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Research has revealed that passive social network site (SNS) use might undermine subjective well-being. How-
ever, less is known about the mediating and moderating mechanisms underlying this relationship. The current
study tested the mediation effect of envy in the association between passive SNS use and low subjective well-
being, and whether this mediating process was moderated by gender. A sample of 707 Chinese university stu-
dents (mean age = 19.06 years, SD = 1.12) completed anonymous questionnaires regarding passive SNS use,
envy, and subjective well-being. Results revealed that the association between passive SNS use and low subjec-
tive well-being was mediated by envy. Moreover, the mediating effect of envy was moderated by gender, with
the effect being stronger for females. These findings contribute to our understanding of how and for whom pas-
sive SNS use predict low subjective well-being, and suggest the need to take gender into account in prevention
and intervention programs for problematic SNS use.

© 2017 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
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1. Introduction

Over the past decade social network sites (SNS) have changed the
waypeople interactwith each other, with both positive and negative ef-
fects (Gosling & Mason, 2015). One of the questions under debate is
whether SNS use would be correlated with well-being. Some research
has indicated that SNS use was associated with greater subjective
well-being and life satisfaction (Kim & Lee, 2011;Wang, 2013). Howev-
er, other research revealed SNS use was associated with lower subjec-
tive well-being and higher depression (Chou & Edge, 2012; Kross et
al., 2013; Tandoc, Ferrucci, & Duffy, 2015). It now appears that specific
patterns of SNS use, in particular whether individuals actively use SNS
or passively use SNS, may explain these inconsistencies in the literature
(Krasnova, Wenninger, Widjaja, & Buxmann, 2013; Verduyn et al.,
2015). Recent research indicates that passive SNS usemight undermine
subjective well-being, but active use might not (Chen, Fan, Liu, Zhou, &
Xie, 2016; Tandoc et al., 2015; Verduyn et al., 2015).

Why might the way individuals use SNS—actively or passively—be
related to subjective well-being so differently? Passive SNS use refers

to browsing and consuming information without direct communica-
tion, for example by scrolling through news feeds or viewing friends'
posts (e.g., selfies, status updates); active SNS use involves activities
that facilitate direct communication with others, for example by
commenting on friends' posts, posting status updates, and “liking”
friends' status updates (Krasnova et al., 2013; Verduyn et al., 2015).
The difference between active and passive SNS use is having or not hav-
ing direct communication with others. This distinction might explain
why passive SNS use appears to be detrimental to users' well-being.
For instance, Burke, Marlow, and Lento (2010) found that passive SNS
use, defined as consuming a greater level of Facebook friends' content,
was associated with loneliness and reduced social capital, but active
SNS use was associated with a greater feeling of social capital and
lower loneliness. Verduyn et al. (2015) used experimental methods to
cue people in the laboratory to use Facebook passively rather than ac-
tively, and found this manipulation led to declines in affective well-
being over time to the end of day. Aswell, they replicated these findings
in the field using experience-sampling techniques. Chen et al. (2016)
found that passive SNS use was negatively associated with subjective
well-being.

Howmight passive SNS use be related to declines in subjective well-
being? Chen et al. (2016) examined the mediating effect of self-esteem
in the association between passive SNS use and lower subjective well-
being, and they found that passive SNS use may contribute to people's
negative sense of self-worth, which in turn might affect subjective
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well-being. However, notmuch is known about othermediating factors,
or about moderators of the relationship between passive SNS use and
subjective well-being.

In the current study we tested the mediating role of envy in the as-
sociation between passive SNS use and subjective well-being. We also
tested themoderating role of gender difference in this relation. A gender
difference in subjective well-being has been found across eastern and
western cultures (Burns & Machin, 2010; Lu, 2000), and males and fe-
males access happiness in different ways (Lu & Shih, 1997). Thus, this
study tested a moderated mediation model in which passive SNS use
was indirectly related to subjectivewell-being through envy, and tested
whether there was gender difference in this indirect association.

1.1. The mediating role of envy

Envy is an unpleasant and often painful blend of feelings character-
ized by inferiority and resentment caused by a comparison with others
who possess something we desire (Smith & Kim, 2007). Even though
people are unwilling to admit to it, envy is a common emotion after
SNS use, especially passive SNS use (Appel, Gerlach, & Crusius, 2016;
Krasnova et al., 2013; Tandoc et al., 2015). Motivated by impression
management, people's self-presentation in SNS is often positively
skewed (Mehdizadeh, 2010). However, individuals who passively use
SNS tend to have greater exposure to others' positive self-presentation,
and in a process of social comparison they often feel that others live
more happily than themselves (Chou & Edge, 2012). Passive SNS use in-
volves both similarity to comparison standards and high personal rele-
vance, and these two factors can fuel envy (Appel et al., 2016; Smith &
Kim, 2007).

Importantly, the literature has considered envy as a psychosocial
mechanism that may link the relationship between SNS use (especially
passive SNS use) and poor psychological and social adaptation. When
SNS use triggers feelings of envy, people experience psychological dis-
tress (Chen & Lee, 2013), feelings of depression (Appel et al., 2016;
Tandoc et al., 2015), low life satisfaction (Krasnova et al., 2013), and
low well-being (Verduyn et al., 2015). Other evidence also suggests
that envy may mediate the association between passive SNS use and
subjective well-being. For example, Verduyn et al. (2015) found that
envy mediates the relationship between passive Facebook use and de-
clines in how good people feel over time. Krasnova et al. (2013) found
envy mediates the relationship between passive following on Facebook
and life satisfaction. Tandoc et al. (2015) found envy mediates the rela-
tionship between Facebook surveillance and depression. Based on prior
research,we hypothesized that envymight function as amediator in the
relationship between passive SNS use and subjective well-being among
Chinese university students.

1.2. Gender differences: The moderating role of gender

Although passive SNS use may trigger envy and predict lower sub-
jective well-being, it is possible that males and females are not equally
influenced by its effects. Prior research has documented the important
role of gender in people's psychosocial adaptation and well-being
(Burns & Machin, 2010; Sun, Chan, & Chan, 2016), and the ways that
males and females access happiness have been shown to be quite differ-
ent (Lu & Shih, 1997). Additionally, the possibility of gender differences
concerning the links between SNS use, envy and well-being is still an
open research question (Appel et al., 2016). Thus, it is necessary to ex-
amine whether gender moderates the mediation effect of envy in the
association between passive SNS use and subjective well-being.

Although the direct relationship between passive Facebook use and
changes in well-being does not appear to be moderated by gender
(Verduyn et al., 2015), the strength of the relationship between envy
and subjective well-being might still be different across genders.
Based on the peer-socialization model of sex-linked adjustment, fe-
males' social-cognitive styles involve connection-oriented goals and

interpersonal concerns; thus, social stress in the form of envy (Smith
& Kim, 2007) may represent a particularly stronger threat to females'
emotional well-being compared to males' (Rose & Rudolph, 2006). Em-
pirically, one study found that gender moderated the relationship be-
tween using social media for social comparison and depressive
symptoms, with the association being particularly strong for females
compared to males (Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). Gender may moderate
the association between envy and subjective well-being, as social com-
parison can cause envy (Smith & Kim, 2007), and both depression and
envy are closely related to well-being (Lin, 2015). This line of reasoning
suggests that gender might have a moderating role in the association
between envy and subjective well-being, with the link being stronger
for females than males.

1.3. The current study

The current study tested whether the relationship between passive
SNS use and subjective well-being among Chinese university students
wasmediated by envy. Furthermore,we testedwhether this indirect re-
lationship would be moderated by gender. Based on the literature re-
view, the present study proposed an integrated model (see Fig. 1) and
the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1. Passive SNS usewould indirectly be related to subjective
well-being through envy. High passive SNS use might be associated
with higher envy, which in turnwould be associatedwith lower subjec-
tive well-being.

Hypothesis 2. Gender would moderate the mediating effect of envy in
the association between passive SNS use and subjectivewell-being. Spe-
cifically, the indirect associationwould bemuch stronger for female uni-
versity students than male university students.

2. Methods

2.1. Participants and procedures

A process of convenience sampling in six different majors from two
large universitieswas used in this study. A total of 746 studentswere in-
vited to participate; after excluding 39 invalid responses, 707 students
completed surveys and filled out all of the forms, for a 94.77% effective
rate. The age of the participants ranged from 17 to 25 years old, with a
mean age of 19.06 years (SD = 1.12). Almost exactly half (49.93%) of
the participants were females.

We recruited students by coming to their classes and sending paper
invitations. We explained to all participants the requirements of this
study using standard instructions and emphasized the authenticity, in-
dependence and integrity of all answers. After informed consent was
obtained from the participants, they completed our online survey
(http://www.sojump.com/) after class using computers or smart
phones. This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of Scientific
Research at the first author's institution.

Fig. 1. Conceptual moderated mediation model of passive SNS use on subjective well-
being.
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