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middle school students’ depression: A two-wave multiple mediation
model
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Abstract

There is a lack of longitudinal data on the relationship between upward sockal comparison on sockal network sites (SN5s) and depression and
its underlying mechanisms. Therefore, this study aimed to examine the relationship between upward soclal comparisen on social network sites
and depression and analyze the mediating effects of self-concept clarity and self-esteem In this relatbonship. We employed a two-wave
longitudinal design among 1179 Chinese middle school students. The results indicated that : upward social comparison on SNSs predicted
middle school students’ depressbon: Self-concept clarity and self-esteem sequentially mediated the relationship between upward social
comparison on SNis and middle school students’ subsequent depression. These results suggested that three types of interventions could be

effectively used to decrease the risk of depression among middle school students.

Keywords: middle school students: deprp_ssmn; upw.wd social compnrlmn; ulr’-mncepl c]anty; self-esteem
{Recelved 16 February 2024; revised 2 August 2024; accepted 25 November 2024)

Introduction

According to the China Internet Network Information Center
(CWNIC) reported in 2024, there had 1092 hundred million
Internet users, with adolescents {ages 12-19) accounting for 14.7%,
an increasing from last year (CNNIC, 2024). Social networking
sites (SMSs) isa network based social service platform, very popular
among middle school students {Lian et al. 2017). 8MSs provide
information basis for social comparison of middle school students,
and have a significant impact on middle school students” self-
evaluation and psychosocial adaptation (Lee, 2014; Lian et al,
2018). Meanwhile, while enjoying the great convenience brought
by SM3s, the problems they caused should not be overlooked.

Upwrad social comparison and depression

Diepression is a serious and common mental health problem and
affected about 350 million people worldwide (Liu et al., 2006).
Many researchers have begun to pay more attention to the factors
affecting depression and the underlying mechanism in recent years
(Alfasi, 2009; Nouri et al., 2019; Wang et al, 2019a). Few attempts
have been made to identify the underlying mechanisms of how the
social comparison orientation in SMSs systematically affects
individuals’ psychelogical well-being (Lee, 2022).

Social comparison on SN5s is realized through self-presentation
(such as identity status, personal photos and other personal
information) of individuals on SMSs (Haferkamp & Kramer, 2001}
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The social rank theory suggests that upward social comparison is
ane of the critical risk factors on depression (Gilbert & Allan, 1998;
Sloman et al, 2003). Previous studies supgested that individuals®
specific experience and their feelings of upward social comparison
an SNSs are predictors of depression (Aubry et al,, 2024; Bouchard
et al., 2019; Feinstein et al 2013 Lian et al.. 2017; Niu et al, 2017;
Robinson et al., 2009; Sidani et al, 2020; Tong et al, 2017; Vogel
etal., 2015; Wetherall etal., 201%; Yang etal, 2018; Yoon etal, 2019)
and an experimental study on social comparison on SMSs
[Tiggemann et al., 2018) showed that upward social comparisons
an 5MSs easily result in decreasing in subjective well-being. People
muore easily feel depressed after spending a great deal of time on
Facebook, especially when they comparing themselves to
others{Steers et al., 2004). Although several longitudinal studies
have showed the relationship between the two variables, the study by
Mesi & Prinstein (2015) focused on “Technology-Based Social
Comparison”, and the research by Feinstein et al. (2013) zeroed in
on “Facebook”, we aim to observe whether the same longitudinal
relationship exists on other social platforms, such as WeChat. 0.
Therefore, T1 upward social comparison on SNSs may be an
impaortant predictor of T2 depression {Hypothesis 1).

Zalf-concept clarity as meditors

Self-concept clarity indicates the extent to which individual defines
ane's seli-concept clearly and consistently, which represents a clear
and stable self-cognition belonging to some kind of internal
psychological structure (Campbell et al, 1996). Valkenburg and
Peter (2008, 2011) put forward the self-concept fragmentation
hypothesis (Miu et al, 20016 Valkenburg & Peter, 2008, 2011).
Social comparison theory also points out that the contrast effect
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