
SUMMER 2021

PSI CHI
JOURNAL OF
PSYCHOLOGICAL
RESEARCH

199COPYRIGHT 2021 BY PSI CHI, THE INTERNATIONAL HONOR SOCIETY IN PSYCHOLOGY (VOL. 26, NO. 2/ISSN 2325-7342)*Faculty mentor

https://doi.org/10.24839/2325-7342.JN26.2.199

Open Data and Open 
Materials badges earned  
for transparent research 
practices. Data and  
materials are available  
at https://osf.io/te54b/

ABSTRACT. The present study sought to clarify contradictory 
literature about the relationship between social media use and 
life satisfaction by using data from the Emerging Adulthood 
Measured Across Multiple Institutions 2 (EAMMI2) 
collaboration. This study examined emerging adults’ frequency 
of social media use for various reasons, and the relation to life 
satisfaction, narcissism, and interpersonal exploitativeness. As 
expected, life satisfaction was associated with social media use 
for maintaining connections but not for gaining information 
or creating new connections. Narcissism and exploitativeness 
were associated with greater social media use across all reasons. 
Life satisfaction correlated negatively with exploitativeness. Post 
hoc analyses revealed that life satisfaction was highest in 
participants whose primary reason for social media use was 
maintaining connections. This study added to existing literature 
by suggesting that reasons for social media, specifically using 
social media to maintain existing relationships, are relevant to 
predicting life satisfaction in relation to social media use.

Keywords: social media, emerging adults, narcissism, life 
satisfaction, exploitativeness

RESUMEN. Esta investigación busca aclarar la literatura contradictoria sobre la 
relación entre el uso de las redes sociales y la satisfacción con la vida a través del uso 
de los datos de la colaboración Emerging Adulthood Measured Across Multiple 
Institutions 2 (EAMMI2). Este estudio examina la frecuencia del uso de las redes 
sociales por parte de los adultos jóvenes por diversas razones y la relación con la 
satisfacción con la vida, el narcisismo y la explotación interpersonal. Como se 
anticipó, la satisfacción con la vida fue asociado con el uso de las redes sociales para 
mantener conexiones, pero no para obtener información o crear nuevas conexiones. 
El narcisismo y la explotación fueron asociados con un mayor uso de las redes 
sociales por todas las razones listadas. La satisfacción con la vida se correlacionó 
negativamente con la explotación. Los análisis post hoc revelaron que la satisfacción 
con la vida era más alta en los participantes cuya razón principal para el uso de las 
redes sociales era mantener las conexiones sociales. Este estudio se suma a la 
literatura existente al sugerir que las razones de las redes sociales, específicamente 
el uso de las redes sociales para mantener las relaciones existentes, son relevantes 
para predecir la satisfacción con la vida en relación con el uso de las redes sociales.

Palabras clave: redes sociales, adultos emergentes, narcisismo, satisfacción con la 
vida, explotación
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Emerging adulthood refers to a period from 
age 18–29 in which young people have 
left adolescence but believe they have not 

completely entered adulthood (Arnett, 2000). 
Pew Research Center estimated that 90% of 
emerging adults have used social media with most 
users reporting engaging with social media daily 
(e.g., Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat; 
Duggan et al., 2015; Perrin, 2015). In a survey 
of college students, nearly half demonstrated 
problematic social media use (Tanega & Downs, 
2020). Problematic social media use is shown 
through mood changes, negative affect when social 
media is unavailable, and experiencing negative 
consequences in real-life because of extreme 
social media use (Bányai et al., 2017). Frequent 
social media use is also linked with loneliness, 
negative mood, anxiety, depression, lower well-
being, and decreased life satisfaction (Horwood & 
Anglim, 2019; Lin et al., 2016; Wright et al., 2020). 
Additionally, associations were found between 
frequent social media use and cyber-bullying in 
college students (Potts & Weidler, 2015). Despite 
these noteworthy links between social media use 
and poor outcomes in emerging adults, some studies 
have shown a correlation with positive outcomes 
such as subjective happiness and life satisfaction 
(Asbury & Hall, 2013; Brailovskaia & Margraf, 
2019). Orben and colleagues (2019) suggested that 
practically no significant direct relationship exists 
between social media and life satisfaction; however, 
they noted that examining nuances within the data 
may reveal additional effects.

Given the lack of consistent relationship 
between social media use and life satisfaction, it may 
be that certain aspects of social media use, beyond 
merely frequency, may predict favorable outcomes. 
Wright and colleagues (2020) suggested that 
using image-based social media (e.g., Snapchat) is 
linked with more negative outcomes compared to 
video-based (e.g., Youtube) or professional (e.g., 
LinkedIn) social media. Another study found no 
problematic outcomes from using social media 
to obtain information, but those who used social 
media to alleviate boredom experienced increased 
stress and anxiety (Stockdale & Coyne, 2020). Based 
on this research, it seems possible that the reasons 
for use, and not merely the platform, are predictive 
of psychosocial correlates of social media use. 

The disparity between psychosocial outcomes 
of social media use may also correlate with attri-
butes of the users themselves. Narcissism refers to a 
grandiose sense of self, feelings of entitlement, and 

a dominant interpersonal style, and interpersonal 
exploitativeness refers to one’s willingness to take 
unfair advantage of others (Brunell et al., 2013; 
Gentile et al., 2013). Emerging adults who were 
high in narcissism and interpersonal exploitative-
ness were more likely than peers to engage in cyber-
bullying and self-destructive behavior in relation 
to social media use (Fan et al., 2019; Hawk et al., 
2019). Furthermore, Singh and colleagues (2018) 
found that those who exhibited interpersonal 
exploitativeness reported higher selfie posting/
sending frequency through self-interest motiva-
tion. Therefore, it may be that these personality 
attributes mediate the relationship between social 
media use and psychosocial outcomes. 

Given conflicting findings about the psycho-
social correlates of social media use, the primary 
objectives of this study were (a) to clarify conflicting 
evidence by examining how frequency of social 
media use relates to life satisfaction, (b) to extend 
the literature by examining how the relationship 
between social media use and life satisfaction differs 
across different reasons for use, and (c) to consider 
how narcissism and interpersonal exploitativeness 
relate to social media use and life satisfaction.

Social Media and Life Satisfaction
Life satisfaction refers to the personal evaluation 
of whether one’s needs and desires are being 
met (Diener et al., 1985). Social media use may 
predict life satisfaction as some individuals report 
using social media to increase their sense of life 
satisfaction and self-esteem (Houghton et al., 2020). 
However, other findings have shown that frequent 
use of social media is associated with decreased 
self-esteem, life satisfaction, and well-being (Errasti 
et al., 2020; Hawi & Samaha, 2017). The association 
between social media use and poor well-being 
persists across several reasons for use. Those who 
reported using social media to compensate for 
boredom or to improve their image both endorsed 
low affective well-being associated with use (Hall 
et al., 2019; Sheldon & Bryant, 2016). Perhaps this 
was due to frequent use creating opportunities for 
social comparison, which is negatively associated 
with subjective well-being (Gerson et al., 2016). 

Despite the consistent connection with nega-
tive well-being when users sought social media to 
improve self-image, one study found that heavy 
Facebook engagement is associated with higher 
life satisfaction in college students (Asbury & Hall, 
2013). However, in this study heavy engagement 
included use for connection with others, rather 
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than merely consuming content. When emerging 
adults utilize social networking sites for maintaining 
interpersonal connections, there is a positive asso-
ciation with subjective happiness and life satisfac-
tion (Brailovskaia & Margraf, 2019; Houghton et al., 
2020). It is possible that the feelings of connection 
fostered by maintaining relationships through these 
platforms may lead to both high usage and positive 
well-being for those using social media in this way. 
Therefore, it seems that reasons for social media 
use may predict outcomes in relation to frequency 
of use. However, some studies have demonstrated 
that even social media for socialization is not 
related to psychological well-being or self-esteem 
(Lee et al., 2014). These inconsistencies in find-
ings suggest the need for further investigation of 
the relationship between social media use and life 
satisfaction, particularly regarding use for forming 
and maintaining social connections. 

Social Media and Narcissism
Those high in narcissism report greater life satis-
faction and self-esteem compared to peers (e.g., 
Rohmann et al., 2019; Żemojtel-Piotrowska et al., 
2017). Similarly, Miller and colleagues (2019) 
found that individuals who present with narcissistic 
superiority, the belief that one possesses more 
competence and intelligence than others, are likely 
to report higher life satisfaction. Considering third 
factors, like that of social media use, could further 
explain this relationship.

Individuals high in narcissism report devoting 
a great amount of time and energy to social media 
engagement, including posting selfies and using 
comments/likes (Martin et al., 2019; Singh et al., 
2018). Users high in narcissism report perceiving 
social media use as beneficial (Arpaci et al., 2018; 
Lee & Sung, 2016). These users report frequent 
social media use when self-esteem is low, suggesting 
they may utilize social networking sites in an attempt 
to invoke greater self-worth (March & McBean, 
2018). Additionally, emerging adults with high levels 
of narcissism report using social media to feed their 
ego, prevent negative self-esteem, and portray them-
selves as “cool” (Andreassen et al., 2017; Sheldon & 
Bryant, 2016). Twitter users who are high narcissism 
report greater numbers of tweets regarding personal 
achievements to seek attention, though they report 
also being motivated by a desire for social connec-
tion (Marshall et al., 2018). There is evidence that 
emerging adults who are high in narcissism use social 
networking sites in an effort to boost their grandios-
ity and avoid negative self-perception. 

Although those high in narcissism view their 
social media use positively, this use is associated 
with negative behavioral and emotional outcomes. 
Overall, emerging adults who are high in narcis-
sism are likely to participate in cyberbullying 
perpetration and victimization (Fan et al., 2019). 
Additionally, those high in narcissism who report 
greater attention-seeking social media use to com-
pensate for social rejection are also likely to report 
self-destructive behaviors (Hawk et al., 2019). 

Despite the aforementioned evidence, some 
studies failed to find any relationship between social 
media postings and narcissism (e.g., Frederick & 
Tianxin, 2019). Frederick and colleagues (2019) 
utilized an adult sample with a mean age of 30, 
which may explain why the findings are inconsis-
tent with emerging adult samples. Recent studies 
have found no association between narcissism 
and selfie-posting, hypothesizing that frequency 
of selfie posts may no longer be associated with 
narcissism due to the growing prevalence of this 
behavior in emerging adults (Barry et al., 2019). 
This suggests that behaviors which might have been 
considered attention-seeking in the past may now 
be normalized, indicating that the relationship 
between narcissism and social media may change 
over time. The present study sought to clarify the 
relationship between narcissism and social media 
use by examining narcissistic users’ reasons for use, 
as well as the link with life satisfaction. 

Narcissism, Interpersonal Exploitativeness,  
and Social Media
Narcissism can be conceptualized using three differ-
ent subtypes: grandiose exhibitionism, leadership/
authority, and entitlement/exploitativeness, which 
refer to self-absorption, self-perceived ability, and 
one’s sense of deserving respect and willingness to 
manipulate others, respectively (Ackerman et al., 
2011). Individuals with high narcissism are likely 
to engage in interpersonal exploitative behaviors, 
such as taking advantage of others (Brunell et al., 
2013). Furthermore, emerging adults who are high 
in narcissism and exploitativeness are more likely to 
partake in risky behaviors, such as substance abuse, 
illegal behaviors, and gambling which have been 
linked with negative physical and mental health 
outcomes (Buelow & Brunell, 2014). 

Social media use may create a space for narcis-
sistic users to engage in exploitative behaviors. 
Research has suggested that individuals with high 
levels of narcissism and interpersonal exploitative-
ness use social media to seek attention, which can 
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be problematic when their attention needs are 
not met. Emerging adults with high narcissistic 
exploitativeness are likely to want to be perceived 
as popular on social media platforms and to avenge 
those who are not responsive to their desired atten-
tion (Zell & Moeller, 2017). This is particularly 
problematic because emerging adults with high 
narcissism and exploitativeness are less likely to 
receive comments and likes from others on their 
status updates (Choi et al., 2015). These findings 
suggest that the lack of responsiveness may relate 
to greater exploitativeness from narcissistic users. 
Consistent with this hypothesis, those high in narcis-
sism report greater willingness to benefit at others’ 
expense when they do not receive the desired atten-
tion on self-promoting posts, demonstrating similar 
behavioral patterns to those with exploitativeness 
(Carpenter, 2012). Those with high exploitativeness 
are likely to engage in cyberbullying and aggression 
toward others as they report considering it accept-
able (Ang et al., 2011). 

Although narcissistic exploitativeness has been 
associated with negative social media behaviors, 
some studies have found no relationship between 
the two. Surprisingly, exploitativeness was unrelated 
to frequency of posting selfies; however, other narcis-
sistic traits like leadership/authority and grandiose 
exhibitionism were related to frequent selfie posting 
(Weiser, 2015). Contrary to other research, some 
researchers found no association between entitle-
ment/exploitativeness and self-promoting behaviors 
on social media platforms (Moon et al., 2016). It 
seems that narcissistic exploitativeness is associated 
with negative correlates of social media use, whereas 
exploitativeness alone is not. The present study 
sought to clarify these conflicting findings by exam-
ining exploitativeness separately from narcissism. 

Present Study
This investigation adds to existing literature by 
clarifying conflicting evidence about the relation-
ship between social media use and life satisfaction. 
This study also explored whether that relationship 
differs based on reasons for social media use or 
personality characteristics such as narcissism and 
exploitativeness. Consistent with Brailovskaia & 
Margarf (2019), we hypothesized that social media 
use for maintaining existing connections and 
creating new connections would be associated with 
higher life satisfaction. However, we expected no 
relationship between life satisfaction and social 
media use for seeking information. Because previous 
research has suggested that users high in narcissism 

and interpersonal exploitativeness use social media 
to improve self-image, we expected that narcissism 
and exploitativeness would be associated with 
greater social media use for creating and maintain-
ing connections, but not for gaining information 
(March & McBean, 2018). Consistent with Gentile 
and colleagues (2013), we expected that narcissism 
would be positively correlated with interpersonal 
exploitativeness; however, we chose to include these 
variables separately because we expected there might 
be differences in the magnitude of relationships for 
each variable. Lastly, we expected that narcissism 
and exploitativeness would mediate the relationship 
between social media use and life satisfaction. 

Method
Participants and Procedure
Data was collected through the Emerging 
Adulthood Measured Across Multiple Institutions 
2 (EAMMI2) collaboration, a multicampus project 
including 32 institutions (Grahe et al., 2018). 
Each recruitment site received approval from the 
appropriate institutional review board. Data collec-
tion methods included recruiting a convenience 
sample via various methods including university 
classes, university participant pools, honor society 
chapters, email, and social media. 

For the present study, participants included 
emerging adults ages 18 to 29 (N = 2,016), who 
completed the online questionnaires via Qualtrics. 
Respondents whose ages were not in this range were 
excluded from analysis. The mean age was 20.26 years 
(SD = 2.28). Most of the sample (73.6%, n = 1,483) 
identified as women, with 25% identifying as men, 
and 1.4 % indicating another gender identity. Most 
of the sample (94.1%, n = 1,897) had attended some 
college, and most (84.8%, n = 1,710) were currently 
in college. Most participants identified as White/
European American (60.4% n = 1,218). Ethnic 
identification of the remaining participants included 
10.5% Hispanic/Latino (n = 212), 10% multicultural 
(n = 201), 8.1% Black/African American (n = 163), 
6.8% Asian/Pacific Islander (n = 137), and 0.4% 
Native American (n = 8). A full description of the 
sample, measures, and data gathering procedures 
is included in the Open Science Framework (OSF) 
project page (https://osf.io/te54b/).

Materials
The following measures from the EAMMI2 survey 
were used in the data analysis for this project. 
Participants completed the Social Media Use Scale, 
an 11-item self-report questionnaire assessing the 
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frequency of social media use for various reasons 
(Yang & Brown, 2013). The three subscales include 
Making New Connections, Maintaining Existing 
Connections, and Gaining/Sharing Information. 
Respondents used a 4-point Likert-type scale  
from 1 (almost never) to 4 (very often) to rate 
their frequency of social media use for different 
purposes. The three subscales include Making 
New Connections (5 items; a = .82), Maintaining 
Existing Connections (4 items; a = .80), and 
Gaining/Sharing Information (2 items; a = .75). 
The three subscales demonstrated acceptable 
internal consistency reliability. Total social media 
use frequency was calculated by summing all 
items, and this yielded acceptable reliability as well  
(11 items; a = .87).

Life Satisfaction Measure
Participants completed the Satisfaction with Life 
Scale to assess life satisfaction (Diener, 1985). 
Participants used a 7-point Likert-type scale from 
1 (strongly disagree) to 7  (strongly agree) to indicate 
their agreement with five statements about life 
satisfaction (e.g., “I am satisfied with my life”). The 
scale demonstrated acceptable interitem reliability 
(5 items; a = .87). 

Narcissistic Personality Measure
Participants completed the Narcissistic Personality 
Inventory-13 to assess narcissism (Gentile et al., 
2013). Participants responded to 13 forced-choice 
items, such as, “I find it easy to manipulate people.” 
The full scale (a = .66) yielded marginal internal 
consistency reliability. 

Interpersonal Exploitativeness Measure
Lastly,  participants completed the 3-item 
Interpersonal Exploitativeness Scale, which assesses 
one’s willingness to take unfair advantage of 
others (Brunell et al., 2013). Participants used a 
7-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 
(strongly agree) to rate items such as, “Using other 
people doesn’t bother me very much.” The scale 
demonstrated acceptable interitem reliability  
(3 items; a = .81)

Results
Pearson’s correlations between life satisfaction, 
total social media use, reasons for use, narcissism, 
and interpersonal exploitativeness are presented in 
Table 1. Given the large sample size, correlations 
were considered significant at the p < .001 level. 
Total frequency of social media use was related to 
greater life satisfaction. As expected, life satisfaction 

was associated with frequent social media use for 
maintaining existing connections, and it was not 
significantly associated with using social media to 
seek or share information. Contrary to expecta-
tions, life satisfaction was not positively associated 
with using social media to create new connections. 

Consistent with hypotheses, narcissism and 
interpersonal exploitativeness were associated 
with using social media to maintain existing 
connections and to create new connections (see 
Table 1). Unexpectedly, those high in narcissism 
and interpersonal exploitativeness also used social 
media frequently to obtain or share information. As 
expected, interpersonal exploitativeness was posi-
tively correlated with narcissism. Life satisfaction 
was not significantly correlated with narcissism and 
was negatively correlated with exploitativeness.	

TABLE 1

Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations
Measure M SD 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Life Satisfaction 4.45 1.37 .09* .12* .05 .03 .06 −.12*

2. Total Social Media Use 34.49 8.56 – – – – .15* .11*

3. Social Media for Existing Connections 3.09 0.86 – .58* .43* .11* .08*

4. Social Media for New Connections 3.08 0.97 – .50* .15* .12*

5. Social Media for Information 3.37 1.04 – .13* .08*

6. Narcissism 3.81 2.56 – .29*

7. Exploitativeness 2.38 1.36 –

Note. Frequency of social media use for maintaining existing connections, making new connections, and 
gaining/sharing information were assessed by the Social Media Use scale (Yang & Brown, 2013). Total social 
media use represents the total score for this scale. Correlations between the subscales and total score were 
not included, because they represent overlapping data. 
*p < .001.

TABLE 2

ANOVA Based on Primary Reason for Social 
Media Use

Primary Reason for Social Media Use

Maintain 
Connection 
(n = 449)

New 
 Connection 

(n = 410)

 
Information     

(n = 818)

F n2 M SD M SD M SD

Life Satisfaction 3.78* .01 4.56 1.26 4.53 1.35 4.36 1.41

Narcissism 4.67* .01 3.46 2.41 3.92 2.59 3.87 2.56

Exploitativeness 3.41* .01 2.23 1.28 2.45 1.34 2.39 1.35

Note. Reasons for social media use for maintaining existing connections, making 
new connections, and gaining/sharing information were assessed by the Social 
Media Use Scale (Yang & Brown, 2013). Life satisfaction was measured with the 
Satisfaction With Life Scale (Diener, 1985). Narcissism was assessed with the 
Narcissistic Personal Inventory-13 (Gentile et al., 2013). Explotativeness was 
measured by the Interpersonal Exploitativeness Scale (Brunell et al., 2013).
*p < .05.
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We conducted parallel mediation analysis to 
assess whether the relationship between social 
media use and life satisfaction is mediated by 
narcissism and exploitativeness. We confirmed 
that assumptions of linearity, homoscedasticity, 
normality of estimation error, and independence 
of observations were not violated (Hayes, 2017). 
Across all three reasons for social media use, the 
indirect effects of social media use on life satisfac-
tion through both narcissism and exploitativeness 
were not significantly different than zero (−0.012 
to 0.007 for maintaining connections, −0.015 to 
0.008 for new connections, and −0.008 to 0.011 for 
information). This indicates that narcissism and 
exploitativeness do not mediate the relationship 
between social media use and life satisfaction. 

Additionally, we conducted post hoc analyses 
to examine whether participants’ primary reason 
for social media use was related to life satisfac-
tion, narcissism, or exploitativeness. Participants’ 
primary reason for social media use was coded 
based on the highest item-average of the three 
social media subscales: Maintaining Connections, 
Creating New Connections, or Gaining/Sharing 
Information. Most participants (40.6%) indicated 
gaining/sharing information as the primary reason 
for use, with 22.3% participants using social media 
most often to maintain existing connections and 
20.3% using it most often to create new connec-
tions (see Table 2). If a participant did not score 
higher in any single subscale (e.g., the two or three 
highest subscale scores were equal), no data was 
entered as their primary reason for social media 
use (n = 339, 16.8%). A one-way analysis of variance 
was conducted to examine differences based on 
primary reason for social media use. Consistent 
with expectations, life satisfaction was higher in 
those who used social media to maintain connec-
tions compared to those who used social media for 
information (see Table 2). Narcissism was higher in 
those who used social media for making new con-
nections compared those who used it to maintain 
existing connections or gain/share information. 
Lastly, exploitativeness was greater in those who 
used social media primarily for making new con-
nections compared to those who used social media 
for maintaining existing connection. 

Discussion
Overall, frequency of social media use was related 
to greater life satisfaction in this study, conflicting 
with recent work suggesting a positive association 
between the two variables (e.g., Errasti et al., 2020). 

However, it is important to note that the correlation 
was modest, suggesting that there is not a robust 
direct relationship between these variables. Given 
the contradictions in the literature, we hypothesized 
that life satisfaction may be correlated with some 
types of social media use but not others. As hypoth-
esized, frequent use of social media to maintain 
existing connections was associated with higher life 
satisfaction, whereas use to gain/share information 
was not. Surprisingly, frequent social media use to 
form new connections was also not linked with life 
satisfaction. These disparate correlations suggest 
that the psychosocial correlates of social media use 
may differ depending on the young adults’ reasons 
for use, with use to maintain existing connections 
having the only significant correlation with life sat-
isfaction in this study. This theory is consistent with 
other recent studies proposing that social media 
use for maintaining social connections is associated 
with positive psychosocial outcomes (Brailovskaia 
& Margraf, 2019; Houghton et al., 2020). 

Narcissism and interpersonal exploitativeness 
were associated with greater social media use across 
all reasons for use. It was expected that narcissism 
and exploitativeness would be associated with 
higher use to maintain existing connections and 
make new connections, because previous research 
has indicated greater involvement in social media 
sites for these groups. We did not anticipate 
differences in gaining/sharing information, as 
we expected that information seeking would be 
a universal online behavior. However, it may be 
that those high in narcissism and exploitativeness 
share content online frequently, due to their sense 
of grandiosity and desire to impact others. In the 
future, researchers should examine information 
sharing specifically in narcissistic and exploitative 
users. Analysis indicated that narcissism and 
exploitativeness do not significantly mediate the 
relationship between life satisfaction and the 
frequency of social media use for making new 
connections, maintaining connections, or gaining/
sharing information. Although narcissism and 
exploitativeness do not impact the relationship 
between life satisfaction and frequency of social 
media use, it may be that these personality variables 
relate to the nature of social media interactions. 
Previous research has suggested that those high 
in narcissism and exploitativeness are more likely 
to engage in cyberbullying and aggression online, 
which have been linked to decreased life satisfac-
tion (Ang et al., 2011; Fan et al., 2019; Leung et al., 
2018). Future research should utilize social media 
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measures that assess the nature of social media use 
among narcissistic and exploitative young adults. 

Independent from the social media compo-
nent, narcissism and interpersonal exploitativeness 
were positively related. As implied by previous 
literature, individuals high in narcissism are likely 
to engage in manipulation and benefit at the cost 
of others (Ackerman et al., 2011). Consistent with 
existing literature, life satisfaction was positively 
associated with higher narcissism. As Miller and 
colleagues (2019) suggested, experiencing a sense 
of grandiosity, especially by emerging adults with 
high narcissism, could be linked to the perception 
of satisfaction with life. Life satisfaction was also 
linked with lower exploitativeness. In turn, engag-
ing in exploitative behavior, particularly online, may 
be related to experiencing negative relationship 
consequences that could adversely impact their 
life satisfaction.    

Our post hoc analysis of users’ primary reason 
for use yielded interesting results, although the 
effect sizes were very low. The highest levels of life 
satisfaction were found in emerging adults who use 
social media primarily to maintain connections, 
which is consistent with our correlational results. 
This further supports the notion that one’s reasons 
for use, and not overall frequency, may be relevant 
in predicting psychosocial outcomes of social media 
use. This could be related to the conflicting find-
ings about the correlates of frequent social media 
use across various studies, as many did not assess 
reasons for use. Future studies examining social 
media should collect more nuanced data about 
the type and reasons for use, as these components 
seem relevant in predicting outcomes.

Due to the large sample size from many 
universities, our findings may offer generaliz-
able implications for the population of interest. 
Clinicians working with young adults may consider 
assessing reasons for social media use when screen-
ing for problematic social media behavior. It may 
be that encouraging clients to use social media to 
strengthen relationships might help buffer against 
the potentially negative impacts of use. In turn, this 
could potentially benefit emerging adults who are 
college-educated with establishing healthy social 
relationships with their peers as it is pertains to this 
specific age group. This research has implications 
for emerging adults who are high in interpersonal 
exploitativeness as they may be at risk for lower 
life satisfaction. When treating these individuals, 
it is important to explore different approaches 
for fulfilling attention and approval needs rather 

than depending on social media. For example, 
clinicians could explore interventions such as The 
Supporting Our Valued Adolescents (SOVA) web-
based intervention that targets approval and esteem 
in adolescents and young adults with depression 
or anxiety (Windler et al., 2019). Future research 
could focus on creating such interventions for this 
population as they may help teach healthy social 
media behaviors while also meeting attention and 
approval needs. 

Limitations and Future Research
Several limitations of the present study should be 
noted. Consistent with criticisms of other emerging 
adulthood studies, the current sample included 
primarily college-educated participants. It is 
therefore important to interpret these findings as 
applicable to college-educated emerging adults, as 
social media exposure during college could relate 
to use patterns in this group. It is important to note 
that the NPI-13 only yielded marginal internal con-
sistency reliability in this study, which may be due 
to the few items on the scale or the discrepancies 
between the three subscales measured (grandiose 
exhibitionism, leadership/authority, and entitle-
ment/exploitativeness). Due to the collaborative 
nature of the EAMMI2, assessments were chosen 
to maximize efficiency; however, considering that 
there are multiple subscales within this measure, 
subsequent studies may yield greater reliability 
using an extensive measure of narcissism. 

Although some interesting patterns emerged in 
our examination of users’ primary reasons for use, 
the effect sizes indicate that the finding is not practi-
cally significant. However, the present study assessed 
only three types of use. Several previously reported 
reasons for social media use were not assessed in 
this study, including self-esteem maintenance, 
combatting boredom, and entertainment (Hall et 
al., 2019; Horwood & Anglim, 2019; Houghton et al., 
2020; Stockdale & Coyne, 2020). The correlational 
findings suggest that continuing to explore reasons 
for social media use may help clarify contradictions 
about outcomes in the literature. Furthermore, the 
findings regarding social media use and life satisfac-
tion are correlational, therefore no causal conclu-
sions can be drawn. Longitudinal research may 
help predict the long-term effects of different types 
of social media use. Based on the current results, 
it seems likely that using social media for different 
reasons may be associated with different outcomes. 
Investigating which reasons for social media use 
predict negative outcomes could be beneficial in 
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preventing harmful use, as clinicians could screen 
for types of use linked to problematic outcomes. 

Researchers should continue to clarify the 
relationship between narcissism and life satisfac-
tion, as some previous findings contradict results 
of this study (e.g., Brailovskaia & Margraf, 2019). 
Investigations might include a qualitative analysis of 
reasons for life satisfaction as this study was limited 
to quantitative measures. Additionally, it may be 
that life satisfaction is negatively related to certain 
types of narcissism versus others. For instance, 
researchers have found a positive relationship 
between life satisfaction and grandiose narcissism, 
but a negative relationship with vulnerable narcis-
sism, which is characterized by anxiety, defensive-
ness, hyper-sensitivity, and dependence on others 
(Rohmann et al., 2019). Future research could 
examine various types of narcissism to clarify the 
relationship with social media. 

Researchers should also consider that life satis-
faction is defined differently from those of diverse 
cultural backgrounds. Most of our sample consisted 
of White and college-educated participants, which is 
limiting as reasons for life satisfaction may be based 
on meeting certain cultural expectations. Because 
reasons for high life satisfaction may differ across 
culture, conducting qualitative interviews about 
life satisfaction may provide further insight on the 
positive correlation found between life satisfac-
tion and social media usage. Longitudinal studies 
may also help clarify whether mediating factors 
explain the relationship between narcissism and 
life satisfaction. 

Conclusion
This study adds to the literature by suggesting 
that frequent social media use for maintaining 
connections predicts greater life satisfaction in 
emerging adults, whereas use for creating con-
nections or gaining/sharing information does 
not. Past research has suggested that problematic 
behaviors are likely to emerge from frequent usage, 
but the present study suggests that it may depend 
on reasons for usage. Practitioners working with 
emerging adults should continue to assess reasons 
for social media use, as they correlate with expected 
outcomes for use. Given the prevalence of social 
media use in emerging adults, researchers should 
continue to investigate ways in which social media 
use can be associated with positive outcomes.
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invited to participate in the CROWD, which is Psi Chi’s annual,  
guided cross-cultural research project. Specific benefits of joining  
the CROWD include 

•	 a reduced burden of having to solicit large numbers of participants, 
•	 increased diversity of student samples, 
•	 accessible materials and protocols for participating researchers, and 
•	 a convenient platform to engage students in the scientific research process.

Contributing to the CROWD provides unique data  
collection and publication experiences that can  
be used to strengthen any student’s CV. 

For more information, visit https://www.psichi.org/Res_Opps  
or contact the NICE Chair at nicechair@psichi.org

http://psychology.nmsu.edu
https://www.psichi.org/Res_Opps
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Publish Your Research in Psi Chi Journal

Become a Journal Reviewer

Resources for Student Research

Add Our Journal to Your Library

Undergraduate, graduate, and faculty submissions are welcome year round. Only 
one author (either first author or coauthor) is required to be a Psi Chi member. All 
submissions are free. Reasons to submit include

•	 a unique, doctoral-level, peer-review process
•	 indexing in PsycINFO, EBSCO, and Crossref databases
•	 free access of all articles at psichi.org 
•	 our efficient online submissions portal

View Submission Guidelines and submit your research at www.psichi.org/?page=JN_Submissions

Doctoral-level faculty in psychology and related fields who are passionate about 
educating others on conducting and reporting quality empirical research are invited 
become reviewers for Psi Chi Journal. Our editorial team is uniquely dedicated to 
mentorship and promoting professional development of our authors—Please join us!

To become a reviewer, visit www.psichi.org/page/JN_BecomeAReviewer 

Looking for solid examples of student manuscripts and educational editorials about 
conducting psychological research? Download as many free articles to share in your 
classrooms as you would like.

Search past issues, or articles by subject area or author at www.psichi.org/journal_past

Ask your librarian to store Psi Chi Journal issues in a database at your local institution. 
Librarians may also email to request notifications when new issues are released.

Contact PsiChiJournal@psichi.org for more information.

Register an account: 
http://pcj.msubmit.net/cgi-bin/main.plex
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https://www.facebook.com/PsiChiCentralOffice
https://twitter.com/PsiChiHonor
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