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Abstract 

As young adults continue to be the largest reported age group on social media (Auxier & 

Anderson, 2021), the need to understand why they go online and what they do online increases to 

better explain the associated ramifications found with social media use. No longer does general 

social media time lead to negative outcomes; rather, these outcomes have links to the types of 

behaviors online and the reasons for going online (Dumas et al., 2020; Nesi et al., 2021). This 

dissertation explores how college students’ social media behaviors, specifically like-seeking 

behaviors (Dumas et al., 2017), have changed, their possible motivations for going online, and if 

their motivations moderate the relationship between like-seeking behaviors and resulting 

behaviors (i.e., depressive symptoms, risky behaviors, etc.). All three studies utilize a college 

sample and self-report measures. Study 1 explores and confirms how new behaviors added to the 

original like-seeking scale fit by running exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses. Study 2 

examines if popularity serves as a possible motivation for engagement in like-seeking behaviors 

by using an experimental manipulation. Study 3 explores how motivations (popularity, social 

comparison, and feedback-seeking), behaviors, and emotional and behavioral adjustment 

(depression, body image satisfaction, and risky behaviors) are related. Results suggest that the 

original like-seeking scale needs to be updated, popularity is a motivation for like-seeking 

behaviors even in young adults, and motivations for being online are more strongly related to 

emotional adjustment than the actual behaviors themselves.  

Key words: like-seeking behaviors, social media motivations, popularity, adjustment 
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THE ROLE OF SOCIAL MEDIA MOTIVATION IN COLLEGE STUDENTS’ SOCIAL 

MEDIA BEHAVIORS AND ADJUSTMENT 

In any stage of life, having positive relationships is critical, especially at a transitional 

time like emerging adulthood (Lambert et al., 2013). At a time when young adults claim more 

independence (Arnett, 2006) and figure out their own identity (Erikson, 1950), young adults still 

rely heavily on their peers’ approval (Lansu et al., 2022). Young adults may try to attain this 

approval through popularity-related goals. While previously thought to only exist in adolescence, 

researchers have found that popularity goals and the desire to be popular continue into young 

adulthood for some individuals (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010; Lansu et al., 2022). Self-

determination theory argues that young adults will prioritize and value extrinsic goals, which 

include having social prestige and admiration (Deci & Ryan, 2000), similar to the goals of those 

who try to become popular. While research on peer status in young adulthood is limited, one 

possible mechanism that could showcase this continued desire for peer status and social 

recognition are social media.   

As more young adults create and use social media accounts, social media use continues to 

be an important research topic in the field of developmental and social psychology. 18–29-year-

olds continue to be the leading age group in US social media use, with 84% reporting having at 

least one social media account (Auxier & Anderson, 2021). Social media include anything from 

social networking sites (i.e., TikTok, Facebook, Instagram) to interactive social applications and 

websites (i.e., texting, Snapchat, chat rooms). At a developmental stage when young adults look 

to connect to both old friends and new friends, social media create a new, online world for social 

interaction, which opens the door to new waves of research exploring the online world of young 

adults.  
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Social media allow for a number of practices that can be used to enhance or amplify a 

user’s online presence. These behaviors can serve the function of eliciting more positive 

engagement with the user’s profile (i.e., increase the number of comments, shares, and “likes”) 

and are referred to by researchers as like-seeking social media behaviors (Dumas et al., 2017). 

Some of these behaviors are just typical behaviors when participating online, such as uploading a 

photo or using a hashtag. However, there is another subset of behaviors that are termed 

deceptive. These online deceptive behaviors include actions such as buying likes and followers, 

deleting and then reposting a picture, and using picture-editing apps before posting, and are 

unique to the online social world because they cannot be replicated in an in-person setting 

(Dumas et al., 2017). This increased time spent curating social media profiles to elicit positive 

responses from followers comes at a risk of increased depressive symptoms (Dumas et al., 2020; 

Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). Previous research has demonstrated the relationship between the use of 

these deceptive behaviors and negative consequences (i.e., emotional outcomes) in high school 

students (Nesi & Prinstein, 2018) and college students (Dumas et al., 2017). However, what 

remains unknown are what other factors, such as other emotional adjustment variables (i.e., body 

image and risky behaviors), peer status, and motivations for using social media, are associated 

with engagement in these deceptive behaviors in emerging adulthood.  The following studies 

address these unknowns.   

The Developmental Tasks of Emerging Adulthood  

  The developmental period known as emerging adulthood describes the phase of life 

between the ages of 18 and 25. Emerging adulthood is characterized by five key features: identity 

exploration, instability, self-focused, feeling-in-between, and age of possibilities (Arnett, 2006). 

Emerging adulthood is a time when key shifts happen in one’s identity, which also leads to many 
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changes in areas such as romance, jobs, geographic locations, and education. Emerging 

adulthood is also characterized by independence and autonomy because individuals are self-

focused on only their obligations during this stage of life. Finally, emerging adulthood is a 

chance to reinvent oneself and is a time of optimism for the future (Arnett, 2006).  However, as a 

result of all this independence, freedom, and new social networks, emerging adults are also at a 

higher risk for mental health problems (Hill, 2019).  

 For many emerging adults, this time is also marked by the transition into college. 

Approximately 67% of US high school graduates enroll and register for postsecondary education 

(NCES, 2017). College life can emphasize many of the changes mentioned previously, such as 

entering a new living environment. College life also means new social and relational 

opportunities, which is marked by the novel peer group in this new environment and changing 

priorities to be more self-focused (Arnett, 2006). An important aspect of this transition is the 

shift in social structures and social norms, specifically in terms of less defined social hierarchies. 

While young adult social hierarchies may not be as clearly defined as they are in adolescence, 

there is still a common goal of social acceptance and desire for social success (Scott & Judge, 

2009).  

Previous research has found that for first-year students, developing new friendships and 

creating positive peer relationships is an important part of college success (Friedlander et al., 

2007). As emerging adults explore their identities and experience an influx of new relationships 

and friendships, the pressure to be accepted by one’s peers becomes a great motivator. These 

developmental changes of early adulthood provide a provide a background for understanding 

emerging adults’ changing social world, especially in relation to their ever-changing online, 

social media world.   
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Social Media 

 It is undeniable that social media are a growing force in everyday life. Each year, more 

and more people are connected online through some type of social media app, and young adults 

are no exception to this. Previous research has found that 80% of US young adults (ages 18-29) 

belong to at least one social networking site (Auxier & Anderson, 2021), and report going online 

multiple times a day, which allows for them to remain constantly connected to media and to their 

peers. At present, the preferred social media sites for emerging adults are YouTube (95%), 

Snapchat (65%), and Instagram (70%; Auxier & Anderson, 2021).  Social media are now a 

primary platform for social interaction and social connection among peers (Nesi et al., 2018a). 

This increase in social media in the day-to-day life of individuals has prompted a change in how 

researchers study peer relations, and it has called researchers to take into account both the offline 

and online worlds of emerging adults.   

Social media serve as customized and personalized highlight reels of users’ everyday 

lives. Prior research has shown that users will engage in behaviors to maintain a positive profile 

online (Yau & Reich, 2019). Social media users aim to make their content engaging not only to 

their close friends but to any of their “followers” in order to receive positive feedback and 

approval in the form of likes, comments, and shares (Yau & Reich, 2019). Individuals can 

showcase their best selves to their fellow peers and to any of their followers, and they are able to 

curate their profiles to best fit what they think is deemed acceptable by peers. Particularly given 

that emerging adulthood is a time of identity exploration (Arnett, 2006), emerging adults can use 

these online platforms as inspiration to ascertain their own identity by engaging in social 

comparisons of others’ profiles (Feinstein et al., 2013). They can also use their own social media 

profiles to “try on” different identities in order to gauge the feedback they receive from others. 
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Theories and Research on Social Media Use 

A dominant perspective in understanding social media use is the transformation 

framework (Nesi et. al, 2018a).  This framework argues that social media are not simply a mirror 

of individuals’ offline world, meaning the interactions that take place in-person or offline are not 

exact replications of what happens online. There are some instances where direct comparisons 

can be made; for instance, individuals who tend to be victimized offline are also likely to be 

victimized online (Olweus, 2012). However, the transformation framework argues that the 

behaviors that happen online are an extension of what happens in the offline world and provides 

a theoretical foundation for understanding how social media can transform peer group dynamics 

(Nesi et al., 2018a). While originally suggested for adolescents, this same theory can be applied 

to emerging adults who see their social world expand to online settings.  

The transformation framework presents seven factors that describe why social media 

transform peer experiences. The seven features are: asynchronicity, permanence, publicness, 

availability, cue absence, quantifiability and visualness. First, asynchronicity is defined as the 

time lapse between offline experiences and when someone views it online. This factor transforms 

peers’ interactions because users can carefully spend time choosing what they want to say or post 

online, and delay posting in “real time.” Something that happened hours or days before can be 

posted at any time (Nesi et al., 2018a).  

Second, permanence describes how posts can remain accessible for long periods of time 

after initial posting. Building off the asynchronicity concept where posts are viewed and shared 

not in “real time,” permanence transforms peer interactions through constantly having content 

available for others to view, which is unique to the online world (Nesi et al, 2018a; Peter & 
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Valkenburg, 2013). Posts can remain up for as long as the user chooses, which allows their 

followers to view their posts at any time.   

Third, publicness is described as having communication with large groups 

simultaneously. These large groups can be other peers or even strangers and is unique to the 

online world because these posts or conversations with such large groups could not be done 

offline. This allows for users to reach a greater audience than when they were only 

communicating offline (Nesi et al., 2018a).  

Fourth, availability is defined as the ease of accessing and sharing content regardless of 

physical location. This factor allows users constant connection to one another and provides them 

the chance to constantly access one another’s profiles and content regardless of location, which 

is not possible in an offline world (Nesi et al., 2018a).  

Fifth, cue absence is known as the range of anonymity users can experience online. This 

means that social media provide a range for how interpersonal one’s communication is online. 

For example, some photo- and video-based platforms allow for more interpersonal cues (i.e., 

Snapchat, Instagram) because users can visually see user’s reactions or emotions to know how 

the user feels. Commenting on a post or direct messaging another person provides fewer 

interpersonal cues, which transforms the way individuals learn to communicate with one another 

(Nesi et al., 2018a).  

Sixth, quantifiability is known as the numerical social metrics of the online world, 

through variables such as followers, likes, comments, or time of posting (Nesi et al., 2018a). This 

factor transforms peer interactions by giving quantitative measures to things such as best friends 

(i.e., Snapchat has an algorithm based on messages sent and received between users that ranks 

best friends), or visibility (i.e., who gets the most likes and comments on their posts). Users can 
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use these numbers as direct comparisons to see where they rank amongst those in their social 

groups (Nesi et al., 2018a).  

Finally, visualness is defined as the degree to which photographs or videos are enhanced 

before posting. For applications such as Instagram or Snapchat, there are filter suggestions given 

before posting, and users can even use separate apps to alter their photographs so there is a 

greater emphasis on a visually pleasing photo (Nesi et al., 2018a; Perloff, 2014). This transforms 

social interactions because users can spend an endless amount of time perfecting a photo before 

sending out to the public (Nesi et al., 2018a), thus emphasizing users’ appearance or image as a 

key feature of their online profile.   

Another aspect of social media that is unique to the online world is that it allows for 

constant connection to one another (Underwood et al., 2018). While offline peer interactions 

happen during school hours or during structured or unstructured activities outside of the 

classroom, social media allow for the constant connection between members of the peer group. 

Through the availability, permanence, and visibility of social media, users can be continuously 

aware of what happens not only with their friends, but anyone connected to members of their 

social circle (Nesi et al., 2018a; Underwood et al., 2018).   

Using the transformation framework as the foundation to understand emerging adults’ 

online world, other theories can assist in understanding the underlying processes associated with 

social media users’ behaviors and outcomes. Prior theoretical work has considered how users of 

social networking sites will facilitate impression management with their profiles. The 

hyperpersonal model of computer-mediated communication argues that social media users will 

carefully perfect their images and profiles in a manner that seems appealing to their “followers” 

(Walter, 2007).  Social media allow individuals the asynchronicity of sharing a post at a time 
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later than it actually happened (Nesi et al., 2018a), and this provides users the time to 

meticulously select and present certain aspects of the post before making it live to the world. 

This cannot be replicated in an offline setting.  

One theoretical explanation for why online self-presentation carries so much significance 

to emerging adults is that social media posts present opportunities to gain more social capital. 

Users can achieve social capital online through having more followers, receiving higher numbers 

of likes and comments, and creating new friendships (Shapiro & Margolin, 2014). Social capital 

theory broadly discusses how one can accumulate resources through relationships with other 

people (Coleman, 1988). In an online setting, the resources acquired would be the likes and 

comments received on posts. Social capital theory could help to explain why users go online – to 

strengthen their social ties or to feel close to others who can provide emotional support (Shapiro 

& Margolin, 2014). Individuals can increase their social connections by participating in more 

social networking sites (Kim & Shen, 2020), and they can garner more positive feedback from 

those relationships by perfectly customizing and constructing their profiles in a way that 

promotes online acceptance from their peers (Schwartz et al., 2019). There are other ways users 

can receive feedback (not necessarily positive) on their post, such as posting about controversial 

topics or by having a large following (i.e., being a celebrity). However, if users want more 

positive than negative feedback, and have limited followers (i.e., they are new to their university 

and still making friends), creating a “picture-perfect” profile may seem like the best way to 

achieve that positive feedback.  The social relationships they form online can be with close 

friends they already have, or new connections with peers with whom they do not share a close 

relationship (i.e., just another peer offline, but online they are a follower; Pang, 2018).  
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Particularly for individuals who have a goal of increasing their peer popularity, social 

media can act as another platform for young adults to increase their visibility and ultimately their 

peer status, through behaviors such as carefully editing and perfectly timing their posts before 

making them “live,” so as to receive high amounts of positive feedback (Yau & Reich, 2019). If 

these behaviors are done well, such that the post times up when most people are online and the 

edits of the post are deemed “cool” by the peers, the positive response in the form of likes and 

comments will showcase the influence these users have over their peers. Also, the high amount 

of feedback will further highlight the level of visibility they have within the social group (Nesi et 

al., 2018b). 

However, in order to successfully gain social capital online, users have to be attuned to 

what the current trends are within their age group because that will help garner more visibility 

and attention from their peers. For example, users who are aware of the current “TikTok” dance 

or video trends and post a video within that trend are more likely to receive positive feedback 

than users who follow a trend from a two months ago (Hutchinson, 2021). To be aware of these 

trends, individuals may need to spend copious amounts of time online to make sure they are up 

to date. This in turn can lead to social comparison, because as emerging adults try to remain up 

to date of the current trends and what posts receive the highest amount of feedback, they have 

direct, quantifiable comparisons of how they compare to other users (Nesi et al., 2018a).  When 

individuals engage in social comparison, it can have serious negative impacts on their well-being 

(Shapiro & Margolin, 2014), especially when they see that they do not receive as many likes or 

views as their peers (Nesi et al., 2018a). When users spend significant time creating their post in 

the hopes of receiving positive remarks and upward social comparison (i.e., are they doing better 

compared to their followers on a post), it can warrant some harsher comparisons when the results 
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are not what was originally desired (Boyd & Ellison, 2008). Thus, in studying social media, it is 

necessary to also analyze the potential ramifications associated with these social media 

behaviors.  

Outcomes Associated with Social Media Use 

These theoretical and empirical perspectives provide a strong foundation for 

understanding the social processes behind emerging adults’ social media behaviors, but it is 

imperative to also understand the outcomes commonly associated with social media use as well.  

Positive Outcomes. The constant connections and awareness of the peer group that 

social media can provide are linked with positive outcomes, such as social support. Previous 

research has shown that when social media facilitate direct, healthy social interactions between 

friends, there are positive effects on their mental health (Clarke et al., 2018). Another positive 

element of social media is that it can become a platform for users to seek support from one 

another. Research has found that girls use social media to receive academic and emotional 

support (Mackenzie et al., 2020). Further, emerging adults from marginalized groups who 

struggle to connect with others can turn to social media to find peers they can relate to. For 

example, individuals who identify as LGTBQ+ but do not feel comfortable sharing that with 

their in-person peers, or who do not know others who are members of the LGBTQ+ community, 

can turn to online groups or individuals to receive support (Godard, 2021; Nesi et al., 2019). 

Social media provide them an outlet to seek safety and similarity with other peers that they may 

not have the option to befriend otherwise. These social sites can also aid users in seeking mental 

health resources (Nesi, 2020). Thus, social media can build connections for users who feel 

different or physically distant from their peers, and it provides users the opportunity to stay 

connected by an alternate means.  
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Negative Outcomes. Despite these apparent benefits, researchers have also found there 

to be “false advertisement” associated with social media use. First, because social media are 

asynchronous, users can curate what they want to post and how they want to present themselves 

online (Dennis et al., 2008; Nesi et al., 2018a). Drawing on the hyperpersonal model of 

computer-mediated communication, researchers have observed that users can present alternative 

versions of themselves that are different from how they really are in person (Walter, 2007). This 

means that individuals can spend large amounts of time on a post before making it “live” to 

ensure the post portrays the user in the most desirable way. After spending a great deal of time 

perfecting the post, users may expect positive feedback from their followers (Walter, 2007). If a 

post does not do as well as the user had hoped, this can lead to feelings of lower peer belonging 

(Dumas et al., 2020) and lower self-esteem (Gil-Or et al., 2015), which are similar outcomes 

when someone is rejected in real life (Prinstein & Aikens, 2004). This showcases another 

example of how social media act as an extension of emerging adults’ social world.    

Another way social media can negatively influence emerging adults is through the 

encouragement of risky behaviors they can easily view online. Social media serve as a “super 

peer” (Strasburger, 2007). Due to the nature of social media, users are over-exposed to risky 

behaviors, such as underage drinking, smoking, and sexual behaviors, either from their own 

peers or anyone else they follow on the social media platforms. This may increase the frequency 

with which they see others engaging in these behaviors. Research has shown that exposure to 

risk-taking online can lead to an increase in risky behaviors for viewers (Strasburger, 2007; 

Vannucci et al., 2020). Eventually there is a dilution of the “scariness” of these behaviors by 

over-exposure, and this can encourage more individuals to participate in behaviors they would 

not normally see as frequently in an offline setting (Vannuci et al., 2020). One study found that 
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frequent use of Instagram and Snapchat predicted more engagement in delinquent behaviors six 

months later (Vannucci & Ohannessian, 2019). Another study found that when individuals see 

their peers engaging in a risky behavior and receiving a positive peer response via “likes” and 

comments, it leads to a neural imbalance between enhanced reward sensitivity and immature 

cognitive control circuitry (Sherman et al., 2016). Thus, as individuals receive rewards online for 

participation in these behaviors through likes, comments, and followers, other users may see this 

as an opportunity to also engage in these behaviors so as to elicit more positive feedback on their 

own posts and, potentially, greater peer admiration offline (Moreno & Whitehill, 2014).  

Another negative outcome associated with social media is the decline of mental health. 

Previous studies have shown that frequent use of social media is associated with depressive 

symptoms (van den Eijinden et al., 2008; Nesi & Prinstein, 2018), especially for girls (Nesi & 

Prinstein 2018). While emerging adults may already be aware that group hangouts happen 

without them, the asynchronous nature of social media increases these feelings of rejection 

because the posts could happen multiple days after the hangout which only re-emphasizes the 

point that one was left out (Underwood et al., 2018).  As a result of this peer rejection and 

feelings of being left out, this can lead to lower sense of peer belonging and depressive 

symptoms (Prinstein & Aikens, 2004). 

Knowing that photo-based platforms are the most common and popular for emerging 

adults (i.e., YouTube and Instagram; Auxier & Anderson, 2021), social comparisons in relation 

to one’s body has led to worsening body dissatisfaction in emerging adulthood (Choukas-

Bradley et al., 2020; Jiotsa et al., 2021). Since users have time to perfectly curate their posts and 

can be selective in which photos they share online, social media use can lead to unrealistic 

expectations about what body shapes and other aspects of physical appearance are “normal,” 
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with greater mental health problems resulting from not achieving such unrealistic goals 

(Choukas-Bradley et al., 2020). 

Despite ongoing concerns about social media users’ mental health, seven in ten 

Americans use social media every day (Auxier & Anderson, 2021). Knowing the harmful effects 

related to social media does not prevent people from using them, suggesting that peer influence 

and the lure of peer online connection trumps any concern about mental health outcomes.  

Like-Seeking Behaviors 

 Social media use involves a unique set of online behaviors that serve the purpose of 

maximizing the user’s experience. For example, common online behaviors include scrolling and 

lurking (Underwood & Ehrenreich, 2017), which involve looking through the media feed without 

interacting with any posts. With lurking, users can spend a great deal of time aimlessly going 

through their social media feeds with no real purpose, meaning they scroll to avoid being bored 

(Underwood & Ehrenreich, 2017). Another common behavior similar to lurking is social 

monitoring, in which users check their feeds for specific information (e.g., to see if they have 

been excluded from something; Swirsky et al., 2021). Finally, users engage in self-presentation, 

or sharing personal information by posting (Valkenburg & Peter, 2011). Self-presentation 

behaviors can be simple, such as liking or commenting on the posts of others (Valkenburg et al., 

2011), or they can be more manipulative behaviors that include carefully selecting what and how 

one will post (Dumas et al., 2017; Valkenbug & Peter, 2011). Self-presentation is unique because 

it requires active participation on the part of the user, whereas the other two behaviors are more 

passive.  

These more active social media behaviors are typically referred to as “like-seeking 

behaviors,” or strategies that social media users will use to increase the number of “likes” they 
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receive on their social media posts (Dumas et al., 2017). Some examples of like-seeking 

behaviors include posting at certain times of the day, purchasing more followers, and editing 

photos (Dumas et al., 2017). In their initial study of like-seeking behaviors, Dumas and 

colleagues (2017) employed an exploratory factor analysis to identify two groups of like-seeking 

behaviors: normative and deceptive. Normative like-seeking behaviors included behaviors such 

as uploading a picture or using a hashtag, which are typical behaviors used with social media.  

Deceptive like-seeking behaviors included things such as purchasing likes, using software to 

modify the user’s physical appearance, and liking other people’s photos (“like for like”).  

Deceptive like-seeking behaviors are of particular interest because they represent 

strategies for bolstering attention to posts or garnering more visibility among online friends and 

followers in a manipulative way. Previous research on deceptive like-seeking has focused 

primarily on Instagram because it is highly visual and centered on peer feedback (Nesi & 

Prinstein, 2018), as well as being one of the top sites that emerging adults use (Auxier & 

Anderson, 2021). Photo-sharing sites like Instagram allow the user to showcase social 

connections with other people by posting pictures with peers (Manago et al., 2008), or they can 

be used as a way of self-promotion through “solo” pictures (i.e., selfies or posed photos of 

oneself; Katz & Crocker, 2015). Before posting photos, users may choose to engage in normative 

like-seeking behaviors (i.e., they will put a hashtag with their photo), but if they hope to receive 

a significant amount of attention and positive feedback, they may engage in deceptive or 

manipulative behaviors (i.e., selecting certain filters or edits and posting only the “best” photos) 

or waiting to post until certain times of the day in hopes for more likes and comments (Dumas et 

al., 2017). The asynchronous nature of social media means that users can choose exactly how 

they want followers to view them online and can present themselves in a way that they believe 
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will attract positive attention (i.e., likes and comments). Prior research has found that receiving 

many likes on posts can lead to a greater sense of belonging, but not if users achieved their likes 

in a deceptive manner (Dumas et al., 2020). When users received the feedback they had hoped 

for by engaging in deceptive practices, it did not make them feel closer to their peers (Dumas et 

al., 2020).  

 Social media evolves quickly, and how users choose to engage online changes. One of 

the first social media sites, Facebook, was created for the purpose of connecting students 

together. However, today, it does much more than just connect people. Facebook lets people join 

support groups, view ads, share and discuss news, receive feedback on their posts, and still 

remain connected to others, among other things. Instagram was created as a way to share 

beautiful photos. Now, it is used as a way to share life updates, market a brand, and receive 

feedback from followers. As the social media sites evolve, so too do the behaviors of their users. 

Thus, the ability to measure like-seeking behaviors quickly falls short if the scales used do not 

reflect these changes.  

Social Media Motivations 

Another factor in understanding social media behavior is the motivation behind why 

young adults post on social media. Research has uncovered many different reasons and 

motivations users will go online, whether it be for social and romantic support, to learn answers 

to questions, or to learn about how others view them. Nesi and Prinstein (2015) developed the 

Motivations for Electronic Interaction Scale (MEIS) to better understand the attitudes and 

behaviors of social media users. Originally, this scale was measured in adolescence and had four 

factors. However, when it was studied in college students, it expanded to five factors (Harmon, 

2021). These factors are sexual health, feedback seeking, social comparison, emotion regulation 
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and romantic communication. The current studies focus on the two factors of feedback seeking 

and social comparison because these are the most relevant to posting and sharing on social 

media, which is the primary focus of this dissertation. Examples of feedback seeking include “I 

use social media to see what others think about the things I send/post” or “I use social media to 

see what others think about my photos,” and examples of social comparison include “I use social 

media to compare the way I look with other people’s looks” or “I use social media to compare 

my life with other people’s lives.”  

Knowing both the positive and negative effects associated with social media use, 

researchers wanted to understand if users’ motivations for posting to these sites influenced the 

kinds of outcomes they experienced. Nesi and Prinstein (2015) found that user motivations to 

receive positive feedback from peers was positively related to depressive symptoms. Their study 

revealed that some users may be motivated to post purely for objective feedback (i.e., to receive 

likes and comments) from their peers as opposed to posting to compare themselves to their peers 

(i.e., did they receive more likes/comments than their peers; Harmon, 2021). Using social media 

platforms as a context in which to seek peer approval may be particularly dangerous for first-

year college students, for whom peer acceptance is still very important (Scott & Judge, 2009). 

The motivation for certain online behaviors has become a recent interest for researchers and still 

has room to grow in uncovering the different motivations behind social media use. What other 

motivations could influence the relationship between social media deceptive behaviors and 

emotional outcomes? One answer could be the desire for popularity.  

Popularity 

As mentioned earlier, having friends, and generally being accepted by peers, is an 

important goal for emerging adults, and this social support can help individuals cope with life’s 
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biggest changes and challenges (Antonucci & Webster, 2019). At the emergence of adolescence, 

researchers have found that power-based peer status emerges, known as popularity (Cillessen & 

Mayeux, 2004), and recently researchers have found that this power-based form of status 

continues to be salient in emerging adulthood, especially for college students (LaFontana & 

Cillessen, 2010; Lansu et al., 2022).  

Popularity is defined by one’s social visibility among peers (Cillessen & Rose, 2005), 

influence over the peer group, and connectedness to others within the peer group (Cillessen & 

Marks, 2011). Previous research has found that young adults tend to attribute popularity to peers 

who exhibit more prosocial behaviors and positive peer interactions (i.e., those who are outgoing 

and sociable; O’Mealey & Mayeux, 2021). Another correlate of popularity in emerging 

adulthood is being respected (Lansu et al., 2022). A common definition and characteristic of 

popularity in young adulthood is “prestige” (Lansu et al., 2022). A robust correlate of adolescent 

popularity is aggression, but, surprisingly, research does not find aggression and popularity to be 

correlated in young adulthood (Lansu et al., 2022; O’Mealey & Mayeux, 2021) 

However, while the behaviors associated with young adults’ popularity may not include 

aggression, that does not mean aggressive behaviors are not utilized in the attainment of 

popularity at this age. Previous research has found that when discussing the emergence of 

popularity and the best way to achieve popularity in emerging adulthood, aggressive and 

prosocial behaviors both need to be utilized (Lansu et al, 2022). Another study found that college 

students were often willing to prioritize popularity over other social goals like being a good 

friend (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010).  

As emerging adults continue to prove that popularity remains prominent in their lives, 

research needs to understand how these social goals extend to an online setting. Emerging adults 
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are the largest age group that uses social media (Auxier & Anderson, 2021), which suggests that 

social media are an important part of their social world. Prior research has found a strong 

relationship between popularity and social media likes in adolescence, such that higher amounts 

of likes were given to more popular individuals (Nesi & Prinstein, 2018). However, no research 

has examined this relationship in emerging adulthood even though popularity related goals still 

exist into college (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010; Lansu et al., 2022). The likes and comments on 

posts could be considered quantifiable online indicators of influence and social prestige, two 

important components of popularity (Cilleseen & Rose, 2005). Thus, as popularity extends to 

emerging adults’ online world, it becomes central to understand how and why emerging adults 

use social media.  

New Directions: Social Media and Emerging Adult Popularity 

 So far, this paper has highlighted key factors that characterize the young adulthood 

transition, popularity as an important form of peer status in emerging adulthood, and theoretical 

and empirical perspectives on social media use. The series of studies presented here integrates 

research on peer relations and social media in novel ways that will lead to a better understanding 

of emerging adults who may be at particular risk for harmful outcomes associated with social 

media use, and a greater understanding for the motivations behind emerging adults’ motivations 

for using social media.  

Finding acceptance by the peer group while also engaging in identity exploration are key 

factors in emerging adulthood, especially first-year college students (Arnett, 2006). During this 

same developmental stage, the majority of adults belong to at least one social networking site 

(Auxier & Anderson, 2021). Further, the motivation to achieve peer status remains salient for 

some emerging adults (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010), sometimes leading to the prioritization of 
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social prestige over other important social, academic, and personal goals (Dawes & Xie, 2014; 

LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010). This desire to prioritize popularity above other goals may become 

more apparent when using social media.  

 As more adults go online, they learn more about the nuances that are associated with an 

online social world. First, they can have multiple “social groups” and expand their social circle. 

Whether through new friend groups at school or in their working world, their social circle 

expands beyond their adolescent peer and family groups (Arnett, 2006). With social media, 

young adults can interact and stay connected to all of their social groups and individual friends 

(Underwood et al., 2018). As emerging adults seek to solidify their identity, they may look to 

one another to help create those identities (Festinger, 1954). Thus, social media provide an 

additional platform for emerging adults to observe what is valued by their peers and what is not.  

By learning the group norms and trends, emerging adults can carefully manage and edit 

their online profiles and “online identity” accordingly (Valkenburg & Peter, 2011). In these 

ways, social media represent an online extension of the offline social group, a context in which 

users can engage in self-presentation, interact with each other, receive feedback, and gain 

visibility among peers. However, unlike in “real-world” peer interactions, social media allow 

users to spend as much time as they desire editing and perfecting their posts before their peers 

see them (Nesi et al., 2018a). This allows them to create and maintain a certain, perfect image for 

their peers (Manago et al., 2008). Furthermore, there are a host of deceptive strategies available 

that allow users to manipulate how viewers see them and their social media posts.  

 In addition to deceptive strategies such as editing and timing posts, emerging adults have 

the ability to know exactly how they compare to their peers. Social media users have access to 

their peers’ profiles, which allows them to quantifiably compare how their posts are doing with 
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respect to their peers (Nesi et al., 2018b). Social media users have an amplified awareness of 

who receives the most positive feedback on their posts (Nesi et al., 2018b). As a result of this 

awareness, users may try to engage in deceptive status-seeking behaviors to also elicit more 

positive feedback on their posts. This can lead to a high-reward, high-risk situation. The high 

reward comes in the form of receiving greater numbers of likes and comments (and the positive 

feelings that go along with them), but the risk includes a lower sense of peer belonging when 

they do not receive the online attention they wanted (Dumas et al., 2020).  

The ability to maximize one’s online presence and to carefully manage what peers see is 

likely to be particularly appealing to emerging adults who strive for popularity. As some 

emerging adults prioritize popularity among their peers (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010), utilizing 

social media can be another way in which they garner visibility and status among peers. Previous 

research has shown that popularity goals are positively associated with social media engagement, 

especially for adolescent girls (Swirsky et al., 2021). Furthermore, emerging adults prefer the 

photo-based platforms of social media (i.e., Instagram, Snapchat and TikTok; Auxier & 

Anderson, 2021), and this may be because they recognize the potential benefits of being able to 

post images that will get peers’ attention and bolster their popularity. Prior research has found 

that, especially in young women, “looking good” is an important predictor in achieving status 

(Lansu et al., 2022). Also, research has found that social media optimize an effective 

presentation of one’s public image (Schwartz et al., 2019). Thus, this desire to “look good” to 

one’s followers may lead to more like-seeking behaviors online, particularly deceptive ones.  

In addition to the desire for popularity contributing to like-seeking behaviors and 

outcomes associated with social media use, other explanations could include social comparison 

and feedback seeking. As emerging adults figure out their identity (Arnett, 2006), they may use 
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social media to compare how they stand against their peers (Harmon, 2021). As their social 

circles continue to grow, emerging adults have a plethora of people they can compare themselves 

to online (Nesi et al., 2018a). Similarly, emerging adults may turn to social media to receive peer 

approval in the form of likes and comments (Harmon, 2021; Scott & Judge, 2009). Users may 

feel that the positive feedback they receive online equates to full peer acceptance. Prior research 

has found that when high amounts of likes and comments are not achieved on a post, this 

outcome can lead to lower feelings of peer-belonging (Dumas et al., 2020), highlighting how 

important positive feedback is online for emerging adults.  

Emerging adults have grown up with social media constantly available at their fingertips, 

and their online behavior may differ from the behavior of the cohort of young adults with whom 

the original like-seeking scale was first created (Dumas et al., 2017). Popular social media apps 

have evolved considerably in the past several years, potentially leading to shifts in how users 

behave on social media platforms. For example, Facebook and Instagram rely on algorithms to 

determine which posts someone sees in their feed, whereas initially what a user saw was based 

purely on time (Meta). Because of this change, users may have to engage in different behaviors 

to attain higher visibility. Another important change has been the creation of Instagram stories 

(Meta). As a result of Instagram stories, users may choose to share their own post to their 

“stories,” which can boost the traffic to a post. Users may be also more likely to use other 

attention-boosting strategies, such as tagging people with large amounts of followers in order to 

gather more attention from their followers. Overall, like-seeking behaviors have likely 

undergone significant shifts in recent years, with some behaviors previously considered 

deceptive becoming much more normative. As a result, the scale developed by Dumas and 

colleagues may need to be revised. Thus, the current studies also include a methodological 
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component, in that I explore how new, as-yet-untested online behaviors load onto this scale, 

while also confirming whether the current behaviors still load onto their original factors.  

Current Studies 

This dissertation has both methodological and empirical goals. The purpose of the 

following studies was to expand on and update the original like-seeking scale created by Dumas 

and colleagues (2017), to examine the association between popularity and the use of deceptive 

like-seeking behaviors in emerging adulthood, and to gain a deeper understanding of the 

motivations behind like-seeking behaviors and the emotional and behavioral factors related to 

those motivations. Previous research has documented that young adults engage in a plethora of 

behaviors on social media, such as lurking or scrolling, but also manipulative behaviors, such as 

buying likes or followers, or waiting to post photos until certain times to attain the most likes 

(Dumas et al., 2017; Nesi & Prinstein, 2018; Swirsky et al., 2021). Deceptive behaviors include 

behaviors such as buying likes or followers, or editing pictures to change the physical aspects of 

one’s image (Dumas et al., 2017). However, as social media continue to evolve, these deceptive 

behaviors likely also change, which makes it important to keep updating this measure, as like-

seeking behaviors are linked with worsening emotional outcomes in young adults (Dumas et al., 

2020).  

Importantly, researchers have started to uncover that it may not be social media behaviors 

themselves that lead directly to negative outcomes, but rather that the motivations behind using 

social media may play a more important role (Nesi & Prinstein, 2018). No previous research has 

measured how certain social motivations (i.e., social comparison and feedback seeking) impact 

the relationship between deceptive like-seeking behaviors and emotional and behavioral 

adjustment. In addition, very limited research has examined popularity-related goals in college 
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students, and no research has probed how popularity-related goals may be associated with 

deceptive behaviors online. By understanding the role of popularity-related goals in college 

students, information can be gained about how status-related concerns might moderate the 

relationship between like-seeking behaviors and emotional and behavioral adjustment, such as 

depression and substance use.  

The following three studies address these research questions using correlational and 

experimental methods.  

RQ1: Are there new like-seeking behaviors that need to be included in the original like-

seeking scales?  

RQ2: Is popularity associated with deceptive like-seeking behaviors on social media?  

RQ3: What emotional adjustment issues and risky behaviors are associated with 

deceptive status-seeking behaviors online?  

RQ4: Does the motivation behind using social media moderate the relationship between 

like-seeking behaviors and emotional adjustment?  

Study 1 

There are many types of behaviors social media users can engage in. Behaviors such as 

scrolling or lurking are more passive behaviors (Swirsky et al., 2021) and like-seeking behaviors 

are more active (Dumas et al., 2017). The active behaviors are of most interest for this study 

because they require the user to be actively engaged in what they are doing on social media and 

require a purpose for why they venture online (Frison & Eggermont, 2016). A measure created 

by Dumas and colleagues (2017) examined like-seeking behaviors, defined as behaviors that are 

used online to receive higher activity (i.e., likes, comments, shares) on social media posts, and 

identified two different types of like-seeking: normative and deceptive. Table 1 includes a list of 
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the behaviors from this scale. Normative like-seeking includes behaviors that are typical of social 

media use and are an inherent part of engaging with others online (i.e., posting a picture, using a 

hashtag, etc.). Deceptive like-seeking includes behaviors that manipulate posts in deceptive ways 

to receive even more likes (i.e., buying followers, taking down a photo and reposting it at a later 

time).  

This measure is currently the primary tool used to study like-seeking behaviors. 

However, the limited literature has failed to account for other types of like-seeking behaviors, 

such as adding tags of other people to your photo for more attention, changing the caption of a 

picture, or sharing a post to the social media “stories.” Some of these behaviors were not even 

available to social media users at the time of the original study (Dumas et al., 2017). In addition, 

based on exploratory discussions with undergraduate students, who represent the age 

demographic that is the focus of this study, there were other behaviors that were also missing -- 

specifically, those that relate to popularity.  

In order to receive more visibility, social media users may add someone with high status 

to their posts. With high status comes high visibility (Cillessen & Rose, 2005), and tagging or 

posing with someone who has high visibility might lead the followers of their pages to come 

interact with your own page. Social media influencers are one example of this. Research has 

shown that influencers, or those who have a large following on their social media accounts, have 

such a large and consistent following that they receive large amounts of activity on their pages 

(Freberg et al., 2011). Thus, if users are able to take a photo with an influencer or tag them in a 

photo, the followers of both the influencer and the user could generate more activity on a post. 

The same association can be made with popular adolescents who could be characterized as 

“micro-influencers,” which are local influencers who have a smaller following than major 
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influencers (Hatton, 2018). By tagging them or posting with them in a post, this could garner 

more activity (i.e., likes or comments) on one’s post because followers may think they are in the 

same social circle, and as such, should be a behavior that is measured in the like-seeking scale. 

Thus, Study 1 presents an attempt to update the Dumas and colleagues like-seeking 

measure, as well as to test whether the behaviors in the original scales create the same factor 

structure as in the original study. Table 1 lists the original and new items in the like-seeking 

scale. Some examples of new behaviors include post multiple pictures instead of just one and 

share the post to your Instagram stories. Behaviors like these were included to reflect new, 

commonplace behaviors that can happen on Instagram that were not available at the time of the 

original study (Dumas et al., 2017). Other new behaviors included make sure to include a picture 

with a popular person from campus and tag a popular person in the photo. In discussion with 

undergraduate research assistants, these were behaviors cited as likely to increase visibility on 

social media posts, and ultimately used in a way to receive more likes.  

The following hypotheses were tested in Study 1. 

H1a: All original items will load onto their original factors -- normative and deceptive 

(Dumas et al., 2017).  

H1b: New indicators (post multiple pictures instead of just one picture, create multiple 

captions and ask your friends which caption is best, and share the post to your Instagram 

stories) will load onto the normative factor in the original like-seeking scale.  

H1c: Indicators that relate to popularity (i.e., tag a popular person in the photo, take a 

picture with a popular person) will create an additional factor in the like-seeking measure. 

Method 



 26 

 Two different data sets and analyses were used to update the Dumas and colleagues like-

seeking scale. First, an exploratory factor analysis was conducted on the first set of data to 

explore how the new items loaded onto the original scale, and to explore whether previous items 

needed to be updated. Second, a confirmatory factor analysis was conducted on the second set of 

data to confirm the previous factor loadings and provide an updated measure with the new 

behaviors.  

Participants 

The first dataset included 161 undergraduates (16% male, 83% female, 1% other; Mage = 

18.53, SD = .745) who were recruited from a large, southwestern, public university in the Fall of 

2021. Students were recruited through the psychology department’s online database that 

coordinates research participation for class credit. Participants were primarily first-semester, 

first-year students.   

The second data set included 221 undergraduates (24% male, 74% female, 2% other; 

Mage = 18.97, SD = 1.86) who were recruited from the same university in the Spring of 2022. 

Students were recruited in the same fashion as the first set of participants. They were primarily 

second-semester, first-year students.  

Procedure 

 As part of larger studies, participants completed online, self-report surveys that lasted 

approximately 30 minutes. Both studies followed similar formats. First, participants were asked 

basic demographic questions. Then, participants were asked whether they use social media sites. 

If they selected yes, they were asked to report which sites they used (Facebook, Instagram, 

Snapchat, Twitter, Tik Tok, or Other), and then asked to rate on a sliding scale how much time 

they spend each day on social media (0-24 hours). In the first data set, all participants reported 
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using social media and 95% reported using Instagram. In the second data set, 99% of participants 

reported using social media and 93% reported using Instagram.   

 Participants in Sample 1 were then asked to read the following scenario: Imagine you are 

creating a new post for your Instagram page. You want to make this one of your top posts and 

receive a lot of attention from it (i.e., comments and likes). Which of the following behaviors 

would you do to help with your post? Participants in Sample 2 were just asked Which of the 

following behaviors would you do to help your post? Both subsamples were then presented with 

the like-seeking scale (see Table 1) and asked to rate the likelihood that they would engage in 

these behaviors on a 5-point (EFA subsample) or 3-point (CFA subsample) Likert scale.  

Results  

Exploratory Factor Analysis 

To examine how the new items loaded onto the previous like-seeking scale (Dumas et al., 

2017), an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was conducted in Mplus Editor. See Table 1 for full 

factor loadings. To assess how the indicators loaded onto the previous subscales and to explore 

whether new subscales needed to be included, a principle component solution and varimax 

rotation were used. To determine how many factors to use in the model, the eigenvalues were 

measured, and model fit was examined. A maximum of four factors were included in initial 

testing, in case the new factors loaded onto a separate factor. However, based on the output, the 

data could only converge at three factors, and using the Kaiser-Guttman rule, only factors that 

had loadings greater than one were kept. Finally, based on the model fit (see Table 2), it was 

determined that a three-factor model was best.  

Results revealed three factors (see Table 1): normative, deceptive, and manipulative-

popularity behaviors. Indicators were loaded onto their respective factors if they had a factor 
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loading of at least .3. The average factor loadings for each factor were as follows: Normative 

(M=.54), Deceptive (M=.75), and Manipulative-Popular (M=.73). These averages suggest strong 

factor loadings. There were small changes to the original scale factor loadings. Like other 

people’s pictures to receive likes in return (i.e., like for like) and use software to modify your 

physical appearance had higher factor loadings for the normative factor than the deceptive 

factor. The second item (use software) had high factor loadings for both normative and 

deceptive, as can be seen in Table 1. Although these behaviors may seem deceptive, these 

findings provide initial support that social media have changed since the early creation of this 

scale, and that like-seeking behaviors have evolved. As hypothesized, the items relating to 

popularity loaded onto their own factor, which was labeled manipulative-popular, and the other 

additional items (share the post to your Instagram stories, post multiple pictures instead of just 

one picture, create multiple captions and ask your friends which caption is best) loaded onto the 

normative factor.  

Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

To confirm these findings, a confirmatory factor analysis was run on the second set of 

data. The first model loaded the item, use software to modify your physical appearance, on both 

deceptive and normative factors based on the findings of the EFA. As seen in Table 4, the initial 

model had good model fit χ2/df = 91.74, CFI =.96, TLI = .95, RMSEA = .05 [.03-.07]. However, 

the factor loading for use software to modify your physical appearance had a nonsignificant 

loading onto the deceptive factor (p=.100).  

Thus, a second model was run where use software to modify your physical appearance 

was loaded only onto the normative factor. While the model fit did not necessarily improve, it 

still had good fit: χ2/df = 94.38, CFI =.96, TLI = .95, RMSEA = .05 [.03-.07]. The deviance test 
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between the two models was not significant (Δχ2 = 2.64, Δdf = 1, ns) which suggests that loading 

this item onto both the deceptive and normative factor is not a better fit, and loading the item 

only on the normative factor is in fact the better fit for this scale. In addition, the standardized 

factor loadings were all significant (see Table 3). The average factor loadings for each factor 

were as follows: Normative (M=.60), Deceptive (M=.91), and Manipulative-Popular (M=.58). 

Finally, there were no reported modification indices greater than ten which suggests that the 

model fits as best as it could. Thus, the previous exploratory factor analysis was updated and 

confirmed by this factor analysis, and like-seeking factors used in the subsequent studies were 

based on these findings.  

Discussion 

To summarize, the like-seeking scale expanded from two factors to three, based on the 

results of the EFA and CFA, and in conjunction with previous literature. The three factors are 

normative, deceptive, and manipulative-popular. These three factors represent how social media 

have evolved since the initial creation of this scale. These three factors also suggest the lengths 

users will go to in order to increase their activity on a post. Users may tag high-profile people in 

order to gain more attention or choose to pay for more likes and followers to deceive their actual 

followers regarding how much activity their posts truly receive. This measure showcased a wide 

range of behaviors young adults will engage in to bolster more likes on a post; from uploading a 

photo to buying likes, and all the normal and deceptive behaviors in between. 

The results of these factor analyses provide an updated understanding of like-seeking 

social media behaviors. Even though the scales had different measurements across data sets (3-

point Likert scale vs. 5-point Likert scale), these results support that this new scale is stable and 

optimal with three factors. While most of the original items from the Dumas and colleagues 
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(2017) measure loaded onto their original factors, some of the original behaviors loaded onto 

different factors, specifically like for like and use software to modify your physical appearance. 

It may no longer be considered “deceptive” or “taboo” to participate in a like for like or use apps 

to modify your physical appearance. As these behaviors are so much more common than they 

were a few years ago, these results support the notion that social media behaviors constantly 

evolve (and quickly). What was once a place to share exciting photos online has now become a 

place that centers on posting the perfect photo instead to bolster social media presence for all 

users, not just ones deceptively trying to receive more positive activity.  

Another possible explanation for this finding could be that what users consider modifying 

their physical appearance has shifted. Today, there are plenty of editing applications users can 

choose from, such as specific filters or applications to modify the physical appearance of one’s 

body. By having multiple applications to choose from, these behaviors start to become more 

typical. These two factor analyses provided additional support that social media change and 

evolve, and that research methods may need to be revised regularly to remain up to date. 

In addition, the second hypothesis was supported, in that the new items (e.g., post 

multiple pictures instead of just one, share the post to your Instagram stories, and create 

multiple captions and ask your friends which caption is best) loaded onto the original normative 

factor. Such behaviors are used consistently by young adults to achieve likes and should be 

included in this measure. Consulting with a friend for a caption or editing the order of your 

pictures are common practices used with most posts and are the baseline for how college 

students use social media.  

Finally, there was support for the last hypothesis in that the two additional behaviors, tag 

a popular person in the photo and make sure to include a picture with a popular person from 
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campus, loaded onto their own factor. This was not surprising because they were specific to 

popularity but confirmed that participants would engage in these behaviors online in order to 

receive more likes. These behaviors are referred to as popularity-manipulative. They have the 

manipulative intent to garner more likes and comments on a post via increasing their visibility to 

high-profile peers. These results confirm the always-evolving world of social media and suggest 

that a common feature of participating in social media is the willingness or ability to use subtle 

(and not-so-subtle) deception in interacting with others.  

Study 2 

Study 1 provided evidence for how like-seeking behaviors evolve and change, and how 

manipulative behaviors used online may not be considered as deceptive as they once were. Study 

2 investigated how these updated like-seeking factors are associated with popularity. Prior 

research with adolescents suggests that popularity may be uniquely tied to social media use. For 

example, one study found a positive relationship between self-presentation behaviors online (i.e., 

deleted pictures or posts that didn’t get enough likes or feedback) and popularity goals (i.e., it’s 

important that people think I am popular; Swirsky et al., 2021), which makes sense, as 

popularity is a highly valued aspect of peer relations during that developmental stage (Cillessen 

& Rose, 2011). Further, popular adolescents are some of the most frequent users of social media 

apps (Kleiser et al., 2022; Schwartz et al., 2019).  

But what about college students? The research on emerging adults’ goals related to, or 

prioritization of, popularity is limited. Recently, research examining popularity in emerging 

adulthood has found that popularity is still salient and relevant to emerging adults (Lansu et al., 

2022, O’Mealey & Mayeux, 2021). Emerging adults have been shown to prioritize popularity 

over romantic relationships and following rules (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010). While popularity 
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in emerging adulthood may have different behavioral features compared to popularity in 

adolescence, the key aspect of what it means – visibility and prestige among peers – is the same 

(O’Mealey & Mayeux, 2021).   

Prior research has found that there are many motivations for why college students go 

online (i.e., social comparison, feedback seeking; Harmon, 2021). In addition, social media users 

who have popularity goals engage in higher self-presentation behaviors online in adolescence 

(Swirsky et al., 2021). These same goals are likely to be motivating factors for emerging adults, 

as this age group is reported to be online the most and find great value in being on social media 

(Auxier & Anderson, 2021), and can use a well-curated social media profile to increase their 

social capital by gaining followers and positive activity on their posts (Schwartz et al., 2019). 

However, as found by Swirsky and colleagues (2021), popularity may only be a motivating 

factor for certain kinds of like-seeking behaviors -- specifically, manipulative or deceptive 

behaviors. 

In order to investigate whether the salience of popularity influences engagement in 

deceptive like-seeking behaviors, an experimental manipulation developed by Kleiser and 

Mayeux (2021) was included in the study. Participants were randomly assigned to either a 

popularity prime condition in which they were primed to think about the popular crowd on 

campus and write three adjectives to describe them, or a neutral control condition in which they 

were asked to think about their three favorite foods. After the manipulation, all participants read 

a hypothetical scenario in which they were asked to imagine that they were creating a new 

Instagram post. They were then asked to rate how likely they would be to engage in a series of 

like-seeking behaviors. The following hypothesis was tested: 
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 H2: When participants are primed with popularity, they will give higher ratings of 

deceptive and manipulative like-seeking behaviors in a hypothetical social media scenario than 

those in the control condition.  

Method 

Participants   

327 undergraduates (17% male, 82%% female, 1% other; Mage=18.66, SD=1.19) were 

recruited from a large, southwestern, public university in the Fall of 2021. Students were 

recruited through the psychology department’s online database that coordinates research 

participation for class credit. Participants were primarily first-semester, first-year students.   

Procedure 

 Participants completed an online, self-report survey that lasted approximately 30 minutes. 

First, participants were asked basic demographic questions. Then, participants were asked 

whether they use social media sites. If they selected yes, they were asked to report which sites 

they used (Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter, Tik Tok, or Other), and then asked to rate on 

a sliding scale how much time they spent each day on social media (0-24 hours).  

After completing these initial measures, participants were randomly assigned to either a 

popularity prime condition or neutral control condition. Using the same prime as Kleiser and 

Mayeux (2021), half of the participants were presented with the following prompt: Think about 

the students who are popular on campus. In the space below, type three adjectives describing the 

popular students.  

 The other half of the participants received the control prompt: Take a minute to think 

about your favorite foods. In the space below, write down your three favorite foods. This prompt 

was used to elicit a more neutral response that has no relation to popularity.  
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 Next, all participants were asked to read the following hypothetical scenario: Imagine you 

are creating a new post for your Instagram page. You want to make this one of your top posts 

and receive a lot of attention from it (i.e., comments and likes). Which of the following behaviors 

would you do to help with your post? Then, using a Likert scale of 1 (Extremely unlikely) to 5 

(Extremely Likely) participants were asked to rate how likely they would be to engage in like-

seeking behaviors. See Table 1 for a full list of items. Based on the results of the CFA model in 

Study 1 (see Table 3), these items were reduced to three factors, normative (e.g., use a filter), 

deceptive (e.g., purchase followers), and popularity-manipulative (e.g., tag a popular person in 

the photo).  

Results 

 Preliminary analyses were conducted in SPSS v. 25. Table 5 shows the number of 

participants who indicated using social media, average time spent on social media, and the 

breakdown of how many participants used each specific app. All 327 participants reported using 

some form of social media, and the mean number of social media apps they used was between 

three and four (M = 3.80, SD = 1.06). The three most commonly used social media sites were 

Snapchat, Instagram, and TikTok, and the average number of hours spent on social media per 

day was 5.32 (SD = 2.56).  

 A one-way MANOVA tested the hypothesis that participants in the popularity condition 

would report higher levels of deceptive like-seeking. Due to the high collinearity between the 

three like-seeking factors, a MANOVA was used to increase power to detect smaller effects. 

There were three dependent variables (normative, deceptive, and popularity like-seeking 

behaviors). The independent variable was the popularity prime versus control condition. There 

was a statistically significant effect of condition on participants’ ratings of like-seeking 
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behaviors, F (3, 323) = 2.58, p = .05; Wilks’ Λ = 0.98, partial η2 = .02. The effect of condition 

was only significant for the manipulative-popular subscale (F (1, 325) = 7.14; p < .01; partial 

η2 = .02; Mprime = 1.91, SD = 1.13; Mcontrol = 1.60, SD =.92). There were no significant 

effects of condition on ratings of normative behaviors (Mprime =2.97, SD=.85; Mcontrol = 2.94, 

SD =.88) or deceptive behaviors (Mprime = 1.13, SD =.47; Mcontrol = 1.12, SD =.42). These 

findings provide partial support for the hypothesis and suggest that when popularity is salient to 

young adults, they are more likely to use manipulative behaviors on social media.   

Discussion 

 Overall, these results provided new insight into the relationship between popularity and 

like-seeking behaviors. Partial support was found for the hypothesis that like-seeking behavior 

would be more prevalent among students for whom popularity was salient. When asked to think 

about popular students on campus, participants were more likely to include popular peers in their 

photos or in the tags of their photos to elicit more activity on a post. For young adults who strive 

to be popular, trying to take a picture with a high-status person or tag a high-status person in a 

photo may be a useful way to achieve even more attention for a post. Knowing the presence a 

popular person carries and the visibility that comes with having high status, these are other 

manipulative ways to receive more likes on a photo. By posting with a popular person or tagging 

a popular person, users may feel a sense of pride that they appear to be in the same social circle 

as these popular peers. Researchers have found this to be true in adolescence, such that spending 

time with or being seen with the popular crowd has the benefit of promoting high status for 

youth who were not initially popular (Dijkstra et al., 2010). Study 2’s results support the notion 

that emerging adults are aware that basking in the reflected glory of popular peers might increase 
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their online visibility. Popular peers provide a sense of prestige that users who value popularity 

may want to associate with their own posts. 

 This study further supported previous research indicating that emerging adults are still 

influenced by popularity (Lansu et al., 2022), and is the first study to show a relationship 

between popularity and social media behavior in emerging adults. These results support the idea 

that popularity motivates specific manipulative behaviors online and provides a foundation for 

understanding how social media motivation influences emerging adults’ behavior online. The 

final study expands on these findings by examining social media motivations, additional like-

seeking behaviors, and potential adjustment indicators that are associated with like-seeking 

behaviors.  

Study 3 

 Study 1 provided a foundation for understanding what types of like-seeking behaviors 

college students use. Emerging adults’ view of social media behavior evolves, and behaviors that 

were once considered deceptive may now be considered normative. Study 2 provided support for 

the hypothesis that college students’ like-seeking behaviors are influenced by popularity. A next 

step is to expand the study of social media behavior in two directions: additional motivations for 

using social media (specifically feedback-seeking and social comparison), and behavioral and 

emotional adjustment factors that are associated with social media use, such as depression, body 

image satisfaction, and risk-taking. Study 3 explores these factors.    

There are many motivations for why users choose to go online. Some motivations may be 

to communicate with a romantic partner, seek advice, or to explore what is on their feed 

(Harmon, 2021). Two motivations that are of interest when examining like-seeking behaviors are 

feedback seeking and social comparison because they are the most relevant subscales to posting 
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on social media (Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). The Motivations for Electronic Interaction Scale 

(MEIS) was developed to measure users’ goals and motives for engaging in all forms of social 

media behaviors (Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). Social comparison includes such items as “I post to 

compare my life with other people’s lives,” while feedback-seeking behaviors include items such 

as “I post to see what others think about me.” As a result of these motivations, social media users 

become more attuned to how they are perceived online than if they were logging on just to 

explore (Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). These motivations can then influence how users choose to 

behave online.  

Social Comparison Motives: Associations with Like-Seeking and Adjustment 

Social comparison has been linked with depressive symptoms, particularly in adolescence 

(Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). If they notice that their peers receive more positive activity (i.e., likes 

and comments) on their posts compared to their own posts, the comparison can lead to lower 

self-esteem and depressive symptoms (Nesi et al., 2017). In particular, adolescents who had 

higher social comparison motivations had higher reports of depressive symptoms (Nesi & 

Prinstein, 2015). Social comparison has been found to positively predict depressive symptoms in 

college students, especially when they feel they are “missing out” (Burnell et al., 2019). As users 

turn to social media as a way to check on what their peers are doing, they run the risk of seeing 

groups of their peers hanging out without them, which can lead to feelings of loneliness and a 

lower sense of peer group belonging. 

In addition to depressive symptoms, social comparison is also linked with worsening 

body image satisfaction (Jones, 2001). Users have unlimited access to information about beauty 

standards, and are bombarded with photographs and posts that highlight unattainable standards 

of appearance. Social media apps allow users to carefully edit and perfect an image before 
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sharing, meaning that users are often comparing themselves to an inaccurate or unattainable 

image (Chua & Chang, 2016). Thus, social media users have many unrealistic sources to which 

they can compare themselves (Perloff, 2014), which can lead to a worsening body image (Cohen 

et al., 2018). Especially in women, just a brief exposure to a beauty-focused image can lead to a 

decrease in body satisfaction (Harper & Tiggemann, 2008). Another study found that social 

comparison on social media led to lower reports of body satisfaction than traditional media 

(Jarman et al., 2021). 

Social comparison appears to have strong associations with like-seeking behaviors 

(Dumas et al., 2020; Nesi & Prinstein, 2015), although no study has directly tested this 

association. If college students want to appear more socially desirable by their peers, they may 

engage in more deceptive behaviors online to achieve that upward social comparison.  

Feedback Seeking: Associations with Like-Seeking and Adjustment 

Feedback seeking also has strong associations with depressive symptoms in adolescence 

(Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). As users turn to social media in hopes of receiving validation, 

worsening emotional adjustment may be inevitable. In a time where peer acceptance is still 

extremely important in emerging adulthood (Scott & Judge, 2009), users may log on with the 

hopes to receive “virtual” peer acceptance.  Logging on just to receive positive feedback is also 

associated with depressive symptoms in adolescence (Dumas et al., 2017). Thus, it would be 

expected that this relationship would hold in emerging adulthood.  

While never directly tested, feedback seeking appears to have strong associations with 

risky behaviors as well. One study found that when individuals viewed a photo of risky behavior 

(i.e., underage drinking) that had many likes on it, there was greater activity in parts of the brain 

related to imitation, attention and reward processing compared to seeing a risky behavior photo 
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with few likes (Sherman et al., 2016). In addition, their cognitive-control network activity 

decreased when viewing a risky behavior photo with many likes on it. Thus, by wanting to 

receive virtual peer endorsement, also known as feedback seeking, emerging adults may be more 

drawn to risky behaviors online as a way to gather more feedback on their posts. If they see their 

peers have been “virtually endorsed” by their other peers, they may feel the need to imitate these 

posts if receiving positive feedback is important to them.  

Like social comparison, feedback seeking appears to have strong associations with like-

seeking behaviors (Dumas et al., 2020). As the point of feedback seeking is to encourage more 

activity on a post (i.e., likes, comments; Harmon, 2021), users will have to engage in some form 

of like-seeking behavior in order to achieve this goal. Thus, while not directly tested previously, 

feedback seeking and like-seeking behaviors are likely to have a strong relationship.  

Popularity Goals: Associations with Like-Seeking and Adjustment 

In addition to these two motivations, another motivation needs to be considered based on 

the findings from Study 2 – popularity. Popularity has been found to be a goal for some 

individuals in emerging adulthood (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010), and has been shown to be a 

motivation for like-seeking behaviors in social media (Study 2). If emerging adults hope to 

achieve the prestige associated with popularity (Lansu et al., 2022), popularity goals may be a 

contributor to why they go online. While Study 2 was one of the first studies to demonstrate 

popularity as a motivation for engagement in like-seeking behaviors, particularly manipulative 

behaviors, it has also been brought up in previous research as a potential motivation in 

engagement in deceptive like-seeking behaviors (Dumas et al., 2020). Dumas and colleagues 

(2020) found that deceptive motives online were not related to peer belonging as they had 
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hypothesized, but suggested emerging adults may be more focused on gaining status (such as 

popularity) rather than just peer belonging when engaging in like-seeking behaviors.    

Similarly to social comparison and feedback seeking, popularity and popularity goals are 

also associated with depressive symptoms. In adolescence, popularity was found to moderate the 

relationship between social media behaviors and depressive symptoms, such that adolescents’ 

social media behaviors were positively associated with depressive symptoms for highly popular 

individuals, but were not associated with depression for low-status individuals (Nesi & Prinstein, 

2015). Popularity also has strong associations with engagement in risky behaviors such as 

substance use. Previous research has documented that risky behaviors are associated with 

popularity in adolescents, specifically those in their later years of high school (e.g., Mayeux et 

al., 2008). Previous research has also shown that young adults make poor decisions about illegal 

or rule-breaking behavior (e.g., sneaking beer into a college dorm room) when they believe the 

behavior will enhance their popularity (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010). Surrounded by unfamiliar 

peers and wanting to showcase their dominance or coolness, first-year students with a goal to 

become popular may choose to engage in more risky behaviors. Partaking in risky behaviors has 

been linked with prestige (Brown et al., 2009), which is also a common association with 

popularity in emerging adulthood (Lansu et al., 2022). It would be expected that this relationship 

between popularity goals and risky behaviors increases in an online setting. Prior research has 

found that individuals who view others’ engagement in risky behaviors and receive “likes” for 

their behaviors, this leads to a neural imbalance between reward sensitivity and immature 

cognitive control circuitry (Sherman et al., 2016), such that the part of their brain associated with 

imitation is stimulated during this viewing.   
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Like-Seeking and Adjustment 

Thus, the literature suggests that motivation is an important variable to consider when 

examining worsening emotional and behavioral adjustment factors as a result of social media 

use. Further, certain social media behaviors, specifically like-seeking behaviors, have also been 

associated with worsening mental health outcomes. Previous research has shown that when 

young adults engage specifically in deceptive behaviors on social media, these behaviors lead to 

lower peer belonging and overall lower well-being (Dumas et al., 2020). As deceptive and 

manipulative behaviors are seen as a form of “virtual lying,” users may feel disingenuous and 

ultimately less connected with one another (Dumas et al., 2020). On the other hand, normative 

like-seeking behaviors are linked with stronger feelings of belonging compared to deceptive 

behaviors (Dumas et al., 2017).  

In addition to depressive symptoms, like-seeking has been linked to poor body image 

satisfaction in high school and college students (Verrastro et al., 2020). If users choose to edit 

their photo before uploading it to their feed, they report having lower body image satisfaction. If 

users endorse the “Instagram beauty standard,” there is a pressure to conform to this beauty 

standard, and ultimately comes at the risk of a negative body image (Brown & Tiggemann, 

2016).   

Lastly, prior research has also linked like-seeking behaviors with risky behaviors. Ahern 

and colleagues (2015) found that when a “risky online challenge” goes viral, emerging adults 

may attempt to do these risky behaviors in order to gain attention through the form of likes and 

comments. Lastly, another study found users’ deceptive social media use was positively 

associated with risky behaviors (Shabahang et al., 2022).  
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Like-Seeking, Motivations, and Adjustment 

Like-seeking behaviors have strong associations with social comparison and feedback 

seeking (Dumas et al., 2020; Harmon, 2021). In addition, research has found support for a direct 

association between like-seeking behaviors and popularity goals (Dumas et al., 2017; Swirsky et 

al., 2021). Knowing that social media motivations (i.e., feedback seeking, social comparison, and 

popularity goals) and like-seeking behaviors have a strong relationship together and each have 

strong relationships with emotional and behavioral adjustment variables (i.e., depression, body 

image, and risky behaviors), the next step is to understand how the three variables (i.e., 

motivations, like-seeking behaviors, and emotional adjustment) are intercorrelated.   

As mentioned earlier, many studies have linked social media use to depressive symptoms 

(Nesi et al., 2015; Nesi et al., 2017; Twenge et al., 2018), body image satisfaction (Cohen et al., 

2018), and risky behaviors (Shabahang et al., 2022; Sherman et al., 2016). Recently, research has 

begun to uncover the individual differences that moderate these associations. For instance, users 

who have more negative affect will experience depressive symptoms in the wake of feeling 

rejected or left out (Nesi et al., 2021). On the other hand, users who have a positive emotional 

experience online are also at risk for greater depressive symptoms because they are relying on 

social media for these positive peer experiences and missing out on the in-person interactions 

(Nesi et al., 2021).  Emerging adults who have already suffered from peer victimization in the 

past are more likely to report more rejected feelings and greater negative internalizing feelings 

after feeling rejected online (Dumas et al., 2020).  

In addition, some studies have started to examine how motivation moderates the 

relationship between social media use and certain outcomes. For example, in adolescence, 

popularity status moderated the relationship between active social media behaviors (i.e., posting 
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photos) and depressive symptoms. Popular adolescents who engaged in these behaviors were 

more at risk for depressive symptoms than non-popular adolescents who engaged in these online 

behaviors (Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). Research has also linked individuals with high gratification 

or feedback seeking motivation and who actively participate online with higher endorsement of 

risky behaviors than those who have low gratification or feedback seeking motives (Shabahang 

et al., 2022). These individual differences and moderation effects provide some evidence that just 

“being on” social media does not always relate to worsening mental health outcomes, but the 

motivation may strengthen the relationship between like-seeking behaviors and resulting 

outcomes. Specifically, engagement in deceptive behaviors may only have a relationship with 

emotional adjustment (i.e., risky behaviors, depression) for emerging adults if they have stronger 

motivation for participating in these behaviors, compared to adults who have low motivation for 

participation in deceptive behaviors.  

Hypotheses 

The purpose of Study 3 is to examine how motivations for social media use, risky 

behaviors, and emotional adjustment are related to engagement in like-seeking behaviors online. 

H3a. Deceptive and manipulative-popular like-seeking behaviors will be positively correlated 

with popularity goals, feedback-seeking and social comparison motivations, risk-taking 

behaviors, and depressive symptoms. Deceptive and manipulative-popular like-seeking 

behaviors will be negatively correlated with body image satisfaction.  

Deceptive like-seeking behaviors have been documented to have strong associations with 

popularity (Dumas et al., 2017) and depressive symptoms (Dumas et al., 2020). While not 

explicitly documented before, previous research suggests that these behaviors have strong 

implications for association with the other variables as well. If the point of logging onto social 
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media sites is to receive attention (i.e., in the form of more activity on a post), deceptive or 

manipulative like-seeking behaviors may be utilized (Dumas et al., 2020). If users go online to 

compare themselves to their peers, again, like-seeking behaviors may be utilized (Nesi & 

Prinstein, 2015). Users who are exposed to many multiple instances of risky behaviors online 

(i.e., “super-peer” theory; Strasburger, 2007) and see positive feedback on the posts (i.e., greater 

likes for risky behavior photos; Sherman et al., 2016) may choose to engage in other deceptive 

behaviors online to receive more likes. As users view numerous idealized body images online, 

they may use more deceptive like-seeking behaviors online to bolster their own body image 

satisfaction (Cohen et al., 2017; Verrastro et al., 2020).  

H3b. Feedback seeking will be positively related to depressive symptoms and risky behaviors. 

In adolescence, feedback seeking was associated with depression (Nesi & Prinstein, 

2015). It is expected that this relationship will hold in young adults, too, because they are at an 

age where peer acceptance is important (Scott & Judge, 2009), and depressive symptoms are 

high (Faravelli et al., 2013). Feedback seeking appears to have strong ties to risky behaviors, as 

prior research has found that users who view risky behavior photos with many likes on social 

media have greater activity in their neural region that is associated with imitation (Sherman et 

al., 2016), which suggests a positive relationship exists between feedback seeking and risky 

behaviors.  

H3c. Social comparison motivation will be positively related to depressive symptoms and 

negatively related to body image satisfaction.  

 Social comparison has been linked to depressive symptoms in adolescence (Nesi & 

Prinstein, 2015). Social comparison online has also been linked with depressive symptoms, 

especially in women (Fox & Vendemia, 2016). Social comparison online has strong negative 
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associations with body image satisfaction in adolescence and young adulthood (Fox & 

Vendemia, 2016; Jarman et al., 2021).   

H3d. Popularity goals will be positively related to risk-taking behaviors and depressive 

symptoms.   

Research has found that popularity is positively associated with risk-taking behaviors in 

adolescence (Mayeux et al., 2008). This is expected to hold true in young adults because there is 

a certain prestige that is associated with risk-taking behaviors (i.e., underage drinking; Brown et 

al., 2009) and prestige is a defining feature of popularity (Lansu et al., 2022). Popularity has 

been related to depressive symptoms in adolescence (Nesi & Prinstein, 2015), and this is 

expected to hold true in young adults when depressive symptoms are high (Farvaelli et al., 2013) 

and popularity is still relevant (Lansu et al., 2022).  

H3e. The relationship between like-seeking behaviors and depression will be moderated by 

popularity goals, social comparison and feedback seeking. A positive association between like-

seeking behaviors and depression will emerge for participants who have high social media 

motivations (i.e., popularity goals, social comparison and feedback seeking), but no association 

will exist between like-seeking and depression for participants low in social media motivations.  

As popularity and depression are expected to be associated with each other (H3d) and 

depression and like-seeking are expected to be related to each other (H3a), the expectation is that 

strong popularity goals will strengthen this second relationship. The goal to achieve status and 

prestige in an online setting (i.e., popularity goals; Lansu et al., 2022), will encourage stronger 

participation in like-seeking behaviors (Dumas et al., 2017), and ultimately be associated with 

higher reports of depressive symptoms. This hypothesis stems from the expectation that 

popularity goals create inherent pressure for users to elevate their own visibility or prestige via 
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effective posts. If their posts are not as effective as they would like, emotional distress may 

result. On the other hand, if users have low popularity goals, their participation in like-seeking 

behaviors should not be associated with depressive symptoms because there is no pressure 

associated with their behaviors online. Thus, if their posts are not as effective, the emotional 

distress will not be as high because there is no added pressure to their behaviors online.  

Feedback seeking has been linked with depressive symptoms in adolescence (Nesi & 

Prinstein, 2015) and is expected to be linked in young adulthood (H3a). In addition, like-seeking 

behaviors have been linked with depressive symptoms (Dumas et al., 2020). If young adults’ 

motivation for engagement online is to receive more positive feedback (i.e., receive more likes 

and comments), then this may encourage a higher participation in like-seeking behaviors and be 

associated with higher reports of depressive symptoms. This relationship is expected because 

feedback seeking creates a need for online validation through likes and comments on effective 

posts. If those posts do not gain the attention they hoped for, higher reports of depressive 

symptoms may ensue.  If users have low feedback seeking goals, their participation in like-

seeking behaviors will not be associated with depressive symptoms. Since there is no need to 

receive online validation, users will not be as distressed if their posts do not receive high activity.   

Social comparison has been linked with depressive symptoms in adolescence (Nesi & 

Prinstein, 2015) and is expected to be linked in young adulthood (H3a; Fox & Vendemia, 2016). 

Like-seeking behaviors have been linked with depressive symptoms in young adulthood (Dumas 

et al., 2020). The motivation to socially compare (Harmon, 2021) may encourage a stronger 

participation of like-seeking behaviors (Dumas et al., 2017) and ultimately be associated with 

higher reports of depressive symptoms. The expectation is that social comparison online allows 

users a quantifiable number to compare to, and when that number is not achieved by their posts, 
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this may cause lower well-being. If users have low social comparison motives, their participation 

in like-seeking behaviors will not be associated with depressive symptoms. Users with low social 

comparison motives will be less attuned to the quantifiable number associated with posts, and 

may not feel as distressed when their posts are not as effective.  

H3f. The relationship between like-seeking behaviors and risk-taking behaviors will be 

moderated by popularity goals and feedback seeking. A positive association between like-seeking 

behaviors and risky taking behaviors will emerge for participants high in popularity goals and 

feedback seeking, but no association will exist between like-seeking and risk-taking behaviors for 

participants low in popularity goals and feedback seeking.   

As popularity and risky behaviors are expected to be related (H3c; Mayeux et al., 2008) 

and risky-behaviors and like-seeking are expected to also be related (H3a), the expectation is that 

popularity goals will strengthen the latter relationship. Individuals with high popularity goals 

may engage in more like-seeking behaviors, and ultimately have higher reports of risky 

behaviors. This hypothesis stems from the expectation that the pressure associated with 

popularity may encourage young adults to participate in more risky behaviors as a way to receive 

more positive activity on their posts. If individuals have low popularity goals, their participation 

in like-seeking behaviors will have no association with risky behaviors because there is no 

pressure associated with their behaviors online. Thus, users will not feel they have to engage in 

risky behaviors to make their posts more effective because there is no added pressure of also 

trying to become popular. 

As feedback seeking and risky behaviors are expected to be related (H3b) and risky 

behaviors and like-seeking are expected to be related too (H3a), feedback seeking is expected to 

strengthen the latter relationships. Individuals with high feedback seeking motivation will engage 
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in more like-seeking behaviors and report more risky behaviors. This relationship is expected 

because feedback seeking creates a need for online validation through likes and comments on 

effective posts. Thus, users may feel like one way to receive more activity is through 

participation in risky behaviors as a way to share a more effective post than just a normal photo. 

If individuals have low feedback seeking motivation, their participation in like-seeking behaviors 

will have no association with risky behaviors. Since users are not motivated by online validation, 

users will not feel a need to participate in risky behaviors as a way to receive more activity on 

their posts.  

H3g. The relationship between like status seeking behaviors and body image satisfaction will be 

moderated by social comparison. A negative association between like-seeking behavior and body 

image satisfaction will emerge for participants high in social comparison, but no association will 

exist between like-seeking and body image satisfaction for participants low in social comparison.  

 Social comparison online has been strongly linked with body image satisfaction (Fox & 

Vendemia, 2016). In addition, like-seeking behaviors have associations with body image 

satisfaction (Tiggemann et al., 2018). Individuals with high social comparison motives will 

engage in more like-seeking behaviors, and ultimately have lower reports of body image 

satisfaction. The expectation is that social comparison online allows users a quantifiable number 

to compare to, and when that number is not achieved by their posts, users may feel that their 

“image” is the problem and may lead to a lower body image. If individuals have low social 

comparison motive, their participation in like-seeking behaviors will have no association with 

body image satisfaction. Young adults with low social comparison motives will be less attuned 

to the quantifiable number associated with posts, and may not feel as distressed about their body 

image satisfaction when their posts are not as effective.  
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Method 

Participants 

253 undergraduate students (22% male, 71% female, 3% other; Mage = 19.17. SD = 2.98) 

were recruited from the Department of Psychology participant pool at a large public university. 

38 participants were excluded either due to missing data, wrong age demographic (i.e., below 18 

or above 25), or because they completed the survey in under five minutes or more than 24 hours. 

Thus, 215 participants were included in the analyses (24% male, 74% female, 2% other; Mage = 

18.97, SD = 1.86). Participants were given class credit or class extra credit for participants in the 

study. Most participants were second-semester, first-year students (75%). Participants completed 

a thirty minute, online, self-report survey that measured social media use, like-seeking behaviors, 

emotional outcomes, popularity-related goals, and self-report peer status.  

Measures 

Social Media Use. Participants were asked whether they use social media sites. If yes 

was selected, participants were asked to report which sites they used (Facebook, Instagram, 

Snapchat, Twitter, Tik Tok, or Other), and then asked to indicate on a sliding scale how much 

time they spent each day on social media (0-24 hours).  

Like-Seeking Behaviors. Using the updated like-seeking scale developed in Study 1 (see 

Table 3), participants were asked to rate on a 3-point Likert scale (never, once or twice, multiple 

times) how often they engaged in the three types of like-seeking behaviors when they use 

Instagram: normative (nine items, a = .83), deceptive (two items, a = .90), and manipulative-

popular (2 items, a = .43). 

Motivations for Social Media. Based on the Motivations for Electronic Interaction 

Scale (MEIS) scale developed by Nesi and Prinstein (2015), which was further validated by 
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Harmon and colleagues (2021) for young adults, participants’ feedback seeking and social 

comparison motivations for using social media were measured. An example of a feedback-

seeking behavior is I use social media to get feedback from others’ on the things I send/post, and 

an example of a social comparison item is I use social media to compare my life with other 

peoples’ lives. Each scale had five items and good internal reliability (Feedback seeking, a = .92; 

Social Comparison, a = .89). Using the same methodology as Harmon (2021), social comparison 

and feedback-seeking scores were each averaged across their five items. 

Popularity Goals. Participants were asked to rate their endorsement of popularity-related 

goals and behaviors using a 5-point Likert scale (never true to always true) on the popularity goal 

scale developed by Dawes and Xie (2014). This scale had five items and strong reliability (a = 

.76). Some example items include I try to hang out with people just because they are popular 

and I change the way I dress in order to be more popular. Participants were given one score 

based on the average of all five ratings. 

Risky Behaviors. Participants were asked about the following risk-taking behaviors, 

which were taken from the Youth Behavior Survey (Brener et al., 2004): cigarette smoking, 

alcohol use, vaping, and drug use. Participants were asked how many days they had engaged in 

those behaviors. If they chose any number of days above zero, they were asked follow-up 

questions about how old they were when they first engaged in those behaviors, and how many 

times they had engaged in those behaviors in the previous thirty days. An additional question 

was added to measure the occurrence of binge drinking (five or more drinks in a row) in the 

previous thirty days. Questions regarding frequency of risky behaviors had seven scale points, 

and questions regarding recency of participating in the behavior had 5 scale points. To be 

consistent, questions with 7-point scales were re-coded and collapsed into 5-point scales. Then, 
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all questions were averaged together to create one total score for all risk-taking behaviors that 

was used in the analyses. Reliability for the full scale was good (a = .83). 

Emotional Adjustment. To measure depressive symptoms, participants completed the 

Beck Depression Inventory (Beck et al., 1996). Participants were shown twenty sets of four 

statements, reflecting increasing levels of severity of a given depression symptom (e.g., feeling 

sad). Participants were asked to indicate which of the four statements reflected how they most 

accurately felt in the current moment. The original scale includes 21 questions, but the question 

regarding suicidal ideation was removed. To calculate the total score, each statement had a point 

value that corresponded to its severity, and the points for each statement were summed across the 

20 sets. Participants were given a depression score ranging from 1-60. Reliability was very good 

for this scale (a = .90). 

Finally, body image satisfaction was measured using a four-item scale developed by 

Prichard and Tiggerman (2012). Participants were asked to rate on a sliding scale of 1-100 how 

well the following descriptions applied to them: Satisfied with your body size and shape, 

confident, physically attractive, and fat. Fat was reverse coded so as to reflect body satisfaction. 

Other moods were included as filler items to disguise the purpose of the body dissatisfaction 

measure. A total score was created by averaging all items into one score (after reverse coding 

fat). Reliability for the four items was good (a = .77). 

Results 

All analyses were conducted in SPSS v. 25. Table 5 shows the number of participants 

who indicated using social media, average time spent on social media, and the breakdown of 

how many participants used each specific app. 219 out of 221 participants reported using some 

form of social media, and the mean number of social media apps they used was between three 
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and four (M = 3.89, SD = 1.10). The three most commonly used social media sites were 

Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok, and the average number of hours spent on social media per 

day was 4.86 (SD = 2.77). The correlations, means, and standard deviations of all variables can 

be found in Table 6.  

H3a. Deceptive and manipulative-popular like-seeking behaviors will be positively correlated 

with popularity goals, feedback-seeking and social comparison motivations, risk-taking 

behaviors, and depressive symptoms. Deceptive and manipulative-popular like-seeking 

behaviors will be negatively correlated with body image satisfaction.  

 The first hypothesis had partial support. Deceptive like-seeking was positively correlated 

with popularity goals (r = .42, p < .01), social comparison (r = .22, p < .05), and feedback 

seeking (r = .24, p < .01). Manipulative-popularity like-seeking was positively correlated with 

popularity goals (r = .31, p < .01), social comparison (r = .23, p < .01) and feedback seeking (r 

= .34, p < .01). There were no significant associations for deceptive or manipulative-popular 

like-seeking with depression, body image, and risky behaviors.  

H3b. Feedback seeking will be positively related to depressive symptoms and risky behaviors. 

 The second hypothesis had full support. Feedback seeking was positively related to 

depression (r =.16, p < .05) and risky behaviors (r = .21, p < .01).  

H3c. Social comparison motivation will be positively related to depressive symptoms and 

negatively related to body image satisfaction.  

There was support for the third hypothesis. Social comparison was positively related to 

depressive symptoms (r = .18, p < .05) and negatively related to body image satisfaction (r =      

-.19, p < .01).  
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H3d. Popularity goals will be positively related to risk-taking behaviors and depressive 

symptoms.   

There was partial support for the fourth hypothesis. Popularity goals were significantly 

related to risk-taking behaviors (r = .16, p < .05), but not depressive symptoms (r = -.01, ns).  

Regression & Moderation Models (Hypotheses e-g) 

In order to analyze how specific motivations were related to emotional and behavioral 

adjustment, hierarchical linear regressions were used to test the remaining hypotheses. To 

maximize power, each motivation was tested on its own to predict the different adjustment 

indices, and significance testing was set at p <.01 to reduce the possibility of a Type 1 error.  

Since multiple analyses were run on a small data set, these were conservative approaches taken 

to ensure more reliable findings. Based on the hypotheses, there were six regression analyses 

total. All three motivations explored the associations between depression. In addition, popularity 

goals and feedback seeking examined the relationship between risky behaviors, and social 

comparison measured the association between body image satisfaction (see Tables 7-9). Across 

all models, gender, the two other motivations (e.g., popularity goals and social comparison for 

the analysis testing feedback seeking), and the significantly correlated adjustment variables were 

entered in Step 1 as control variables. Step 2 included the motivation of interest, and the three 

different like-seeking factors. Step 3 included the interaction terms of the corresponding 

motivation with each of the like-seeking factors.  

The first set of hierarchical regressions (Table 7) tested whether social comparison 

motivation was associated with depression and body image satisfaction. In addition, these two 

regressions tested whether social comparison moderated the relationships between the three 

types of like-seeking and emotional adjustment. 42% of the variance in depression was explained 
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by the model, and 32% of the variance in body image satisfaction was explained by the model. 

Social comparison was negatively related to body image satisfaction (β = -.22, p = .01). 

However, social comparison was not associated with depression. There was also no support for a 

moderating effect of social comparison in the relation between like-seeking and adjustment.  

The second set of hierarchical regressions (Table 8) examined whether feedback seeking 

motivation was related to depression and risky behaviors, and if feedback seeking had a 

moderating effect on the association between like-seeking factors and these two dependent 

variables. 32% of the variance in depression was explained by the model, and 17% of the 

variance in risky behaviors was explained by the model.  Contrary to the hypotheses (H3e and 

H3f), feedback seeking had no relationship to depression or risk-taking behaviors and had no 

moderating effect.  

Finally, the third set of hierarchical regressions (Table 9) examined whether popularity 

goals related to depression and risky behaviors, and if popularity goals had a moderating effect 

on the association between the like-seeking factors and these two variables. 34% of the variance 

in depression was explained by model, and 19% of the variance in risky behaviors was explained 

by the model. Popularity goals moderated the relationship between like-seeking behaviors and 

depression. Significant interactions were probed by creating prototypical plots illustrating the 

association of popularity goals and depression at high (+1 SD) and low (-1 SD) levels of like-

seeking behaviors. Popularity goals moderated the relationship between manipulative-popular 

like-seeking behaviors and depression (β = .28, p = .01) as hypothesized. Prototypical plots (see 

Figure 1) revealed a significant positive association between depression and manipulative-

popular like-seeking behaviors for emerging adults with low popularity goals (β = 4.91, t= 6.27, 

p = .01) and high popularity goals (β = 10.82, t = 9.47, p = .01); the slope of the regression line 
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for high popularity goals was significantly steeper than for low popularity goals. In addition, 

popularity goals moderated the relationship between deceptive like-seeking behaviors and 

depression (β = -.41, p = .01). However, the nature of the moderating relationship was different 

than expected. Prototypical plots (see Figure 2) revealed a negative association between 

depression and deceptive like-seeking behaviors for emerging adults with low popularity goals (β 

= -2.63, t = -3.57, p = .001) and high popularity goals (β = -12.02, t = -10.63, p = .001); the slope 

of the regression line for high popularity goals was significantly steeper than for low popularity 

goals.  

Discussion 

Overall, Study 3 results provided support for how important motivations are in understanding 

social media use.  

Like-seeking factors associations with motivations and outcomes. 

There was partial support for the first hypothesis, examining how the different like-seeking 

factors related to motivations (i.e., popularity, social comparison and feedback seeking) and 

different adjustment variables (i.e., depression, risky behaviors, and body image). All the 

different factors of like-seeking had significant associations with each motivation, but there were 

no significant relationships between like-seeking and the adjustment factors. These relationships 

support the notion that motivation for engagement online is significantly related to engagement 

in all forms of like-seeking behaviors. In addition, these results provide further support of Study 

2’s finding that popularity is related to like-seeking behaviors in young adults. One explanation 

for the lack of relationship between the deceptive and manipulative like-seeking factors and 

adjustment could be that since these behaviors were considered rare by participants (i.e., lower 

reports of participating in these behaviors; see Table 6), the relationship with emotional 
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adjustment did not have a relationship with them because the behaviors were infrequently used. 

Previous research has found that when deceptive behaviors were used more frequently, the 

relationship with depressive symptoms was strengthened (Dumas et al., 2017). Thus, these 

results suggest that low reporting of these behaviors may be impacting the predicted relationship 

with emotional adjustment.  

In the hierarchical regressions, normative like-seeking behaviors had a positive association 

with risky behaviors. This finding adds to the previous literature about social media acting like a 

“super-peer” (Strasburger, 2007). As emerging adults engage in more like-seeking, they may 

find that posts or photographs depicting risky behaviors are more likely to receive likes, 

comments, and attention than other types of photos. They also see more photos of risky 

behaviors online than offline (Strasburger, 2007), and may be more attuned to how those 

behaviors receive more likes (Sherman et al., 2016), and therefore could be influenced to add 

these types of pictures to their social media profiles (i.e., feeds, pages, stories).  In addition, these 

findings could suggest that by seeing more risky behaviors, the scariness is diluted by 

overexposure and can encourage more participation in these risky behaviors.  

However, a surprising result was the lack of association between manipulative-popular and 

deceptive like-seeking behaviors with depression and body image satisfaction. Research has 

specifically linked active engagement online with depression (Dumas et al., 2020), and body 

image satisfaction (Tiggemann & Anderberg, 2020). These non-significant findings could 

suggest that deceptive like-seeking behaviors have become normalized so much that these 

behaviors are no longer indicators of poor adjustment. In addition, these non-significant findings 

provide further support that motivation for going online may be more strongly related to 

emotional adjustment than actual social media use.   
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Motivations & Emotional Adjustment 

One of the most exciting findings was the significant relationship between motivation and 

emotional adjustment. Specifically, social comparison was positively associated with depression 

and risky behaviors, and negatively associated with body image satisfaction.  These relationships 

support the notion that engagement in social comparison online is strongly related to poor 

emotional adjustment, which supports previous findings as well (Seabrook et al., 2016). If users 

go online to compare themselves to others and do not receive the results they hoped for, their 

overall well-being could be lower, both in terms of depressive symptoms and body image 

satisfaction. As social media continue to be a place for users to share their “highlight reels,” 

users who engage in social comparison may feel that they are always in state of upward social 

comparison because they are having to compete with someone’s perfectly curated profile (Yau & 

Reich, 2019), which could then lead to lower wellbeing or lower body image. Alternatively, 

young adults who already have a low sense of self and low emotional adjustment may use social 

media as a way to socially compare to their peers. In either case, these findings provide 

continued support for how social comparison online will have negative implications (Choukas-

Bradley et al., 2020; Jiotsa et al., 2021).  

In addition to lower well-being, social comparison was associated with risky behaviors. This 

provides support to the idea that young adults may be so motivated to receive more likes on a 

post than their peers, that they will engage in more risky behaviors. If users see that risky 

behaviors receive more likes on a photo than just a normal photo, this may encourage individuals 

to partake in risky behaviors for more likes, too. If young adults believe that to climb the social 

ladder, they need more likes on a photo, they may be easily influenced by risky behaviors 

receiving a lot of likes and choose to partake as well. Another explanation could be that young 
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adults who already partake in risky behaviors may use social media as a way to compare 

themselves to their peers to gauge their social standing. If they engage in risky behaviors, they 

may want to know if their peers participate in anything riskier or to see who else may participate 

in their current risky behaviors.  

 In addition, feedback seeking was positively associated with depression and risky behaviors. 

This finding is supportive of previous research linking feedback seeking and depression (Nesi & 

Prinstein, 2015), and provides support for the hypothesized relationship between feedback 

seeking and risky behaviors (Sherman et al., 2016). Emerging adults who go online for the 

purpose of receiving feedback could be more sensitive to peer influence, as evidenced by their 

need for peer evaluation (i.e., they seek a high amount of feedback on their posts). Thus, if they 

see that peers receive positive feedback on posts that showcase risk-taking behaviors, they may 

be more susceptible to imitate these behaviors if they think it will win them higher peer approval 

in the form of likes and comments. 

Popularity goals had positive associations with risky behaviors. This relationship between 

popularity goals and risky behaviors extends from the adolescent literature that shows the 

relationship between engagement in risky behaviors and popularity goals (Dumas et al., 2019). 

However, to my knowledge, this relationship has only been tested in adolescence and has not 

been replicated in emerging adulthood. Thus, this finding adds to the emerging adult literature on 

popularity and provides greater support about how popularity can influence the behavioral 

adjustment of emerging adults, particularly in terms of their risky behaviors.  

The Moderating Role of Social Media Motivations  

Social media motivations were associated with emotional adjustment. Social comparison had 

a significant negative association with body image. This suggests that when users have the intent 
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to gauge where they compare to their fellow peers, they may think less of their own body image 

compared to the they people they follow online. This supports previous findings linking social 

comparison to negative body image satisfaction (Fox & Vendemia, 2016). This finding also 

provides support that one’s motivation for going online can negatively impact one’s emotional 

adjustment. Users who socially compare themselves to the people they follow may be 

hypersensitive to others’ appearance in comparison of their own appearance. If users see a 

“perfect” body on their feed, this may cause users to find all the imperfections in their own 

bodies. Especially as social media users share perfectly crafted and edited images online, users 

socially compare themselves to unrealistic standards, and ultimately that motivation for why they 

go online will be associated with lower body image satisfaction.   

Feedback seeking had no significant relationships with any of the emotional adjustment 

variables. One possible explanation for this could be how social media’s evolution. What was 

once a place to share photos or updates is now a place to share one’s best photo or best update in 

to receive likes. Thus, feedback-seeking may be a more salient motivation in that users may not 

even realize this is why they choose to engage on these social media sites. As the social media 

sites update, the reason for why users participate online may be updated, too.  

Limited support was found for the role of social media motivations as moderators of the 

associations between like-seeking and emotional adjustment. Popularity goals moderated the link 

between deceptive and manipulative-popular like-seeking behaviors and depression. The 

significant moderation effect between manipulative-popular like-seeking and depression suggests 

that emerging adults who have high popularity goals and engage in high manipulative-popular 

like-seeking behavior online have higher rates of depression compared to those who have low 

popularity goals and engage in manipulative-popular like-seeking. Adults who have a popularity 
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mindset and goals to attain that social status may engage in popular like-seeking behaviors as a 

way to garner more attention, but at the cost of feeling more depressed. Young adults who have 

these popularity goals may be motivated by the fact that they want to find peer acceptance 

(Lansu et al., 2022). As they have transitioned into the new social world of college, they may 

find themselves struggling to achieve peer acceptance. This may lead to a sense of pressure to 

find peers who do fit in and find ways to show they have been accepted by these peers (i.e., take 

a photo with them). This shows their own followers that they are friends with well-liked people 

on campus, and ultimately make it look like they “fit in.” However, if the post does not do as 

well, it can feel like a greater peer rejection and lower well-being than someone who does not 

feel that same pressure to be accepted. Since the user used deceptive behaviors as ways to feel a 

sense of peer acceptance and did not receive the online acceptance they had hoped, there is 

greater emotional distress. This finding supports previous findings that have linked popularity as 

a moderation between social media use and depressive symptoms in adolescence (Nesi & 

Prinstein, 2015), but is the first to find this particularly with new like-seeking behaviors and in 

emerging adulthood. In addition, these results provide further evidence that popularity goals 

remain salient in emerging adulthood, and the dangers that are associated with emerging adults’ 

prioritization of popularity goals.  

The second significant moderation effect was quite surprising. Emerging adults who had low 

popularity goals and engaged in low levels of deceptive like-seeking behaviors had higher rates 

of depressive symptoms compared to adults who had high popularity goals and engage in low 

levels of deceptive like-seeking behaviors. This finding contradicts the previous finding linking 

deceptive like-seeking behaviors and depression in college students (Dumas et al., 2020), and 

contradicts the finding of popularity being positively related to deceptive like-seeking (Dumas et 
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al., 2017). One explanation for this finding could be that young adults who have popularity goals 

may view these deceptive behaviors as ways of achieving status and ultimately receive a little 

confidence by feeling like they have status. Thus, by participating in these behaviors, they 

emulate what a popular person does, and as such, feel a sense of confidence rather than 

worsening depressive symptoms because they feel like how a popular person would feel. 

However, research should look to expand on this finding and see if this result can be replicated.  

It should be noted that relatively little variance in adjustment was explained by social media 

factors. While a good portion of the variance was explained by the control variables, the 

motivations and like-seeking behaviors did not explain much variance. Clearly, other variables 

need to be considered when examining the links between social media use and emotional 

adjustment. This cohort of young adults are part of a generation that has grown up with social 

media consistently at their fingertips and has been a daily part of their lives since early 

adolescence. As such, previous variables such as time spent on social media or motivations may 

not be enough to explain this relationship in this current sample of college students. Future 

research should look to uncover more motivations, behaviors, and other variables when 

examining this relationship.   

General Discussion 

 Overall, the findings from these studies contribute new information to the existing 

literature examining like-seeking behaviors, social media motivations, and popularity in 

emerging adulthood. As social media companies continue to update their sites, the behaviors of 

their users also change. Study 1 found support for new behaviors young adults may do online 

(i.e., post multiple pictures, share to one’s Instagram story), and suggest that these behaviors are 

normal, everyday behaviors. Study 1 also provided support for the notion that like-seeking 
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behaviors have changed, and that as like-seeking behaviors become more widely used, they are 

considered less manipulative to users. As social media continue to be a vital and frequent part of 

emerging adults’ lives, behaviors that may seem deceptive or manipulative in nature are viewed 

by social media users as normative parts of the social media experience. Today, there are plenty 

of editing applications users can choose from, such as specific filter applications or applications 

that permit actual physical modifications to photos of one’s body. In having multiple applications 

to choose from, and in seeing other users take advantage of them, these behaviors start to feel 

more normative to the average social media user. This study provided additional support that 

social media change and evolve (Meta), and that the research tools used to investigate social 

media use must remain up to date if the research findings are to be reliable and informative. 

 Study 2 documented how popularity can influence young adults into using more 

manipulative-popular behaviors. Limited studies have documented how popularity remains 

prominent with emerging adults (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010; Lansu et al., 2022), and studies 

have only examined popularity as a motivation for using social media in adolescence, but not in 

emerging adulthood. The results from Studies 2 and 3 support the idea that popularity can still 

have an influence on how college students act online, and further suggest that popularity is a 

motivation for how they behave online. As this generation of emerging adults has grown up with 

social media readily at their fingertips, the goals they had in adolescence (i.e., popularity goals) 

follow them into emerging adulthood and continue to impact why and how they use social media.   

 Study 3 also provided insight into the relationship between social media and emotional 

adjustment. While there has been an increasing number of studies reporting negative outcomes 

related to social media (Verduyn et al., 2017), recently research has started to question whether 

other factors can exacerbate or attenuate these outcomes (Odgers & Jensen, 2020). One possible 
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explanation based on the findings from Study 3 could be the social media motivations. Social 

comparison had a negative relationship with body image satisfaction, suggesting that adults who 

use social media to socially compare are at risk for lower body image satisfaction compared to 

someone who does not frequently socially compare online. College students are already at risk 

for having low body image concerns (Pritchard & Cramblitt, 2014), but in an online setting, 

these concerns grow because users view perfectly curated and edited photos of people, and only 

see these images in their “best form.” Thus, young adults are comparing themselves to unrealistic 

standards. In addition, social comparison also had positive relationship with risky behaviors. As 

emerging adults face these conflicting issues online (i.e., higher likes on risky behaviors), they 

have to figure out if likes are more important than safety. Thus, these two relationships suggest 

how dangerous this relationship can be for these social media users, especially in college where 

body image is an important concern (Pritchard & Cramblitt, 2014) and risky behaviors are 

prominent (Brown et al., 2009).  

 The non-significant finding between feedback seeking and emotional adjustment could 

suggest that the motivation of feedback seeking may be a more normative reason for going 

online and using social media. Emerging adults may use social media in a way to consistently 

receive feedback so much that this motivation has no impact on their emotional adjustment. For 

young adults, whether they are motivated to receive feedback or not, will post a photo on 

Instagram to receive likes and comments. They are no longer posting just to share with others, 

but to receive activity on their posts.   

Limitations  

 These findings should be interpreted in light of some limitations to the study. First, there 

was not an equal sample of men and women in the studies, so gender differences could not be 
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tested. Another limitation is that Study 3 had a rather small sample size relative to the number of 

analyses run. Given the complex analyses included, particularly the regressions involving two-

way interactions, Study 3 was likely underpowered, and the possibility of a Type-1 error was 

higher. To mitigate the chances of this error, significant results were only reported at p < .01 to 

show more robust findings. Another limitation of Study 3 was that the variance explained was 

exceptionally low in all Steps 2 and 3 of the regression models. Since all motivations were 

strongly related to each other, a conservative approach was taken and controlled for all 

motivations in the first step. In addition, depression and body image were correlated with each 

other, so those were also controlled for in Step 1. Thus, step 1 explained most of the variance in 

the models but also controlled for these important variables. Another limitation of all three 

studies were that they were cross-sectional, and Study 3 was correlational. This was a limitation 

because causal claims could not be made in the interpretations of the relationships between 

motivations and emotional adjustment. Finally, there was no specific measure for popularity 

motivation on social media. Social comparison and feedback seeking were specific scales to 

social media, but popularity goals were a general scale that were used to measure popularity in 

general. Thus, there was a challenge to understand the exact role popularity goals had on social 

media motivation and resulting behaviors.  

Future Directions 

 These limitations provide suggested pathways for future research. First, these studies 

provide a foundation for longitudinal research. As mentioned, these studies were all cross-

sectional and largely correlational. In order to understand the impact motivation has on a 

resulting outcome or how the state of one’s wellbeing impacts one’s motivation for going online, 

a longitudinal study needs to be conducted. Especially as social media continue to evolve and 
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change at a rapid pace, a longitudinal study that measures social media behaviors at multiple 

time points would accomplish two goals. It would provide further evidence regarding how social 

media motivations impact emotional and behavioral outcomes, and it would also provide 

researchers the chance to verify that the behaviors they measure are up to date with how social 

media users engage with those platforms. In addition to consistently validating these ever-

changing online behaviors through a longitudinal study, researchers should also incorporate 

qualitative work too. Either once a year or every other year, researchers should conduct 

qualitative research by asking their target demographics (i.e., college students) about common 

behaviors they do online in order to remain up to date. Then, researchers should add these 

behaviors to their measures in their longitudinal projects to further understand if these new 

behaviors are normative or deceptive, and how the behaviors change over time.  

 Another needed future direction is to uncover what other motivations and variables may 

influence social media users to go online. While this study was the first to demonstrate how 

popularity goals can influence social media behaviors and emotional adjustment in young adults, 

other motives still need to be uncovered. One future variable to consider would be to examine 

who users follow online. Do they follow more of their peers or more celebrities and influencers? 

If users have more celebrities on their feed, they may not be as impacted by receiving less likes 

or comments on their posts as someone who only views their peers’ posts because they know 

celebrities should receive more likes and comment than them. If someone only follows people 

they actually know, they could have a greater chance of feeling left out when seeing group 

pictures online, or lower body image satisfaction if someone they know has a better body image. 

However, the opposite could also be true that by seeing these made-up and perfectly edited 

celebrities with millions of likes on a photo, the emotional outcomes could be even worse 
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because they feel they “know” these celebrities, so seeing the stark differences in their activity 

may lead to great emotional distress. Thus, future research should measure who one follows as a 

potential variable when examining social media and emotional adjustment. 

 Future research should also aim to include equal numbers of men and women. This could 

allow researchers to see how the associations among like-seeking behaviors, motivations, and 

adjustment are similar or different for men and women. If behaviors are significantly different 

from equal sample sizes, there would be additional support for the notion that what is considered 

normative or manipulative is different between genders. In addition, further understanding of 

how the trends and behaviors change overtime would be fascinating.  

 Another future direction for research is to create a popularity measure specific to social 

media. In the current studies, feedback seeking and social comparison were measures designed 

specifically for measuring motivations in social media. The findings provide evidence that 

popularity is strongly related to like-seeking behaviors and the emotional adjustment, but would 

benefit from having a measure specific to popularity on social media. A scale like this could 

strengthen the current findings and would provide an easier way of comparing social media 

motivations impact on like-seeking behaviors and different resulting outcomes. If general 

popularity goals differed from popularity motivations on social media, this would be interesting 

because this difference would suggest that popularity looks different online and offline.  

 Finally, another future direction for this research would be to replicate these findings in 

adolescent samples. As adolescence marks the emergence of popularity (Cillessen & Mayeux, 

2004), and the emergence of first social media profiles (Howard, 2018), these relationships may 

be even stronger than in emerging adulthood. As peer approval and peer acceptance are also 

important during this transition (Cillessen & Rose, 2011) and social media are an extension of 
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their offline world (Nesi et al., 2018), the relationship between motivations for going online, 

behaviors online and resulting outcomes could be even stronger than in emerging adults. In 

addition to replicating this study in adolescence, a longitudinal study would also be needed in 

order to further examine the directions of these relationships.  

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, these studies advance the literature for emerging adults on like-seeking 

behaviors, popularity, social media motivations, and emotional adjustment. As social media 

evolve, so do the behaviors used with them. As popularity continues to remain salient in 

emerging adulthood, the goal to become popular may motivate how emerging adults behave 

online. One of the major takeaways from these studies is that motivation is a key factor in the 

relationship between social media and emotional adjustment. Another major takeaway from 

these studies is that social media behaviors constantly change, and what was once considered 

deceptive is now a normal behavior on social media. This suggests that like-seeking behaviors 

are less dangerous, or that this generation of social media users are not as impacted by deceptive 

and manipulative behaviors online. As social media quickly evolve, researchers need to remain 

up to speed about users’ motivations, behaviors, and emotional and behavioral adjustment for 

going online.   
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Table 1 
Like-Seeking behavior – Manipulation 1. Exploratory factor analysis.  
Items Normative Deceptive Manipulative-Popular 

Use a filter 0.635 -0.011 0.095 
Use a hashtag 0.344 0.135 0.21 
Upload the post at a certain time of day 0.659 0.012 0.05 
Share the post to other social media networking 
sites 

0.471 0.167 0.108 

Like other people’s pictures to receive likes in 
return (i.e., get a like for like) 

0.537 0.067 0.127 

Share the post to your Instagram stories* 0.531 0.224 -0.046 
Post multiple pictures instead of just one*  0.546 -0.092 0.171 
Create multiple captions and ask your friends 
which caption is best* 

0.63 0.058 0.076 

Purchase followers 0.029 0.938 0.177 
Purchase likes 0.058 0.933 0.192 
Use software to help modify your physical 
appearance 

0.41 0.382 -0.031 

Tag a popular person in the photo* 0.058 0.066 0.823 
Make sure to include a picture with a popular 
person from campus*  

0.252 0.245 0.64 

Note: Bolded numbers indicate final factor loadings.  
* Indicates new items added onto the original scale. 
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Table 2 
Model Fit – Exploratory Factor Analyses  
 χ2 RMSEA SRMR 

Model 1 (42) = 90.419, p<.01 .085, with a 90% confidence 
interval [.061, .109] 

.053 

Note: Models suggests adequate fit. To have adequate fit, the RMSEA needs to be <.10, and the 
SRMR needs to be <.08.
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Table 3.  
Like-seeking Behavior – Confirmatory Factor Analyses  
Standardized Factor Loadings 

Note: Bolded numbers indicate significant factor loadings at p<.01 

 Model 1 Model 2 

Items Norm Decep Man-
Pop 

Norm Decep Man-
Pop 

Use a filter 0.68   0.69   
Use a hashtag 0.67   0.67   
Upload the post at a certain time of day 0.68   0.68   
Share the post to other social media 
networking sites 

0.55   0.55   

Like other people’s pictures to receive likes in 
return (i.e., get a like for like) 

0.46   0.46   

Share the post to your Instagram stories 0.56   0.56   
Post multiple pictures instead of just one  0.50   0.48   
Create multiple captions and ask your friends 
which caption is best 

0.64   0.64   

Use software to help modify your physical 
appearance 

0.60 .10  .62   

Purchase followers  .89   0.89  
Purchase likes  .93   0.96  
Tag a popular person in the photo   .46   0.45 
Make sure to include a picture with a popular 
person from campus  

  .71   0.73 
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Table 4 

Model Fit –Confirmatory Factor Analyses  

 χ2 RMSEA CFI TLI SRMR χ2/df 
Model 1 (61) = 91.74, p<.01 .05, with a 90% confidence interval 

[.03-.07] 

.96 .95 .06 2.64(1), ns 

Model 2 (62) = 94.38, p<.01 .05, with a 90% confidence interval 

[.03-.07] 

.96 .95 .06  
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Table 5  
Social Media Descriptive Statistics – Study 2 & 3 
Social Media Apps Participants Reporting Use Hours Spent on SM M(SD) 
 Study 2 Study 3 Study 2 Study 3 
Snapchat 
 

316 (96.6%) 199 (92.6%)  

Instagram 309 (94.5%) 200 (93.0%)  
TikTok 282 (86.2%) 164 (76.3%)  
Facebook 160 (48.9%) 127 (59.1%)  

Twitter 158 (48.3%) 123 (57.2%)  
YouTube 5 (1.5%) 5 (2.5%)  
Other (Reddit, Pinterest, 
Tumblr, VSCO, YikYak) 

14 (4.3%) 15 (6.8%)  

All Social Media 327 (100%) 213 (99.1%) 5.32(2.56) 4.86 (2.77) 
Note. Study 2 had 327 participants; Study 3 had 221 participants
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Table 6 – Correlations, means and standard deviations  
 

 M(SD) 
Risky 
Behaviors 

Body 
Image Depression 

Pop 
Goals 

Social 
Comparison 

Feedback 
Seeking 

LS 
Norm 

LS 
Decp 

LS 
Pop 

LS 
Total 

RB 2.07(.78) 1.00 0.02 0.03 0.16 0.25 0.21 0.21 0.05 0.12 0.21 

BI 57.73(24.53) 
 

1.00 -0.51 0.05 -0.19 -0.09 -0.02 0.00 0.08 -0.01 

Dep 32.59(8.85) 
  

1.00 -0.01 0.18 0.16 0.09 0.08 -0.04 0.08 

Pop Goals 1.87(.51)    1.00 .51 .55 .35 .42 .31 .40 

SC 2.25(.97) 
   

 1.00 0.75 0.45 0.22 0.23 0.46 

FS 2.21(1.05) 
   

 
 

1.00 0.48 0.24 0.34 0.50 

LS Norm 1.93(.51) 
   

 
  

1.00 0.27 0.38 0.98 

LS Decp 1.05(.24) 
   

 
   

1.00 0.31 0.37 

LS Pop 1.28(.43) 
   

 
    

1.00 0.52 

LS Total 
1.71(.40) 

   
 

     
1.00 

Note: Bolded numbers indicate significant at p<.05 
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Table 7 – Hierarchical Linear Regressions - Social Comparison 

Note: Based on Table 6, if the opposing motivation or outcome was significantly correlated, it 
was controlled for in the first step.  
* = p<.01  

 Depression Body Image 

 β t ΔR2 β t ΔR2 

Step 1.   .40*    .28* 

   Gender .16 2.75*  -.12 -1.88  

   Depression 
 

-- -- -- -.47 -7.68*  

   Body Image -.46 -7.68*  -- --  

    Feedback Seeking .13 1.92  -.05 -.73  

     Pop Goals -.03 -.47  .06 .88  

Step 2.   .01   .03 

     Like-seeking Normative  -.05 -.62  .09 1.24  

Like-seeking Deceptive .09 1.42  .01 .11  

      Like-seeking Popular -.06 -.89   .03 .49  

     Social Comparison .00 .00  -.23 .-2.54*   

Step 3.   .01   .01  

       SC X Normative .00 -.01  -.04 -.58  

       SC X Deceptive -.12 -1.10  .07 .64  

       SC X Popular .14 1.74   .10 1.33  
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Table 8 – Hierarchical Linear Regressions – Feedback Seeking 

Note: Based on Table 6, if the opposing motivation or outcome was significantly correlated, it 
was controlled for in the first step.  
* = p<.05; ** = p<.01 
  

 Depression Risky Behaviors 

 β t ΔR2 β t ΔR2 

Step 1.   .29*     .13* 

   Gender .16 2.72*  -.27 -4.11*  

   Depression 
 

-- -- -- -- --  

   Body Image -.45 -7.48*  -- --  

    Social Comparison .08 1.20  .29 3.83*  

     Pop Goals -.01 -.02  -.02 -.32  

Step 2.   .02   .04  

     Like-seeking Normative  -.05 -.62  .23 2.97*  

     Like-seeking Deceptive .09 1.42  -.04 -.60  

     Like-seeking Popular -.06 -.87   .02 .25  

     Feedback Seeking .16 1.75  -.04 -.39   

Step 3.   .01   .00 

       FS X Normative .02 .23  .03 .45  

       FS X Deceptive -.09 -.75  -.03 -.25  

       FS X Popular .10 1.21   -.01 -.14  
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Table 9 – Hierarchical Linear Regressions – Popularity Goals 

Note: Based on Table 6, if the opposing motivation or outcome was significantly correlated, it 
was controlled for in the first step.  
* = p<.05; ** = p<.01

 Depression Risky Behaviors 

 β t ΔR2 β t ΔR2 

Step 1.   .30*     .13* 

   Gender .17 2.85*  -.26 -4.10*  

   Depression 
 

-- -- -- -- -- -- 

   Body Image -.46 -7.66*  -- --  

    Feedback Seeking .12 1.43  .02 .20  

     Social Comparison -.01 -.14  .26 2.63*  

Step 2.   .01   .04 

     Like-seeking Normative  -.05 -.62  .23 2.97*  

Like-seeking Deceptive .09 1.42  -.04 -.60  

      Like-seeking Popular -.06 -.87   .02 .25  

     Popularity Goals -.05 -.71  -.05 -.61  

Step 3.   .03   .02 

       PG X Normative -.03 -.43  -.01 -.28  

       PGX Deceptive -.41 -.2.99*  .23    1.54  

       PG X Popular .28 2.64*   -.23 -1.90  
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Figure 1. Popularity goals moderate the association between manipulative-popular like-seeking 
behaviors and depression. 
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Figure 2. Popularity goals moderates the association between deceptive like-seeking behaviors 
and depression. 
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