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Introduction

In the technological era, people spend an increasing amount 
of time on social media sites like Facebook and Instagram. 
Many people use these sites to foster communication and 
connection with others via online mediums (Subrahmanyam 
et al., 2008; Whiting & Williams, 2013; Wooley, 2013), but 
many people have raised concerns about whether social 
media may have negative implications for in-person social 
interactions (Allen, 2019; Drago, 2015; Geladi, 2018). 
Indeed, there is evidence that internet use is associated with 
social inhibition and lower levels of rapport and likeability 
(Iacovelli & Valenti, 2009). Yet, some forms of social media 
use appear to have more positive links with offline social 
experiences. For example, greater instant messaging and 
Facebook use has been shown to increase offline friendship 
initiation (Koutamanis et al., 2013; Metzler & Scheithauer, 
2017). To address these divergent findings, Clark and col-
leagues (2018) argue that using social media to connect 
with others is beneficial for well-being and interpersonal 
closeness, whereas use that is associated with isolation and 
comparison is more detrimental. In the present study, we 
sought to extend this research by examining whether gen-
eral social media use relates to experiences during getting-
acquainted face-to-face interactions. Specifically, does how 
we use social media in our daily lives relate to the first 
impressions we make of and have on others during in per-
son interactions?

We examined this question with a large-scale study of 
getting-acquainted interactions (N = 806, Ndyad = 4565) by 
exploring whether different types of social media use relate 
to the positivity of initial social interactions, indexed by how 
much people like and are liked by others. Specifically, we 
focused on several forms of social media, including the fre-
quency with which people use various sites (e.g., Facebook, 
Instagram, Snapchat), the size of people’s online social net-
works, and how actively and passively people engage in 
social media use. Furthermore, we examined the role of  
relevant personality traits (i.e., extraversion and narcissism) 
in the associations between social media use and social inter-
actions. Specifically, does social media use relate to liking 
others and being liked by others because of these personality 
traits? Or do links emerge above and beyond any associa-
tions with extraversion and narcissism? Capitalizing on the 
dyadic nature of first impressions, we examined how differ-
ent types of social media use relate to how much people like 
others as well as how much people are liked by others, thus 
providing a unique opportunity to extend beyond only self-
reports of social experiences.

1040964 PSPXXX10.1177/01461672211040964Personality and Social Psychology BulletinHeyman et al.
research-article2021

1McGill University, Montreal, Quebec, Canada

Corresponding Author:
Jennifer L. Heyman, Department of Psychology, McGill University, 2001 
McGill College Avenue, Montreal, QC, Canada H3A 1G4. 
Email: jennifer.heyman@mail.mcgill.ca

Social Media Use Predicts Greater  
Liking in In-Person Initial Interactions

Jennifer L. Heyman1 , Lauren Gazzard Kerr1,  
and Lauren J. Human1

Abstract
Does how people generally engage with their online social networks relate to offline initial social interactions? Using a large-
scale study of first impressions (N = 806, Ndyad = 4,565), we examined how different indicators of social media use relate to 
the positivity of dyadic in-person first impressions, from the perspective of the participants and their interaction partners. 
Many forms of social media use (e.g., Instagram, Snapchat, passive) were associated with liking and being liked by others 
more, although some forms of use (e.g., Facebook, active) were not associated with liking others or being liked by others. 
Furthermore, most associations held controlling for extraversion and narcissism. Thus, while some social media use may be 
generally beneficial for offline social interactions, some may be unrelated, highlighting the idea that how, rather than how 
much, people use social media can play a role in their offline social interactions.

Keywords
social media, impressions, liking, extraversion, narcissism

Received January 12, 2021; revised accepted July 31, 2021

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
http://journals.sagepub.com/home/pspb
mailto:jennifer.heyman@mail.mcgill.ca
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F01461672211040964&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-09-09


2	 Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 00(0)

Social Media Use and Positive Social Interactions

Types of social media use.  If trait-level social media use does 
relate to initial social interactions, would this link be more 
positive, indicated by greater liking in in-person interac-
tions? One possibility is that people who use social media 
more may have stronger social skills and confidence, which 
could in turn contribute to more positive interactions. This 
could be because greater social media use contributes to 
social skills and engagement (Heiberger & Harper, 2008; 
Waytz & Gray, 2018) or because people who have stronger 
social skills and are more socially engaged also tend to use 
social media more (Gosling et  al., 2011; J. Kim et  al., 
2009). Of note, only some types of social media use may be 
linked to stronger social skills and, in turn, positive social 
interactions. Specifically, more socially oriented use, such 
as using social media to connect with other people, tends to 
be associated with positive experiences, including greater 
engagement in college life (Heiberger & Harper, 2008), 
greater communication (Y. Kim et al., 2016), greater social 
involvement (Waytz & Gray, 2018), and greater well-being 
(Clark et al., 2018).

In addition, more active social media use, defined as using 
social media to create content and interact with friends 
(Gerson et al., 2017), is associated with more positive social 
experiences such as increased social capital (Burke et  al., 
2010; Ellison et al., 2007; Verduyn et al., 2017), connected-
ness (Grieve et al., 2013; Verduyn et al., 2017), and social (C. 
Y. Liu & Yu, 2013). While most of the previous research on 
passive social media use, defined as using social media to 
consume but not create content (Burke et  al., 2011), has 
found negative associations with social experiences (see 
below), some research has found passive social media use is 
associated with increased social engagement (MacKay et al., 
2019). Thus, some aspects of social media use, such as 
socially oriented and active use, tend to be associated with 
more positive social experiences. It could be that these indi-
cators of social media use will also be associated with more 
positive in-person interactions, as indicated by liking and 
being liked more by others. Furthermore, most of the previ-
ous studies have used self-reports of both social media and 
offline experiences. The current study expands upon this by 
using both self-ratings (liking others) and other-ratings 
(being liked by others) of liking to circumvent self-report 
biases and shared-method variance.

The role of personality.  Importantly, if these aspects of social 
media use are linked to more positive in-person interactions 
because of greater social skill and engagement, it is possible 
that it is not social media use per se that is relevant but rather 
personality traits related to more engaging social behavior 
that explain these links. In the present study, we examined 
the role of two personality traits that could underlie such 
links: extraversion and narcissism. Extraversion and narcis-
sism are two of the most frequently examined and significant 

predictors of both social media use and social outcomes in 
in-person interactions (Amichai-Hamburger & Vinitzky, 
2010; Amiel & Sargent, 2004; Back et  al., 2013; Chen & 
Marcus, 2012; Hamburger & Ben-Artzi, 2000; Kraut et al., 
2002; Küfner et al., 2013; Kuo & Tang, 2014; Leckelt et al., 
2015, 2018; Ross et al., 2009; Ryan & Xenos, 2011; Tosun & 
Lajunen, 2010; Wyatt & Phillips, 2005). For example, extra-
version, which includes being more outgoing and talkative, 
is associated with both offline and online positive social 
experiences, such as greater offline and online civic engage-
ment (Elshaug & Metzer, 2001; Kavanaugh et  al., 2005; 
Russo & Amnå, 2016) and communication (Akert & Panter, 
1988; Seidman, 2013). Similarly, narcissism, defined as hav-
ing an excessive positive self-image, feelings of superiority, 
and desire for admiration (Bosson et al., 2008; Morf & Rho-
dewalt, 2001), has been linked to indicators of more positive 
social media use, such as having more friends on social 
media (McKinney et al., 2012), and more positive, charming 
social behavior, particularly for more agentic aspects of nar-
cissism such as narcissistic admiration (Back et  al., 2013; 
Küfner et al., 2013; Leckelt et al., 2015, 2018).

Overall, people who are more extraverted or narcissistic 
may use social media in more adaptive ways, which in turn 
may explain any links between social media and more posi-
tive getting-acquainted interactions. As such, we examined 
whether various indicators of social media use were related 
to both liking and being liked because of these personality 
traits, or if these links emerged above and beyond these 
traits, indicating an independent role of social media use in 
in-person interactions1.

Social Media Use and Negative Social 
Interactions

Types of social media use.  There is evidence that some types 
of social media use have more negative links with social 
experiences. For example, problematic or excessive internet 
use has been associated with lower quality relationships  
(C. Y. Liu & Kuo, 2007; Milani et al., 2009) and increased 
loneliness (Caplan, 2006; J. Kim et al., 2009). Passive social 
media use has been associated with more problematic social 
experiences, including increased loneliness (Burke et  al., 
2010) and envy (Krasnova et al., 2013; Verduyn et al., 2015, 
2017). Although the majority of research has shown active 
social media use to be associated with positive social experi-
ences (see above), there may also be a dark side to active use, 
as it has been shown to be associated with greater social 
comparison (Vogel et al., 2015). Overall, people who engage 
in higher levels of social media use or more passive use may 
have less pleasant initial social interactions, perhaps because 
their attention may still be focused on their technological 
lives (i.e., fear of missing out [FOMO]; Rifkin et al., 2015) 
or because of broader social difficulties that contribute to or 
result from these types of social media use, such as social 
anxiety (Caplan, 2006). Indeed, Clark and colleagues (2018) 
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argue that social media use that relates to isolation and social 
comparison tends to be more detrimental. As such, it is pos-
sible that these indicators of social media use would relate to 
liking others and being liked less in initial interactions.

The role of personality.  As with the potentially positive links 
with social media use, the negative links could also be driven 
by relevant personality traits. Indeed, low levels of extraver-
sion and high levels of shyness have been associated with 
more passive (Ryan & Xenos, 2011) and addictive (Chak & 
Leung, 2004; Satici, 2019; Huang & Leung, 2009) social 
media use. Similarly, narcissism, specifically more antago-
nistic aspects such as narcissistic rivalry, is associated with 
problematic social media use, although more agentic aspects 
of narcissism have been shown to be associated with prob-
lematic social media use as well (Savci et al., 2019). Perhaps 
social media allows narcissists to present their most favor-
able characteristics to a large audience (Andreassen et  al., 
2017) while also increasing feelings of inferiority in their 
rivals (Seidman et al., 2019). Furthermore, low extraversion 
and high narcissistic rivalry have been shown to be associ-
ated with more negative social experiences, including social 
withdrawal (Coplan & Armer, 2007), negative social evalua-
tions (Hendrick & Brown, 1971) and being liked less in in-
person interactions (Küfner et al., 2013; Leckelt et al., 2015). 
Thus, we also examined whether narcissism and (low) extra-
version played a role in any negative links between social 
media use and in-person interactions.

The Present Study

Overall, some forms of social media use may be related to 
more positive initial interactions because of greater social 
skill and engagement, whereas other forms of use may be 
related to more negative initial interactions because of  
more social difficulties or preoccupation with online social 
worlds. We assessed these possibilities by examining 
whether each type of social media use was related to how 
much people liked and were liked by new acquaintances, 
above and beyond the role of relevant personality, namely 
extraversion and both the admiration and rivalry compo-
nents of narcissism.

Importantly, most research examining social media has 
focused on general use (Longstreet & Brooks, 2017; Whang 
et  al., 2003) or one specific social media site (Hong et  al., 
2014; Kircaburun & Griffiths, 2018; Punyanunt-Carter et al., 
2017; Ryan et al., 2014), but people use different social media 
sites for different reasons (Alhabash & Ma, 2017), which may 
result in different links with in-person interactions. Therefore, 
we extended prior research by examining multiple social 
media sites (i.e., Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat) to parse 
out differences between these sites. Moreover, we examined 
additional aspects of social media use, including social net-
work size, active use, and passive use.

We also extended prior research by examining in-the-
moment indicators of social experiences, specifically liking 
during in-person social interactions, rather than indexing 
offline social experiences with global self-reports of social 
and psychological well-being. Furthermore, little work has 
examined the links between social media use and interper-
sonal experiences from the perspective of interaction part-
ners (but see Gosling et al., 2007; Vander Molen et al., 2018), 
relying predominantly on self-reports to assess both online 
and offline social experiences, therefore raising the issues of 
shared method variance and reporting biases. Thus, examin-
ing whether social media relates not only to one’s liking of 
others but also how much a person is liked in naturalistic 
interactions, while controlling for relevant personality traits, 
provides a strong test of whether social media use is related 
to the positivity of in-person social interactions.

Analyses conducted in the present research were explor-
atory and not pre-registered. De-identified data as well as 
the code used for analyses can be found on the Open 
Science Framework (https://osf.io/qu8gn/). We state all 
data exclusions, analyses conducted, and variables pertain-
ing to the present research questions. Additional variables 
collected in this study can be found in the study codebook 
provided on OSF.

Study

Methods

Procedure.  Participants completed an online questionnaire 
assessing their personalities, including extraversion. They 
were then brought into the lab in groups of 4–8 where they 
engaged in a round-robin design, whereby each participant 
met with each group member for a 2-min, one-on-one 
unstructured interaction, after which participants rated how 
much they liked each other. This process was repeated until 
all participants interacted with every other group member. 
The participants completed another questionnaire assessing 
their social media use and other individual difference mea-
sures, including narcissism.

Participants.  A total of 863 undergraduate students partici-
pated in this study. Only previously unacquainted individuals 
were included in the analyses, and we excluded those who 
did not complete the social media, personality, or liking 
items. This resulted in a final sample size of 806 participants 
(Ndyad = 4,565, Mage = 20.36, SDage = 2.21, 124 males, 670 
females, 12 other).

Measures
Types of social media use.  Social media was assessed with 

several items from the Media and Technology Usage and 
Attitudes Scale (MTUAS; Rosen et al., 2013). Three items 
were used to assess the frequency of which participants 

https://osf.io/qu8gn/
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use social media sites: “How often do you use Facebook/ 
Instagram/Snapchat” using a 1 (never)–10 (all the time)  
scale (MFacebook = 6.87, SDFacebook = 1.65; MInstagram = 5.99, 
SDInstagram = 2.67; MSnapchat = 5.63, SDSnapchat = 2.87; see 
Table 1).2 We also assessed two facets of the size of online 
social networks: the subjective amount of Facebook friends 
using the item “I have a lot of friends on Facebook” using a 1 
(disagree strongly) to 7 (agree strongly) scale (M = 5.11, SD 
= 1.42) and the concrete number of Facebook friends using 
the item “How many friends do you have on Facebook” 
using a 1 (0) to 9 (751 or more) scale (M = 7.02, SD = 1.97).

Finally, to assess active and passive use, we asked partici-
pants to rate seven items to assess the extent to which they 
engage in activities such as “Post photos” and “Click like” 
on social media using a 1 (never) to 10 (all the time) scale.

To reduce the number of social media items, we ran an 
exploratory factor analysis on the two social network size 
items and the seven items assessing active and passive use. 
Three distinct factors emerged: (a) social network, which 
references the size of people’s online social networks with 
both the objective and subjective measure (α  =  .76), (b) 
active social media use, indicating the extent to which peo-
ple share and post photos and statuses on social media 
(α  =  .69), and (c) passive social media use, indicating 
the extent to which people browse information on social 
media (α  =  .76; see supplemental online materials for 
more detail). Most of the social media activities fell into 
the active and passive latent variables as expected, with 
the exception of “Click Like,” which was more closely 
aligned with passive use rather than active use. All of the 
latent variables showed high internal reliability (all 
α  >  .69,  see Table 2), and most of the social media 
indicators were weakly to moderately correlated with one 
another (all rs > .07, see Table 2), with the exception of the 
correlations between active use and both Facebook (r = 
.02, p = .50, 95%CI = [−.05, .09]) and Snapchat (r = .05, 
p = .19, 95% CI = [−.02, .11]).

Positivity of impressions.  Participants were asked to rate the 
extent to which they liked their interaction partners using 
six items including “I like this person” and “This person is 
engaging” using a 1 (disagree strongly) to 7 (agree strongly) 
scale (see Table 3). All of the items were significantly cor-
related with one another (all rs > .60). After running an 

exploratory factor analysis, all of the items were combined 
to form a single “liking” factor (see supplemental materials 
for details).

Extraversion.  Extraversion was measured using the Big 
Five Inventory (John & Srivastava, 1999). Participants rated 
the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with items such 
as “I see myself as someone who is outgoing” using a 1 
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale (M = 4.41, SD 
= 1.05). Extraversion was significantly positively correlated 
with all of the social media indicators, narcissistic admira-
tion, and both liking others and being liked by others (all 
rs > .09), and it was marginally positively correlated with 
narcissistic rivalry (r = .06, p = .09, 95% CI = [−.01, .13]; 
see Table 2).

Narcissism.  Narcissistic admiration and rivalry were mea-
sured using the six-item short form of the Narcissistic Admi-
ration and Rivalry Questionnaire (NARQ; Leckelt et  al., 
2018). Three items were used to assess admiration, including 
“I deserve to be seen as a great person” (M = 4.19, SD = 
1.16) and three items were used to assess rivalry, including 
“I want my rivals to fail” (M = 2.84, SD = 1.09) using a 1 
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale.3 Admiration 
was significantly positively correlated with all of the social 
media use indicators (all rs > .08, all ps < .03), although 
it was not significantly correlated with liking others (r = 
.02, p = .61, 95% CI = [−.05, .19]) or being liked by others  
(r = .05, p = .20, 95% CI = [−.02, .11]). Rivalry was sig-
nificantly positively correlated with the social network size 
and both active and passive social media use (all rs > .08, all 
ps < .03), although it was significantly negatively associated 
with both liking others and being liked by others (all rs < 
−.13, all ps < .001). Rivalry was not significantly correlated 
with the frequency of Facebook, Instagram, or Snapchat use 
(all |rs| < .06, all ps > .09).

Data analytic approach.  To address non-independence 
reflected in the data, we ran a univariate analysis of liking in 
multiple round-robin groups (Ngroup = 128) using the Social 
Relations Model (Kenny & La Voie, 1984) and the TripleR 
package (Schönbrodt et al., 2012) to estimate perceiver, tar-
get, and relationship effects. Perceiver effects indicate the 
general tendency of the perceiver to like others, whereas tar-
get effects indicate the general tendency of the target to be 
liked by others. Relationship effects refer to the level of lik-
ing between the specific perceiver and target, independent 
of the perceiver and target effects. Given that our primary 
predictors of interest (social media use) are at the individual 
level, we focus specifically on perceiver and target effects 
here.

Given the nature of the study design, we ran several mul-
tilevel models with participants nested within round-robin 
group. To obtain approximate effect size estimates and con-
fidence intervals, we computed the partial correlations 

Table 1.  Descriptive Statistics for Types of Social Media Use.

Social Media Indicator M (SD) Range

Facebook 6.87 (1.65) 1–10
Instagram 5.99 (2.67) 1–10
Snapchat 5.63 (2.87) 1–10
Social Network Size 6.06 (1.55) 1–8
Active Use 2.08 (1.14) 1–10
Passive Use 6.31 (1.47) 1–10
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between each social media use indicator and both liking oth-
ers and being liked by others, controlling for group member-
ship and personality. Because our primary analyses focus on 
the relationships between individual- level (rather than 
dyadic- or group-level) variables, the number of participants 
in our sample is of primary importance in determining power 
(Snijders, 2005), With our sample size of 806 individuals, we 
had greater than .99 power to detect the mean effect size in 
published personality and social psychology studies (i.e., r = 
.21; see Richard et al., 2003).

Results

Target (20.10%), perceiver (21.80%), and relationship 
(58.20%) variance contributed to ratings of liking, indicat-
ing that ratings of liking were due to perceiver effects, 
wherein perceivers tended to like others across a range of 
targets, target effects, wherein targets tended to be liked by 
others across a range of perceivers, and relationship effects, 
wherein there was a unique relationship between specific 
dyads.

To examine whether social media use predicts perceiver 
and target effects, we ran a series of partial correlations con-
trolling for both group membership and personality traits.

Liking of others
Types of social media use.  Instagram (b = .05, z = 3.57, 

p = .0004, r = .18, 95% CI = [.08, .21]) and Snapchat  
(b = .04, z = 3.20, p = .001, r = .16, 95% CI = [.06, .20]) 
use were significantly associated with liking others more, 
whereas Facebook use was not significantly associated with 
liking others (b = −.03, z = −1.15, p = .25, r = −.03, 95% 
CI = [−.10, .04]; see Table 4). In other words, those who 
used Instagram and Snapchat more frequently tended to like 
others more during first-impressions, whereas Facebook use 
was not significantly associated with how much people liked 
others.

In addition, both passive use (b = .07, z = 2.89, p = .004, 
r = .13, 95% CI = [.04, .17]) and having a larger online 
social network size (b = .07, z = 2.96, p = .003, r = .14, 
95% CI = [.04, .18]) were significantly associated with lik-
ing others more. However, active use was not significantly 
associated with how much people liked others (b = .02, z = 
0.73, p = .47, r = .04, 95% CI = [−.04, .10]).

The role of personality.  Does personality account for 
any of these relationships? To answer this, we examined 
whether the associations between social media use and lik-
ing of others changed as a function of self-reported extra-
version and narcissism. To see the full results as well as 
additional analyses examining the other Big Five personal-
ity traits, see the SOM.

Extraversion.  Most of the significant associations between 
social media use and liking of others held after controlling 
for self-reported extraversion (all|rs| > .05, all ps < .02). 
However, after controlling for self-reported extraversion, 
the significant association between social network size and 
liking others became marginal (b = .04, z = 1.75, p = .08, 
r = .08, 95% CI = [−.00, .13]). In other words, extraver-
sion seemed to play a role in the association between social 
network size and liking others.

Narcissism
Admiration.  All of the significant associations between 

social media use and liking of others held after controlling 
for self-reported admiration (all|rs| > .13, all ps < .006), 
meaning that admiration did not play a significant role in 
the relationship between different types of social media 
use and how much people like others in a first-impression 
context.

Rivalry.  All of the significant associations between 
social media use and liking of others held after control-
ling for rivalry (all|rs| > .16, all ps < .001), meaning 
that rivalry did not play a significant role in the relation-
ships between different types of social media use and 
liking of others. Interestingly, the non-significant associa-
tion between active social media use and liking of others 
became marginally positive after controlling for rivalry  
(b = .05, z = 1.74, p = .08, r = .08, 95% CI = [−.00, .14]). 
This represents a classic suppression effect (MacKinnon 

Table 4.  Associations Between Social Media Use and Perceiver 
Liking.

Social Media 
Indicator

Liking

b (SE) z r [95% CI]

Facebook −.03 (.026) −1.15 −.03 [−.10, .04]
Instagram .05*** (.015) 3.57 .18 [.08, .21]
Snapchat .04** (.013) 3.20 .16 [.06, .20]
Social Network Size .07** (.023) 2.96 .14 [.04, .18]
Active .02 (.031) 0.73 .04 [−.04, .10]
Passive .07** (.025) 2.89 .13 [.04, .17]

Note. b = unstandardized regression coefficient; r = Pearson’s 
correlation; CI= Confidence Intervals. 95% confidence intervals for rs are 
provided. Bolded values indicate associations that held controlling for 
personality covariates.
**p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 3.  Descriptive Statistics for Liking items.

Liking Indicator M (SD) Range

I like this person 5.66 (0.88) 1–7
This person is engaging 5.51 (1.02) 1–7
I could be friends with this person 5.15 (1.19) 1–7
I got along with this person 5.82 (0.88) 2–7
The conversation flowed 5.42 (1.18) 1–7
I enjoyed talking with this person 5.69 (0.95) 1–7



Heyman et al.	 7

et al., 2000) and should be interpreted with caution as the 
replicability of suppression effects have been called into 
question (Gutierrez & Cribbie, 2019).

Summary

Greater social media use appears to be associated with liking 
others more, as most of the types of social media use (i.e., 
Instagram and Snapchat use, passive use, social network 
size) were positively associated with liking others. Facebook 
and active use, however, were not significantly associated 
with liking others. Moreover, most of the significant associa-
tions between social media use and liking others were not 
driven by extraversion or narcissism, suggesting that social 
media use is linked to how much people like new acquain-
tances above and beyond one’s general tendency to be socia-
ble or charming. Next, we examined whether social media 
use relates to being liked by others.

Being liked by others
Social media use.  Similar to the perceiver effects, using 

Instagram (b = .09, z = 5.41, p < .0001, r = .28, 95% 
CI = [.16, .29]) and Snapchat (b = .06, z = 4.62, p < 
.0001, r = .23, 95% CI = [.11, .25]) were significantly 
associated with being liked more by new acquaintances, 
whereas using Facebook was not significantly associated 
with being liked (b = .02, z = 0.61, p = .54, r = .06, 95% 
CI = [−.02, .12]; see Table 5). In other words, Instagram 
and Snapchat were associated with being liked more by 
others, whereas Facebook was not significantly associated 
with being liked by others.

Similarly, passive social media use (b = .07, z = 2.80,  
p = .005, r = .14, 95% CI = [.04, .18]) and having a larger 
online social network (b = .14, z = 5.45, p < .0001, r = .26, 
95% CI = [.14, .27]) were significantly positively associated 
with being liked. Active social media use was not signifi-
cantly associated with being liked (b = −.03, z = −0.89, p = 
.38, r = −.03, 95% CI = [−.09, .05]).

The Role of Personality

Extraversion.  Most of the significant associations between 
social media use and being liked held after controlling for 
self-reported extraversion (all|rs| > .16, all ps < .0007; see 
SOM for full results). However, after controlling for extra-
version, the significant positive association between passive 
use and being liked became marginally positive (b = .04, z = 
1.66, p = .10, r = .08, 95% CI = [−.00, .14]), suggesting 
that extraversion accounted for the association between pas-
sive use and being liked by others. Of note, the non-signifi-
cant association between active use and being liked by others 
became marginally negative after controlling for extraver-
sion (b = −.06, z = −1.88, p = .06, r = −.07, 95% CI = 
[−.13, .01]). Again, this suppression effect should be inter-
preted with caution.

Narcissism
Admiration.  All of the significant associations between 

social media use and being liked held after controlling for 
self-reported admiration (all|rs| > .13, all ps < .01), sug-
gesting that admiration did not play a significant role in the 
relationships between social media use and target liking.

Rivalry.  Similarly, all of the significant associations 
between social media use and target liking held after control-
ling for self-reported rivalry (all|rs| > .17, all ps < .0009), 
again suggesting that rivalry did not play a major role in 
these relationships.

Summary

Overall, social media use appears to be associated with being 
liked more by others in a new-acquaintance context. 
Specifically, Instagram and Snapchat, passive use, and hav-
ing a larger social network size were associated with being 
liked more. These associations tended to be larger in size 
than those seen with liking others. In contrast, Facebook and 
active use were not significantly associated with being liked 
by others. The majority of these associations could not be 
explained by extraversion or narcissism, with the exception 
of passive use whereby extraversion appears to contribute to 
the relationship between passive use and being liked.

Discussion

We found that how people use social media does, indeed, 
relate to liking and being liked by others in in-person interac-
tions, extending previous research by examining how social 
media use relates to social experiences both from the per-
spective of the self and from people’s interaction partners 
using in-the-moment assessments of social experiences. The 
associations between social media use and being liked 
appeared to be stronger than the associations with liking oth-
ers (see SOM for analyses with both perceiver and target 

Table 5.  Associations Between Social Media Use and Target 
Liking.

Social Media 
Indicator

Liking

b (SE) z r [95% CI]

Facebook .02 (.026) 0.61 .06 [−.02, .12]
Instagram .09*** (.016) 5.41 .28 [.16, .29]
Snapchat .06*** (.013) 4.62 .23 [.11, .25]
Social Network Size .14*** (.026) 5.45 .26 [.14, .27]
Active −.03 (.036) −0.89 −.03 [−.09, .05]
Passive .07*** (.026) 2.80 .14 [.04, .18]

Note. b = unstandardized regression coefficient; r = Pearson’s 
correlation; CI = Confidence Intervals. 95% confidence intervals for rs 
are provided. Values in boldface indicate associations that held controlling 
for personality covariates.
***p < .001.
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liking simultaneously), despite the fact that liking others and 
social media use ratings came from the same perspective (the 
self). Thus, greater social media use may have stronger 
implications for how much a person is liked than how much 
a person tends to like others. Some social media indicators 
also showed more consistent associations than others. 
Specifically, Instagram and Snapchat were consistently asso-
ciated with liking others and being liked by others, above and 
beyond relevant personality traits, thus supporting the idea 
that social media use is associated with positive social expe-
riences. Thus, using social media, particularly sites like 
Instagram and Snapchat, may indicate or foster greater social 
skills and engagement, which may in turn benefit in person 
social interactions, resulting in greater liking in getting-
acquainted interactions. Similarly, passive use was associ-
ated with liking others and being liked by others, although 
these associations were largely accounted for by extraver-
sion. Finally, neither Facebook nor active use were signifi-
cantly associated with liking others or being liked by others.

Why might different social media sites relate to differ-
ences in social interactions, such that Instagram and Snapchat 
were associated with more positive interactions, but 
Facebook was not? People tend to use social media sites in 
different ways (Alhabash & Ma, 2017). Thus, motivations 
behind the use of these sites may relate to differences in 
social interactions. For example, people tend to use Instagram 
and Snapchat for self-expression, which has been related to 
positive social experiences (Chervonsky & Hunt, 2017). In 
contrast, Facebook is used more habitually (Vishwanath, 
2015; Giannakos et al., 2013), perhaps indicating an automa-
ticity and impulsivity to using Facebook that is not motivated 
by the desire for social connection. It could be that people 
who use certain social media sites like Instagram and 
Snapchat might generally engage in more positive forms of 
self-expression, thus relating to more positive interactions, 
whereas those who use other sites, such as Facebook, might 
use it more out of habit without the goal of connecting to oth-
ers. Future research should examine this possibility.

Unlike much previous research, passive use was associ-
ated with more positive social experiences, as indicated by 
greater liking of others and being liked more by others, 
although these associations were largely accounted for by 
extraversion. In other words, those who use social media 
more passively may have more positive in-person interac-
tions due to having a more sociable personality. Why would 
passive use be linked to greater extraversion, given that past 
research has found it to be associated with lower social well-
being and greater loneliness (Burke et al., 2010; Kraut et al., 
1998)? One possibility is that our passive use indicator 
included “clicking like” in addition to browsing profiles and 
checking one’s homepage, for example. This may suggest 
that passive use, at least as indexed in the present study, may 
not be entirely passive, but may instead serve an interper-
sonal connection function, which tends to be beneficial 
(Clark et  al., 2018). Indeed, clicking like may fulfill 

socialization needs, as it acts as a gesture of showing support 
for others (Hayes et  al., 2016; Lowe-Calverley & Grieve, 
2018). Therefore, passive use, specifically “clicking like,” 
may provide an easy way for people to engage with people 
online. Furthermore, in line with previous studies (Burke 
et al., 2010; Verduyn et al., 2015) passive use was more com-
mon than active use, suggesting that passive use may indi-
cate a more normative, and potentially healthy use of social 
media which, in turn, is associated with more positive social 
experiences.

Related to this idea, active use was not significantly asso-
ciated with liking others or with being liked by others, per-
haps because of the low frequency by which people use 
social media actively (Burke et  al., 2010; Verduyn et  al., 
2015). Perhaps having greater variability between partici-
pants in their tendencies to use social media actively would 
increase the power to detect small associations between 
active use and in-person interactions. Furthermore, our active 
use indicator was comprised of two items, posting photos 
and status updates, which may be more closely associated 
with self-promotion than interpersonal connection. As previ-
ous research suggests that active use that fosters social con-
nection is associated with more positive outcomes (Burke 
et al., 2010; Clark et al., 2018; Ellison et al., 2007; Grieve 
et al., 2013; C. Y. Liu & Yu, 2013), it could be that active use 
for the purpose of self-promotion is not significantly associ-
ated with social experiences, at least in-person.

Finally, social network size was significantly associated 
with liking others and with being liked by others. The asso-
ciation with being liked appeared above and beyond the 
effects of extraversion and narcissism, which is in line with 
previous research suggesting that those who have more 
friends on Facebook are seen more positively by others 
(Tong et  al., 2008). However, the association with liking 
others was largely explained by extraversion, suggesting 
that people may have larger online social networks and like 
others more because they are more sociable. This is in line 
with previous research suggesting that social network size 
is significantly associated with extraversion (D. Liu & 
Campbell, 2017; Pollet et  al., 2011). Perhaps motivation 
behind having a larger online social network may account 
for the relationships between social network size and inter-
personal liking. For example, after controlling for extraver-
sion, the association between social network size and liking 
of others became non-significant, suggesting that those 
who have a larger online social network to connect with a 
more people (Schaefer, 2008) may have more positive in-
person experiences.

Of note, most of the effect sizes in the present study were 
fairly small (.|01| < r < .|25|). However, the findings may 
still be important. As noted by Funder and Ozer (2019), small 
effects may not seem important in-the-moment but may be 
consequential over the long term. Thus, social media use 
may have a small effect on how much people like others and 
are liked by others in a single instance, as shown in the 



Heyman et al.	 9

present study, but may have stronger effects over time, as 
people interact with more people.

Limitations and Future Directions

Given the cross-sectional nature of this study, we were 
unable to disentangle the direction of the associations 
between social media use and positive social interactions. Is 
it that social media use enhances a person’s social skills, 
which in turn benefits in-person interactions? Or do people 
who have stronger in-person social skills and more positive 
interactions use social media more and in more adaptive 
ways? Given that these links appear to emerge quite indepen-
dently of relevant personality traits, future research should 
attempt to further understand causality with longitudinal and 
experimental designs. If some forms of social media use 
actually do benefit how much people like and are liked by 
others in person, this could be quite an easy, if surprising, 
method by which to enhance offline social interactions. 
Future research should also examine other potential mecha-
nisms and individual differences, beyond personality and 
physical attractiveness (see Footnote 3), that could play a 
role in the links between social media use and liking in get-
ting-acquainted interactions.

Although a strength of this study was that it examined vari-
ous social media sites and different types of use within the 
same study, we were unable to examine how people use differ-
ent social media sites in different ways. That is, we did not 
examine using active and passive use on each site, or different 
motivations for use of different sites. Alhabash and Ma (2017) 
found that people use and are motivated to use social media 
sites in different ways (e.g., for self-expression vs. passing 
time), and personality can influence people’s motivations 
(Seidman, 2013) and preferences (Hughes et  al., 2012) for 
social media use. For example, some people may use Instagram 
to share interests with those in their social network, whereas 
others might use it to promote product (e.g., Instagram 
Influencers). Similarly, people may differ in their use of spe-
cific aspects of social media sites, such as preference for 
Instagram stories over posts. It would be interesting to exam-
ine whether different types of use both within and between 
platforms (e.g., active Instagram use, passive Facebook use) 
and different reasons for using these platforms relate to differ-
ences in in-person interactions and personality, as the motiva-
tions underlying social media use may be more important than 
the platform or type of use that people engage in.

The current study used subjective self-reports to exam-
ine social media use and social network size. However, 
people tend to poorly estimate their technology use (Duncan 
et  al., 2012), and the use of arbitrary cutoffs to measure 
social network size may remove important variance in the 
data. As such, future research should use open-ended 
response options and objective measures (e.g., phone track-
ing) to get a purer understanding of how social media 
relates to in-person interactions.

This sample was comprised of predominantly female uni-
versity-aged students at a large North American university. 
Although men and women tend to use social media in similar 
ways (Auxier & Anderson, 2021), future research should 
collect a more balanced sample to improve the generalizabil-
ity of these results. Furthermore, social media use is rising 
among those of different age groups and demographics 
(Perrin & Anderson, 2019). It is therefore necessary to exam-
ine these associations across a more diverse group of partici-
pants to examine the generalizability and possible moderators 
of these relationships. Social media use differs between those 
of various age groups, such that young adults tend to use 
Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok more frequently than older 
adults, although Facebook use tends to be similar across age 
groups (Auxier & Anderson, 2021). Moreover, given grow-
ing concerns about the impact of social media on younger 
teenagers’ social interactions (Orlowski, 2020; The Learning 
Network, 2020) it is especially important to examine these 
associations for this age group.

Furthermore, social media trends are constantly changing. 
YouTube and Reddit use has increased since 2019, whereas 
use of other platforms have remained relatively stable 
(Auxier & Anderson, 2021). In addition, social circum-
stances, like the COVID-19 pandemic, may influence moti-
vations to use social media and alter what constitutes 
normative, positive, or negative use. For example, people 
may rely more on social media for communication when 
they are unable to interact with others in-person during a 
situation like a pandemic. Therefore, spending a large amount 
of time on social media may be considered normative and 
positive in such circumstances, whereas it would have other-
wise been considered abnormal and problematic. As such, 
what is considered positive or negative social media use is 
likely to evolve and could be considered relative, subjective, 
and situationally dependent. Consequently, it may be diffi-
cult to formulate a concrete, formal definition of what consti-
tutes positive and negative social media use. Future research 
should adapt its understanding of normative, positive use 
alongside the inevitable changes in norms and implications 
of social media use.

Conclusion

Overall, despite widespread concerns about how social 
media impacts in-person social interactions, we found that 
multiple forms of social media, including Instagram, 
Snapchat, and passive use, were associated with more posi-
tive initial face-to-face interactions, as indicated by liking 
others and being liked by others more. However, other types 
of use, including Facebook and active use, were not signifi-
cantly associated with liking in in-person interactions. 
Importantly, most of the associations emerged above and 
beyond the effects of trait-level extraversion and narcissistic 
admiration and rivalry. Thus, social media may have links to 
offline social interactions that are independent of these more 
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general individual differences. As social media use continues 
to flourish, it is important to examine how this medium of 
communication relates to offline experiences, and particu-
larly whether it may carry benefits, as the current results may 
suggest, including broadly, within specific social interac-
tions, and from multiple perspectives. This study was a first 
step in determining which forms of social media use may be 
beneficial and which forms may be less relevant to initial 
in-person social interactions.
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Notes

1.	 We also examined the four other Big Five traits and found that 
none played a significant role in the relationships between 
social media use and liking or being liked (see Supplementary 
Materials pg. 6–10).

2.	 Use of Twitter and dating sites (e.g., Tinder) were also reported 
but were used very infrequently (Twitter: M = 2.09, SD = 2.05; 
Dating sites: M = 1.62, SD = 1.40) and were not significantly 
associated with liking (all|rs| < .04, all ps > .23).

3.	 As an additional non-self-reported covariate, we also examined 
the role of objective attractiveness ratings of the participants. 

Three to four trained research assistants viewed photos of the 
participants and rated the extent to which they agreed or dis-
agreed with the statement “I find this person attractive” using a 
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale. The intra-class 
correlation coefficient (ICC) was calculated to assess interrater 
reliability between the raters. Using the two-way mixed effects 
model and “average rater” unit, we found that there was high 
agreement between the raters (ICC = .79, p < .001). Controlling 
for objective attractiveness did not significantly alter the results, 
suggesting that social media use does not appear to be linked to 
liking and being liked due to a person’s physical attractiveness.
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