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ABSTRACT 
Social networking sites such as Facebook have become 
extremely popular recently. In this research, we studied how 
Facebook browsing affects self-awareness and social well-being. 
Our results show that after Facebook browsing, individuals high 
in narcissism raised their public self-awareness while those low 
in narcissism reduced their public self-awareness. We also found 
that individuals low in narcissism perceived their friends’ lives 
to be better than their own and consequently experienced 
negative social well-being and emotion. However, this effect did 
not occur for individuals high in narcissism.    
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The use of social networking sites (SNSs) has been phenomenal 
in the past few years. Facebook, one of the most popular SNSs, 
has reached millions of users. Previous research showed that 
users tended to browse Facebook to obtain updates about their 
friends rather than searching for information about a particular 
person or looking for strangers to meet online [1]. In this study, 
we aim to understand how Facebook browsing affects 
individuals’ self-awareness and social well-being. 

2. RELATED WORK 
2.1 Self-Awareness  
Facebook has created an online community where users 
frequently update their personal information such as feelings, 
pictures, and relationship status. Participating in this community 
makes individuals feel more connected with others and may also 
raise their public self-awareness -- the perception of self from 
others’ perspectives [2]. Individuals may become more aware of 
how others view themselves and how to manage their image in 

the community. Therefore, we hypothesize that individuals 
would raise their public self-awareness after browsing 
Facebook.  

2.2 Social well-being 
A large number of studies have shown that SNSs helped 
individuals strengthen their friendships and subsequently 
improve their well-being (e.g., [3]). However, Burke et al. [4] 
found that users who focused on content consumption (e.g., 
reading others’ status updates or viewing others’ pictures) feel 
lonelier than those who focused on direct communication with 
friends. We hypothesize that because users on Facebook tend to 
selectively display the attractive side of their lives, browsing 
Facebook would lead one to have the false impression that 
others’ lives are better and consequently experience negative 
social well-being and emotion.  

2.3 Narcissism 
Narcissism is a personality trait which refers to self-centered and 
inflated self-concept. Previous studies have found that 
narcissism could affect individuals’ online experiences [5]. 
Therefore, we expect to examine how narcissism affects the 
relationship between Facebook browsing and its consequences 
(i.e., self-awareness and life comparison) in our study. 

3. CURRENT STUDY 
3.1 Study 1: Facebook browsing and self-
awareness 
3.1.1 Study Design 
Fifty-night college students participated in our study for course 
credits (35 female, average age = 21).  We randomly assigned 
them into two groups. First, all participants completed the 
Narcissism Personality Inventory (NPI) [6]. Next, one group 
were asked to browse their Facebook account freely for five 
minutes (Facebook browsing condition), and the other group 
were asked to freely browse the Internet (except SNSs) for five 
minutes (control condition). Finally, all participants completed 
Mqatheson & Zanna’s Public Self-Awareness Subscale [7].  

3.1.2 Results and Discussion 
We found a significant Condition × Narcissism interaction effect 
on public self-awareness (β = .435, SE = .156, p = .007). As 
shown in Figure 1, individuals high in narcissism raised their 
public self-awareness after Facebook browsing, while 
individuals low in narcissism reduced their public self-
awareness. This suggests that although narcissistic individuals 
tend to ignore others’ views, Facebook browsing makes they 
become more aware of others’ perspectives.  By contrast, 
individuals with low narcissism tend to care more about others’ 

 

 



views in everyday life, but Facebook browsing leads them to be 
less concerned about how others might view them. We believe 
that the decreased public self-awareness may be caused by 
viewing the self-centered personal expression in the Facebook 
community. 

3.2 Study 2: Facebook browsing and social 
well-being 
3.2.1 Study Design 
Eighty-nine college students participated in this study for course 
credit (36 males, average = 21.08). Besides the two conditions in 
Study 1, a third condition was added to ask participants to select 
the most active friends in their accounts and browse them for 5 
minutes (active friends browsing condition).  
Participants were asked to complete NPI first and then randomly 
assigned to one of the three conditions. After the browsing task, 
participants were asked to fill up a battery of questionnaires, 
including Satisfaction with Life Scale [8], State Loneliness 
Scale [9], and International Positive and Negative Affect 
Schedule Short Form [10]. In the end, participants were asked to 
rate their own life and their friends’ lives separately on Cantril’s 
Life Ladder [11]. We subtracted the rating that one gave to one’s 
own life from the rating that one gave to one’s friends’ lives, 
and used it as the life comparison score to examine how one 
viewed others’ lives in comparison to one’s own.  

3.2.2 Results and Discussion 
As shown in Figure 2, we found that life comparison mediated 
the relationship between Facebook browsing and individual 

social well-being and affect. That is the better they perceived 
their friends’ life than theirs, the more loneliness, lower life 
satisfaction and more negative emotion they experienced. 
Meanwhile, we also found that narcissism moderated the 
relationship between Facebook browsing and life comparison, 
with participants low in narcissism evaluating others’ lives to be 
better after Facebook browsing, while those high in narcissism 
evaluating their lives to be at least as good as others’.   

4. GENERAL DISCUSSION 
Our two studies suggest that Facebook browsing can affect 
individuals’ public self-awareness and social well-being. 
However, such effects depend on individual’s narcissistic 
personality. While results found in our studies are short-term 
effects, future research is needed to investigate if such short-
term effects can lead to long-term social consequences.  
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Figure 2. Narcissism moderates the relation between
browsing condition and life comparison, and life comparison
mediates the relation between browsing condition and social
well-being measurements. The β coefficients with standard
errors are in parentheses. * p < .05,** p <. 01,*** p < .001.  

Figure 1. Public self-awareness as a function of narcissism 
(2SD above and below the mean) and condition. 


