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STUDENTS EXPERIENCING SOCIAL COMPARISON
VIATHE SOCIAL MEDIA MIRROR

APA MENTAL HEALTH PRIMER

This information is designed to help teachers respond to students who may be in need of support. It is not intended to be used as a diagnostic tool
or to replace the use of formal assessments employed by mental health professionals. Additionally, it is important to consider the context of the
situation, individual differences, and cultural and linguistic factors.

It is increasingly evident that online environments profoundly shape how students perceive their
peers and themselves, which can ultimately impact classroom experiences. For instance, educators
may observe heightened interpersonal friction during collaborative activities stemming from students’
digital interactions the previous evening. Students could appear distracted during lessons, their

minds wandering to images they saw posted on social media. And comparisons regarding curated
presentations of lifestyle—such as attire, travel, or social invitations—can lead to distress.

In today's digital environment, many students are WHAT IS SOCIAL COMPARISON?

regularly exposed to images and information that Social comparison refers to the drive to evaluate oneself
invite comparison with others, including metrics such against others.? In certain situations, a tendency to notice

as "likes” and “follows.” Social media and online spaces others’ achievements may motivate students to set goals,
make it easy for students to measure themselves build skills, or try new strategies; however, social comparison
against peers, influencers, and celebrities, often based becomes concerning when it is incessant, emotionally

on incomplete, inaccurate, or highly edited information. distressing, or interferes with a student's typical functioning.

Critically, research suggests that social comparison in

online contexts can negatively affect mental health and Modern technology allows students to monitor others

well-being.2 throughout the day with ease. For some students, constantly
perceiving others as doing “better” than themselves can

When these social comparisons begin to harm students become very upsetting. In online environments, students

at school, educators may rightly become concerned. may compare themselves not only to celebrities or

Understanding what social comparison is and how it influencers, but also to carefully selected versions of their

shows up in the classroom can help educators respond peers' lives. These comparisons can contribute to feelings of

with awareness, support, and appropriate connections to inadequacy, exclusion, or dissatisfaction. Interestingly, some

additional resources. negative effects of social media-based social comparison

may be especially common among girls.#

Note: We acknowledge there may be additional complexities to the scientific fields of social comparison and social media which warrant consideration but are beyond the scope of this brief report.
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HOW MIGHT SOCIAL COMPARISON APPEAR AT SCHOOL?
When social comparison begins to negatively affect students, educators may notice that students are:

= Engaging in frequent negative self-talk, including comments about appearance, abilities, or self-worth

* Demonstrating preoccupation with others’ plans or accomplishments

» Showing signs of low mood, withdrawal, or interpersonal tension

* Becoming distracted by what others are saying, doing, or posting online

= Spending significant time checking social media or seeking feedback on their own posts

* Expressing worries related to fear of missing out ("FOMOQO")

WHAT CAN TEACHERS DO?

Talk about what social media does and does not
represent. Help students to think critically about the
content they see, recognizing that online content is
often selective, edited, and does not show the true full
picture of someone’s life.

Model negative self-comparisons when talking

about yourself (R. lacoletti, personal communication,
September 22, 2025) (e.g., "l will never be able to take
atrip like that;” “l wish | was as smart as them”).

Encourage opportunities for offline connection and
belonging, such as classroom collaboration, clubs, or
shared activities.

Disregard students’ experiences in the digital realm
because they take place online. These experiences are
very real and can have very real consequences.

Support students in developing emotional awareness
and regulation skills, including identifying emotions,
reframing unhelpful thoughts, and practicing healthy
ways to cope with stress.

Voice concerns about social media platforms or trends
because you are unfamiliar with them.

Assume that boundaries discussed at school will
always be maintained outside of school.

Recognize that social media use exists along a
spectrum. Avoid framing all social media as implicitly
harmful (e.g., some social media supports community
building, knowledge sharing, etc.).

Help students think intentionally about how they use
social media, including time they spend on it and the
types of content they choose to engage with (e.g., ask
students to carefully consider whether the accounts
they follow support or hinder their well-being).

Address language that draws hurtful comparisons,
and reinforce inclusive, respectful classroom norms.
Remind students that everyone deserves to feel seen
and safe, and the way we speak about one another
matters (e.g., encourage empathy and kindness rather
than judgement).

Note: Many teachers are incredibly busy. For this reason, we have provided a variety of “Dos” that range in investment required. We do not want to add more to the already full plates of educators; we

want to support them with options to consider.
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REFER STUDENTS FOR FURTHER HELP IF APPROPRIATE
Be sure to follow local policies and procedures related to student support and crisis intervention. Share concerns with
school counselors, psychologists, social workers, or other appropriate personnel as needed.

As areminder, this primer is not a diagnostic tool. Educators are not expected to serve as mental health clinicians or
diagnosticians. In scenarios like those described above, the teacher’s role is to notice concerning changes in behavior,
respond early and respond with care, reinforce inclusive classroom norms, and connect the student to appropriate support/
additional help when appropriate.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
* Health Advisory on Social Media Use in Adolescence (American Psychological Association)
* Social Media, Youth, and Comparison (Mental Health America)
* Understanding Social Comparison on Social Media (The Jed Foundation)
* Digital Literacy & Well-Being Curriculum (Common Sense Media)
* Effects of Social Media Exposure on Self-Evaluations (Media Psychology)?
Related Mental Health Primers
* Students Experiencing Low Self-esteem or Low Perceptions of Competence
* Students Experiencing Anxiety
* Students Experiencing Inattention and Distractibility

* Students Experiencing Bullying
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