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Abstract
The relationship between social media use and the subjective well-being (SWB) of young adults remains a subject of intense scientific debate, with research findings ranging from negative to neutral and positive effects. This cross-sectional survey study (N = 624; ages 18–25) examined whether social comparison orientation (SCO) moderates the association between passive social media use and SWB, as measured by the Satisfaction with Life Scale and the Balance of Affect Scale. A moderated multiple hierarchical regression analysis revealed that passive use is negatively associated with SWB (β = -0.24, p < 0.001) and that SCO significantly moderates this relationship: the negative effect is substantially stronger among individuals with high SCO (β = -0.41 vs. β = -0.11 for low SCO; interaction: β = -0.19, p < 0.01). Active use did not demonstrate a significant main effect. These results support the displacement-and-comparison model and identify SCO as a key individual risk factor. Distinguishing active from passive use helps clarify an association that cannot be explained by total time on social media alone. The practical implication is to consider individual comparison orientation when designing student digital wellbeing programmes. The cross-sectional design and self-reported measures limit causal interpretation. Longitudinal and experimental studies are needed to examine whether the observed associations persist over time.

Аннотация
Взаимосвязь между использованием социальных сетей и субъективным благополучием (СБ) молодых людей остаётся предметом интенсивных научных дискуссий: результаты исследований варьируются от отрицательных до нейтральных и положительных эффектов. В настоящем кросс-секционном опросном исследовании (N = 624, возраст 18–25 лет) изучалось, модерирует ли ориентация на социальное сравнение (ОСС) связь между пассивным использованием социальных сетей и СБ, измеренным шкалой удовлетворённости жизнью и балансом аффекта. Множественный иерархический регрессионный анализ с модерацией выявил, что пассивное использование отрицательно связано с СБ (бета = -0,24, p < 0,001), а ОСС значимо модерирует эту взаимосвязь: негативный эффект существенно сильнее у лиц с высокой ОСС (бета = -0,41 против бета = -0,11 при низкой ОСС; взаимодействие: бета = -0,19, p < 0,01). Активное использование не проявило значимого основного эффекта. Результаты подтверждают модель вытеснения-сравнения и указывают на ОСС как ключевой индивидуальный фактор риска. Раздельная оценка активного и пассивного использования позволяет уточнить характер наблюдаемой связи, которую нельзя объяснять только общей продолжительностью пребывания в социальных сетях. Практическое значение результатов состоит в учёте индивидуальной склонности к сравнению при разработке программ цифрового благополучия студентов. Кросс-секционный дизайн и самоотчётные измерения ограничивают причинную интерпретацию. Для проверки устойчивости выявленных ассоциаций необходимы последующие лонгитюдные и экспериментальные исследования.
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Introduction
The relationship between social media use and young adults’ wellbeing has been examined in empirical studies and reviews [4, 8, 9]. Differences between users may be understood in relation to activity type, social comparison, and social ties [3, 5–7, 10]. Subjective wellbeing can be assessed using the Satisfaction With Life Scale and measures of positive and negative affect [1, 2]. The study presented in this educational example examines social comparison orientation as a moderator of the association between passive social media use and university students’ wellbeing.

Materials and methods
A cross-sectional online survey was conducted among full-time students at three Russian universities (Moscow, St Petersburg, and Kazan) in October–December 2025. Recruitment was via university notice boards and social media group announcements; questionnaire completion constituted informed consent. The final analytic sample comprised 624 students (67.1% women; mean age 20.4 years, SD = 1.9; 88.3% undergraduates). SMU was measured by a validated passive-active use scale: passive SMU (5 items; alpha = 0.82) and active SMU (5 items; alpha = 0.79). SCO was measured by the 11-item Iowa-Netherlands Comparison Orientation Measure (INCOM; alpha = 0.86). SWB was operationalised as the mean of two components: Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS, 5 items; alpha = 0.88) and affect balance (PANAS; alpha = 0.83/0.81). Hierarchical multiple regression was conducted in three blocks: (1) demographic covariates; (2) passive and active SMU; (3) SCO and the passive SMU x SCO product term (centred values). All analyses used IBM SPSS Statistics 27.0.

Results and discussion
Passive SMU was significantly and negatively associated with SWB in Block 2 (beta = -0.24, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001); active SMU showed no significant main effect (beta = 0.06, p = 0.14). In Block 3, SCO independently and negatively associated with SWB (beta = -0.31, p < 0.001), and the passive SMU x SCO interaction was significant (beta = -0.19, p < 0.01), confirming moderation. Simple slopes analysis showed the negative effect of passive SMU on SWB is substantially stronger for high-SCO students (beta = -0.41, p < 0.001) compared with low-SCO students (beta = -0.11, p < 0.05). The model explained 34.7% of SWB variance (R2 = 0.347). Figure 1 presents the main comparative values. Table 1 presents the hierarchical regression results.
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Figure 1. Association between passive use and wellbeing at high and low SCO

Table 1. Hierarchical regression results for subjective wellbeing
	Predictor
	Block 2 (beta)
	Block 3 (beta)

	Passive SMU
	-0.24***
	-0.21***

	Active SMU
	0.06 (ns)
	0.05 (ns)

	SCO
	—
	-0.31***

	Passive SMU x SCO
	—
	-0.19**


Note: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001; ns = not significant. Data from the educational example.
Conclusion
Passive social media use is associated with reduced subjective wellbeing among Russian university students, and this association is substantially amplified among individuals with high social comparison orientation. Active SMU showed no significant effect in either direction. The findings have practical implications for digital wellbeing programmes: screening for high SCO may help identify students most vulnerable to negative social media consequences, while targeted recommendations to shift from passive to active use may serve as a preventive strategy. Study limitations include the cross-sectional design and self-report SMU operationalisation. Longitudinal experimental studies are needed to establish causality.
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