 2011). However,
self-selected exposure to SNS profiles for purposes of social
comparison was not tested.

Researchers have suggested that self-presentation practices
contribute to idealized impressions of others and misperceptions
of their well-being, especially online, threatening the individual’s
comparative well-being (Chou & Edge, 2012; Jordan et al., 2011).
However, other evidence cautions that SNS self-presentations are
more realistic than idealized (Back et al., 2010), and subject to
constraints (Walther, Van Der Heide, Hamel, & Shulman, 2009).
Furthermore, selectivity in comparisons should allow for self-
enhancing social comparisons even if many self-portrayals by oth-
ers are unrealistically positive. Indeed, in addition to a tendency to
select comparison targets that are similar to the comparer, targets
may be chosen based on particular attributes that allow for self-
enhancement (Wood, 1989). For example, when given a range of
comparison attributes, men and women tended to compare on
dimensions that fit their gender role schemata (Knobloch-
Westerwick & Alter, 2007). And, in a forced-exposure setting,
although downward social comparisons regarding both career suc-
cess and attractiveness had positive effects of self-perceptions,
only attractiveness had a positive effect on mood (Haferkamp &
Krämer, 2011).
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The present investigation draws on a selective exposure
research paradigm (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015) in which selec-
tive exposure denotes any bias in exposure time allotted to the
available messages, in this case time spent viewing SNS profiles,
and is unobtrusively observed. Based on mood management theory
and social comparison theory, along with prior related research on
social comparisons to mediated depictions of others, the following
hypotheses and research question regarding selective exposure to
SNS profiles varying regarding career success and attractiveness
are proposed and will be subject to empirical examination.

H1. Negative mood increases selective exposure to downward
comparison targets.

H2. Negative mood decreases selective exposure to upward com-
parison targets.
RQ1. Are the effects proposed in H1 and H2 contingent on the
dimension of social comparison (career success or attractiveness)?
2. Method

2.1. Overview

A false-feedback task induced participants (N = 168) into either
a positive or negative mood. Then, in an ostensibly unrelated task,
they browsed a website modeled after popular social networking
sites. During their browsing, selective exposure to SNS profile
pages was unobtrusively logged. Eight profiles with similar
images and status updates were manipulated along two dimen-
sions: peer ratings of career success and physical attractiveness.
The use of same-sex names was the only variation between male
and female participants, allowing for greater similarity of
comparison targets; all other stimuli characteristics remained
constant. After 2 min of browsing the SNS, participants completed
a short questionnaire.

2.2. Participants

Participants were recruited from courses at a university in the
Midwestern United States. Course instructors posted online
recruitment announcements, and 174 participants attended a lab
session in return for extra credit. Six cases were incomplete or
invalid due to technical error or failure to browse the study site.
These were omitted, leaving 168 complete and valid cases. The
mean age was 21.64 (SD = 3.69), and the sample was 63.7% female,
67.9% White, 14.3% Asian, 12.5% Black, 2.4% Hispanic/Latino, and
3.0% other or refused.

2.3. Procedure

Following a mood induction disguised as a facial expression rec-
ognition study, participants were asked to complete a different
study in which they browsed ‘‘a prototype of a social networking
site’’ for university alumni. At private workstations, participants
logged into the session with a code provided previously (thereby
indicating their mood assignment), and entered their age and sex
before beginning the browsing task.

Participants were told the experimenters were interested in
their ‘‘impressions of the site profiles and the people who created
their profiles,’’ and were instructed to ‘‘examine it, browse through
it, and read whatever you find interesting.’’ They were asked to
avoid distractions during the session and to browse the profiles
as they ‘‘normally would’’ on an SNS, but that ‘‘scheduled time does
not allow reading all profiles.’’
The selective exposure session then loaded, as the prototype
site loaded and participants were allowed to freely browse the site.
The site was programmed with Microsoft Silverlight and unobtru-
sively recorded browsing behavior by logging each hyperlink click.
After 2 min elapsed, a short questionnaire loaded, soliciting media
use and basic demographic information. A subset of participants
was also administered short pencil-and-paper questionnaires for
a manipulation check of the stimuli. Participants were then
debriefed and awarded credit.

2.4. Mood induction

Mood was induced through a false-feedback protocol commonly
used in mood management research (Biswas, Riffe, & Zillmann,
1994; Knobloch & Zillmann, 2002; Knobloch-Westerwick & Alter,
2006; Reinecke et al., 2012; Zillmann, Hezel, & Medoff, 1980),
which was programmed in Authorware by the second author. Par-
ticipants were asked to perform a ‘‘facial expression recognition
task’’ in which 20 images of ambiguous facial expressions were cat-
egorized by discrete emotions. Bogus feedback was used to induce a
negative or positive mood: Participants were told they performed
exceptionally well or exceptionally poorly. Participants in both con-
ditions saw their progress monitored by a vertical meter that
seemed to track their real-time cumulative accuracy score. Scores
between 0% and 25% accuracy were labeled ‘‘Terrible,’’ 25–50% as
‘‘Poor,’’ 50–75% as ‘‘Good,’’ and 75–100% as ‘‘Excellent.’’ In the posi-
tive mood induction (n = 81), participants achieved 85% accuracy,
but in the negative mood induction (n = 87), they only reached
15%. Random assignment was achieved by drawing a condition
code for each participant.

2.5. Stimuli

Participants were presented with a mockup of a social network-
ing site labeled SocialLink, which featured an overview page and
eight individual profiles. The overview page presented previews
of all eight profiles, including names, profile images, and ratings
for career success, attractiveness, number of friends, and length
of site membership (see Fig. 1). The positions of the profile pre-
views were randomized across participants. Each profile had its
own individual page with a series of status updates and a large
‘‘Back to Overview Page’’ button that provided navigation back to
the overview and other profiles (see Fig. 2).

Monochromatic abstract images in eight distinct hues appeared
as profile images for each profile. A random name generator was
used to select eight female and eight male names. A set of ratings
for each profile featured the person’s ‘‘Career Success,’’ using bright
green dollar signs to represent a 5-point scale, and ‘‘Hotness
Rating,’’ using bright red hearts to represent a 5-point scale. Each
profile was manipulated to score either one half of a dollar sign
or four-and-a-half dollar signs (low versus high career success)
and one half of a heart or four-and-a-half hearts (low versus high
attractiveness). These manipulations were crossed in a 2 � 2
design (career success � attractiveness). Ratings also reported
‘‘No. of Friends (M = 234.88, SD = 2.85) and ‘‘Member Since’’ (rang-
ing from ‘‘Feb 2010’’ to ‘‘Nov 2011’’).

Profile images, names, and ratings appeared on both the over-
view page and on individual profiles. Individual profile pages also
included a series of five ‘‘Recent Updates.’’ Each of these status
updates was 30 words long and was followed by a timestamp spec-
ifying when the update was posted (ranging from ‘‘posted today’’
to ‘‘posted six days ago’’). Each set of ‘‘Recent Updates’’ also alluded
to a number of hidden ‘‘older posts,’’ ranging from 71 to 79.

Status updates were designed to resemble common SNS
updates about personal reflections or activities. Care was taken
to ensure that they were written to be (a) relatively mundane,



Fig. 1. Sample stimulus cover page, featuring male profiles.

Fig. 2. Sample stimulus profile page, featuring low career success and high attractiveness manipulation.
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(b) free of references to career success, academic success, physical
appearance, romantic relationships, or social comparisons, and (c)
consistent in content and tone across each set of five updates. To
test these assumptions about similarity and the everyday nature
of these updates, a posttest manipulation check was conducted
with a subset of the study sample (n = 46), yielding no differences
between each profile’s set of status updates in terms of interest,
F(7,38) = 1.02, p = .43, or in perceived career success, physical
attractiveness, or social attractiveness, ps > .30. Pairwise compari-
sons with Sidak correction revealed no differences between any
pair of profiles on these dimensions (n.s.). Therefore, except for
the manipulated career success and attractiveness ratings, the
profile content was similar across all profiles.
2.6. Measures

2.6.1. Selective exposure
Browsing was measured in seconds by the software, unobtru-

sively recording each page view. Participants spent an average of
40.40 s (SD = 21.13) on the overview page. Participants in the neg-
ative mood condition allotted slightly more time to the overview
page, but this difference was not significant, F(1,166) = 3.62,
p = .06. To account for this difference, time on the overview page
was included as a covariate. An average of only 5.02 (SD = 1.68)
of the eight profiles were viewed, suggesting the browsing time
limit ensured selectivity, and the average profile was viewed for
10.39 s (SD = 2.64).
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Participants could view any of eight SNS profiles, which were
manipulated on two dimensions, resulting in four manipulation
types with two profiles for each type. Profiles carried either a
half-star or four-and-a-half star rating for ‘‘Career Success’’ and
for ‘‘Hotness Rating.’’ Selective exposure to profiles with half-star
‘‘Career Success’’ ratings was categorized as downward comparison
on career success, and exposure to profiles with half-star ‘‘Hotness
Rating’’ ratings was considered downward comparison on attractive-
ness. Similarly, selective exposure to four-and-a-half star ‘‘Career
Success’’ success profiles was upward comparison on career success
and to four-and-a-half star ‘‘Hotness Rating’’ profiles was upward
comparison on attractiveness.

2.6.2. Controls
To account for preexisting variation in Internet and SNS use and

familiarity, participants were asked to report how much time they
spent each day with ‘‘social networking sites like Facebook,
MySpace, LinkedIn, Twitter, or Google + ’’ and with ‘‘the Internet,’’
using 7-point scales (0 = none at all, 1 = less than 30 min, 2 =
30–60 min, 3 = 1–2 h, 4 = 2–3 h, 5 = 3–4 h, 6 = more than 4 h). These
values for daily time spent with the Internet (M = 4.58, SD = 1.22)
and SNSs (M = 3.31, SD = 1.70), along with age and overview page
browsing time, were included as statistical controls.
3. Results

Mixed-model ANCOVAs tested the hypotheses that mood
impacts selective exposure to upward and downward comparison
targets and the research question regarding comparison dimen-
sions. There was a significant between-subjects effect of mood con-
dition on downward social comparisons, F(1,160) = 4.69, p = .032,
gp

2 = .03, Mnegative = 36.51, SE = 1.38, versus Mpositive = 32.15,
SE = 1.43. Likewise, mood also affected upward social comparisons
in the predicted direction, F(1,160) = 4.29, p = .040, gp

2 = .03,
Mnegative = 46.85, SE = 1.37, versus Mpositive = 50.98, SE = 1.42
(see Fig. 3). The comparison dimensions (career success versus
attractiveness) did not moderate either effect, ps > .90. Post hoc
analyses also revealed that more time was generally allotted to
upward than downward social comparisons, p < .001.
4. Discussion

This experiment compared the selective exposure behavior of
participants in positive and negative moods when presented with
Fig. 3. Selective exposure to upward and downward social comparisons as a
function of mood. Note. Differing lower-case letters indicate significant within-
subjects differences in selective exposure, p < .001. Asterisks indicate significant
between-subjects differences in selective exposure, ⁄p < .05. Age, daily Internet use,
daily SNS use, and time spent on overview page served as control covariates.
social networking site profiles that allowed for upward and down-
ward social comparisons on two dimensions. Overall, when brows-
ing a social networking site, participants spent more time with
profiles rated highly on career success or attractiveness. However,
their mood affected this pattern: In a negative mood, SNS users
allotted significantly more time to downward comparisons, sup-
porting H1, and less time to upward comparisons, supporting H2.
Participants appeared motivated to repair their affective states
through selective exposure to downward comparisons that could
restore their mood and through selective avoidance of upward
comparisons that could lead to further self-deflation and mood
damage.

With regard to RQ1, no differences related to comparison
dimension (career success or attractiveness) emerged among the
patterns of selective exposure. Although a previous study of SNS
social comparison found differential effects of career success and
attractiveness in a forced-exposure design (Haferkamp & Krämer,
2011), we find no difference in selective exposure patterns from
our operationalizations of profile indicators of these dimensions.

These findings suggest that SNSs can be used for purposes of
mood management, and that social comparison is a mechanism
through which individuals seek to repair their affect. It is notable
that upward comparisons were preferred overall. This pattern is
consistent with findings on comparison choice in the social com-
parison literature, especially when potential comparison targets
are similar to the individual (Gruder, 1977; Wood, 1989). In this
case, the targets were presented as alumni of the student partici-
pants’ university. Festinger’s (1954) hypothesized ‘‘unidirectional
drive upward’’ for social comparisons of ability would explain
why depictions of successful and attractive alumni would be
appealing to students soon to join their ranks. Likewise, this shared
affiliation with the comparison targets explains why those upward
comparisons to similar others could become threatening to mood
repair, and were relatively avoided by participants in negative
moods.

One strength of this study is the demonstration of an effect
using only using simple yet clear cues: peer ratings of career suc-
cess (either .5 or 4.5 dollar signs) and attractiveness (either .5 or
4.5 hearts). These kinds of cues, especially to the extent that other
SNS users besides the profile owner create them, can be powerful
signals for impression formation (Walther et al., 2009). However,
the use of abstract profile photographs and mundane status
updates may have limited the strength of negative or positive per-
ceptions and therefore restricted the ability to engage in compari-
sons that were ultimately gratifying and self-enhancing.
Haferkamp and Krämer (2011) found post-exposure effects by
employing profile images and biographical details to convey career
success and attractiveness; it is not clear if peer ratings would have
had the same effects. While the use of an SNS-like stimulus that
participants freely browsed is a method high on ecological validity,
future studies could enhance this validity by including richer stim-
uli manipulations. Research designs could also improve upon this
validity and create the conditions for testing the extent of mood
repair by including stronger manipulations in the stimuli. Not only
could photographs and biographies be included as in previous
research, but also valenced statements that convey the desired
characteristics of profile owners.

Future research should also examine other relevant dimensions
of SNS comparisons and the conditions under which comparisons
are likely occur on different dimensions. For example, specific
dimensions of social comparisons may govern selective exposure
on SNSs among those faced with currently salient life strains
(Knobloch-Westerwick, Hastall, & Rossman, 2009) or self-affirma-
tion needs (Steele, 1988; Toma, 2010). An additional limitation is
the present use of fictitious persons in the stimuli. Because SNS
users are generally well acquainted with most members of their
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online social network, they are likely to draw from existing knowl-
edge in order to make effective social comparison choices. Thus,
the present study and its use of minimal cues for novel targets
may understate the case for selectivity in social comparison.
Research should seek to document how existing social networks
and knowledge of peers is used to facilitate self-enhancing social
comparison outside of the laboratory.

With regard to the prevalence of mood management via SNS
social comparisons, there are certainly some real-world restrictions
on the ability to engage in downward comparisons, and biases in
impression formation that might hinder social comparison or lead
to boomerang effects. It has been suggested that selective self-pre-
sentation, especially online (Walther, 2007), might bias estimates
of others’ well-being (Jordan et al., 2011), which could limit oppor-
tunities for self-enhancing social comparisons. Social networking
sites augment the opportunities for self-presentation and subse-
quent misperception (Chou & Edge, 2012). This would present a
limitation on the ability to successfully engage in downward social
comparison if other SNS users are selectively presenting themselves
as more attractive and successful than they really are. On the other
hand, the present results show that individuals can engage in
self-enhancing selective exposure to SNS content, which may offset
misperceptions of others due to their selective self-presentation.
5. Conclusion

This study extends prior evidence on the selective use of med-
iated depictions of others for self-enhancing social comparisons.
It also complements the finding that self-enhancing social compar-
isons on SNSs can improve mood (Haferkamp & Krämer, 2011), by
showing that those in negative moods shift their preferences,
engaging in less selective exposure to portrayals of upward com-
parison targets and more exposure to downward comparisons.
Accordingly, the widespread use of SNSs may offer even more to
the user than social capital (e.g., Ellison et al., 2007) and self-disclo-
sure (e.g., Christofides, Muise, & Desmarais, 2009). It also offers an
abundant array of social comparison opportunities for a variety of
mood management and mood adjustment needs (Knobloch-
Westerwick, 2006; Knobloch-Westerwick & Alter, 2006). The
present study has begun to extend research into SNS use from its
predominant foci on managing relationships and selective self-
presentation to managing mood and selective comparisons with
others. As it stands, social networking sites offer a setting in which
users can tailor their social environment quite effectively to meet
their personal affective needs.

Although negative mood was associated with a strengthened
preference for downward social comparisons, it is noteworthy that
upward social comparisons were generally preferred across both
moods. This attraction to successful and attractive others has
implications for the ability to engage in self-enhancing social com-
parisons and for affective outcomes. An overarching attraction to
upward comparisons may be harmful to mood and self-perception,
in keeping with previous claims about the effects of SNS on
individual well-being (Chou & Edge, 2012; Jordan et al., 2011).
Or, perhaps close social affiliation with SNS connections allows
for additional self-enhancement strategies via upward compari-
sons (cf. Lockwood & Kunda, 1997). Future studies should examine
these suggestions. Additionally, selective exposure to upward
versus downward social comparison targets on SNS may also be
influenced by individual differences in social comparison orienta-
tion (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999), self-esteem (Gibbons & Gerrard,
1989), or other attributes such as social media literacy.

The present findings also indicate that other-generated and sys-
tem-generated cues (Walther et al., 2009) such as the aggregate
ratings employed here have the ability to guide selective exposure
on SNS and to facilitate self-enhancing social comparisons, even in
the absence of vivid cues such as profile photographs and strongly
valenced content. It is apparent that future research can draw even
closer connections between mood management theory, social
comparison theory, and the literature on computer-mediated cues
by examining which kinds of comparison dimensions and relevant
cues are more or less effective in facilitating self-enhancing expo-
sure to social media content. Additionally, future study designs
should strive to measure the cognitive processes of social compar-
ison in addition to the observation of comparison-driven selective
exposure behavior. However, capturing social comparison process-
ing poses many methodological challenges of its own (Wood,
1996).

Finally, the results have important implications for mood
management theory. In keeping with Mares and Cantor’s earlier
findings (1992), we find that social comparison to mediated depic-
tions of others can be motivated by and facilitate mood manage-
ment needs. However, the inclusive of social comparison as a
route to the regulation of affect may require a rethinking and refor-
mulation of mood management theory and its classic tenets
(Zillmann, 1988). Social comparison is a departure, in that negative
depictions of others can induce positive feelings (Wills, 1981),
which requires reconciliation with the assumptions of mood man-
agement theory regarding message valence and semantic affinity.
The present study also helps to guide mood management theory
into the social media era, where a diversified and user-driven
media landscape allows for new possibilities in how communica-
tion might be used to manage moods.

The extensive time spent by many people on social networking
sites such as Facebook, coupled with the carefully managed self-
presentations prevalent on these sites, has raised concerns that
social comparison with a personal network full of profiles crafted
to be deceptively positive could harm individual well-being
(Chou & Edge, 2012; Jordan et al., 2011). However, these apprehen-
sions have failed to account for the potential for social comparisons
to be self-enhancing (Haferkamp & Krämer, 2011; Wills, 1981) and
for the role of motivated selective exposure in this process. The
data presented here demonstrate that those in need of a boost to
their well-being (i.e., those in a negative affective state) will grav-
itate away from positive depictions of others and instead spend
more time viewing downward social comparisons targets. This
selective exposure to the more self-enhancing content on SNSs
can alleviate a negative mood (Haferkamp & Krämer, 2011) and
is thus likely sought out for that reason. Indeed, part of the great
appeal of social networking sites would appear to be their capacity
for engaging in selective social comparisons that can be used to
manage moods.
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