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Abstract
In the face of  a population that is increasingly connected electronically, the objective of  this research was to test the predictive 
power of  Instagram’s use intensity, social comparison and the five major personality factors of  self-esteem. The survey, made 
available on the internet with sociodemographic questions and four scales, was answered by 625 Brazilians, of  which 63.7% 
were women. The results indicated neuroticism and social comparison (abilities factor) as negative predictors of  self-esteem. 
Extraversion, agreeableness, consciousness, social comparison (opinions factor), and age were shown to be positive predictors 
of  self-esteem. For women, the higher the intensity of  Instagram’s use, the lower the levels of  self-esteem. The negative rela-
tionship between self-esteem and the intensity of  Instagram use was mediated by social comparison (suppression effect). It is 
suggested that the harm of  using the social network relates to the activity of  comparing himself  to other people.
Keywords: Instagram; self-esteem; social comparison; personality traits.

Uso do Instagram, Comparação Social e Personalidade como Preditores da Autoestima

Resumo
Diante de uma população cada vez mais conectada virtualmente, o objetivo desta pesquisa foi testar o poder preditivo da intensi-
dade de uso do Instagram, da comparação social e dos cinco grandes fatores de personalidade sobre a autoestima. O questionário, 
disponibilizado na internet com perguntas sociodemográficas e quatro escalas, foi respondido por 625 brasileiros, sendo 63,7 
% mulheres. Os resultados indicaram o neuroticismo e a comparação social (fator habilidades) como preditores negativos da 
autoestima. A extroversão, a socialização, a realização, a comparação social (fator Opiniões) e a idade mostraram-se preditores 
positivos da autoestima. Para as mulheres, quanto maior a intensidade de uso do Instagram, menores os níveis de autoestima. A 
relação negativa entre a autoestima e a intensidade de uso do Instagram foi mediada pela comparação social (efeito de supressão). 
Sugere-se que os prejuízos do uso da rede social para o indivíduo relacionam-se com a atividade de comparar-se com outras 
pessoas. 
Palavras-chave: Instagram, autoestima, comparação social, traços de personalidade.

Uso de Instagram, Comparación Social y Personalidad como Predictores de la Autoestima

Resumen
Ante una población cada vez más conectada virtualmente, el objetivo de esta investigación fue probar el poder predictivo de la 
intensidad de uso de Instagram, de la comparación social y de los cinco grandes factores de personalidad sobre la autoestima. 
El cuestionario, disponible en Internet con preguntas sociodemográficas y cuatro escalas, fue respondido por 625 brasileños, 
siendo 63,7% mujeres. Los resultados indicaron el neuroticismo y la comparación social (factor habilidades) como predictores 
negativos de la autoestima. La extroversión, la socialización, la realización, la comparación social (factor opiniones) y la edad 
se mostraron predictores positivos de la autoestima. Para las mujeres, cuanto mayor es la intensidad de uso de Instagram, más 
bajos los niveles de autoestima. Se medió la relación negativa entre autoestima e intensidad de uso de Instagram por compara-
ción social (factor habilidad). Se sugieren los perjuicios del uso de la red social para el individuo se relacionan con la actividad 
de compararse con otras personas.
Palabras clave: Instagram; autoestima; comparación social; rasgos de personalidad.

Over the past few years, the use of  online social 
networks for social and entertainment activities has 
become popular around the world (Andreassen, Pal-
lesen, & Griffiths, 2017; Kuss & Griffiths, 2011). 
Global statistics show that, by the beginning of  2019, 
3.5 billion people – 58% of  the world’s population over 
13 years old – were using online social networks. The 
number of  users doubled from 2014 to 2019, reveal-
ing the increasing demand for virtual contact. The time 

spent on social media per day also grew gradually. In 
Brazil, users spend, on average, three hours and 34 min-
utes a day on online social networks, leading the ranking 
together with Filipino users, who spend four hours and 
12 minutes daily on them (Kemp, 2019).

More specifically, Instagram stands out in the 
world scene in regard to the number of  users. In June 
2018, Instagram had 1 billion active users per month, 
64% of  whom were young adults between the ages of  
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18 and 34. Despite the uniform adherence of  men and 
women to this social network, 49.7% and 50.3% respec-
tively, in terms of  frequency and intensity, women use 
it more (Clement, 2019a). Brazil assumes an important 
position in the global panorama with 72 million regis-
tered users, behind only the United States and India, 
which have 116 million and 73 million users, respec-
tively (Clement, 2019b).

This growth at an exponential pace suggests that 
online social networks play a relevant role in the way 
individuals interact and present themselves to one 
another nowadays (Kross et al., 2013). This form of  
interaction and presentation to the world can impact 
on the formation of  self-concept or even the capability 
of  individuals to assess their self-concepts (their self-
esteem). Recent studies point to the effects, positive 
and negative, of  the use of  Instagram on self-assess-
ment and, also, on interpersonal relationships, which 
are an important pillar of  self-esteem (e.g., Stapleton, 
Luiz, & Chatwin, 2017; Trifiro, 2018). On the one hand, 
online social networks satisfy, in part, the need for social 
attachment by providing the feeling of  belonging to the 
environment. However, on the other hand, the virtual 
environment can be a source of  suffering by providing 
the conditions for comparison with other users and by 
influencing the way the individual perceives himself/
herself  (Verduyn, Ybarra, Résibois, Jonides, & Kross, 
2017). In the face of  a population that is more and 
more virtually connected, it is necessary to understand 
how the intensity of  Instagram use, social comparison 
and personality predict the self-esteem of  people who 
use this online social network.

Online social networks generally differ both in 
terms of  their purpose of  use and in terms of  the 
predominant form of  communication. A distinguish-
ing feature of  Instagram in relation to other online 
social networks is its exclusive focus on the publica-
tion of  photos or videos, which can be accompanied 
by short texts – the captions. The possibility of  apply-
ing different “filters” allows the users to change the 
colors of  their images, which sometimes become far 
from reality (Vries, Möller, Wieringa, Eigenraam, & 
Hamelink, 2017).

In general, publications exposed to other partici-
pants in the online social network are positively biased 
due to the tendency of  users to select and empha-
size desirable aspects of  themselves or of  their lives 
(Reinecke & Trepte, 2014). The opportunity to improve 
photos or videos by manipulating their aesthetic char-
acteristics, stimulates the creation of  a culture of  

perfection, which can be associated, by some individu-
als, with a feeling of  frustration due to the attempt to 
reach unrealistic and sometimes unattainable standards 
published by other users (Lup, Trub, & Rosenthal, 
2015). In addition, another peculiarity of  Instagram is 
the non-reciprocal connection between users, one per-
son may “follow” another person that does not follow 
him/her in return (Hu, Manikonda, & Kambhampati, 
2014). The specifics of  Instagram, as an online social 
network with essentially imagery content, can impact 
on the perception of  self, self-concept and self-esteem 
of  its users, especially if  they adopt a comparative per-
spective in regard to themselves.

Self-esteem and online social networks
Self-concept refers to the sum of  the individual’s 

beliefs about himself/herself, that is, his/her global 
self-perception (Heatherton & Wyland, 2003). Self-
esteem, in turn, consists of  the attitude – positive or 
negative – towards self-concept (Rosenberg, Schooler, 
Schoenbach, & Rosenberg, 1995). Thus, self-esteem is 
the individual’s assessment of  himself/herself. Gener-
ally speaking, this assessment tends to remain stable 
throughout life (see Chung et al., 2014; Trzesniewski, 
Donnellan, & Robins, 2003). However, some everyday 
situations can impact on self-esteem and cause behav-
ioral changes. For example, a person can publish a 
photo, receive few likes, evaluate himself/herself  nega-
tively – as not deserving the approval of  others – and, 
consequently, keep out of  social interactions due to 
insecurity.

Although it is not possible to say that the use of  
Instagram causes changes in the levels of  self-esteem, 
different researches have shown correlations between 
self-esteem and the use of  online social networks (e.g., 
Andreassen et al., 2017; Jan, Soomro, & Ahmad, 2017; 
Lee, 2014; Malik & Khan, 2015; Schmuck, Karsay, Mat-
thes, & Stevic, 2019; Vogel, Rose, Roberts, & Eckles, 
2014). In a recent study, for example, Schmuck et al. 
found, in Germany, a negative correlation between the 
use of  Instagram and levels of  self-esteem. Despite the 
impossibility of  inferring a causal relationship between 
the variables, one may suggest that people use online 
social networks as a way to test their social approval, 
for instance, through likes. Another possibility is that 
online social networks will serve as a way to avoid the 
feelings arising from low self-esteem, with people seek-
ing, for example, a feeling of  belonging to the social 
environment. Social relationships and feedback from 
people considered important play an important role in 
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the individual’s assessment of  himself/herself  (Leary, 
Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995).

In Pakistan, Jan et al. (2017) found that the time 
spent on Facebook negatively predicts self-esteem. In 
the United States, Lee (2014) found that the longer the 
time spent on the social network, the lower the levels 
of  self-esteem and the greater the losses for the indi-
vidual (such as less self-confidence and a greater feeling 
of  inadequacy and incompetence). On the other hand, 
in Taiwan, Hong, Huang, Lin and Chiu (2014) found 
no relationship between the use of  Facebook, the 
time spent on the network, and self-esteem. Similarly, 
in Australia, Stapleton et al. (2017) did not observe a 
direct relationship between the intensity of  Instagram 
use and self-esteem. However, they revealed that the 
intensity of  Instagram use is able to predict social com-
parison, which, in turn, predicts self-esteem.

The results of  Stapleton et al. (2017) showed that 
the greater the intensity of  Instagram use, the higher 
the levels of  comparison with other users. In addition, 
the higher the levels of  social comparison, the lower 
the levels of  self-esteem. When participating in online 
social networks, the individual not only exposes his/her 
life to the observation of  others, but is also exposed to 
that of  others, which enables him/her to carry out self-
assessment based on what he/she sees virtually. Wang, 
Wang, Gaskin and Hawk (2017), for example, found 
that the use of  online social networks is positively 
associated with upward social comparison, which, in 
turn, is negatively related to self-esteem. Thus, upward 
social comparison is shown to mediate the relationship 
between the use of  online social networks and self-
esteem (Vogel et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2017).

The use of  online social networks, such as Ins-
tagram, offers rich opportunities for users to evaluate 
themselves based on what they observe about third par-
ties in a virtual environment, and this reverberates, for 
example, in self-esteem (e.g., Vogel et al., 2014; Yang, 
2016). Social comparison consists of  comparing one-
self  with others for the purpose of  evaluating oneself  
– in relation to abilities and opinions, for example – or 
improving certain aspects of  oneself  (Festinger, 1954). 
Thus, when the individual engages in a social compari-
son, he/she judges whether he/she is better or worse 
than the target of  his/her comparison (Festinger, 1954). 
In addition to the evaluative function, social compari-
son also contemplates the aspect of  self-knowledge. 
When comparing himself/herself  with others, the indi-
vidual learns to know himself/herself  (Festinger, 1954; 
Gibbons & Buunk, 1999; Wood, 1989).

Considering that self-perception influences the 
way the individual shows up on Instagram, it is impor-
tant to highlight the opportunity offered to users to 
present themselves in an unrestricted way and to handle 
the impression they want to cause (Walther, 2007; Wang 
et al., 2017). The handling of  this impression online 
allows the individual to adjust his image to his/her 
goals and needs for social interaction. However, there 
is a tendency to engage in favorable self-presentation, 
that is, socially desirable, which makes the users shy 
away from their reality to show themselves in an ideal-
ized way, emphasizing attractive traits (Ellison, Heino, 
& Gibbs, 2006 ; Lee, 2014; Lee-Won, Shim, Joo, & Park, 
2014; Lin & Utz, 2015; Vogel et al., 2014; Wang et al., 
2017). Instagram users, for example, can transmit their 
personal characteristics through image publications, 
sometimes intentionally modified, which can be used 
for comparison by other users of  the online social net-
work who access their profile.

Some studies have already been carried out with 
the aim of  understanding the relationship between 
the use of  online social networks, social comparison 
and self-esteem (e.g., Stapleton et al., 2017; Vogel et 
al., 2014). The results have shown that the greater the 
frequency of  using Facebook, the higher the levels of  
social comparison, especially upward social comparison 
(Lee, 2014; Vogel et al., 2014). Furthermore, the rela-
tionship between the frequency of  using Facebook and 
self-esteem was significantly mediated by upward social 
comparison (Vogel et al., 2014). Similar results were 
also found for Instagram (e.g., Stapleton et al., 2017).

Even though social comparison on Instagram is 
negatively associated with self-esteem, it correlates pos-
itively with the level of  inspiration of  users, defined as 
a motivational state that can be experienced in different 
areas of  life (Meier & Schäfer, 2018). From this per-
spective, the greater the social comparison, the lower 
the self-esteem and the greater the level of  inspiration, 
which suggests that the network participants observe 
others and feel motivated for self-improvement. Thus, 
social comparison can be associated with benefits or 
harms to the individual who practices it.

Self-esteem, personality and online social networks
An important construct that must be taken into 

account in the relationship between the use of  online 
social networks, social comparison and self-esteem 
is personality. In national and international research, 
personality has proved to be related to self-esteem 
(e.g., Frost & Natividade, 2017; Hong et al., 2014; 
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Hutz, Zanon, & Vazquez, 2014; Natividade & Hutz, 
2016; Robins, Tracy, Trzesniewski, Potter, & Gosling, 
2001). Although it is not possible to infer causal-
ity in the relationship between self-esteem and the 
five major personality factors, different studies have 
shown positive correlations, ranging from strong to 
moderate ones, between self-esteem and the factors 
of  emotional stability – the opposite of  neuroticism 
– and extraversion (e.g., Frost & Natividade, 2017; 
Hong et al., 2014; Kwan, Bond, & Singelis, 1997; Pull-
man & Allik, 2000; Robins, Hendin, & Trzesniewski, 
2001; Robins et al., 2001). 

Personality traits are important in understand-
ing the complexities of  human behavior in different 
situations, including academic success (e.g., Komar-
raju, Karau, & Schmeck, 2009), job performance (e.g., 
Neal, Yeo, Koy, & Xiao, 2012), success in love rela-
tionships (e.g., Donnellan, Larsen-Rife, & Conger, 
2005), alcohol use (e.g., Natividade, Aguirre, Bizarro, 
& Hutz, 2012), self-esteem (e.g., Natividade & Hutz, 
2016), subjective well-being (e.g., Natividade et al., 
2019; Woyciekoski, Natividade, & Hutz, 2014) and 
online behavior (e.g., Kayis et al., 2016; Ko et al., 2006; 
Wang, 2013). In this sense, the individual characteris-
tics of  users can impact on their use of  online social 
networks. These psychological aspects of  individuals 
can inform both their motivations to be part of  online 
social networks and their different forms of  use (Kir-
caburun & Griffiths, 2018).

Zúñiga, Diehl, Huber and Liu (2017) conducted 
a comprehensive survey in 20 countries, including 
Brazil, with the aim of  understanding the relationship 
between the use of  online social networks and the big 
five personality factors. The results highlighted the fac-
tors of  extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness 
and openness to experiences as positive predictors of  
the frequency of  use of  online social networks. The 
emotional stability factor – the opposite of  neuroticism 
– was the only negative predictor of  this frequency of  
use. In view of  these results, it is possible to assume 
that individuals with high levels of  extraversion and 
agreeableness, that is, those who tend to feel comfort-
able in social interactions, find in online social networks 
an opportunity to satisfy their needs for contact and 
proximity with others. Moreover, individuals with high 
levels of  openness to experiences can use these social 
networks as an alternative to explore novelties and sat-
isfy their curiosity.

Although research on the use of  online social net-
works is steadily advancing, it is important to consider 

that each one of  them has specificities that make it dif-
ferent from the others. Regarding Instagram, there are 
still few scientific studies that explain which variables 
are capable of  predicting users’ behavior (Kircaburun 
& Griffiths, 2018). The current literature comprises 
research that separately links self-esteem with the use 
of  different online social networks, social comparison 
and personality. Based on the need to understand these 
variables together, the present study aimed to test the 
predictive power of  the intensity of  Instagram use, 
social comparison and the big five personality factors 
on self-esteem. In addition, this study had a second-
ary goal of  verifying the differences between men and 
women in the accessed variables.

Method

Participants
The participants were 625 Brazilians from the five 

regions of  the country, with an average age of  26.7 years 
(SD = 8.18), and 63.7% of  them (n = 398) were women. 
Everyone claimed to be an Instagram user. As for edu-
cation, 53.3% (n = 333) had incomplete undergraduate; 
the rest (46.7%; n = 292) had complete undergraduate, 
12.3% (n = 36) of  whom had incomplete graduate level 
and 46.6% (n = 136) complete graduate level. Most 
respondents lived in the Southeast region of  Brazil, 
84.8% (n = 530); the Midwest region had 5.5% (n = 35) 
of  the participants; the South region had 5.3% (n = 33); 
the Northeast region had 3.9% (n = 24); and, finally, the 
North region had 0.3% (n = 2); the remaining 0.2% (n 
= 1) declared to be abroad at the time of  the survey. 
The average number of  Instagram accesses per day was 
nine times (SD = 10.3) with an average of  1 hour spent 
daily on Instagram (SD = 1.15).

Instruments
An online questionnaire was used, available at 

an internet address. The questionnaire contained 
sociodemographic questions (gender, age, education, 
profession, place of  residence, among others) and 
questions about the use of  Instagram (approximate 
number of  profiles followed, approximate number of  
followers, number of  accesses per day, time spent on 
the network per day, types of  photos most published, 
content of  the last publication, number of  likes from 
the last publication). In addition to these questions, the 
questionnaire contained scales to assess self-esteem, the 
intensity of  Instagram use, social comparison, and per-
sonality. Besides the items on the scales, control items 
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were included, in which the participant was asked to 
respond in a specific way (e.g., please mark number five 
as an answer) in order to ensure that everybody was 
reading the items. The questionnaire was configured so 
as to prevent missing answers to the scale items.

Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965; 
adapted for Brazil by Hutz & Zanon, 2011). It is a one-
dimensional instrument consisting of  10 statements to 
assess global self-esteem, with five items referring to 
a positive view of  oneself  and five referring to a self-
deprecating view. Items are answered on a four-point 
scale, ranging from 1 – strongly disagree to 4 – strongly 
agree. Examples of  items: “I think I have several good 
qualities”; “Sometimes I feel useless”. The closer the 
participant’s average is to four, the greater the self-
esteem. In the study by Hutz and Zanon, the scale 
showed internal consistency, Cronbach’s alpha, of  .90. 

Intensity of  Instagram Use Scale – IIUS (devel-
oped in this study, and inspired by Ellison, Steinfield, 
& Lampe, 2007). It is a one factor scale composed 
of  ten items, two inverted, to assess the intensity of  
Instagram use. The intensity of  Instagram use con-
struct refers to the users’ subjective perception of  the 
extent to which Instagram is part of  their daily activi-
ties, especially in terms of  time consumption. The 
intensity of  use also includes the degree of  emotional 
involvement of  the participant with Instagram. The 
instrument’s items are answered on a five-point scale, 
which ranges from 1 - totally disagree to 5 - totally 
agree. Examples of  items: “I usually use Instagram 
whenever I have free time”; “I lose track of  time when 
I’m using Instagram”; “Sometimes I even forget that I 
have Instagram”; “I feel an overwhelming need to use 
Instagram.” The closer the participant’s average is to 
five, the greater the intensity of  use. The instrument 
had adequate internal consistency with an alpha coef-
ficient of  .85 and an omega of  .88. The Intensity of  
Instagram Use Scale correlated with the question “If  
you could assess your level of  intensity of  Instagram 
use, how would it be? (0 = not at all intense; 100 = 
extremely intense)”, r(625) = .76, p < .001.

Iowa-Netherlands Comparison Orientation Mea-
sure – INCOM (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999; Brazilian 
version of  Bastos, Marot, & Natividade, 2019; simi-
lar to the Portuguese version of  Lins et al., 2016). It 
is an instrument composed of  11 items that measure 
individual differences in the tendency to make social 
comparison within the scope of  two dimensions: 
abilities (six items) and opinions (five items). The 
abilities factor refers to the comparison of  capacities 

/ aptitudes. The opinions factor concerns the com-
parison of  feelings and thoughts. The statements are 
answered on a five-point scale, so that 1 - strongly 
disagree and 5 - strongly agree. Examples of  items: 
“I often compare myself  with others with respect to 
what I have accomplished in life”; “If  I want to learn 
more about something, I try to find out what others 
think about it.” The closer the participant’s average is 
to seven, the higher the level of  social comparison. In 
the study by Gibbons and Buunk, the alpha coefficients 
ranged from .77 to .85, whereas in the study by Bastos 
et al. the alpha coefficient for abilities was .79 and for 
opinions was .67.

Reduced Scale of  Personality Descriptors - RED5 
(Natividade & Hutz, 2015). This instrument consists of  
20 items that assess personality characteristics from the 
perspective of  the big five factors: extraversion, agree-
ableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism and openness 
to experiences. The items, four per factor, are adjectives 
or small expressions, such as “communicative”, “emo-
tionally stable”, “being curious”. The participant must 
answer on a seven-point scale the extent to which he/
she agrees that each adjective or expression adequately 
describes him/her, so that 1 – strongly disagree and 7 
– strongly agree. The closer the averages for the fac-
tors are to seven, the greater the intensity of  the traits. 
Natividade and Hutz found alpha coefficients between 
.59 to .84 on the factors, and test-retest correlations 
from .69 to .81.

Procedures
For data collection. Data collection was per-

formed through an online questionnaire available on 
online social networks and on the laboratory’s website. 
In addition to internet recruitment, the procedure for 
recruiting participants combined face-to-face contact 
on the premises of  (this information was removed by 
the magazine) with virtual connection – Online Col-
lection with Face-to-face Recruitment (see Wachelke, 
Natividade, Andrade, Wolter, & Camargo, 2014). The 
members of  the laboratory informed the candidates to 
participants about the purpose of  the research and what 
their participation would consist of. Those who agreed 
to participate provided their email addresses. Invitation 
e-mails with the questionnaire’s e-mail address were 
sent to those that agreed to participate. In addition, data 
collection was carried out in person on the laboratory’s 
data collection computers. Participants were person-
ally recruited and taken to the laboratory to answer 
the questionnaire. The present research respected the 
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ethical guidelines in force in Brazil for research with 
human beings, it was approved by the ethics committee 
under protocol number: 2.690.491.

For analyses. Initially, the database was cleaned 
up, excluding participants who provided wrong answers 
to the control items. Then, the averages of  the partici-
pants on the scales, the standard deviations and the 
internal consistency coefficients, Cronbach’s alpha, 
were calculated. Afterwards, the mean differences 
between men and women were tested for the con-
structs examined in the study, using Student’s t-tests. 
Next, Pearson’s correlation analyzes were performed to 
verify the relationship between the variables, separately 
for men and women.

In order to test the predictive power of  demo-
graphic variables (gender and age), personality, social 
comparison and the intensity of  Instagram use on 
self-esteem, a hierarchical regression analysis, Enter 
method, was performed. The first block contained the 
sex variable, where 0 = woman and 1 = man, the age 
and the big five personality factors. In the second block, 
the two factors of  social comparison were included. In 
the third, the intensity of  Instagram use. We chose this 
sequence of  blocks for the predictors according to the 
theoretical logic of  starting with more individual vari-
ables and moving on to more contextual ones.

Finally, in view of  the results of  other studies (e.g., 
Stapleton et al., 2017; Vogel et al. 2014; Wang et al., 
2017), mediation analyzes were carried out to under-
stand the effects of  the abilities and opinions factors 
of  social comparison on the relationship between the 
intensity of  Instagram use and self-esteem. To this pur-
pose, we used the software R, version 3.6.1 (R Core 
Team, 2019) and the lavaan package, version 0.6-5 
(Rosseel, 2012). Two models were configured, one for 
the abilities factor and the other for the opinions fac-
tor, and the direct effect of  the intensity of  Instagram 
use on self-esteem and its indirect effect via social com-
parison were tested (see Hayes, 2018). For both models, 
the Maximum Likelihood estimator was used, bootstrap 
method with 1000 simulated samples.

Results

Initially, the means and standard deviations for the 
constructs accessed in this study were calculated. The 
results can be seen in Table 1. Then, differences in the 
means between men and women were tested. Differ-
ences were found in the levels of  intensity of  Instagram 
use, t(538.3) = 5.45, p < .001, d = 0.42, neuroticism, 

t(623) = 5.54, p < .001, d = 0.46, and conscientiousness, 
t(623) = 4.25, p < .001, d = 0.35, with women present-
ing higher averages. There were no differences in means 
between men and women in the levels of  self-esteem, 
t(623) = -1.41, p = .16, d = 0.12, social comparison – 
abilities factors, t(623) = 1.17, p = .24, d = 0.10, and 
opinions factors, t(623) = 0.40, p = .69, d = 0.03, extra-
version, t(623) = 0.94, p = .35, d = 0.08, agreeableness, 
t(530.3) = -0.80, p = .43, d = 0.06, and openness to 
experiences, t(623) = 5.45, p = .34, d = 0.08.

Table 1 also shows Pearson’s correlation coeffi-
cients between the variables of  this study. There were 
significant negative correlations between self-esteem 
and social comparison in its two dimensions, abilities 
and opinions, both for men and women, being stronger 
for women. Self-esteem showed a significant negative 
correlation with the intensity of  Instagram use for 
women. Both for men and women, the intensity of  
Instagram use showed a significant positive correla-
tion with social comparison in its abilities and opinions 
dimensions, and also with neuroticism.

In the predictive model, Table 2, the individual 
variables (sex, age and the big five personality factors) 
explained 47% of  the variance in self-esteem; social 
comparison explained another 4% of  the variance; and 
the intensity of  Instagram use added no explanation 
for the variance. Age, the extraversion, agreeableness 
and conscientiousness factors of  personality and the 
opinions factor of  social comparison were positive pre-
dictors of  self-esteem; whereas the neuroticism factor 
of  personality and the abilities factor of  social compari-
son were negative predictors. The neuroticism factor of  
personality and the abilities factor of  social comparison 
stand out as the predictors with the highest standard-
ized regression coefficients (betas).

Considering that the correlation between the 
intensity of  Instagram use and self-esteem was weak, 
and taking into account the results of  previous stud-
ies on the mediating role of  social comparison (e.g., 
Stapleton et al., 2017; Vogel et al., 2014; Wang et al., 
2017), mediation models were tested, including the 
abilities and opinions factors of  social comparison 
as a mediator (i.e., suppressor) of  the relationship 
between intensity of  use and self-esteem. The tested 
models showed that the direct relationship between 
the intensity of  Instagram use and self-esteem is not 
significant; however, when the factors of  social com-
parison are added, the (negative) relationship between 
the intensity of  Instagram use and self-esteem becomes 
significant (suppression effect). Figures 1 and 2 show 



Fagundes, L. S. & cols. Use of  Instagram and Self-Esteem

Psico-USF, Bragança Paulista, v. 25, n. 4, p. 711-724, out./dez. 2020

717

Table 1. 
Correlations among Self-esteem, Intensity of  Instagram Use, Social Comparison, Personality, for Men and Women 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 M SD
1. Self-Esteem (.91) -.15** -.52** -.31** .34** .37** -.53** .39** .14** .37** 2.97 0.65
2. Int. Insta Use -.12 (.85) .22** .32** .10 -.02 .14** -.14** .01 -.30** 2.87 0.86
3. SC Abilities -.29** .22** (.81) .59** -.17** -.13* .43** -.22** -.15** -.32** 3.13 0.87
4. SC Opinions -.14* .24** .62** (.70) -.02 .03 .37** -.24** -.10* -.34** 3.53 0.73
5. Extraversion .43** .03 -.06 .10 (.87) .46** -.05 .02 .28** .16** 4.55 1.58
6. Agreeableness .36** .06 -.01 .16* .51** (.83) -.27** .25** .10 .11* 5.78 1.12
7. Neuroticism -.46** .17* .28** .25** -.08 -.19** (.68) -.28** -.05 -.24** 4.20 1.23
8. Consciousness .36** -.01 -.10 -.11 .12 .17** -.19** (.74) -.04 .14** 5.17 1.22
9. Openness .23** -.08 -.07 .03 .32** .27** -.04 .04 (.58) .03 5.08 0.99
10. Age .34** -.12 -.11 -.12 .17* .07 -.13* .17* .03 - 27.2 8.74
M 3.05 2.52 3.05 3.50 4.43 5.85 3.64 4.74 5.16 25.8
SD 0.64 0.73 0.82 0.66 1.52 0.96 1.21 1.18 1.03 7.04

Note. Int. Insta Use = Intensity of  Instagram Use; SC Abilities = Social Comparison – ability fator; SC Opinions = Social Comparison – opinion 
factor. Above the main diagonal, women results, N = 398; below the main diagonal, men results, N = 227. Alpha coefficients are in the main 
diagonal within parenthesis.

* p < .05 

** p < .01

Table 2. 
Predictor Variables of  Self-Esteem Utilizing Hierarchical Linear Regression, Enter Method 

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3
β t p β t p β t p

Constant 9.05 <.001 9.95 <.001 9.76 <.001
Sex (1 = men) .03 1.09 .280 .03 1.08 .280 .03 0.95 .340
Age .21 6.78 <.001 .18 6.01 <.001 .18 5.83 <.001
Extraversion .25 7.13 <.001 .22 6.61 <.001 .23 6.62 <.001
Agreeableness .08 2.24 .026 .08 2.49 .013 .08 2.47 .014
Neuroticism -.38 -11.9 <.001 -.32 -9.68 <.001 -.32 -9.66 <.001
Consciousness .23 7.29 <.001 .22 7.12 <.001 .22 7.11 <.001
Openness .07 2.19 .029 .05 1.71 .087 .05 1.69 .091
SC Abilities -.24 -6.57 <.001 -.24 -6.54 <.001
SC Opinions .08 2.12 .034 .08 2.18 .030
Intensity of  Instagram Use -.02 -0.52 .600
Adjusted R² .47 .51 .51
F 81.2*** 72.7*** 65.4***

Note. SC Abilities = Social Comparison – ability factor; SC Opinions = Social Comparison – opinion factor. N = 625.

*** p < .001
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the beta values of  the paths between the variables and 
the total suppression effect. It is noteworthy that the 
model with the abilities factor explained 20% of  the 
self-esteem variance, while the model with the opinions 
factor explained 7% of  the variance.

Discussion

The main purpose of  this research was to contrib-
ute to the knowledge of  the predictive power of  the 
intensity of  Instagram use, social comparison and per-
sonality on Instagram users’ self-esteem. The variables, 
this time investigated together, had already been studied 
individually and pointed out in the literature as related 

to self-esteem. In this study, it was found that person-
ality factors – extraversion, agreeableness, neuroticism 
and conscientiousness – when combined with social 
comparison in its two dimensions and with the age 
variable, explain 51% of  the individuals’ self-esteem. 
The intensity of  Instagram use, within this regression 
model, did not contribute to explain the participants’ 
self-esteem, corroborating the results found by Staple-
ton et al. (2017). Thus, it is possible to suggest that the 
use of  Instagram, by itself, has no direct impact on self-
esteem and vice versa.

The difference of  averages in the levels of  inten-
sity of  Instagram use showed that women use it more 
intensely and, therefore, are more exposed to the activ-
ity of  comparing themselves with other users. The 

*** p < .001

Figure 1. Relationship between intensity of  Instagram use and self-esteem mediated by social comparison – ability 
factor (supression effect). The values represent the standardized regression coefficients (betas), the value in parenthesis 
represents the total effect. R2 = 0.20.

*** p < .001

Figure 2. Relationship between intensity of  Instagram use and self-esteem mediated by social comparison – opinion 
factor (suppression effect). The values represent the standardized regression coefficients (betas), the value in 
parenthesis represents the total effect. R2 = 0.07.
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correlation coefficients showed that the greater the 
intensity of  use, the higher the levels of  social compari-
son, both in terms of  abilities and opinions. Moreover, 
and only for women, the greater the intensity of  Ins-
tagram use, the higher the levels of  social comparison 
and the lower the levels of  self-esteem. This result is 
in line with that found by Stapleton et al. (2017), Vogel 
et al. (2014) and Wang et al. (2017). The information 
offered by the users themselves in their profiles – even 
though perhaps not reliable – works as a source of  
comparison and self-assessment for those who observe 
those data on the social network. The tendency to favor 
desirable aspects of  oneself  and to offer this content 
publicly to others can be reflected in comparisons that 
are related to lower levels of  self-esteem, character-
ized by feelings of  insecurity and incompetence. Social 
comparison, previously restricted to the face-to-face 
universe, gained space in virtual environments where 
users have the possibility to expose a partial, and some-
times biased, fragment of  their lives.

Regarding personality factors, the intensity of  Ins-
tagram use showed a positive correlation, for both men 
and women, with neuroticism, supporting previous 
research (e.g., Zúñiga et al., 2017). Thus, the more emo-
tionally unstable the user is, the more intense his use of  
Instagram. The constant flow of  images made available 
on Instagram can act as a positive environment where 
this type of  user can escape the troubled social relation-
ships of  real life. In addition, the social network allows 
individuals with high levels of  neuroticism to hide their 
characteristics deemed undesirable and to show in their 
profiles only what they think it is positive. The insecu-
rity associated with high levels of  neuroticism in these 
individuals can contribute to their losing track of  time 
while reading other people’s comments on their photos 
and/or videos in order to know what others think and 
say about them (Choi, Sung, Lee, & Choi, 2017; Ershad 
& Aghajani, 2017).

In the same direction as previous research results, 
self-esteem showed a moderate negative correlation 
with the neuroticism factor (e.g., Frost & Natividade, 
2017; Hong et al., 2014) and a moderate positive correla-
tion with extraversion (e.g., Hong et al., 2014; Robins et 
al., 2001). Individuals with higher levels of  self-esteem 
and, therefore, enjoying more self-confidence, tend to 
demonstrate a higher level of  extraversion, being more 
active and sociable.

If  all study variables are taken into account, 
solely the personality factors – extraversion, agreeable-
ness, neuroticism and conscientiousness – the social 

comparison (abilities and opinions dimensions) and the 
age contributed to explain 51% of  the predicted vari-
able, self-esteem. The intensity of  Instagram use did 
not present, within this model, the strength to explain 
the individuals’ self-assessments. However, considering 
the results of  other studies in the literature, social com-
parison (abilities and opinions factors) was tested as a 
mediator (suppressor) of  the relationship between self-
esteem and the intensity of  Instagram use. In line with 
what was found by Stapleton et al. (2017) and Vogel 
et al. (2014), the relationship between self-esteem and 
the intensity of  Instagram use became significant when 
social comparison (abilities and opinions factors) was 
included, highlighting its suppressive role. When medi-
ated by social comparison, the greater the intensity of  
Instagram use, the lower the self-esteem. Thus, it is 
possible to infer that the use of  Instagram alone, when 
there is no comparison with other users, does not nec-
essarily relate to the levels of  self-esteem.

Those who use online social networks to assess 
their abilities and opinions by means of  comparison 
are more susceptible to low levels of  self-esteem. For 
example, when someone likes to paint pictures as a 
hobby and compares his/her productions with those 
of  other people considered superior available on Insta-
gram, he/she increases his/her chances of  comparison 
and, consequently, of  evaluating himself/herself  as 
inferior. This can make him/her experience the feeling 
of  incompetence because he/she may believe that he/
she does not have the same ability to make a painting. 
The contact of  the user with different profiles on the 
online social network, which, intentionally or not, con-
tribute to his/her judging the adequacy of  his/her own 
abilities, can inflict damages on self-assessment, even if  
what is displayed does not correspond to reality.

This research aimed to contribute to a field of  
knowledge, still little explored in the Brazilian context, 
regarding the impact of  the intensity of  Instagram use, 
social comparison and personality on the self-esteem 
of  users of  that online social network. Despite the 
advances in understanding the subject, some limitations 
of  the study deserve to be highlighted. The non-repre-
sentative sample of  the population makes it impossible 
to generalize the results found, confining them to the 
characteristics of  the examined sampling. Another limi-
tation is based on the need for caution when comparing 
the results of  this research with those found by other 
inquiries, since most of  the studies that served as a 
basis for this investigation were carried out with Face-
book or other online social networks, which present 
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different specificities of  use and a different impact on 
users’ lives. As a further limitation, it should be consid-
ered that the types of  Instagram use, active or passive, 
were not investigated, and this aspect might have dif-
ferent effects on the activity of  social comparison and 
self-assessment.

Finally, it should be added that Instagram is an 
online social network with a specific focus on images. 
This characteristic emphasizes the importance of  
studying in the future the body image dimension of  
self-concept and its relationship with other variables 
and self-esteem. Furthermore, in view of  the value 
attributed by teenagers to body aesthetics, the study 
of  these variables with a sample of  teenagers may help 
prevent damages to individuals that are still undergoing 
the early stages of  their upbringing.
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