
Social Media and Changes in Values: Correlated or Causated?  
 
The purpose of this study is to probe the relationship between values and social media through the 
lens of neuroscience and psychology. Various academics, politicians and businessmen are raising 
concerns that social media usage is changing people’s attitudes and values, polarising the public 
discourse and potentially harming society as a whole. Through analysing relevant academic papers, 
this study hopes to improve our understanding of the neurological and psychological basis of values 
and attempts to sketch out two potential answers as to how social media usage could be impacting 
our values. 
 

Social Media 
 

Social Media statistics – mapping out the field 
 
Social media are defined by Kietzmann et al. (2011, p. 1) as “Employ[ing] mobile and web-based 
technologies to create highly interactive platforms via which individuals and communities share, co-
create, discuss, and modify user-generated content.” This definition seems to capture the most 
important elements of social media platforms, namely that they are becoming more and more 
immersive and apart from mere communication, individuals use them to share various aspects of 
their lives with other users. 
 
If we want to estimate the influence these platforms might have on global societal phenomena, it is 
important to first appreciate the worldwide spread social media have achieved over the last ten 
years. There are 4.6 billion active users around the world, tripling in size from the 1.482 billion users 
in 2012 (DataReportal, 2022). Yearly change equates to 10.1 % growth (424 million new users joined 
in 2021), meaning that roughly 1 million new users have joined every day. The global penetration 
rate is 58.4% (DataReportal, 2022). Even though young people tend to use social media more 
frequently, social media usage cuts through all age groups (Our World In Data, 2019). Average daily 
time spent on the internet is 6 hours 58 minutes, with social media occupying the biggest share of 
time spent online at 2 hours 27 minutes per day, nearly doubling from the 1 hour 30 minutes spent 
daily in 2012 (Statista, 2022a). The platform with the most active users is Facebook with 2.91 billion, 
followed closely by YouTube (2.562 billion) and WhatsApp (2 billion), with Instagram closing in at 
1.478 billion users and TikTok, being the fastest growing site, having 1 billion users (Statista, 2022b). 
As is evident from the numbers, social media are becoming more prevalent in our society by the day 
in all age groups and slowly also in most regions of the world.  



 

 
 

This gives the idea that they could play an influential role in global societal processes great 
plausibility. To assess this plausibility and which specific effects social media might have, this study 
will focus on the influence it has over individuals’ brains and how this affects interpersonal 
communication and various other aspects of the human psychology. The study is divided into three 
main sections: The Brain and Social Media, The Brain and Values and Values and Social Media – The 
Link. The first provides a detailed look on what happens in the human brain when it interacts with 
social media, analysing the processes at the most fundamental neurological level and building our 
way up to complex cognitive structures. The second section provides a brief philosophical discussion 
of what values are and then reviews forecasting literature which assesses the importance values play 
on a global scale. The remainder of the second section then focuses on the most well-established 
evidence-based psychological theory of values and connects this to the forecasting literature. Finally, 
in the concluding section, two stories or models emerge of the possible connections between the 
worldwide spread of social media and the global shift in values. 

 
 

The Brain and Social Media - What the brain does when it sees Facebook  
 
In this section, I aim to outline in detail the most important brain functions associated with social 
media use. Based on the reasoning that social networking sites are social in nature, since they 
provide users with opportunities to engage with other users, exchanging content, information and 
ideas through shared content or messages, the model for the brain’s activity on social media is based 
on Meshi et al.’s model of offline social cognition, i.e. the model describing how individuals interact 
with each other in everyday, face-to-face settings. I outline the three brain networks responsible for 
social cognition: Mentalising Network, Self-Referential Cognition Network and Reward Network, and 
review research on how each of these performs in the specific context of social media usage. The 
emerging picture, summarised at the end of each section in the Key Takeaways box, will then guide 
the discussion on whether there could be a potential link between the worldwide spread of social 
media usage and the destabilisation of values. 
 

Social Cognition 
 
The need for affection and belongingness are some of the most fundamental human needs (Kenrick 
et al., 2010). The roots of these needs can be found in the evolutionary history of our species, as 
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forming groups and long-standing relationships can bring significant advantages, with the primary 
driver being protection from predators (Dunbar, 2012). Moreover, other individuals also represent an 
important source of acquiring information, such as learning about potentially poisonous food (Wicker 
et al., 2003) and are therefore a vital driver of learning (Frith, 2008). In addition, it is often helpful 
that an individual pursues their goals with the help of others, rendering shared goals another 
important aspect of social cognition (Frith, 2008). Apart from an evolutionary perspective, being 
social and interacting with others is simply a part of everyday life and as such brings many further 
benefits. Engaging with other people is associated with greater subjective well-being and general life 
satisfaction (Rafnsson et al., 2015) helps alleviate the negative impacts of stressful and traumatic 
events (Clark, 1993) and even plays a role in staying healthy (Monninger, 2022). All in all, it is safe to 
say that humans benefit from social interactions and they form a vital part of their lives. 
 
Meshi et al. (2015) argue that social networks address these fundamental social needs, as connecting 
with others and managing one’s own reputation taps into the advantages of social life. Hence, users 
on social media constantly interact with content and other users in a way that allows them to 
broadcast and receive feedback in the form of likes or engagement with posts, which is subsequently 
utilised for social comparison, i.e. contrasting one’s own feedback with that of others in order to 
determine one’s own social standing (Meshi et al., 2015). Therefore, it seems reasonable to assume 
that the neural networks engaged in “offline” social behaviour will also play a crucial role in the on-
line interactions (Meshi et al., 2013). Based on this reasoning, I will utilise Meshi et al.’s model which 
identifies three main domains responsible for these activities: Mentalising, Self-Referential Cognition 
Network and Reward Network. In the remainder of this section, I will explain in detail the functioning 
of each of these domains and relate it specifically to how it influences users engaging in social media 
usage. 
 
Mentalising  
 
Mentalising “is the process by which we make sense of each other and ourselves, implicitly and 
explicitly, in terms of subjective states and mental processes.” (Bateman & Fonagy, 2010) It is vital to 
viewing the self and others as thinking, believing and desiring beings (Bateman & Fonagy, 2010) and 
is therefore crucial to understanding others. Specialised neurons called mirror neurons are likely to 
play a vital role in this process (Frith & Frith, 2006), as they are activated both when one performs an 
action and observes an action of a similar type in others (Rizzolati & Craighero, 2004), meaning, 
effectively, that in order to understand actions and emotions of others we activate our brain as if we 
were performing that action ourselves (Wicker et al., 2003). These neurons aid in interpreting basic 
social cues such as processing other people’s facial expressions in the amygdala (Livneh et al., 2012) 
or inferring one’s object of attention from following their gaze in the superior temporal sulcus (Frith 
& Frith, 2006) since both involve mirroring physical actions. However, there are also higher level 
processes involved in mentalising (Kanai, 2012) such as future planning in the prefrontal cortex, 
understanding and monitoring the emotions and actions of ourselves and others in parts of the 
medial frontal cortex or retrieving information about the world from long-term memory in the 
hippocampus (Bird & Burgess, 2008), which together constitute the complex phenomenon of 
understanding others as agents with minds of their own. 
 
Mentalising seems to play an important role in social media usage, since some studies discovered 
that the bigger the size of one’s social network, the denser their grey matter in regions relevant to 
social cognition (Kanai, 2012; Von Der Heide et al., 2014). However, one significant difference when 
comparing “offline” and “online” social behaviour is that the online sphere lacks many of the non-
verbal cues, such as gaze following or facial recognition, which accompany face-to-face 
communication. One consequence of this seems to be a lowered ability of assessing the other 
communicator’s true thoughts and feelings, especially due to the lack of vocal cues such as vocal 
inflections and pauses (Lieberman & Schroeder, 2020). The lack of hearing a voice might also have 



the effect of dehumanising the other communicator, namely, making them appear less thoughtful 
and emotional (Lieberman & Schroeder, 2020). Another consequence of the lack of nonverbal cues 
might be the online disinhibition effect, i.e. people self-disclosing or acting out in a more frequent  
and intense manner online (Suler, 2004), which can lead to hostile behaviour online and even to 
cyberbullying (Antoniadou et al., 2016,, Terry & Cain, 2016). This effect seems to be primarily a 
consequence of two features of social media communication (Wu et al., 2016): 1) The asynchronicity 
of online communication, i.e. the delayed reception of consequences of one’s actions. For instance, 
when posting a hateful comment online, one can log off the app and simply forget about the 
comment they left, as opposed to a real life setting which would produce an immediate emotional 
reaction in both parties (recall the functioning of the mirror systems). 2) Dissociative imagination, i.e. 
the feeling of disconnectedness from one’s acts of communication. To continue with the previous 
example, leaving a hateful comment on a social networking site can be perceived as much less a 
personal act than shouting an insult towards someone in a face-to-face setting, meaning the barrier 
for engaging in toxic behaviour is much lower in a social media setting. Both of these features seem 
to have an effect on the levels of toxic behaviours online (Wu et al., 2016). However, it should be 
noted that for some, the disinhibiton effect can yield a positive influence, with users exhibiting more 
acts of compassion and kindness online than offline (Terry & Cain, 2016). Hence, it might seem that 
whether the disinhibition will have positive or negative outcomes depends in part on personality 
traits, especially low honesty, humility and high emotionality predicted a toxic form of disinhibition 
(D’Agata & Kwantes, 2020). However, it is important to note that the very form of social media 
communication, namely the dissociative and asynchronous aspect lead to toxicity regardless of 
personality factors (Wu et al., 2016).  
 
Even though there are differences in offline and online communication, it still seems that 
communication through social media can be beneficial to the user and can achieve relatively 
comparable levels of social presence, a feeling of “being there” with the other person (Oh et al., 
2018). However, this only seems to hold if social media is used for active communication with close 
partners. Conversely, when used mainly to passively consume content, then it is associated with 
lowering well-being (Liu et al., 2019). Moreover, users with lower mentalising skills seem to be more 
prone to problematic social media use which leads to severe mental health issues (Bersani et al., 
2022). However, some research also supports the idea that active social media use might improve 
mentalising (Gentina et al., 2021). Either way, mentalising is a crucial process to social media 
interactions and the lack of some of its ordinary offline features can lead to dehumanising and hostile 
behaviour. 
 
With these communicative limits in mind, it is now crucial to consider how one might process the 
feedback received from others on social media and use it for social comparison. It seems that the 
primary manner in which this is done is upward comparison (Vogel et al., 2014), meaning that people 
choose as target for comparison a person who seems superior to them, as opposed to downward 
comparison where an inferior individual is used for comparison. The reason upward comparison 
seems to be more prevalent is because social media offers great opportunities to carefully tinker 
with and idealise one’s self-presentations, therefore, one is more likely to encounter other people’s 
carefully crafted successes rather than failures (Verduyn et al., 2020). Moreover, users receive 
feedback more frequently due to the social nature of the sites and from a much larger number of 
people than usual (Blomfield & Barber, 2014). Subsequently, a large body of research paints the 
mechanism of upward comparison as the primary reason as to why social media usage leads to issues 
with self-esteem and subsequent low subjective well-being (Jiang & Ngien, 2020; Verduyn, 2020; 
Vogel et al., 2014). As mentioned before, the feeling of low subjective well-being is intensified when 
content from social media is merely passively consumed (Qingqi et al., 2017; Verduyn et al., 2015). 
All in all, it is clear that the primary means of receiving and processing feedback from others is 
upward social comparison and, given the fact that social feedback is crucial for self-evaluations 



(Festinger, 1954, p. 118), in the next section I aim to probe what effects this might have on individual 
users’ conception of their Self.  
 

Key takeaways: Mentalising is the ability of attributing to oneself and others subjective mental 
states, meaning one sees agents as thinking, believing and desiring beings. A fundamental 
mechanism behind this ability are mirror neurones which fire both when an action is being 
performed and being perceived by an agent, meaning that we understand the behaviour and 
emotions of others through “simulating” their state of mind in our own mind. Through additional 
processes such as future planning, assessment of one’s own and others’ emotions or utilising long-
term memories, one constructs the ability of thinking about others in terms of their mental states. As 
such, this skill is vital to understanding and engaging with others on social media, with the important 
lack of nonverbal cues in online communication. This has the effect of making estimates of other 
users’ emotions and thoughts less accurate and to a certain sense dehumanises one’s 
communication partners. This can be observed in the online disinhibition effect, wherein precisely 
the lack of nonverbal cues and immediacy felt in “offline” communication causes users to share and 
act out in a more frequent and intense manner. While this can mean that some users will be kinder 
and more compassionate than they would be in real life, it can also lead to more hostility and in 
extreme cases to cyberbullying behaviour. While predetermined personality factors such as 
dishonesty, lower humility or higher emotionality play a role, the asynchronous (i.e. lacking 
nonverbal immediacy) and dissociated (i.e. perceived disconnectedness from one’s behaviour on 
social media) nature of online communications itself causes the disinhibition to take on a more toxic 
form. The primary means of understanding others in the limited social media landscape seems to be 
upward social comparison, i.e. choosing an individual perceived as superior as target for comparison. 
Upward, as opposed to downward comparison, seems to be the prevalent form of processing 
feedback on social media because the self-presentations of other users are usually very carefully 
crafted to reflect positive aspects of the users’ lives. The information from these comparisons is then 
utilised to update the understanding of one’s self.  

 
Self-Referential Cognition Network  
 
Self-Referential Cognition is the processing of stimuli that are experienced as strongly related to 
one’s own person (Northoff, 2008). These stimuli can range broadly from the subjective experience 
of seeing red colour or perceiving that one’s own leg itches to recognising oneself in a photo or 
recognising one’s own house. What ties all these various phenomena together is a subjective feeling 
of “mineness” (Metzinger, T., 2003, p. 302), the introspective feeling that a stimulus relates to one’s 
self. This intimate and fundamental feeling seems to be a result of complex neurological processes in 
distinct areas of the brain, meaning that the processing of the self-related stimuli might be separate 
from processing “neutral” stimuli such as cars or geographical facts (Kelley, 2002). For instance, in 
one study participants were asked to judge adjectives in three conditions: relating to the self (“Does 
the adjective describe you?”), other (“Does the adjective describe the current U.S. President George 
Bush?”) and case (“Is the adjective presented in uppercase letters?”)(Kelley, 2002). The results 
showed that a region in the medial prefrontal cortex engaged specifically in judgements related to 
the self questions (Kelley, 2002). Relating this back to the example of when one’s leg itches, the 
feeling that it is my leg that itches seems to be processed separately and in a different place in the 
brain than the itchiness itself. All in all, self-cognition seems to be a distinct neurological process 
occurring in the Cortical Midline Structure (Northoff & Bermphol, 2004). Apart from the very 
fundamental feeling or sensation of “mineness”, self-cognition involves the complex process of 
creating an identity or a self, i.e. creating in us the sense of who we are. Perhaps this almost seems a 
truism, but the sense and knowledge of who we are represent perhaps the most important aspects 
of our lives. Hence, apart from a sort of experiencing phenomenological self, there seems to be an 
empirical self which somehow absorbs all the various facts about a person which the 



“phenomenological I” then “experiences” (Wozniak, 2018). This means that the mind, one way or 
another, constantly creates and updates models of one’s self and the way one understands their own 
identity (Metzinger 2003; Epstein, 1973). These models have many features which I will now discuss 
in connection to social media usage.  
 
As mentioned in the previous section, the core mechanism behind receiving and processing feedback 
from others is upward social comparison. What effects can this have on one’s self? A potential 
explanatory guide could be the looking-glass hypothesis, stating that our self is largely formed by 
considering the information about ourselves gathered from others (Cooley, 1983, pp. 127). Hence, if 
information from others is received in a continually unfavourable manner, this could have a seriously 
negative impact on one’s perception of the self. Indeed, research shows that upward social 
comparison is heavily linked to lower self-esteem and subsequent lower well-being (Vogel et al., 
2014; Jiang & Ngien, 2020, Verduyn, 2020). Self-esteem is the “individual’s positive or negative 
attitude toward the self as a totality” (Rosenberg et al., 1995) and is closely linked to one’s self-
concept, which is a knowledge structure uniting traits, values and various sorts of memories about 
the self and processing self-relevant information (Jones, 2015; Campbell et al., 1996), or, put more 
simply, an answer one gives themselves to the question “Who am I?” (Myers, 2010, pp. 39). As 
mentioned above, the possession and understanding of one’s self is perhaps the most intimate and 
fundamental of our sensations and as such this makes the self-concept a vital structure for one’s life.  
However, it seems that people with a lower self-esteem tend to have less clarity about their self-
concept (Campbell, 1990), which leads to the question whether social media usage could have 
detrimental effects on its users’ self-concepts, as self-concept clarity plays an important role in one’s 
identity and well-being (Lin et al., 2021). Previous research suggests that engaging in unfavourable 
upward social comparisons has negative effects on one’s self-concept (Burleson, 2005), meaning in 
effect that one thinks much lower about the defining aspects of their self after a substantial amount 
of unfavourable comparison, as reactions of others are used as important information for creating a 
firm self-concept (Appel et al., 2018). Thus, given the fact that this mode of comparison seems to be 
prevalent on social media, it seems likely that social media use negatively impacts one’s self-concept. 
Especially for adolescents, social media usage was associated with identity distress, i.e. an inability to 
reconcile aspects of the self into a coherent unit (Yang et al., 2018). Moreover, heavier social media 
usage in adolescents was associated with a more negative self-concept (Peters et al., 2021) and is 
associated with less self-concept clarity (Appel et al., 2018, Valkenburg & Peter, 2011), since the ease 
with which one can create different identities on-line can lower one’s ability to create a stable idea of 
the self (Valkenburg & Peter, 2011). This effect is especially evident when social sites are used 
passively (Lin et al., 2021; Qingqi et al., 2017). Hence, to summarise, it seems that there is a complex 
interplay between different aspects of the self and social media usage. It seems that social media 
usage lower our clarity about who we are and also has a negative effect on our self-concept, meaning 
we think lower of the defining aspects of our identity. Additionally, social media usage negatively 
affects our self-esteem, leading to more negative evaluations of oneself, which, in turn, seems to 
further lower our self-concept clarity, creating a vicious cycle of sorts. All in all, due to the constant 
influx of upward social comparisons, it seems that social media usage poses as an obstacle to 
creating a stable personal identity. 
 
It is an important observation that many of the well-being measures are based on self-observation or 
self-evaluative questionnaires. Hence, it seems reasonable to ask the question why users of social 
media keep coming back despite sometimes even being aware of the detrimental effects this has on 
their well-being. An answer to this question lies in the final brain network I will consider. 
 
 

Key takeaways: Self-Referential Cognition is the processing of stimuli that are experienced as 
strongly related to one’s own person. Ranging from experiencing red colour and recognising this as 
my self’s perception to recognising oneself in a photo or mirror, these experiences are accompanied 



by the intimate feeling of “mineness” or belonging to one’s own self and as such are some of the 
most fundamental sensations one has. These stimuli connected to one’s own person seem to be 
processed in a distinct neural structure, the Cortical Midline Structure, from neutral stimuli such as 
geographical facts. Apart from the “experiencing” or “phenomenological” self, there also seems to be 
a cognitive structure which unites information about our person and helps us understand ourselves, 
ranging from information about my possessions to information about how I am perceived by others. 
This structure, among other things, involves: 1) one’s self concept, i.e. the answer one gives to the 
question “Who am I?”, 2) self-esteem which is the positive evaluation of one’s self and also 3) self-
concept clarity, which is the degree to which one understands their own identity. As the possession 
and understanding of one’s self is perhaps the most important aspect of one’s life, it can be seen as a 
worry that social media usage is detrimental to all of the three aspects of the self outlined above. 
Social media usage is associated with: 1) negative self-concept, meaning one thinks more negatively 
about the defining features of their self, 2) lower self-esteem, with people evaluating themselves less 
positively, which also leads to lower overall subjective well-being, and also 3) lower self-concept 
clarity, meaning users are more confused about what their identity is. This seems to be strongly 
connected to the fact that individuals utilise information from others to inform the creation of their 
identity and the manner in which such information is received on social media seems to be mostly 
unfavourable to the individual. Hence, the fact that we are often forced to perceive ourselves as 
inferior on social media might lead to an inability to create a stable concept of one’s self and to have 
clarity about one’s own identity. This, in turn, leads to further lowering of self-esteem, which 
negatively influences one’s self-concept, creating a sort of vicious cycle regarding personal identity. 

 
Reward Network 
 
The reward network is a set of complex cortical and subcortical regions which mediates different 
aspects of incentive-based learning (Haber & Knutson, 2010). In addition to regulating information 
about motivation, desire and reward, the reward network works in cooperation with many regions 
which are responsible for planning and carrying out behaviour appropriate to the desire (Haber & 
Knutson, 2010). This signifies that the reward network is not an isolated circuit but rather involves a 
complex network of brain areas. At the heart of this mechanism are midbrain dopamine neurons. 
These are neurons which fire e.g. after registering food or liquid rewards or reward-predicting visual 
cues (e.g. seeing food nearby)(Schultz, 1998). Hence, these neurons play the role of determining 
which events will bring utility and subsequently informing the relevant brain areas about which these 
are. This means that dopaminergic neurons make constant predictions about the expected value of 
events, creating an anchor for future predictions. On this framework, errors are crucial for learning, 
as an error can both mean that the brain predicted value where there is none or, alternatively, that it 
missed out on an event which turned out to bring more value than predicted. Thus, after an early 
“adjusting” period of robust responses to rewards as such, the brain switches to robustly responding 
to predictive cues in the following manner (Keiflin & Janak, 2015): when a reward is better than 
predicted, this elicits a stronger response, accurate predictions yield a neutral response and a smaller 
reward than predicted leads to a negative response from the dopamine neurons (Schultz, 2010). This 
mechanism is often labelled the reward prediction error. Subsequently, additional neurons in the 
striatum are used to determine behaviours which will be most conducive to bringing about a 
rewarded outcome and neurons in the orbitofrontal cortex seem to help comparing different 
rewarded outcomes with respect to how important they are to fulfilling our motivations (Hollerman, 
2000). This means that different types of rewards are processed in different parts of the 
Orbitofrontal cortex, with sensory rewards (e.g. tastes) being being processed in the posterior 
regions as opposed to the frontal processing of more abstract rewards (e.g. money)(Kringelbach & 
Rolls, 2004).  
 
Social rewards are amongst the many types of desired outcomes processed in the reward networks, 
with examples ranging from seeing somebody smile (O’Doherty, 2003) to receiving praise (Deci, 



1971) or improving one’s own reputation (Izuma, 2008). Thanks to the social nature of sites such as 
Facebook or Instagram, social rewards are a crucial part of the user’s experience. Especially in 
adolescence, reward centers are more activated by the presence of others including in on-line 
environments (Smith, 2014) and there seems to be some evidence that this effect continues into 
early adulthood (Steinberg & Monahan, 2007). The primary forms of social rewards are the various 
sorts of feedback on social media such as the “Like” on Facebook or Instagram. Receiving likes on 
one’s own posts strongly activates the reward centers, as does seeing posts with more likes rather 
than few likes (Sherman et al., 2016). Furthermore, providing likes to others is also associated with 
activation in the reward network (Sherman et al., 2018). It is precisely this positive social feedback 
that makes people come back to the sites (Lindström et al., 2021), meaning regular social media 
usage can be understood as a learned habit where likes and other types of feedback are a form of 
reward for social behaviour (Lindström et al., 2021) This suggests that users will be motivated to use 
social media more frequently because the more frequent the usage, the more rewards one gets 
(Herrnstein, 1970). However, this approach only seems to explain the more immediate aspects of 
social media usage, such as users spending more time on a forum where one received more positive 
feedback (Das & Lavoie, 2014). As explained earlier, the response of the reward centers increases 
insofar as the value of the stimulus is bigger than expected, meaning that the effects wear off after a 
while. Therefore, to maintain the pleasurable effect of using social media over a prolonged period of 
time it seems that the social networking sites must alter their architecture to counterbalance this 
effect, or, alternatively, the user’s behaviour must somehow adapt. So what keeps the users coming 
back?  
 
To the first end, it seems that the reward prediction error mechanism coupled with some of the 
social sites’ design features could provide an answer. The social networks’ architecture follows a 
Variable Reward Schedule, which means that positive stimuli are distributed at random intervals, for 
instance through notifications or ads being interspersed between posts (Burhan & Moradzadeh, 
2020). Thanks to this randomised distribution, the user’s “surprise levels” stay relatively constant, i.e. 
its prediction error is higher than expected every time a post is seen since there are brief periods of 
unexpectedly low rewards in between posts. This is because, the expected “anchor” with which 
rewards are compared constantly shifts from lower to higher and back (Keiflin & Jasnak, 2015). 
Another design feature which could counter the wearing off is the swiping for new content seen on 
various social media platforms, which allows the user to refresh their feed once bored. In effect, this 
means that the user summons a new set of social rewards ‘at the click of a button’ renewing the 
interest in the site once it has plateaued. Hence, it seems that social media are engineered to keep us 
in the feedback loop for prolonged periods of time.  
 
However, it is also possible that it is the adaptive behaviour of the user which keeps one engaged 
with the sites. An illuminating perspective on this might be offered by considering a model which 
employs the predictive processing theory (White & Miller, 2021). This model takes expectations 
rather than reward as the primary cause of behaviour, arguing that agents act in a surprise 
minimising way, rewarding expected rather than surprising outcomes. This model arises from a 
rather simple question about human decision making; imagine, for instance, that there is an apple in 
front of you and you are trying to decide what to do next. There are a few options, the most obvious 
one being to eat the apple, perhaps a less obvious one would be that the apple is poisoned and 
should not be eaten. Now, the simple question is, how do I decide between these different models of 
what is about to happen next? The predictive processing model says that the brain considers its 
previous knowledge about similar situations, current evidence and the complexity of the different 
models (eating vs poisoning), averages this out and executes the averaged prediction (FitzGerald et 
al., 2014). This means that the brain goes with a model which averages out the most plausible 
(accurate) and simple (minimal complexity) prediction, meaning the brain’s primary goal is to 
minimise surprise in the long run. Hence, unsurprising actions are rewarding on this framework, 
meaning that dopamine signals the onset of actions which are likely to bring predictable sequences 



of action (Miller et al., 2020). In the long run, this can mean that the brain will aim to converge its 
attainable actions with its predicted ones (Friston et al., 2014), so that rather than updating our 
expectations when something goes wrong, we update our behaviour to fit our expectations as much 
as possible, as that is what the brain finds rewarding. Hence, the appeal of social media on this 
framework comes from being immersed in an environment that is rewarding thanks to its increasing 
familiarity (White & Miller, 2021).  
 
Both of these explanations have different merits and it is upon future research to determine which 
model better reflects the users’ interactions with social media. However, it is crucial that both of 
these models involve a shift in the brain’s expectations and subsequent understanding of its 
environment. Whether it is the reward prediction error mechanism or prediction processing theory, 
both involve constant and often massive shifts in the brain’s expectations, effectively warping one’s 
reality based on the new environment that is social media. Moreover, both models have dopamine 
as the key actor in this engagement and effectively resemble the workings of an addiction. While 
many researchers recognise social media addiction (see Andreassen, 2015 for a review), defined as 
“the irrational and excessive use of social media to the extent that it interferes with other aspects of 
daily life” (Hou et al., 2019), as an actual addiction and compare it to behavioural addictions such as 
gambling (Ibid.), it cannot be argued that all users suffer from such severe forms of dependence. 
However, as Levy (2013) points out, the label of addiction as a disease is often socially normative 
rather than functionally normative, meaning that the brain functions themselves need not be 
functioning pathologically in what we would ordinarily call addiction, but it is rather social 
connotations which paint the picture of the behaviour as addictive. Hence, while it is important not 
to give in to ‘moral panic’ and place overt focus to negative aspects of social media (Schønning et al., 
2020), it is crucial to note that due to the engagement of the reward network, engagement on social 
media networks can be viewed as highly addictive. 
 

Key takeaways: The reward network is a key brain mechanism in social media usage. Neurons 
producing dopamine in the midbrain engage in active predictions of which stimuli will bring reward 
and constantly tweak their predictions based on a prediction error mechanism – meaning that the 
brain constantly updates is expectations both upwards (“Something went better than expected, I 
should heighten my expectations for next time”) or downwards (“Something went worse than 
expected, I should lower my expectations for next time”). What is crucial to remember is that these 
predictions and behaviours are learned; only after one is exposed to a rewarding stimulus a few 
times does one develop a habit of seeking out that stimulus. Social media functions within this 
framework, with knowledge of others and subsequent social interactions such as likes or comments 
serving as social rewards. It seems that especially adolescents are sensitive to these rewards. The 
rewarding nature of social media is what creates the initial appeal for users to come back, with 
positive feedback motivating users to spend more time on a given platform. However, long-term 
usage can be accounted for by two theories of reward: 1) the Reward Prediction Error (RPE) model 
which posits that design features of the social sites, such as randomised distribution of rewarding 
posts, keep our “surprise” levels at a consistently high level, meaning we find it rewarding to engage 
over prolonged periods of time, or 2) by a Prediction Processing (PP) model which states that over 
time, we alter our behaviour on social media to align with our expectations, meaning we find the 
unsurprising nature of the virtual environments rewarding and we keep coming back. Importantly, on 
both of these models, the longer the users use the sites, the more their behaviour starts to resemble 
addictive behaviour and involves a significant shift in how one perceives their immediate 
surroundings and reality in general.  

 

The Model in Action 
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Now, having outlined the three relevant networks, it is worthwhile to review how the three interact 
in action. It seems that social media engages our ability to mentalise, i.e. gather information about 
others through thinking about them as the same kinds of agents as we are. Individuals then utilise 
this information to update their own self-perceptions to better fit the feedback received from others. 
This information is rewarding in nature, since it serves as a valuable source of improving one’s own 
standing in a group, self-esteem and overall subjective well-being. However, it seems that on social 
media it is received primarily in two ways: 1) one receives only a limited portion of the relevant 
information as the communication on social media is less immediate and personal, meaning people 
tend to communicate more toxic information on-line and, in part as a consequence, 2) one receives 
primarily comparisons that paint them as inferior to others. Moreover, it is received in larger 
amounts than would be usual in face-to-face communication. This can lead to a vicious cycle of sorts, 
where one comes back for the social rewards which are enhanced by design features of the social 
sites, however, this is at the expense of receiving lots of unfavourable social information, meaning, in 
effect, that users keep coming back to hear bad news about themselves. This undermines their 
certainty about their identity, paints their own self-concept in a more negative way and overall 
lowers their self-esteem and subjective well-being. Hence, in effect, the user’s behaviour can be 
described as an addiction to social rewards with the side-effect of losing important features of one’s 
identity in the process. 
 

The Brain and Values  

Introduction to be consulted depending on how we frame the observation that values are changing.  

 
What are values?  
 
It is very difficult to define the concept of values, as it cuts across many disciplines and seems rather 
abstract in its nature. To start at the most fundamental level, it seems that discussions about values 
are concerned with what is “good” or with “goodness” in general (Schroeder, 2021). Hence, when 
something is called a value or valuable, this can be understood to mean that it is good. The next 
obvious question is how do we determine what is good? It seems that there can be two different 
kind of goodness: 1) There is an instrumental kind of goodness, which can be defined as “the value 
that something has in virtue of being a means to an end” (Zimmerman & Bradley, 2019). So, for 
instance, to be a successful Formula 1 racer, it is good to have a well-developed hands-eye 
coordination, because that will help one’s career as a racer. However, this does not seem to 
encompass the stronger sense of goodness we associate with values when we talk about e.g. morals, 
politics or culture. Hence, there seems to be a second kind of goodness, 2) intrinsic goodness, which 
is “the value something has in itself” (Zimmerman & Bradley, 2019). To continue with our example, 
perhaps one wants to be a successful Formula 1 driver because this will garner respect from others 
and respect can be understood to have value in itself. Why? Because it is just good to be respected.  
 
Following this distinction, in this paper, I aim to focus on goodness or values which are stronger in 
the second sense, i.e. have at least to some extent an element of intrinsic goodness. Now, another 
obvious question is how to determine what has intrinsic goodness? This query seems to have two 
different levels: 1) One level is the question whether there has to be one “ultimate intrinsic 
supervalue” which all things we ordinarily deem good somehow derive from (perhaps it could be 
pleasure, wisdom or God), or whether there can be a plethora of things which are intrinsically good. 
This distinction is labelled the “Monism vs. Pluralism” debate (Mason, 2018) and it is out of the scope 
of this paper to go over it in detail. However, it seems that since this paper aims to consider values in 
a societal context, it seems reasonable to be open to a version of pluralism, as it is not obvious that 
the values that people are holding (or losing?) all come from one “super-source” and two people can 
differ in the specific contents of their value systems while still both being considered as having 
values. The second level of determining intrinsic goodness is this: 2) Regardless of whether there is 



one or many intrinsic values, how does one determine which exactly these are? Broadly speaking, 
there seem to be three approaches in the history of philosophy: the deontological approach, the 
consequentialist approach and the virtue ethics approach (Mason, 2018). In short, deontology seems 
to be concerned with goodness as relating to moral principles, consequentialists are concerned with 
goodness as maximising the amount of good in the world and finally, the virtue ethicist considers 
goodness as becoming a good agent or person (Mason, 2018). Once again, this debate spans over 
centuries and it cannot be settled here. However, it seems that the “crisis of values” does not 
necessarily seem to turn on the question of which moral theory best encompasses what is good. 
Both a consequentialist or a virtue ethicist can be easily conceived of as having values. Rather, what 
seems to be happening is one of two things; either, people simply no longer have a stable value 
system, or, alternatively, their values can no longer be considered as being concerned with the 
questions of goodness but seem rather confrontational in nature.  
 
How can this be reconciled with the definition of values as “being concerned with goodness”? It 
seems that we need a more complex definition. Hence, I choose the following definition of values 
used by OECD: “Values are the guiding principles that underpin what people believe to be important 
when making decisions in all areas of private and public life. They determine what people will 
prioritise in making a judgement, and what they will strive for in seeking improvement.” (OECD 
Future of Education and Skills 2030, 2019). This definition seems to capture the two important 
elements discussed above. Firstly, it highlights the importance of the role an individual plays in 
creating their own value system, meaning different individuals might have differing values, while also 
maintaining that a value system’s primary purpose is seeking good. Additionally, it also captures the 
fact that values are not merely about what is important to an individual but that they are an 
important factor in our public life, i.e. they are crucial to how we positively relate ourselves to other 
people. With this definition in mind, I will now consider whether and how our values may be 
changing. 
 

Key takeaways: Generally speaking, values are constructs or concepts which are concerned with the 
“good”. Things can have instrumental value, meaning they can serve as useful means to a desired 
end, however, the societal values in question here seem to be of a different kind, namely, they have 
intrinsic goodness, i.e. they are good or desirable in themselves. While the history of philosophy 
recognises many approaches to determining what is or is not good, societal values in this paper are 
defined as “the guiding principles that underpin what people believe to be important when making 
decisions in all areas of private and public life. They determine what people will prioritise in making a 
judgement, and what they will strive for in seeking improvement.” This definition captures that while 
values are highly individual and important to the specific agent, they also have an element of being 
crucial to how we positively relate to others in our public life. It seems that the crisis of values will be 
concerned precisely with changes in one of the aspects of the definition: either people are losing the 
stable guiding element of values or people’s values no longer relate one positively to others but 
seem to be more and more confrontational in nature. 

  

Changing values 
 
As mentioned in the starting discussion, values are a topic which encompasses many different 
disciplines and seems to involve a fair amount of abstraction. As such, values may vary between 
individuals and it is challenging to give a unifying definition for all the different phenomena 
connected to this topic. However, many sources do report various sorts of shifts in values as a 
megatrend, i.e. one of the “long-term driving forces that are observable now and will most likely 
have significant influence on the future” (European Comission, 2022). The National Intelligence 
Council (2017, pp. 17) predicts that there will be a continuing fragmentation of identities and 
increasing disagreement over ideas between populations, with likely consequences being various 
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identity conflicts around the world and the loss of values such as tolerance and diversity. They also 
add that group identities will start to play an influential role and as a result, a rise in nationalism and 
populism should be expected (NIC, 2017, pp. 18.). The rise in populism, defined as “parties and 
politicians that claim to represent the true will of a unified people against domestic elites” (ESPAS, 
2019, pp. 31), seems to be particularly connected to crises in identity, as it offers people a sense of 
stability due to its exclusionary nature which divides people into friends and enemies (ESPASS, 2019, 
pp. 31). However, despite the growing significance of group identities, many sources also report a 
growing shift towards individualistic rather than collectivistic values (JRC, 2022; České priority, 2021), 
with people becoming more entrenched in their individual rather than shared value systems 
(Shaldor, 2020, pp. 13; Deloitte, 2017, pp. 93). I will return to this puzzling tension later, however, for 
now it is important to point out that either of these factors could be a cause of the observed growing 
social unrest (Deloitte, 2017, pp. 73) and decreasing social cohesion (IPSOS, 2016, pp. 63). A 
connected phenomenon is increased polarisation, with different interest groups failing to find 
common ground and means of communication on different societal or political topics (Shaldor, 2020, 
pp. 24; Deloitte, 2017, pp. 61). Moreover, it seems that global freedom is at a slight decrease, with 79 
countries decreasing their level of freedom, especially regarding personal freedom indicators (such 
as fairness of laws, personal safety or freedom of movement and assembly, for a full list see World 
Population Review, 2022)(Roland Berger Trend Compendium 2050, 2020, pp. 13). However, there 
does seem to be a positive shift towards more environmental consciousness and ethical 
consumerism (Euromonitor International, 2019, pp. 9). Overall, it seems safe to say that there is an 
ongoing shift in values which will have a significant global influence in the following decades and 
some even label the current state of affairs a “crisis of values” (Meer, 1999). While there seems to be 
a plethora of differing opinions in the literature on which specific values are changing, it seems that 
many of the changes are growing out of people’s increasing uncertainty both about the various 
aspects of their different identities and about the direction in which the world is moving (Shaldor, 
2020, pp. 12).  In general, it can be said that people are feeling increasingly insecure, despite general 
growth in domains such as health, life expectancy and wealth (UNDP, 2022). The discussion above 
reveals two interesting paradoxes: 1) there seem to be contradictory opinions on whether people are 
becoming more entrenched in their individual value systems or those of their groups and 2) 
intuitively, values should provide the necessary sense of security that people lack, so it is rather 
puzzling that uncertainty seems to be the factor driving the changes and sometimes even losses of 
values. To illuminate these two paradoxes, in the next section I will consider the psychological basis 
of values on the individual and group level and attempt to shed light on the ongoing “crisis of 
values”. Understanding these two contradictions in the literature, which I aim to explain in terms of 
mechanisms in human psychology, will help us understand the phenomenon of the “crisis of values” 
in more depth and will serve as a segue of considering a link between the growing social media usage 
and the current value shift. 
 

Key takeaways: While the specific changes in values can be difficult to conceptualise, the forecasting 
literature considers the general shift in values to be a potential long-term driving force with a 
significant impact on the future. The US National Intelligence Council predicts a continuing 
fragmentation of identities and increasing disagreement over ideas between populations, with likely 
consequences being various identity conflicts around the world and the loss of values such as 
tolerance and diversity. Some sources report people’s inclination to uphold their group’s values while 
others claim that people tend to become more entrenched in their personal value systems. 
Generally, populism and radicalism seem to be on the rise, with the connected phenomenon being 
growing social unrest and decreasing social cohesion. Global freedom seems to be threatened, with 
79 countries all over the world decreasing their level of personal freedoms including fairness of law 
or freedom of movement and assembly. Even though there are reports of increasing environmental 
consciousness among people, some scholars have called the current state of affairs an all out “crisis 
of values”. All in all, while it is difficult to paint a unified picture of the shift in values, it seems to be 
growing out of increasing uncertainty that people have both about their identities in the increasingly 
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complex world and about the direction that the world is moving. This feeling of insecurity is growing 
despite many measures of wealth or health quality improving. This discussion reveals two interesting 
paradoxes: 1) There seem to be contradictory opinions on whether people are becoming more 
entrenched in their individual value systems or those of their groups and 2) Intuitively, it seems that 
values should provide the necessary sense of security that people lack, so it is rather puzzling that 
uncertainty seems to be the factor driving the changes and sometimes even losses of values. These 
paradoxes will be guiding the discussion of the psychology of values and will help understand what 
the “crisis of values” actually entails.  

 

Psychology of Values 
 
What are values? 
 
It seems that even the field of psychology has trouble with giving a clear definition of what values are 
(Rohan, 2000), however, following Rokeach (1973, pp. 5) a value is “an enduring belief that a specific 
mode of conduct or end-state of existence is personally or socially preferable to an opposite or 
converse mode of conduct or end-state of existence” and a value system is a hierarchical enduring 
organisation of these beliefs (Rokeach, 1973, pp. 5). Hence, even as a cognitive structure, values are 
a system of important personal priorities, which aid one both in personal and social decision making. 
While values are a cognitive structure (Oyserman, 2015), it is also important to note that they are 
closely linked to the affective system, meaning that they have a profound effect on one’s behaviour 
while simultaneously providing meaning and continuity across the plethora of different situations 
one goes through every day (Rohan, 2000). According to Schwartz (Schwartz, 2012), whose theory is 
presently the most well-known evidence-based theory of values (Russo et al., 2022) human values 
are structured around two primary motivational dimensions: 1) The motivational contrast between 
“openness to change” and “conservation” values, where the first represents values embracing one’s 
independence and readiness to change while the second represents values which focus on the 
preservation of the past and maintaining known order. 2) The motivational contrast between “self-
enhancement” and “self-transcendence” where the first represents, broadly, values that promote 
following through on one’s own interests whereas the second emphasises values that promote 
interests of others. Generally, these motivations stem from three universal requirements of human 
existence: biological needs, the requirements of coordinated social interaction and the survival and 
welfare of groups (Schwartz, 1992). Put simply, humans need to satisfy their biological needs with 
the aid of others and to persuade others, they need to be able to communicate these goals with 
them. Hence, Schwartz defines ten basic value types representing ways of fulfilling the three 
requirements (Schwartz, 1992): power, achievement, hedonism, stimulation, self-direction, 



universalism, benevolence, conformity, tradition, and security. Figure 2 provides definitions of each 
of these value types. 

 
 
As the motivational contrasts described above suggest, oftentimes pursuing one value, for instance 
self-direction and seeking one’s own goals, has negative consequences on the pursuit of another 
value, such as conformity and self-restraint. Conversely, sometimes values can act in synergy, e.g. 
hedonism and stimulation. Hence, what forms individual value systems is the manner in which one 
handles and prioritises the congruencies and incongruences between the different values (Schwartz, 
1992), with values whose goals are aligned tending to be paired together more often. Figure 3 
represents this continuum, with values closer together representing compatible pairs and values 
further apart representing incompatibility. This also suggests that it is simply impossible to be “value-
less”, as that would mean that an individual does not fall under any of the three universal 
requirements of human existence. Rather, shifts in values represent shifts in the equilibrium of the 
value continuum.  
 

Figure 2: Definitions and descriptions of the ten basic values according to Schwartz (Schwartz, 1992). 



 
 
 
 
What Schwartz suggests is that because values stem from universal needs of human existence, the 
underlying value types are endemic to all cultures and that differences stem merely from the 
differences of priority that each culture assigns to the different values (Schwartz, 2012). Later, 
Schwartz developed his theory further and argued that apart from the congruencies and 
incongruencies playing a role in structuring values, another axis along which values are structured is 
“anxiety-free vs anxiety-based” values (Schwartz et al., 2012). He argues that values which are 
“anxiety-based” are ones which primarily function to protect and individual’s self against uncertainty 
and threat, while “anxiety-free” values prioritise self-expansion in the absence of anxiety. The 
following are the “anxiety-based” values: Power, Security, Conformity and Tradition and the 
“anxiety-free” values: Hedonism, Stimulation, Self-Direction, Universalism and Benevolence, with 
Achievement being a borderline value (Lee et al., 2016). This highlights that one’s values, being a 
dynamic structure, might shift in light of environmental cues which prime one to re-evaluate their 
values (Bardi & Goodwin, 2011), even though generally speaking they tend to be stable (Russo et al., 
2022). A primary example of such cues are changing social circumstances, especially increasing social 
uncertainty (Schwartz, 2012). Here, we might find an answer to the second puzzling question, 
namely, how the growing uncertainty functions as the driving factor in the ongoing change in values. 
It seems that according to Schwartz’s theory, in times of heightened uncertainty, people tend to 
resort to “anxiety-based” values which give one a sense of protection and include values such as 
security, conformity and tradition. Therefore, the theory neatly explains why individuals tend to stick 
to group identities, nationalism and populism more (because this corresponds to promoting the 
values of conformity and tradition) or why they oppose the values of diversity or tolerance (which 
are based more towards universalism, an “anxiety-free” value) in times of uncertainty. Hence, one 

Figure 3: The relational model of the ten basic values types (Schwartz, 2012) 
 



way to conceptualise the ongoing shift in values is to interpret it as a trend towards increasing 
uncertainty, and, as a result, the cognitive response of individuals pursuing “anxiety-based” self-
protective values as opposed to “anxiety-free” self-expansive values. 
 
To find an answer to the first puzzle, namely, why there seem to be contradictions in the literature as 
to whether people are becoming more entrenched in their individual value systems or those of their 
groups, it is important to understand how values and one’s personal identity are intertwined. 
Specifically, the inconsistency in the literature could be explained by Gecas’ suggestion that values 
are a crucial part of one’s self concept and play an important role in forming one’s identity (Lee et al., 
2016; Hitlin, 2003; Gecas, 2000, pp. 94). This highlights that just like any other part of the self-
concept, values can undergo significant changes, depending on one’s current self-definitions. This is 
supported by evidence suggesting that the relative stability of personal values depends on their 
closeness to one’s ideal self (Russo et al., 2022). Apart from contributing to the creation of one’s 
personal identity, personal values are also a cohesive force that unifies the various social identities 
one has into a stable personal identity and, thus, some argue that values are the primary force 
behind experiencing personal identity (Hitlin, 2003). Hence, importantly, individuals will seek to align 
their social group identities and group values with their personal values in order to achieve 
psychological coherence (Bardi et al., 2014). This is also supported by Schwartz’s argument that 
values tend to align around motivational goals, so it is reasonable to assume that one’s personal and 
group values would align around a motivational goal rather than go against each other.  
 
This discussion highlights two points: 1) it seems that the difference between one’s personal and 
group values might not be as sharp as it first seems. Individuals seek psychological coherence, and 
thus it is unlikely that one’s personal values would be in a significant conflict with one’s group values 
since the individual will utilise coping mechanism to eliminate the contradiction. Thus, perhaps the 
question of why there seems to be a contradiction in the literature is just a question of inaccurate 
conceptualisations of values on part of the researchers, as, ultimately, both types of value systems 
will be present in one’s self-concept. However, 2) the literature still emphasises a shift in the values 
that individuals hold. Hence, another way of conceptualising the changes in values that are 
occurring must be some changes that are happening to individuals’ self-concepts. This final remark 
acts as a segue into the final section, where two models are presented, putting forward a potential 
link between the ongoing in shift in values and the increasing use of social media worldwide. 
 

Key takeaways: Values are a cognitive structure comprising of hierarchically organised priorities that 
guide individuals through the different situations in life and inspire socially positive behaviour. 
According to Schwartz, whose theory is currently the most well-known psychological theory of 
values, the need for values arises from three universal requirements of human existence: biological 
needs, the requirements of coordinated social interaction and the survival and welfare of groups. Put 
simply, humans need to satisfy their biological needs with the aid of others and to persuade others, 
they need to be able to communicate these goals with them. Values, then, are motivational goals 
which aid individuals in achieving these requirements. Schwartz defines the following ten basic 
human values which are universal to all cultures, since they grow out of the same existential needs: 
power, achievement, hedonism, stimulation, self-direction, universalism, benevolence, conformity, 
tradition, and security. Differences in personal or cultural value systems then reflect the differences 
in how much importance is given to each specific value. 
 
Since there could be multiple strategies to fulfil the universal needs, different values will represent 
different approaches to the task. Hence, the values are further structured around the following two 
axes: 1) There is a motivational contrast between “openness to change” and “conservation” values, 
where the first represents values embracing one’s independence and readiness to change, while the 
second represents values which focus on the preservation of the past and maintaining known order. 
2) There is a motivational contrast between “self-enhancement” and “self-transcendence” where the 



first represents values that promote following through on one’s own interests whereas the second 
emphasises values that promote interests of others. This further highlights that one’s value system is 
primarily a system of trade-offs, since following for instance an “openness to change” value will be 
detrimental to a “conservation value” and vice versa. Later, Schwartz added another distinction into 
the nature of the basic values: “anxiety-based” values which primarily function to protect and 
individual’s self against uncertainty and threat and “anxiety-free” values which prioritise self-
expansion in the absence of anxiety. Hence, in times of changes in one’s environment which mean 
increasing uncertainty, individuals will tend to shift their motivational goals to the protection of 
oneself against threat and uncertainty. This way, the shift in values can be conceptualised as a trend 
towards increasing uncertainty, meaning individuals will be primarily motivated to protect 
themselves against said uncertainty and pursue “anxiety-based” values. This also addresses the 
second contradiction in the forecasting literature, since a shift to a value such as populism or 
nationalism can be explained both in individual and cultural terms, therefore, the inconsistency 
might simply be arising from an unclear definition of how values function. Even still, there does seem 
to be a sort of change in how people’s values in today’s world function. This change is addressed in 
the section Model 2 - Social Media and The Shifting Self-Concept. 

 
 

Values and Social Media – The Link 
 
In this final section, I aim to present the two models of a possible interaction between the shift in 
values and the worldwide spread of social media. The two models largely depend on which of the 
two conceptualisations of the “value crisis” above one chooses, however, both seem to grow out of 
the same neurological and psychological substrate. Namely, both models are centred around the fact 
that social media significantly influence one’s personal identity, making individuals less positive and 
certain about themselves, which, in turn, ought to have a significant effect on one’s personal values 
which are largely based in one’s identity. With these preliminaries in mind, the two models are 
presented below.  
 

Model 1 – Social Media and Anxiety-Based Values 
 
This model is based on the observation that in times of uncertainty, people tend to shift their values 
in favour of “anxiety-based” values which primarily function to protect the self against uncertainty 
and threat. Thus, the values which fit this motivational goal of protection in uncertainty are the 
following: Power, Security, Conformity and Tradition. Hence, in times of uncertainty, rather than 
losing values, people are simply gravitating to these values outlined above. Now, it has to be noted 
that the sources of uncertainty in today’s times are plenty, hence this model cannot be taken to be 
the sole explanation of the shift in values. However, there seems to be good reasons to believe that 
social media can significantly influence this process. Firstly, social media is relevant from a statistical 
perspective since over 58 % of people worldwide are now social media users, which equates roughly 
to 4.6 billion people on-line. Hence, it is very likely that social media is now a key factor in influencing 
global trends. Secondly, there seems to be a link between the psychology of values and the 
psychology of social media, namely that social media usage increases uncertainty by undermining 
one’s personal identity. As mentioned previously, the primary mode of receiving information on 
social media is upward social comparison, meaning users tend to end up in unfavourable 
comparisons to others, bringing down their self-esteem. Moreover, receiving an abundance of such 
information seems to undermine one’s clarity of their self-concept, i.e. the answer to the question 
“Who am I?”.  
 
In spite of these negative effects, users keep coming back and there are two possible reasons for this, 
depending on which theory of rewards we use: 1) On the Reward Processing Error (RPE) framework, 



users keep coming back because social sites are engineered in a way that distributes rewards 
randomly, meaning that generally, we are always surprised enough to keep the reward levels of high 
and desirable. 2) On the Predictive Processing (PP) framework, users keep coming back because they 
become increasingly familiarised with the space of social networks (which is also supported by 
algorithms which feed users their preferred content) which yields rewarding certainty. Now, on the 
RPE framework, there are two clear reasons to protect the self against uncertainty: 1) One never 
knows when the reward is coming, therefore, one lives under a constant source of uncertainty. 2) 
The self is being threatened by being undermined by the constant social comparisons. On the PP 
framework, only the second reason seems to apply, because PP posits on the contrary that over time, 
uncertainty in individuals will be decreasing. Even so, it is undeniable that the threats against the 
stability of the self themselves bring about uncertainty, thus, both frameworks can explain why social 
media users will gravitate towards “anxiety-based” values. Furthermore, it seems to be that this 
effect will be enhanced by the disinhibited form of social media communication. Because values play 
a significant role in trust (Oyserman, 2015), the lack of relevant cues from which to recognise 
whether or not one shares my values will lead to increased uncertainty and hostility towards them. 
Hence, this limited form of communication can lead the individual to further protect their self, which 
leads them further towards “anxiety-based” values. Now it is worth noting that from the perspective 
of value research, these values are as important as all of the others and should not be negatively 
contorted. On the other hand, it is also vital that on Schwartz’s model, values are a constant trade-
off, therefore, promoting the “anxiety-based” values is in direct conflict with promoting values such 
as Universalism, i.e. caring for the general welfare of all people and nature or Self-Direction, i.e. 
independent thought and action. Generally speaking then, increased social media use can be 
associated with a shift towards Self-Enhancement and Conservation values as opposed to 
Openness to Change and Self-Transcendence values.  
 
Crucially, the effect of people becoming entrenched in anxiety-based values will grow stronger the 
more users social media sites gather and the more time users spend there. The average time is 
already approaching the 2,5 hour mark and can be expected to be increasing. Therefore, this could 
also have the effect of reducing diversity and plurality of opinion in the long run, as the increasing 
uncertainty both from the outside world and the social media landscape will cause a convergence of 
values towards “anxiety-based” ones. The PP framework offers an illuminating perspective on why 
time spent by users will be increasing. Under the assumption that the world is getting more uncertain 
by the day, the PP theory posits that individuals will seek to minimise surprise. Now, in order to do 
this, users will either change their behaviour to better adapt to the changes in one’s surroundings, 
or, alternatively, users will adapt their expectations of the world so they fit the way the world 
behaves. Here is where social media sites come into play, because the algorithms that track one’s 
preferences can act as a means of either adapting one’s behaviour by allowing one to quickly search 
for content they like (“The world is behaving in a way I do not like, I will do something differently so 
the world fits my expectations”) or adapting their expectations by following the preferences 
observed in the user (“The world is behaving in a way I do not like, I need to change my expectations 
so I like the world better”). Either way, the plasticity of the social media landscape allows to create a 
personalised safe haven for everybody, making users increasingly more disconnected from the 
outside world. While this adaptation seems like a convenient way out, it might not be sustainable 
from a long-term perspective, since holding “anxiety-based” values is associated with lower well 
subjective well-being (Sortheix & Schwartz, 2017) which starts the cycle of increasing one’s 
uncertainty about their identity all over again. Therefore, while it might seem that over time 
certainty will increase and users will tend to promote “anxiety-free” values again, the persisting 
effect of social media on one’s identity will likely block this effect. In conclusion, it seems that social 
media is conducive to promoting “anxiety-based” values since it acts as a source of uncertainty both 
because of the limited nature of on-line communication and, primarily, because it fuels uncertainty 
about an individual’s personal identity.  
 



Model 2 – Social Media and The Shifting Self-Concept 
 
The second model is based on the observation by Gecas that values form an important part of one’s 
self-concept and are therefore an integral part of one’s identity. Now, the self-concept is not a ready-
made concept but rather a dynamic structure that constantly evolves and changes depending on our 
surroundings and the information we receive (see e.g. Markus & Wurf, 1987). It seems to me that 
here lies the second potential link between social media usage and a value shift, namely, that social 
media usage has a very strong negative effect on the creation of a stable self-concept which, in turn, 
means that individuals have limited means of creating a stable value system. Social media has been 
shown to negatively influence various different aspects of one’s identity, ranging from low self-
esteem and low subjective well-being to a negative self-concept and decreased self-concept clarity. 
Hence, it seems that the overwhelming influx of social information which would likely be impossible 
in an offline setting is inhibiting people’s ability to create a stable identity which is largely dependant 
on the information received from others. In other words, the brain is not wired to receive social 
information from this many sources and this can mean that there is no unifying power to piece them 
all together. Moreover, this can create a vicious cycle since information about the self are derived 
also from observations of the self (Markus & Wurf, 1987), meaning that if the ability to correctly self-
assess is worsened due to saturations of social interactions, this will further undermine one’s ability 
to create a stable self-concept and, therefore, a stable value system. This can be another way of 
interpreting the seeming contradictions in the megatrends literature; when asking whether people 
are shifting more towards individual or group values, the answer is actually that they are doing 
both. It seems that rather than losing values per se, people just do not have a consistent and 
unified system to guide them and instead make decisions on a much more immediate basis. Once 
again, this is possible because the brain essentially becomes addicted to receiving the social rewards 
provided by social media. However, perhaps because it is just not wired to receive it in these copious 
amounts, the tradeoff is the stability of one’s personal identity and losing one of the most important 
of our possessions, namely, the answer to the question “Who am I?”. 
 
One important finding of the research on social media is that the negative effects on identity seem to 
be increased when users engage with social media only passively, meaning they just browse content 
and do not get in touch with other users. Thus, it can be seen as worrying that there are reports 
claiming that passive usage of social media is on the rise (Deloitte, 2017, pp. 47). It seems that at 
least one way that user behaviour should be changed is to encourage social network users to connect 
with people in a meaningful way rather than just use these sites as a device to kill time. However, 
one might argue that perhaps these changes in the psychology of identity are not a sign of a crisis but 
rather a shift in the way that the brain reacts to a world that is becoming much more dynamic. With 
the world’s increasing complexity, perhaps it will be simply impossible to have one unchanging 
personal identity but instead it will be necessary to have a dynamic system which is able to promptly 
react to various different situations. After all, this problem has been taken up by philosophers and 
some claim that personal identity is on a spectrum or continuum rather than a simple “yes or no” 
affair (Korsgaard, 1989). It should at least be taken up as a serious possibility that in the future, one 
body could hold various different persons or personal identities as that will simply be what the world 
demands. On the other hand, it could also be argued that much of society is built on the predicate 
that a single body holds a single individual, ranging from acts such as voting or signing a lease to 
deeper issues such as personal responsibility for inflicting harm etc. Either way, it cannot be disputed 
that social media has a profound negative effect on the creation of personal identity and the new 
generations of digital natives will likely be the ones most affected by this. Given the brain’s immense 
plasticity and increasing time spent on social media, it is plausible that new generations will grow up 
with very differently functioning value systems than preceding generations, as losing a stable self 
ultimately leads to losing stable values. 
 



References 
 
Andreassen, C. S. (2015). Online Social Network Site Addiction: A Comprehensive Review. Current 

Addiction Reports, 2(2), 175–184. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40429-015-0056-9  
 
Antoniadou, N., Kokkinos, C. M., & Markos, A. (2016). Possible common correlates between bullying 

and cyber-bullying among adolescents. Psicologia Educativa, 22(1), 27–38. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pse.2016.01.003  

 
Appel, M., Schreiner, C., Weber, S., Mara, M., & Gnambs, T. (2018). Intensity of Facebook use is 

associated with lower self-concept clarity: Cross-sectional and longitudinal evidence. Journal 
of Media Psychology: Theories, Methods, and Applications, 30(3), 160–
172. https://doi.org/10.1027/1864-1105/a000192 

 
Bardi, A., & Goodwin, R. (2011). The Dual Route to Value Change: Individual Processes and Cultural 

Moderators. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 42(2), 271–287. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022110396916  

 
Bardi, A., Jaspal, R., Polek, E., & Schwartz, S. (2014). Values and Identity Process Theory: Theoretical 

integration and empirical interactions. In R. Jaspal & G. Breakwell (Eds.), Identity Process 
Theory: Identity, Social Action and Social Change (pp. 175-200). Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. doi:10.1017/CBO9781139136983.013 

 
Bateman, A., & Fonagy, P. (2010). Mentalization based treatment for borderline personality 

disorder. World psychiatry : official journal of the World Psychiatric Association (WPA), 9(1), 
11–15. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2051-5545.2010.tb00255.x 

 
Bersani, F. S., Accinni, T., Carbone, G. A., Corazza, O., Panno, A., Prevete, E., Bernabei, L., Massullo, C., 

Burkauskas, J., Tarsitani, L., Pasquini, M., Biondi, M., Farina, B., & Imperatori, C. (2022). 
Problematic Use of the Internet Mediates the Association between Reduced Mentalization 
and Suicidal Ideation: A Cross-Sectional Study in Young Adults. Healthcare, 10(5), 948. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/healthcare10050948  

 
Bird, C., & Burgess, N. (2008). The hippocampus and memory: insights from spatial 

processing. Nature Reviews Neuroscience, 9, 182–194. https://doi.org/10.1038/nrn2335  
 
Blomfield Neira, C. J., & Barber, B. L. (2014). Social networking site use: Linked to adolescents’ social 

self-concept, self-esteem, and depressed mood. Australian Journal of Psychology, 66(1), 56–
64. https://doi.org/10.1111/ajpy.12034  

Burhan, R., & Moradzadeh, J. (2020). Neurotransmitter Dopamine (DA) and its Role in the 
Development of Social Media Addiction. Journal of Neurology & Neurophysiology, 11(7). DOI: 
10.35248/2155-9562.20.11.507 

Burleson, K., Leach, C. W., & Harrington, D. M. (2005). Upward social comparison and self-concept: 
Inspiration and inferiority among art students in an advanced programme. British Journal of 
Social Psychology, 44(1), 109–123. https://doi.org/10.1348/014466604X23509 

 
Campbell J. D. (1990). Self-esteem and clarity of the self-concept. Journal of personality and social 

psychology, 59(3), 538–549. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.59.3.538  
 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s40429-015-0056-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pse.2016.01.003
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1027/1864-1105/a000192
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022110396916
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2051-5545.2010.tb00255.x
https://doi.org/10.3390/healthcare10050948
https://doi.org/10.1038/nrn2335
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajpy.12034
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1348/014466604X23509
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0022-3514.59.3.538


Campbell, J. D., Trapnell, P. D., Heine, S. J., Katz, I. M., Lavallee, L. F., & Lehman, D. R. (1996). Self-
concept clarity: Measurement, personality correlates, and cultural boundaries. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 70(1), 141–156. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-
3514.70.1.141 

 
Clark, L. F. (1993). STRESS AND THE COGNITIVE-CONVERSATIONAL BENEFITS OF SOCIAL 

INTERACTION. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 12(1), 25-55. 
https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/stress-cognitive-conversational-benefits-
social/docview/1292186560/se-2  

 
Cooley, C. H. (1983) The Looking-Glass Self in J. O’Brien (Eds.) The Production of Reality: Essays and 

Readings on Social Interaction (pp. 126-128). SAGE. 
https://books.google.cz/books?hl=cs&lr=&id=8FKzamiVX4sC&oi=fnd&pg=PA126&dq=cooley
+1902&ots=14KXOQou_u&sig=A0L5qsUiC7H9ON90y3Ft2mJGxp8&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&
q=cooley%201902&f=false  

 
České priority. (2021). Megatrendy a velké společenské výzvy. https://www.megatrendy.cz  
 
D’Agata, M. T., & Kwantes, P. J. (2020). Personality Factors Predicting Disinhibited and Risky Online 

Behaviors. Journal of Individual Differences, 41(4), 199–206. https://doi.org/10.1027/1614-
0001/a000321  

 
Das, S., & Lavoie, A. (2014). The Effects of Feedback on Human Behavior in Social Media: An Inverse 

Reinforcement Learning Model, Proceedings of the 13th International Conference on 
Autonomous Agents and Multiagent Systems (AAMAS 2014), 653-660. 
https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.5555/2615731.2615837  

 
DataReportal. (2022). Digital 2022: Global Overview Report. 

https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2022-global-overview-report  
 
Deci, E. L. (1971). Effects of externally mediated rewards on intrinsic motivation. Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 18(1), 105–115. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0030644 
Deloitte. (2017). Beyond the noise: The Megatrends of Tomorrow’s World. 

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/nl/Documents/public-sector/deloitte-nl-
ps-megatrends-2ndedition.pdf   

 
Dunbar, R. I. M. (2012). Bridging the bonding gap: The transition from primates to 

humans. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences, 367(1597), 
1837–1846. https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2011.0217  

 
Epstein, S. (1973). The self-concept revisited: Or a theory of a theory. American Psychologist, 28(5), 

404–416. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0034679 
 
Euromotor International. (2019). Understanding the Socioeconomic Drivers of Megatrends. 

https://edisciplinas.usp.br/pluginfile.php/4883871/mod_resource/content/1/Understanding
%20the%20Socioeconomic%20Drivers%20in%20Megatrends%20%20-%20Euromonitor.pdf  

 
European Strategy and Policy Analysis System. (2019). Global Trends to 2030: Challenges and Choices 

for Europe. https://ec.europa.eu/assets/epsc/pages/espas/ESPAS_Report2019.pdf  
 

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0022-3514.70.1.141
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0022-3514.70.1.141
https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/stress-cognitive-conversational-benefits-social/docview/1292186560/se-2
https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/stress-cognitive-conversational-benefits-social/docview/1292186560/se-2
https://books.google.cz/books?hl=cs&lr=&id=8FKzamiVX4sC&oi=fnd&pg=PA126&dq=cooley+1902&ots=14KXOQou_u&sig=A0L5qsUiC7H9ON90y3Ft2mJGxp8&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=cooley%201902&f=false
https://books.google.cz/books?hl=cs&lr=&id=8FKzamiVX4sC&oi=fnd&pg=PA126&dq=cooley+1902&ots=14KXOQou_u&sig=A0L5qsUiC7H9ON90y3Ft2mJGxp8&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=cooley%201902&f=false
https://books.google.cz/books?hl=cs&lr=&id=8FKzamiVX4sC&oi=fnd&pg=PA126&dq=cooley+1902&ots=14KXOQou_u&sig=A0L5qsUiC7H9ON90y3Ft2mJGxp8&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=cooley%201902&f=false
https://www.megatrendy.cz/
https://doi.org/10.1027/1614-0001/a000321
https://doi.org/10.1027/1614-0001/a000321
https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.5555/2615731.2615837
https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2022-global-overview-report
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/h0030644
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/nl/Documents/public-sector/deloitte-nl-ps-megatrends-2ndedition.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/nl/Documents/public-sector/deloitte-nl-ps-megatrends-2ndedition.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2011.0217
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/h0034679
https://edisciplinas.usp.br/pluginfile.php/4883871/mod_resource/content/1/Understanding%20the%20Socioeconomic%20Drivers%20in%20Megatrends%20%20-%20Euromonitor.pdf
https://edisciplinas.usp.br/pluginfile.php/4883871/mod_resource/content/1/Understanding%20the%20Socioeconomic%20Drivers%20in%20Megatrends%20%20-%20Euromonitor.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/assets/epsc/pages/espas/ESPAS_Report2019.pdf


European Сomission. (2022). The Megatrends Hub. 
https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/foresight/tool/megatrends-hub_en. Accessed on 17 
Aug 2022 

 
Festinger, L. (1954). A theory of social comparison processes. Human Relations, 7, 117–

140. https://doi.org/10.1177/001872675400700202 
 
FitzGerald, T. H. B., Dolan, R. J., & Friston, K. J. (2014). Model averaging, optimal inference, and habit 

formation. Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, 8(457). 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2014.00457   

 
Friston, K., Schwartenbeck, P., FitzGerald, T., Moutoussis, M., Behrens, T., & Dolan, R. J. (2014). The 

anatomy of choice: Dopamine and decision-making. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal 
Society B: Biological Sciences, 369(1655). https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2013.0481  

 
Frith, C. D. (2008). Review. Social cognition. In Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B: 

Biological Sciences, 363(1499),2033–2039. https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2008.0005 
 
Frith, C. D., & Frith, U. (2006). The Neural Basis of Mentalizing. Neuron, 50(4), 531–534. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2006.05.001  
 
Gecas, V. (2000). Value identities, self-motives, and social movements. In S. Stryker, T. J. Owens, & R. 

W. White (Eds.), Self, identity, and social movements (pp. 93–109). University of Minnesota 
Press. 

 
Gentina, E., Chen, R., & Yang, Z. (2021). Development of theory of mind on online social networks: 

Evidence from Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat. Journal of Business 
Research, 124, 652–666. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2020.03.001  

 
Haber, S. & Knutson, B. (2010). The Reward Circuit: Linking Primate Anatomy and Human Imaging. 

Neuropsychopharmacol, 35, 4–26. https://doi.org/10.1038/npp.2009.129  
 
Herrnstein, R. J. (1970). On the law of effect. Journal of the Experimental Analysis of Behavior, 13(2), 

243–266. https://doi.org/10.1901/jeab.1970.13-243 
 
Hitlin, S. (2003). Values as the Core of Personal Identity: Drawing Links between Two Theories of 

Self. Social Psychology Quarterly, 66(2), 118–137. https://doi.org/10.2307/1519843  
 
Hollerman, J. R., Tremblay, L., & Schultz, W. (2000). Involvement of basal ganglia and orbitofrontal 

cortex in goal-directed behavior. Progress in brain research, 126, 193–215. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0079-6123(00)26015-9 

 
Hou, Y., Xiong, D., Jiang, T., Song, L., & Wang, Q. (2019). Social media addiction: Its impact, 

mediation, and intervention. Cyberpsychology: Journal of Psychosocial Research on 
Cyberspace, 13(1). https://doi.org/10.5817/CP2019-1-4 

 
IPSOS. (2016). 10 Mega Trends that are reshaping the World. 

https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/10-Mega-Trends-That-are-Reshaping-The-
World.pdf  

 
Izuma, K., Saito, D. N., & Sadato, N. (2008). Processing of Social and Monetary Rewards in the Human 

Striatum. Neuron, 58(2), 284–294. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2008.03.020 

https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/foresight/tool/megatrends-hub_en.%20Accessed%2017%20Aug%202022
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1177/001872675400700202
https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2014.00457
https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2013.0481
https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2008.0005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2006.05.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2020.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1038/npp.2009.129
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1901/jeab.1970.13-243
https://doi.org/10.2307/1519843
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0079-6123(00)26015-9
https://doi.org/10.5817/CP2019-1-4
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/10-Mega-Trends-That-are-Reshaping-The-World.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/10-Mega-Trends-That-are-Reshaping-The-World.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2008.03.020


 
Jiang, S., & Ngien, A. (2020). The Effects of Instagram Use, Social Comparison, and Self-Esteem on 

Social Anxiety: A Survey Study in Singapore. Social Media and Society, 6(2). 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305120912488  

 
Jiang, S., & Ngien, A. (2020). The Effects of Instagram Use, Social Comparison, and Self-Esteem on 

Social Anxiety: A Survey Study in Singapore. Social Media + Society. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305120912488 

 
Joint Research Centre of the European Commission. (2022). The Industrial Landscape Vision 2025. 

https://ec.europa.eu/assets/jrc/ilv/edge/index.html 
 
Jones, J. M. (2015). The Looking Glass Lens: Self-concept Changes Due to Social Media Practices. 

In The Journal of Social Media in Society, 4(1), 100-125. 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/306031974_The_Looking_Glass_Lens_Self-
concept_Changes_Due_to_Social_Media_Practices  

 
Kanai, R., Bahrami, B., Roylance, R., & Rees, G. (2012). Online social network size is reflected in 

human brain structure. Proceedings of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences, 279(1732), 
1327–1334. https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2011.1959 

 
Keiflin, R., & Janak, P. H. (2015). Dopamine Prediction Errors in Reward Learning and Addiction: From 

Theory to Neural Circuitry. Neuron, 88(2), 247–263. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2015.08.037 

 
Kelley, A. W. M., Macrae, C. N., Wyland, C. L., Caglar, S., Inati, S., & Heatherton, T. F. (2002). Finding 

the self? An event-related fMRI study. Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience, 14(5), 785–794. 
https://doi.org/10.1162/08989290260138672 

 
Kenrick, D. T., Griskevicius, V., Neuberg, S. L., & Schaller, M. (2010). Renovating the pyramid of needs: 

Contemporary extensions built upon ancient foundations. Perspectives on Psychological 
Science, 5(3), 292–314. https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691610369469  

 
Kietzmann, J. H., Hermkens, K., McCarthy, I. P., & Silvestre, B. S. (2011). Social media? Get serious! 

Understanding the functional building blocks of social media. SPECIAL ISSUE: SOCIAL MEDIA, 
54(3), 241–251. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2011.01.005 

 
Korsgaard, C. (1989). Personal identity and the unity of agency: A Kantian response to Parfit. 

Philosophy and Public Affairs, 18(2), 101-132. http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:32 
 
Kringelbach, M. L., & Rolls, E. T. (2004). The functional neuroanatomy of the human orbitofrontal 

cortex: evidence from neuroimaging and neuropsychology. Progress in neurobiology, 72(5), 
341–372. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pneurobio.2004.03.006 

 
Lee, J. A., Sneddon, J. N., Daly, T. M., Schwartz, S. H., Soutar, G. N., & Louviere, J. J. (2016). Testing 

and Extending Schwartz Refined Value Theory Using a Best–Worst Scaling 
Approach. Assessment, 26(2), 166–180. https://doi.org/10.1177/1073191116683799  

 
Levy, N. (2013). Addiction is Not a Brain Disease (and it Matters). Frontiers in Psychiatry, 4(24). doi: 

10.3389/fpsyt.2013.00024  
 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305120912488
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305120912488
https://ec.europa.eu/assets/jrc/ilv/edge/index.html
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/306031974_The_Looking_Glass_Lens_Self-concept_Changes_Due_to_Social_Media_Practices
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/306031974_The_Looking_Glass_Lens_Self-concept_Changes_Due_to_Social_Media_Practices
https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2011.1959
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2015.08.037
https://doi.org/10.1162/08989290260138672
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691610369469
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2011.01.005
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:32
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pneurobio.2004.03.006
https://doi.org/10.1177/1073191116683799


Lieberman, A., & Schroeder, J. (2020). Two social lives: How differences between online and offline 
interaction influence social outcomes. Current Opinion in Psychology, 31, 16–21. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2019.06.022  

 
Lin, S., Liu, D., Liu, W., Hui, Q., Cortina, K. S., & You, X. (2021). Mediating effects of self-concept clarity 

on the relationship between passive social network sites use and subjective well-
being. Current Psychology, 40(3), 1348–1355. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-018-0066-6  

 
Lindström, B., Bellander, M., Schultner, D. T., Chang, A., Tobler, P. N., & Amodio, D. M. (2021). A 

computational reward learning account of social media engagement. Nature 
Communications, 12(1). https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-19607-x  

 
Liu, D., Baumeister, R. F., Yang, C. C., & Hu, B. (2019). Digital communication media use and 

psychological well-being: A meta-analysis. Journal of Computer-Mediated 
Communication, 24(5), 259–274. https://doi.org/10.1093/ccc/zmz013 

 
Livneh, U., Resnik, J., Shohat, Y., & Paz, R. (2012). Self-monitoring of social facial expressions in the 

primate amygdala and cingulate cortex. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of 
the United States of America, 109(46), 18956–18961. 
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1207662109 

 
Markus, H., & Wurf, E. (1987). The dynamic self-concept: A social psychological perspective. Annual 

Review of Psychology, 38, 299–337. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.ps.38.020187.001503  
 
Mason, E. (2018). Value Pluralism in Zalta, E., N. (ed.) The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2021/entries/value-theory/ 
 
Meer, F. (1999). The Global Crisis—A Crisis of Values and the Domination of the Weak by the Strong. 

Journal of Human Values, 5(1), 65–74. https://doi.org/10.1177/097168589900500107 
 
Meshi, D., Morawetz, C., & Heekeren, H. R. (2013). Nucleus accumbens response to gains in 

reputation for the self relative to gains for others predicts social media use. Frontiers in 
Human Neuroscience, 7, 1-11. https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2013.00439  

 
Meshi, D., Tamir, D. I., & Heekeren, H. R. (2015). The Emerging Neuroscience of Social Media. 

In Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 19(12), 771–782. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2015.09.004  
 
Metzinger, T. (2003). Being no one: The self-model theory of subjectivity. MIT Press. 
 
Miller, M., Kiverstein, J., & Rietveld, E. (2020). Embodying addiction: A predictive processing account. 

Brain and Cognition, 138, 105495. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bandc.2019.105495  
 
Monninger, M., Aggensteiner, P. M., Pollok, T. M., Reinhard, I., Hall, A. S. M., Zillich, L., Streit, F., Witt, 

S. H., Reichert, M., Ebner-Priemer, U., Meyer-Lindenberg, A., Tost, H., Brandeis, D., 
Banaschewski, T., & Holz, N. E. (2022). Real-time individual benefit from social interactions 
before and during the lockdown: the crucial role of personality, neurobiology and 
genes. Translational Psychiatry, 12(1), 1-10. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41398-022-01799-z  

 
Myers, D. G. (2010). Social Psychology. McGraw-Hill 
 
National Intelligence Council. (2017). Global Trends: The Paradox of Progress. 

https://www.dni.gov/files/documents/nic/GT-Full-Report.pdf 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2019.06.022
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-018-0066-6
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-19607-x
https://doi.org/10.1093/ccc/zmz013
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1207662109
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1146/annurev.ps.38.020187.001503
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2021/entries/value-theory/
https://doi.org/10.1177/097168589900500107
https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2013.00439
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2015.09.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bandc.2019.105495
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41398-022-01799-z
https://www.dni.gov/files/documents/nic/GT-Full-Report.pdf


 
Northoff, G., & Bermpohl, F. (2004). Cortical midline structures and the self. Trends in Cognitive 

Sciences, 8(3), 102–107. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2004.01.004  
 
Northoff, G., Heinzel, A., de Greck, M., Bermpohl, F., Dobrowolny, H., & Panksepp, J. (2006). Self-

referential processing in our brain--a meta-analysis of imaging studies on the 
self. NeuroImage, 31(1), 440–457. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroimage.2005.12.002 

 
O'Doherty, J., Winston, J., Critchley, H., Perrett, D., Burt, D. M., & Dolan, R. J. (2003). Beauty in a 

smile: the role of medial orbitofrontal cortex in facial 
attractiveness. Neuropsychologia, 41(2), 147–155. https://doi.org/10.1016/s0028-
3932(02)00145-8 

 
OECD Future of Education and Skills 2030. (2019). ATTITUDES AND VALUES  FOR 2030. 

https://www.oecd.org/education/2030-project/teaching-and-learning/learning/attitudes-
and-values/Attitudes_and_Values_for_2030_concept_note.pdf 

 
Oh, C. S., Bailenson, J. N., & Welch, G. F. (2018). A systematic review of social presence: Definition, 

antecedents, and implications. Frontiers Robotics AI, 5, 1-35. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/frobt.2018.00114  

 
Our World in Data. (2019). The rise of social media. https://ourworldindata.org/rise-of-social-media  
 
Oyserman, D. (2015). Values, Psychology of. In International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral 

Sciences: Second Edition (pp. 36–40). Elsevier Inc. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-
097086-8.24030-0  

 
Peters, S., van der Cruijsen, R., van der Aar, L. P. E., Spaans, J. P., Becht, A. I., & Crone, E. A. (2021). 

Social media use and the not-so-imaginary audience: Behavioral and neural mechanisms 
underlying the influence on self-concept. Developmental Cognitive Neuroscience, 48. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dcn.2021.100921  

 
Qingqi, L., Gengfeng, N., Cuiying, F., & Zongkui, Z. (2017). Passive use of social network site and its 

relationships with self-esteem and self-concept clarity: A moderated mediation model. Acta 
Psychologica Sinica, 1, 60-71. DOI:10.2224/sbp.8833 

 
Rafnsson, S. B., Shankar, A., & Steptoe, A. (2015). Longitudinal influences of social network 

characteristics on subjective well-being of older adults: Findings from the ELSA study. Journal 
of Aging and Health, 27(5), 919–934. https://doi.org/10.1177/0898264315572111 

 
Rizzolati, G., & Craighero, L. (2004). THE MIROR-NEURON SYSTEM, Annual Review of Neuroscience, 

27, 169-192, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.neuro.27.070203.144230  
 
Rohan, M. J. (2000). A Rose by Any Name? The Values Construct. Personality and Social Psychology 

Review, 4(3), 255–277. https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327957PSPR0403_4  
 
Rokeach, M. (1973). The nature of human values. Free Press. 
 
Roland Berger Trend Compendium 2050. (2020). Six mega trends that will shape the world. 

https://www.rolandberger.com/publications/publication_pdf/roland_berger_trend_compen
dium_2050_en.pdf  

 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2004.01.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroimage.2005.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0028-3932(02)00145-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0028-3932(02)00145-8
https://www.oecd.org/education/2030-project/teaching-and-learning/learning/attitudes-and-values/Attitudes_and_Values_for_2030_concept_note.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/2030-project/teaching-and-learning/learning/attitudes-and-values/Attitudes_and_Values_for_2030_concept_note.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3389/frobt.2018.00114
https://ourworldindata.org/rise-of-social-media
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-097086-8.24030-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-097086-8.24030-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dcn.2021.100921
http://dx.doi.org/10.2224/sbp.8833
https://doi.org/10.1177/0898264315572111
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.neuro.27.070203.144230
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327957PSPR0403_4
https://www.rolandberger.com/publications/publication_pdf/roland_berger_trend_compendium_2050_en.pdf
https://www.rolandberger.com/publications/publication_pdf/roland_berger_trend_compendium_2050_en.pdf


Rosenberg, M., Schooler, C., Schoenbach, C., & Rosenberg, F. (1995). Global Self-Esteem and Specific 
Self-Esteem: Different Concepts, Different Outcomes. American Sociological Review, 60(1), 
141–156. https://doi.org/10.2307/2096350  

 
Russo, C., Danioni, F., Zagrean, I., & Barni, D. (2022). Changing Personal Values through Value-

Manipulation Tasks: A Systematic Literature Review Based on Schwartz's Theory of Basic 
Human Values. European journal of investigation in health, psychology and education, 12(7), 
692–715. https://doi.org/10.3390/ejihpe12070052 

 
Shaldor. (2020). The Megatrends and Forces that will Shape the Social Landscape in the Era following 

the Corona Crisis. 
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/jfn/mailings/3121/attachments/original/The_Mega
trends_that_will_Shape_the_Post-Corona_Social_Landscape_-
_FINAL_VERSION_%282%29.pdf?1592840570.  

 
Sherman, L. E., Hernandez, L. M., Greenfield, P. M., & Dapretto, M. (2018). What the brain ‘Likes’: 

neural correlates of providing feedback on social media. Social Cognitive Affective 
Neuroscience, 13(7), 699–707. https://doi.org/10.1093/scan/nsy051  

 
Sherman, L. E., Payton, A. A., Hernandez, L. M., Greenfield, P. M., & Dapretto, M. (2016). The Power 

of the Like in Adolescence: Effects of Peer Influence on Neural and Behavioral Responses to 
Social Media. Psychological Science, 27(7), 1027–1035. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797616645673  

 
Schønning, V., Hjetland, G. J., Aarø, L. E., & Skogen, J. C. (2020). Social Media Use and Mental Health 

and Well-Being Among Adolescents – A Scoping Review. Frontiers in Psychology, 11(1949). 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01949  

 
Schroeder, M. (2021). Value Theory in Zalta, E., N. (ed.) The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2021/entries/value-theory/  
 
Schultz W. (1998). Predictive reward signal of dopamine neurons. Journal of neurophysiology, 80(1), 

1–27. https://doi.org/10.1152/jn.1998.80.1.1  
 
Schultz W. (2010). Dopamine signals for reward value and risk: basic and recent data. Behavioral and 

brain functions : BBF, 6(24). https://doi.org/10.1186/1744-9081-6-24  
 
Schwartz, S. H. (1992). UNIVERSALS IN THE CONTENT AND STRUCTURE OF VALUES: THEORETICAL 

ADVANCES AND EMPIRICAL TESTS IN 20 COUNTRIES. Advances in Experimental Social 
Psychology, 25, 1-65. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0065-2601(08)60281-6  

 
Schwartz, S. H. (2012). An Overview of the Schwartz Theory of Basic Values. Online Readings in 

Psychology and Culture, 2(1). https://doi.org/10.9707/2307-0919.1116  
 
Schwartz, S. H., Cieciuch, J., Vecchione, M., Davidov, E., Fischer, R., Beierlein, C., Ramos, A., 

Verkasalo, M., Lönnqvist, J. E., Demirutku, K., Dirilen-Gumus, O., & Konty, M. (2012). Refining 
the theory of basic individual values. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 103(4), 
663–688. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0029393  

 
Smith, A. R., Chein, J., & Steinberg, L. (2014). Peers increase adolescent risk taking even when the 

probabilities of negative outcomes are known. Developmental psychology, 50(5), 1564–1568. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0035696  

https://doi.org/10.2307/2096350
https://doi.org/10.3390/ejihpe12070052
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/jfn/mailings/3121/attachments/original/The_Megatrends_that_will_Shape_the_Post-Corona_Social_Landscape_-_FINAL_VERSION_%282%29.pdf?1592840570
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/jfn/mailings/3121/attachments/original/The_Megatrends_that_will_Shape_the_Post-Corona_Social_Landscape_-_FINAL_VERSION_%282%29.pdf?1592840570
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/jfn/mailings/3121/attachments/original/The_Megatrends_that_will_Shape_the_Post-Corona_Social_Landscape_-_FINAL_VERSION_%282%29.pdf?1592840570
https://doi.org/10.1093/scan/nsy051
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797616645673
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01949
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2021/entries/value-theory/
https://doi.org/10.1152/jn.1998.80.1.1
https://doi.org/10.1186/1744-9081-6-24
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0065-2601(08)60281-6
https://doi.org/10.9707/2307-0919.1116
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0029393
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0035696


 
Sortheix, F., & Schwartz, S. H. (2017). Values that Underlie and Undermine Well- Being : Variability 

Across Countries. European Journal of Personality, 31(2), 187-201. doi:10.1002/per.2096  
 
Statista. (2022a). Daily time spent on social networking by internet users worldwide from 2012 to 

2022. https://www.statista.com/statistics/433871/daily-social-media-usage-worldwide. 
Accessed on 20 Jun 2022.  

 
Statista. (2022b). Most popular social networks worldwide as of January 2022, ranked by number of 

monthly active users. https://www.statista.com/statistics/272014/global-social-networks-
ranked-by-number-of-users/. Accessed on 20 Jun 2022. 

 
Steinberg, L., & Monahan, K. C. (2007). Age differences in resistance to peer 

influence. Developmental psychology, 43(6), 1531–1543. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-
1649.43.6.1531  

 
Suler, J. (2004). The Online Disinhibition Effect, Cyberpsychology & Behavior, 7(3), 321-326. 

https://doi.org/10.1089/1094931041291295 
 
Terry, C., & Cain, J. (2016). The Emerging Issue of Digital Empathy. American journal of 

pharmaceutical education, 80(4), 58. https://doi.org/10.5688/ajpe80458 

United Nations Development Programme. (2022). 2022 SPECIAL REPORT ON HUMAN SECURITY. 
HTTPS://HDR.UNDP.ORG/CONTENT/2022-SPECIAL-REPORT-HUMAN-SECURITY  

Valkenburg, P. M., & Peter, J. (2011). Online communication among adolescents: an integrated 
model of its attraction, opportunities, and risks. The Journal of adolescent health : official 
publication of the Society for Adolescent Medicine, 48(2), 121–127. 
DOI: 10.1016/j.jadohealth.2010.08.020 

Verduyn, P., Gugushvili, N., Massar, K., Täht, K., & Kross, E. (2020). Social comparison on social 
networking sites. Current Opinion in Psychology, 36, 32–37). 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2020.04.002  

 
Verduyn, P., Lee, D. S., Park, J., Shablack, H., Orvell, A., Bayer, J., Ybarra, O., Jonides, J., & Kross, E. 

(2015). Passive Facebook usage undermines affective well-being: Experimental and 
longitudinal evidence. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 144(2), 480–
488. https://doi.org/10.1037/xge0000057 

 
Vogel, E. A., Rose, J. P., Roberts, L. R., & Eckles, K. (2014). Social comparison, social media, and self-

esteem. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 3(4), 206–222. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000047  

 
Vogel, E. A., Rose, J. P., Roberts, L. R., & Eckles, K. (2014). Social comparison, social media, and self-

esteem. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 3(4), 206–
222. https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000047  

 
Von Der Heide, R., Vyas, G., & Olson, I. R. (2014). The social network-network: size is predicted by 

brain structure and function in the amygdala and paralimbic regions. Social cognitive and 
affective neuroscience, 9(12), 1962–1972. https://doi.org/10.1093/scan/nsu009 

 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/433871/daily-social-media-usage-worldwide
https://www.statista.com/statistics/272014/global-social-networks-ranked-by-number-of-users/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/272014/global-social-networks-ranked-by-number-of-users/
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.43.6.1531
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.43.6.1531
https://doi.org/10.1089/1094931041291295
https://hdr.undp.org/content/2022-special-report-human-security
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2010.08.020
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2020.04.002
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/xge0000057
https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000047
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/ppm0000047
https://doi.org/10.1093/scan/nsu009


White, B. & Miller, M. (2021). Filtered States: Active Inference, Social Media and Mental Health in et 
al. Machine Learning and Principles and Practice of Knowledge Discovery in Databases. ECML 
PKDD 2021. Communications in Computer and Information Science (pp. 772-783). Springer. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-93736-2_54  

 
Wicker, B., Keysers, C., Plailly, J., Royet, J.-P., Gallese, V., & Rizzolatti, G. (2003). Both of Us Disgusted 

in My Insula: The Common Neural Basis of Seeing and Feeling Disgust. Neuron, 40, 655-664. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0896-6273(03)00679-2  

 
World Population Review. (2022). Freedom Index by Country 2022. 

https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/freedom-index-by-country. Accessed 
on 17 Aug 2022 

 
Woźniak, M. (2018). “I” and “Me”: The self in the context of consciousness. Frontiers in 

Psychology, 9(1656), 1-14. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01656  
 
Wu, S., Lin, T. C., & Shih, J. F. (2017). Examining the antecedents of online disinhibition. Information 

Technology and People, 30(1), 189–209. https://doi.org/10.1108/ITP-07-2015-0167  
 
Yang, C. chen, Holden, S. M., Carter, M. D. K., & Webb, J. J. (2018). Social media social comparison 

and identity distress at the college transition: A dual-path model. Journal of Adolescence, 69, 
92–102. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2018.09.007  

 
Zimmerman, M., J. & Bradley, B. (2019) Intrinsic vs. Extrinsic Value in Zalta, E., N. (ed.) The Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy, https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2021/entries/value-
theory/ 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-93736-2_54
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0896-6273(03)00679-2
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/freedom-index-by-country
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01656
https://doi.org/10.1108/ITP-07-2015-0167
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2018.09.007
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2021/entries/value-theory/
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2021/entries/value-theory/

	Cooley, C. H. (1983) The Looking-Glass Self in J. O’Brien (Eds.) The Production of Reality: Essays and Readings on Social Interaction (pp. 126-128). SAGE. https://books.google.cz/books?hl=cs&lr=&id=8FKzamiVX4sC&oi=fnd&pg=PA126&dq=cooley+1902&ots=14KXO...
	United Nations Development Programme. (2022). 2022 SPECIAL REPORT ON HUMAN SECURITY. https://hdr.undp.org/content/2022-special-report-human-security

