
2 Theoretical Foundations of
Social Media Uses and Effects
Patti M. Valkenburg

Empirical work into the cognitive, affective, and behavioral effects of media
use started in the 1920s under the umbrella concept of mass communication.
The term mass communication arose as a response to the new opportunities
of reaching audiences via the mass media (e.g., film, radio; McQuail, 2010).
In early mass communication theories, the mass did not only refer to the
“massness” of the audience that media could reach, but also to homogenous
media use and powerful media effects, notions that apply increasingly less to
the contemporary media landscape (Valkenburg et al., 2016). In the past two
decades, media use has undergone a rapid evolution. It has become increas-
ingly individualized, and, with the introduction of social media, undeniably
more dynamic and ubiquitous. It is no surprise, therefore, that communication
and media effects theories have undergone important adjustments. And it
is also no surprise that the mass has turned increasingly obsolete in contem-
porary media effects theories (Valkenburg & Oliver, 2019).
The aim of this chapter is to discuss the communication and media effects

theories that may serve as the foundations for research into the effects of social
media use on adolescents. To define social media, I follow the definition
of Bayer et al. (2020, p. 472): Social media are “computer-mediated communi-
cation channels that allow users to engage in social interaction with broad and
narrow audiences in real time or asynchronously.” Social media use thus
entails the active (e.g., posting) or passive (e.g., browsing), private (one-to-
one) or public (e.g., one-to-many), and synchronous or asynchronous usage
of social media platforms, such as Instagram, Facebook, Snapchat, TikTok,
WeChat, and WhatsApp.
The first section of this chapter focuses on three important paradigms of

general media effects theories that may help us understand the effects of social
media, namely the selectivity, transactionality, and conditionality paradigms.
The second section reviews computer-mediated communication theories, which
originated in the 1970s, and are still relevant to understand the effects of social
media. The third section introduces a transactional affordance theory of social
media uses, which is inspired by transactional theories of development

The first part of this chapter is largely based on Valkenburg, Peter, and Walther (2016), Media
effects: Theory and research. Annual Review of Psychology, 67, 315–338.
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(Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Sameroff, 2009), Self-effects theory (Valkenburg,
2017), and affordance theories of social media use (e.g., boyd, 2011;
McFarland & Ployhart, 2015). A fourth and final section presents some
avenues for future research into the effects of social media on adolescents.

Media Effects Theories

In this chapter, I define media effects as the deliberate and nondeli-
berate short- and long-term within-person changes in cognitions, emotions,
attitudes, and behavior that result from media use (Valkenburg et al., 2016).
And I define a (social) media effects theory as a theory that attempts to explain
the uses and effects of (social) media use on individuals, groups, or societies as
a whole (Valkenburg & Oliver, 2019). To be labeled a (social) media effects
theory, a theory at least needs to conceptualize media use, and the potential
changes that this use can bring about within individuals, groups, or societies
(i.e., the media effect).
Over the past decades, dozens of media effects theories have been

developed. These theories differ substantially in how they conceptualize the
media effects process. Some theories, particularly the early ones, focus pri-
marily on unidirectional linear relationships between media use and certain
outcomes. Other, more comprehensive theories pay more attention to the
interactive effects of media use and nonmedia factors (e.g., dispositions, social
contexts) on certain outcomes. Valkenburg et al. (2016) argued that media
effects theories can be organized along five paradigms that specify the condi-
tions under which media effects can (or cannot) occur. This chapter discusses
the three paradigms that are most relevant to our understanding of the effects
of social media use, the selectivity, transactionality, and conditionality para-
digm. The term “message” in this chapter refers to all textual, auditory, visual,
and audiovisual content that is shared on social media.

The Selectivity Paradigm

The selectivity paradigm of media effects theories states that: (a) individuals
can only attend to a limited number of media messages out of the wealth of
media messages that can potentially attract their attention, (b) they select these
media messages in response to dispositions, needs, and desires that differ from
person to person, and (c) only those media messages they select have the
potential to influence them. The selectivity paradigm is represented by two
different communication theories: uses and gratifications theory (Katz et al.,
1973) and selective exposure theory (Zillmann & Bryant, 1985). Both theories
argue that a variety of cognitive and psychosocial factors guide and filter one’s
selective media use. An important difference between the theories is that uses
and gratifications theory conceives of media users as rational and conscious of
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their selective media use, whereas selective exposure theory argues that media
users are often not aware, or at least not fully aware, of their selection motives.

The Transactionality Paradigm

The transactionality paradigm is an extension of the selectivity paradigm.
Early studies into the selectivity paradigm have predominantly focused on
the extent to which the dispositions of media users (e.g., needs, moods,
attitudes) predict their tendency to select media. In other words, these studies
conceptualized selective media use as the outcome, whereas the effects of this
media use received less attention. In more recent transactional media effects
theories (e.g., Slater, 2007; Valkenburg & Peter, 2013a), the selectivity para-
digm has become an integrated part of the media effects process.
Transactional media effect theories argue that (a) the media user, rather than
the media, is the starting point of a process that leads to selective media use,
(b) this selective media use may bring about a transaction (i.e., change) in
the media user, which is the media effect, and (c) this media effect may,
in turn, reciprocally influence media use and the antecedents of media use.
For example, it has been shown that adolescents high in trait aggressiveness
are more likely to selectively expose themselves to violent websites, which may
further enhance their trait aggressiveness (Slater, 2003).
The propositions in transactional media effects theories have important

implications for theories and research on the effects of social media. First, in
comparison with mass media, social media have more filters and algorithms to
cater to the preferences of adolescent users, which may stimulate their selective
exposure to messages that match these preferences. Second, social media
platforms typically allow adolescents to make their posts more personal, vivid,
and emotional, which may enhance the likelihood of effects. Third, since 2017,
adolescents can not only search for messages related to a specific hashtag but
can also follow one or more hashtags, after which posts under these hashtags
start to show up more prominently in the users’ timelines or feeds (Scherr
et al., 2020). In comparison with mass media content, such posts may be more
effective both in attracting the selective attention of recipients of these posts,
and in influencing their cognitions, attitudes, and behavior (e.g., Parmelee &
Roman, 2020).
Following transactional theories, social media use may thus result in select-

ive exposure to messages that match with individuals’ preexisting dispositions
(e.g., needs, moods, attitudes), more so than mass media use. These theories
thus imply that social media users may also more than mass media users be
able to shape their own media effects via this targeted selective social media
use. Hence, if we want to understand the effects of social media use on
adolescents, we may need to study the antecedents that shape their selective
social media use. Selective exposure theories have mostly focused on disposi-
tional antecedents, such as mood and preexisting attitudes. But according to
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Valkenburg & Peter’s (2013a) differential susceptibility to media effects model
(DSMM), three types of antecedents may predict adolescents’ selective (social)
media use and, thus, the effects of this use: dispositional, developmental, and
social-context factors.

Dispositional Factors

Dispositions that may lead to selective social media use range from more
stable factors (e.g., temperament, personality) to more transient and situ-
ational ones (e.g., needs, desires, moods). Both types of antecedents have
received some support. For example, fear of missing out (FOMO, a more
stable anxiety of missing out on rewarding experiences that others are having)
has been linked to adolescents’ (problematic) social media use (Franchina
et al., 2018). Furthermore, some (but not all) adolescents experiencing low
mood turn to social media to look for funny clips or supportive feedback
(Rideout & Fox, 2018).

Developmental Factors

As for development, research has shown that children and adolescents typic-
ally prefer media messages that are only moderately discrepant from their age-
related comprehension schemata and level of psychosocial development
(Valkenburg & Cantor, 2000). If they encounter media content that is too
discrepant, they will allocate less attention to it or avoid it. This moderate-
discrepancy hypothesis explains, for example: (a) why toddlers are typically
attracted to audiovisual material with a slow pace, simple characters, and
familiar contexts, and why they can be mesmerized by buttons on tablets;
(b) why preschoolers typically like to attend to faster-paced, more adventur-
ous contexts, and more sophisticated fantasy characters; (c) why children in
middle childhood typically enjoy computer games and virtual worlds that
allow collecting and saving, and identify with real-life idols; and (d) why
adolescents are the most avid users of social media for interacting with their
friends, and seek online entertainment that presents irreverent humor or risky
behavior (for a more elaborate review of developmentally related media
preferences, see Valkenburg and Piotrowski (2017).

Social Context Factors

Social context refers to the surroundings within which individuals or groups
act or interact, and whose norms and affordances may influence the cogni-
tions, emotions, attitudes, and behaviors that occur within it. On the macro
level, structural aspects of the media system (e.g., platform availability) can
affect media choices (e.g., Webster, 2009), whereas on the micro level, parents
and schools can forbid adolescents from spending time on social media during
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dinner or in the classroom (Valkenburg & Piotrowski, 2017). In addition,
especially in adolescence, peer groups can exert a strong influence on certain
preferences and behaviors (Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011), including media
preferences (Valkenburg & Cantor, 2000). Members of a peer group share
norms that they have created themselves. Adolescents typically form strong
social antennas for these norms, including those pertaining to social media
use. Environmental influences on social media use can thus occur overtly (e.g.,
by parental restriction or monitoring) or more covertly, for example through
adolescents’ sensitivity to the prevailing norms in their peer group.

The Conditionality Paradigm

The conditionality paradigm is closely linked with the selectivity and transac-
tionality paradigms. After all, in both paradigms it is argued that only the
messages that individuals select in response to person-specific antecedents
have the potential to influence them. Theories that propose conditional media
effects share the notion that media effects (a) do not equally hold for all media
users, and (b) can be enhanced or reduced by dispositional, developmental,
and social-context factors (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013a). In line with earlier
media effects theories (e.g., Bandura, 2009), Valkenburg and Peter’s DSMM
postulates that dispositional, developmental, and social-context factors may
have a double role in the media effects process: They not only predict media
use, but they also influence the way in which media messages are processed
and subsequent distal media outcomes. This twofold influence results in three
types of differential susceptibility to media effects: dispositional, developmen-
tal, and social-context susceptibility.

Dispositional Susceptibility

Dispositional susceptibility refers to the degree to which certain dispositions
influence media processing and media outcomes. It has been shown, for
example, that trait aggressiveness can increase the effects of media violence on
cognitive and emotional processing of violent media content (Schultz et al.,
2004), which may, in turn, result in enhanced aggression (Krcmar, 2009). As for
social media, it has been shown that Facebook users who scored high on
FOMO, experience more hurtful comments, and more stalking and harassment
(Buglass et al., 2017). In addition, sensation seeking is an important predictor
of risky behavior on social media, whereas a lack of inhibitory control can result
in more negative feedback on these media (Koutamanis et al., 2015). Finally,
specific affordances of social media may particularly stimulate online disinhibi-
tion among self-conscious and socially anxious adolescents (e.g., Schouten
et al., 2007). This online disinhibition has been shown to result in positive
(e.g., friendship closeness; Valkenburg & Peter, 2009) or negative effects of
social media use (e.g., cyberbullying; Nesi et al., 2018b).
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Developmental Susceptibility

Developmental susceptibility refers to the degree to which developmental
level influences media processing and media outcomes. Evidence for develop-
mental susceptibility is relatively scarce. It has been shown that younger
children react with stronger physiological arousal to violent and frightening
audiovisual content than adolescents, even if this content is unrealistic, which
may enhance the effects of such content (Cantor, 2009). In addition, online
sexual risk behavior seems to reach a peak in middle adolescence, after which
it levels off again (Baumgartner et al., 2012). This developmentally induced
inverted U-shaped trajectory is often explained by dual-system theories of
brain development (e.g., Steinberg, 2010), which argue that the parts of the
adolescent brain that are responsible for reward sensitivity to social stimuli
may develop more quickly than the parts that are responsible for regulation of
this reward sensitivity.

Social-Context Susceptibility

Social-context susceptibility refers to the degree to which social context factors
influence media processing and media outcomes. Evidence for social-context
susceptibility comes from studies showing that when physical violence is norma-
tive in families, children may learn to interpret media violence differently
(Schultz et al., 2004), making them more susceptible to media effects on aggres-
sion (Fikkers et al., 2013). Social-context susceptibility can be explained by the
context-convergence hypothesis (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013a), which posits that
individuals are more susceptible to media messages if these messages converge
with the values and norms in their social context. In cultivation theory (Gerbner
et al., 1980, p. 15), an early media effects theory, this phenomenon has been
named resonance: When something experienced in the media is similar to the
norms that prevail in one’s social environment, it creates a “double dose” of the
message, which enhances the likelihood of media effects.

Social Media as a Social Context in Its Own Right

As discussed earlier on in the chapter, social context refers to the environment
within which individuals or groups act or interact, and whose norms and affor-
dances may influence the cognitions, emotions, attitudes, and behaviors that
occur within it. An important theoretical question is whether we need to concep-
tualize social media as a social context in its own right that may shape both social
media uses and their effects. Authors differ in their conceptions of whether
social media should be seen as a social context in itself. Some scholars adhere
to a “Mirroring Framework” (Nesi et al., 2018a, p. 268), that is, the notion that
adolescents’ experiences on social media simply mirror their offline experiences.
Several other scholars, including the author of this chapter, believe that

social media is not merely a technology, but a social context, whose norms and
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affordances may influence social media use, as well as the changes among
users that result from this use. These scholars do acknowledge that the social
media context overlaps with other contexts, such as the family, peer, and
school context. But such overlap also applies to other social contexts (e.g.,
family with school; peer group with school). Coconstruction theory
(Subrahmanyam et al., 2006) and the transformation framework (Nesi et al.,
2018a, 2018b) both discuss how the social media context differs from equiva-
lent offline interaction contexts. Coconstruction theory proposes that even
though adolescents construct the same developmental issues online as they
do offline, they use specific affordances of social media that do not exist in
offline situations (e.g., cue manageability and scalability) to construct and
coconstruct their identity, intimacy, and sexuality. Finally, following affor-
dance theories of social media (e.g., boyd, 2011; McFarland & Ployhart, 2015;
Peter & Valkenburg, 2013), the transformation framework considers social
media as a context that differs in important ways from face-to-face and earlier
digital interactions (e.g., email). As a result, this context may affect social
media uses and their effects in different ways than face-to-face and earlier
digital interactions (Nesi et al., 2018a, 2018b).
A telling example of a defining norm of the social media context is its

positivity bias, which refers to the observation that public social media inter-
actions (e.g., Instagram, Facebook) are typically more positive than equiva-
lent offline interactions (e.g., Reinecke & Trepte, 2014; Waterloo et al., 2017).
This positivity bias may influence both message recipients and message
senders positively or negatively. Message recipients can be exposed to posi-
tively biased messages of happy, successful, and popular peers. Among some
recipients this exposure may result in envy and negative psychosocial effects
(e.g., Vogel et al., 2014). And among other recipients it may lead to inspir-
ation, and positive psychosocial effects (e.g., Meier et al., 2020).
The positivity bias may also influence message senders in opposite ways.

Firstly, their positively biased self-presentations may increase their own
psychological well-being (Burnell et al., 2020), a phenomenon that has been
named a self-effect (Valkenburg, 2017). But when these self-presentations are
exaggerated (e.g., too emotional) they may create embarrassment and guilt,
and decrease psychological well-being (Stern, 2015). Apparently, the percep-
tions and consequences of the positivity bias on social media differ from
adolescent to adolescent, an idea that will be elaborated upon when discussing
affordance theories of social media.

Computer-Mediated Communication Theories

Studies into the cognitive, affective, and behavioral effects of social
media have often been inspired by theories of computer-mediated communi-
cation (CMC). CMC theories and research emerged in the 1970s, long before
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the Internet became widespread. Unlike media effects research, which evolved
from the study of mass communication, CMC research originated from a
mixture of interpersonal communication, teleconferencing, and organizational
behavior. In addition, whereas media effects research is more survey-oriented,
the approach of CMC research is mostly experimental. CMC research has
typically focused on comparing the cognitive, affective, and behavioral effects
of face-to-face communication to those of CMC. It has often centered on
questions such as whether and how certain CMC properties, such as anonym-
ity or the lack of audiovisual cues, influence the quality of social interaction
among dyads or group members, and the impressions these dyads or group
members form of one another.
In the 1970s, some early, rather pessimistic CMC theories compared the

“lean” text-only CMC with the “rich” communication in face-to-face settings.
In doing so, they tried to explain, for example, why CMC leads to less
intimacy and more disinhibited behavior (Walther, 2011). In the early 1990s,
a new cluster of theories emerged, with a more optimistic view on CMC. That
was the time that individuals started emailing, and the Internet became
available for personal use. During this time, Walther’s social information
processing theory became influential. This theory explains how CMC partners
can gradually overcome the presumed limitations of CMC by creatively
employing strategies to exchange and understand social and emotional mes-
sages in CMC. In this way, with sufficient time and message exchanges, CMC
partners could develop intimacy levels comparable to those in face-to-face
communication (Walther, 1992).
In the second half of the 1990s, Walther extended his theory with an even

more optimistic perspective, which predicted that CMC messages could lead
to greater intimacy than face-to-face communication. According to his hyper-
personal communication model (Walther, 1996), the relative anonymity
and reduced audiovisual cues in CMC encourage individuals to optimally
present themselves, for instance, by pretending to be kinder and more beauti-
ful than they actually are. Meanwhile, the recipients of these optimized
self-presentations are free to fill in the blanks in their impressions of their
partners, which may encourage them to idealize these partners. In doing so,
CMC relationships could become “hyperpersonal,” that is, more intimate
than offline relationships (Walther, 1996). In the same period, another influen-
tial CMC theory emerged, the social identity model of deindividuation
effects, whose major focus was to explain how the anonymity in CMC groups
affects normative and anti-normative behavior among their members
(Postmes et al., 2000).
The focus of early CMC theories on anonymity and limited audiovisual

cues fitted well in the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, when CMC was
predominantly text-based and typically took place in anonymous chatrooms
or newsgroups (Valkenburg et al., 2016). However, most current CMC tech-
nologies popular among adolescents, such as Instagram and Snapchat, are
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much less anonymous than their predecessors, and rely heavily on a range of
audiovisual cues. Therefore, it has become less relevant to experimentally
compare their specific CMC properties with face-to-face communication
(Scott & Fullwood, 2020). Moreover, the “computer” part of CMC applica-
tions has become more portable and ubiquitous, and has diluted into a
multitude of mobile devices and apps (Xu & Liao, 2020, p. 32). Indeed, the
devices with which we communicate have gotten closer and closer to our
bodies. They moved from our desks (desktop), to our bags (laptop), to our
pockets (smartphone), and to our wrists (Valkenburg & Piotrowski, 2017).
It is no surprise that these rapid developments provide contemporary CMC
theorists with many new conceptual, theoretical, and empirical challenges
(Carr, 2020).
An important strength of CMC theories and research, certainly when

compared with media effects theories, has been their strong focus on the
dynamic give-and-take interactions between message senders and recipients.
CMC theories are, by definition, transactional theories that acknowledge that
message exchanges are shaped by both message senders and receivers
(Valkenburg, 2017). However, possibly due to its experimental orientation,
CMC research has often focused on the unidirectional, across-the-board
effects of CMC properties (i.e., anonymity, reduced audiovisual cues) on the
recipients of these properties. Although both media effects and CMC theories
like to describe recipients as active in the sense that they have autonomy over
the way they interpret media or CMC characteristics, the empirically investi-
gated influence in both research traditions is still all too often unidirectional:
from the media or technology to the recipients.
However, if we accept that the current generation of social media are not

merely technologies, but a social context whose norms and affordances differ
from offline social contexts, such as the peer group or the neighborhood
(Sameroff, 2009), we may need an updated theorization on the uses and effects
of social media. Such an update needs to address the transactional relation-
ships between social media users and the social media context, as well as
the interactions between the social media context and other, offline, contexts.
In the next section, I will make a preliminary start on such an update, by
introducing a transactional affordance theory of social media uses. I deliberately
use the term “uses” to refer to the many possible uses of social media.
Three types of theories might offer inspiration to such an updated theoriza-

tion: transactional theories of development (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 2005;
Sameroff, 2009), Gibson’s (1979) affordance theory, which later evolved into
affordance theories of social media (e.g., boyd, 2011; Treem & Leonardi,
2013), and self-effects theory (Valkenburg, 2017). Transactional theories of
development propose that change within an adolescent is a product of their
continuous dynamic interactions with their experienced social contexts
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Sameroff, 2009). Gibson’s affordance theory is a learn-
ing theory that explains how different perceptions of an object or environment
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can result in different actions toward or uses of this object or environment.
Finally, self-effects are the effects of messages on message senders themselves.
As will be clear, social media use cannot only result in transactions
(i.e., changes) within message recipients, but also within the senders of these
messages.

A Transactional Affordance Theory of Social Media Uses

A transactional affordance theory of social media uses elaborates on
three related propositions raised in transactional theories and/or affordance
theories and/or self-effects theory: These propositions are: (1) social media
users (co)create their own social media context, and this (co)created context
shapes their experienced effects; (2) just like the family, school, and peer
context, the social media context is a micro-level social context, in which
transactional effects are more likely than in the mass media context; (3) the
experiences with the social media context differ from adolescent to adolescent;
thus, the unique way in which an adolescent experiences the norms, affor-
dances, and messages in this context is the driving force of social media effects
on this adolescent.

Social Media Users Shape Their Own Effects

The first proposition is that (1) social media users can individually (or collect-
ively) shape their social media context, and (2) their experiences within this
social media context can shape the effects of this context. The first part of this
proposition is in line with transactional theories of development and Gibson’s
(1979) affordance theory. Transactional theories of development agree that
children can shape and be shaped by their experienced social contexts
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Sameroff, 2009). Likewise, Gibson argued that indi-
viduals tend to alter their environment by adjusting its affordances to better
suit their needs and desires. In other words, an individual’s perceptions of the
affordances of a context may lead to specific uses of this context, which in turn
shape the experienced effects of this context. A similar proposition has been
raised in self-effects theory (Valkenburg, 2017), which proposes that social
media users carefully craft their messages (e.g., social media posts), which may
influence the recipients of these messages (i.e., the social environment) but also
the message senders themselves, directly via internalization of overt behavior
(Bem, 1972), or indirectly, via the feedback that their messages elicit.
The first part of this proposition, that social media users can individually

(or collectively) shape their social media context, has received support.
Adolescents can (co)create both the affordances and norms of the social media
contexts in which they participate. It has been found, for example, that the
sharing of intimate, self-related information is more accepted in the social
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media context than in equivalent offline contexts (Christofides et al., 2009).
Another (co)created norm is that the sharing of negative emotions is more
accepted in private (e.g., WhatsApp) than public social media contexts
(e.g., Instagram; Waterloo et al., 2017). And if adolescents do want to share
intimate, self-related information on a public social medium like Instagram,
they sometimes turn to a Finsta (a Fake Instagram account where they can
be honest and show their true self ) in addition to a Rinsta (a Real Instagram
account used to post their positive experiences). Finally, overly emotional
expressions on in public social media are considered norm violations
(Waterloo et al., 2017).
The second part of this proposition, that adolescents’ unique experiences

within their (co) created social media context can shape the effects of this
context, has also received support. For example, message recipients can
selectively and autonomously expose themselves to uplifting or depressing
social media messages, which may subsequently affect their well-being in
unique ways. In a qualitative study of Rideout and Fox (2018), one adolescent
reported: “If I’m feeling depressed, getting on Twitter and seeing funny tweets
or watching funny videos on YouTube can really brighten my mood” (p. 20).
In this example, a transient dispositional variable (low mood) shaped this
adolescent’s selective exposure, which in turn positively shaped their experi-
enced effect (i.e., a brightened mood). In the same study, another adolescent’s
preexisting low mood resulted in an opposite effect of social media browsing
(i.e., a worsened low mood): “Social media makes me feel worse when I’m
scrolling through feeds and seeing news headlines and posts about how terrible
something is” (Rideout & Fox, 2018, p. 19). And yet another adolescent with a
preexisting low mood reacted with selective avoidance: “Usually friends post
happy things – getting together with others, accomplishments, bragging.
I don’t always want to see it when I’m feeling down about myself so I stay
off social media” (p. 20).
These qualitative finding illustrate the complex nature of the associations

between preexisting disposition (i.e., low mood), selective exposure to social
media messages, and postexposure mood. Mood-induced selective exposure to
social media messages can enhance mood (adolescent 1), worsen mood (ado-
lescent 2), and it can lead to selective avoidance (adolescent 3). Such unique
differences have also been reported in two recent experience sampling studies
by Beyens et al. (2020, 2021), who found considerable differences in experi-
enced effects of social media use. In one study, they found that 46% of the
participating adolescents felt better after social media browsing in the past
hour, while 44% did not feel better or worse, and 10% felt worse after such use
(Beyens et al., 2020).
Such uniquely experienced social media effects also seem to hold for mes-

sage senders. Several studies have shown that message sending (e.g., posting)
can improve the well-being of message senders (Verduyn et al., 2017), a result
that has often been explained by the positive feedback that message senders
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receive (Verduyn et al., 2017). However, social media–induced improvements
in well-being can also occur without any involvement of fellow users (Pingree,
2007; Valkenburg, 2017). Self-expressions on social media, especially when
their intended audience is sizeable, may lead to internalization of these self-
expressions, for example, via self-perception. Self-perception theory (Bem,
1972) argues that individuals infer their internal self-concept from retrospect-
ively observing their own overt behavior. If these individuals share positive
self-expressions induced by the positivity norm in public social media, these
individuals may, due to a desire for a consistency between their overt behavior
and their self-concept, adjust their self-concept to match their behavior. For a
discussion of self-effects in social media, and the mechanisms that may explain
such effects, such as cognitive reframing, biased scanning, and public commit-
ment, see Valkenburg (2017).

Social Media as a Micro- and Mesosystem

A second proposition of a transactional affordance theory of social media uses
is that the social media context is a micro-level context, in which effects on
participants are more likely than in the mass media context. Bronfenbrenner
was one of the first to conceptualize the relationship between individuals
and their social contexts. He distinguished between four types of contexts:
the micro-, meso-, macro-, and exosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005). The
microsystem involves direct interactions of the child with their most proximal
circle, such as the family, peer group, or neighborhood. The mesosystem
represents the possible interactions among these microsystems (e.g., between
the family and peer group), whereas the macrosystem refers to the overarching
culture or subculture of children. Bronfenbrenner’s fourth context, the exo-
system, refers to social contexts that do not allow the child as an active
participant but that have the potential to affect the child. An example of an
exosystem is the work context of one of the parents of the child. A child cannot
actively participate in this context but can in many ways be influenced by it.
At the time of the development of his theory, Bronfenbrenner identified the

mass media as an exosystem because it did not allow for active involvement
of adolescents, even though it could shape their experiences. Although valid
at the time, Bronfenbrenner (1917–2005) could not have foreseen the rapid
developments within the media landscape. If he could have, he would prob-
ably have categorized the social media context as a microsystem rather than
an exosystem. After all, unlike before, the media landscape now does allow
for, and even stimulates, direct interactions among participants. For example,
idols, an important source of identity formation in adolescence, have been
transferred from the exosystem to the microsystem: Whereas movie stars or
pop singers used to be celebrities that adolescents could admire from an
unsurmountable distance, social media now provide them with ample oppor-
tunity for direct communication with their idols. In fact, many of their

50 patti m. valkenburg

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108976237.004 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108976237.004


contemporary idols are YouTubers or Instagram influencers with whom they
can directly interact.
If Bronfenbrenner could, he may now also have identified the social media

context as part of the mesosystem because it allows for, or even stimulates,
interactions with other microsystems (e.g., the family or the peer contexts).
Although every traditional microsystem is in part “permeable” to the influ-
ences from other microsystems (e.g., family to peers and vice versa; family to
school and vice versa), the social media context might be much more perme-
able to such influences. Conversely, the social media context seems to have
penetrated all other microsystems in which adolescents participate, ranging
from the family and peer context to the school.
However, if we accept the social media context as a microsystem, we must

acknowledge that this context may, due to its proximity, dynamic, and ubi-
quitous nature, enhance the likelihood of effects on its participants, certainly
when compared to the traditional mass media context. And if we accept the
social media context as a part of the mesosystem (interactions among micro-
systems), we need to acknowledge that it may interact with the norms and
affordances of other microsystems, such as parents or the school. And such
interactions do occur. For example, preventing or counteracting possible
negative consequences of social media interactions, and explaining to adoles-
cents that the social media context may not be as perfect as it often appears, are
important ingredients of today’s media-specific parenting and school-based
prevention and intervention programs (Valkenburg & Piotrowski, 2017).

It Is the Subjective Experience That Counts

A third and final proposition of a transactional affordance theory of social
media uses is that the unique way in which individuals experience the norms
and affordances of the social media context is the driving force of transactional
effects between individuals and this context. This proposition is consistent with
both transactional theories of development (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Sameroff,
2009) and Gibson’s affordance theory (Gibson, 1979). Affordances, according
to Gibson, are the unique ways in which individuals experience the utility
of objects. For example, distinct individuals may all perceive another utility of
a bottle (e.g., as a water container, a vase, a candle holder, or a weapon).
However, to understand such individual differences in experiences of the
affordances of social media, I first specify some of these affordances and argue
how and why these affordances differ from other micro-level social contexts,
such as the family or peer contexts.
A growing number of social media scholars have ventured to identify

specific affordances of social media (boyd, 2011; McFarland & Ployhart,
2015; Nesi et al., 2018a, 2018b; Sundar et al., 2015; Treem & Leonardi,
2013; Valkenburg & Peter, 2011; Valkenburg & Piotrowski, 2017). Some of
these scholars have identified four affordances (Treem & Leonardi, 2013),
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others have focused on seven (Nesi et al., 2018a; Valkenburg & Piotrowski,
2017) or even eight affordances (McFarland & Ployhart, 2015). Many com-
parable affordances appear in different studies but sometimes under different
names (e.g., identifiability vs. cue absence; scalability vs. publicness). In this
chapter, the focus is on three affordances that have been mostly identified
in earlier literature. For each affordance, I discuss the scarce evidence of
individual differences in the perceptions of its utility, as well as its potential
consequences for both senders and recipients of social media messages.
A more elaborate discussion of these consequences can be found in Nesi
et al. (2018a, 2018b)

Asynchronicity

Most social media are asynchronous, that is, they afford their users the
possibility to edit and reflect on their messages and pictures before uploading
them. Even in more synchronous apps, such as WhatsApp, users must press
the send button before they can transmit their message or photo to partners or
group members. Asynchronous communication allows message senders to
carefully craft, refine, and optimize their self-presentations. Adolescents differ
significantly in the importance they attach to this affordance. In one of our
survey studies, we asked (pre)adolescents (10–17-year-olds) how much import-
ance they attached to the idea that they have more time to think about what
they share on social media than in face-to-face encounters (this part of
data not published). Thirty-seven percent of them attached importance or
high importance to this affordance, 25% did not attach any importance
to this affordance, and a remaining 38% reported that they did not care.
The asynchronicity affordance seemed particularly valuable for early and
middle adolescents (12–15-years-olds), socially anxious, and lonely adoles-
cents, who apparently benefit most from the extra time to optimize their
self-presentations (Peter & Valkenburg, 2006).
The asynchronicity affordance may influence both senders and recipients of

social media messages. The optimized self-presentations of senders could lead
to self-effects through internalization of these self-presentations (Valkenburg,
2017). Such optimized self-presentations can also influence message recipients
in both positive and negative ways. They can evoke empathy, laughter, or
a positive mood, but in case they are optimized to hurt recipients, they can
also lead to painful experiences among recipients (Rideout & Fox, 2018;
Valkenburg & Peter, 2013a).

Cue Manageability

Most social media offer their users the possibility to show or hide visual or
auditory cues about the self. Social media users can decide whether they
present themselves only through textual descriptions or whether they add
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more cues, such as pictures or video clips. Moreover, by means of specific
software, they can edit, manipulate, and optimize these cues. Adolescents
differ greatly in the importance they attach to the cue-manageability affor-
dance. For example, in one of our studies, 8% of adolescents deemed it
important or very important that others cannot see them while communicating
on social media, whereas 55% deemed it as unimportant, and 37% reported that
they did not care (this part of the data not published). The cue-manageability
affordance seems particularly valuable for female adolescents, socially anxious
adolescents, and adolescents high in private self-consciousness (e.g., I am gener-
ally attentive to my inner feelings), and public self-consciousness (e.g., I usually
worry about making a good impression; Schouten et al., 2007).
Like the asynchronicity affordance, cue management affords adolescents

possibilities to optimize their online self-presentations, which can lead to
positive self-effects, for example via self-perception (Bem, 1972) or to cogni-
tive reframing (an intra-individual change in how previous experiences are
viewed). However, when the self-presentations are exaggerated (e.g., too
intimate or childish), they can violate the norms of the social media context,
and they may trap adolescents in uncomfortable situations, in which they may
become ridiculed or socially rejected (Peter & Valkenburg, 2013).

Scalability

Scalability offers social media participants the ability to articulate self-related
messages and photos to any size and nature of audiences. It thus provides
message senders with ample forums to commit themselves to realistic or
imagined social media audiences. This may be preeminently attractive to
adolescents, whose egocentrism (i.e., their inability to distinguish between
their perception of what others think and what others actually think of them)
may result in their perception of an imaginary audience that is constantly
observing their actions (Elkind, 1967).
To my knowledge, no research has demonstrated individual differences in

the value attached to the scalability affordance, and this may, therefore, be an
interesting question for future research. The scalability affordance may
enhance self-effects through public commitment. When individuals believe
that their self-presentations are public, the likelihood of internalization
enhances (Kelly & Rodriguez, 2006), not only because other people can see
their presentations, but also because individuals do not like to appear incon-
sistent in their public self-presentations (Tice, 1992).
The three affordances of social media are all important in their own right

but they have an important overarching affordance in common: They offer
social media users greater controllability of their self-presentations than
face-to-face interactions or older technologies do (Valkenburg & Peter,
2011). This controllability means that social media users can choose not only
what, but also how, when, and to whom in the global village they can present
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themselves. This controllability may offer social media users a sense (or an
illusion) of security, which makes some of them feel freer in their interpersonal
interactions than they can experience in other micro-level social contexts.
This sense (or illusion) of security and freedom is particularly important for
adolescents, who typically experience enhanced uncertainty about their iden-
tity (i.e., how to define who they are and will become), intimacy (i.e., how
to form and maintain meaningful relationships), and sexuality (e.g., how to
cope with sexual desire and define their sexual orientation; Steinberg, 2011).
This enhanced controllability of self-presentations may, therefore, be a
major explanation of adolescents’ attraction to social media (Valkenburg &
Peter, 2011).

Conclusions and Avenues for Future Research

In this chapter, I conceptualized social media as a social context in its
own right, and borrowing from Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) typology, as a social
context that frequently interacts with other micro-level contexts, such as the
family, peer group, and school. I also explained how the social media context
differs from the traditional mass media context and why it can lead to stronger
effects on both message senders and recipients. The social media context is
not only more proximal and ubiquitous than the mass media context, but it is
also more dynamic in the sense that everyone can actively participate in
and contribute to it. Whereas the “effects” of mass media have mostly been
conceptualized as recipient effects in earlier research, social media inherently
point our attention to self-effects: the messages produced by the sender on
themself. The emphasis on self-effects is important for future social media
research because it implies a focus on theories accounting for intra-individual
transactions as a result of one’s own affordance-induced behavior, next to
theories explaining intra-individual transactions among recipients that occur
as a result of selective attention and perception of messages sent by others.
Consistent with Gibson’s (1979) affordance theory, this chapter revealed

that adolescents differ greatly in their perceptions of some of the affordances
of social media. Preliminary work also suggest that they also differ greatly
in the effects they experience in the social media context (Pouwels et al.,
2021; Valkenburg et al., 2021). Unfortunately, social media effects research
still all too often focuses on universal effects. This may in part be due to
the experimental focus of the CMC research tradition, in which individual
differences are typically disregarded, because they are assumed to be canceled
out by random assignment (Bolger et al., 2019). If such individual differences
are measured at all, they are often included as covariates rather than as
factors that may interact with the experimental condition (Valkenburg &
Peter, 2013b).
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There is a need for future research focusing on transactional and person-
specific effects of social media use. Qualitative studies have repeatedly dem-
onstrated that adolescents can differ substantially in their media use, their
experiences on social media, and the effects of social media use (e.g., Rideout &
Fox, 2018). However, most quantitative studies into the psychosocial effects of
social media still adopt a group-differential approach, in which potential
differences in susceptibility are conceptualized by group-level moderators,
such as gender or age (Beyens et al., 2020; Howard & Hoffman, 2017).
However, due to technological advancements, it has become feasible to collect
masses of intensive longitudinal data from masses of individuals on the uses
and effects of social media (e.g., through experience sampling or tracking).
Moreover, rapid developments in data mining and statistical methods now
also enable researchers to analyze highly complex N = 1 time series data, and
by doing so, to develop and investigate media effects and other communi-
cation theories bottom up (i.e., from the individual adolescent to the popula-
tion or subpopulation) rather than top down (i.e., from the population to the
adolescent; Lerner et al., 2019).
In our recent and current experience sampling studies, we have adopted

such a person-specific, N = 1 time series approach (McNeish & Hamaker,
2020). Up to now, our results show striking differences in adolescents’
susceptibility to the momentary effects of social media on well-being
(Beyens et al., 2020), self-esteem (Valkenburg et al., 2021), and friendship
closeness (Pouwels et al., 2021). In all these studies, the effect sizes of social
media use on outcomes ranged from moderately or strongly negative to
moderately or strongly positive. For example, the within-person effect sizes
of social media browsing on well-being ranged from β = �0.24 to β = +0.68
across adolescents. Likewise, the effects of Instagram use on friendship
closeness ranged from β = �0.57 to β = +0.45. And the effects of social
media use on self-esteem led to lagged effect sizes ranging from β = �0.21 to
β = +0.17.
Unfortunately, we still do not know how these short-term effects of

social media use accumulate into longer-term effects, and this is an important
avenue for future research. Moreover, up to now we do not know whether the
person-specific effects that we found can be attributed to (stable or transient)
dispositional, developmental, and/or (situational or structural) social-context
factors. An important avenue for future research is to explain why social
media use can lead to “positive susceptibles” (i.e., adolescents who mainly
experience positive effects of social media use), “negative susceptibles” (ado-
lescents who mainly experience negative effects of social media use, and
“nonsusceptibles” (adolescent who are predominantly unaffected by social
media use). After all, only if we know which, when, how, and why adolescents
may be influenced by certain types of social media use will we be able to
adequately target prevention and intervention strategies to these adolescents.
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