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ABSTRACT
Employees regularly use social media during work hours and thus are exposed to a wide variety of vibrant, fluid social infor-
mation that they would likely not have access to through other channels. We contribute to the literature by suggesting that the 
social information available on social media is infused with meaning that can affect employees' social motivation and subsequent 
workplace behaviors. We specifically examine employees' perceptions of social media content (i.e., their interpretations of the 
substance of social media posts) by first creating a multi-dimensional measure that includes attractive, family, contentious, and 
accomplished social media content. We then rely on the theory of approach and avoidance social motivation to propose that so-
cial media posts that are perceived as having attractive, family, and accomplished content activate employees' emotional states 
of self-assurance (as an approach emotion), which then fosters the approach behavior of work-goal progress. We also predict that 
perceptions of contentious and accomplished content trigger employees' anxiety (as an avoidance emotion), which then prompts 
social withdrawal as an avoidance behavior. Additionally, we explore the moderating role of trait competitiveness in relation 
to the dual effects of perceptions of accomplished social media content on both approach and avoidance social motivation. We 
developed our measure using a multi-grounded theory approach, and we employed two 10-day, multi-wave experience sampling 
method (ESM) studies to test our hypotheses, for which we found general support.

Social media, defined as “… digital platforms that facilitate in-
formation sharing, user-created content, and collaboration 
across people” (McFarland and Ployhart  2015, 1653), has be-
come a prevalent form of workplace social behavior (Leonardi 
and Vaast  2017), with an estimated 77% of American workers 
regularly using social media during their workdays (Olmstead 
et  al.  2016). In turn, organizational behavior scholars have 
started to investigate the ways in which social media can affect 
employees' work lives (Leonardi and Vaast 2017). For example, 
research has examined the use of social media in recruiting and 
selecting new employees (Van Iddekinge et al. 2016), as well as 
how social media affects employee and organizational reputation 

(Etter et  al.  2019; Ollier-Malaterre and Rothbard  2015; Ollier-
Malaterre et  al.  2013; Toubiana and Zietsma  2017; Umphress 
et  al.  2013) and communication (Leonardi and Vaast  2017; 
McFarland and Ployhart  2015). Although these studies are 
encouraging, research on social media in the workplace has 
remained sparse and does not reflect the pervasiveness, and po-
tential significance of, employees use of social media as a form 
of social behavior at work.

Much like in-person social interactions that can occur regularly 
at work, social media allows employees to foster social connec-
tions, exchange social information, and entertain one another 
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(Masciantonio et al. 2021). However, the context of social media 
is unique in comparison to in-person social interactions (Ollier-
Malaterre et al. 2013) because it provides instant access to a wide 
variety of vibrant social information that otherwise would not 
be accessible at work. For example, in comparison to face-to-
face interactions, social media content often includes a higher 
level of transparency in what people choose to communicate to 
others (Leonardi and Vaast 2017; McFarland and Ployhart 2015). 
In addition, social media allows for the instantaneous and wide-
spread sharing of personal information with a sizable, often 
unknown audience (Bazarova and Choi 2014). In this respect, 
social media has widened the terrain of fluid, varied, and cap-
tivating social information that is available to employees while 
on the job, which we argue can have implications for their social 
motivation during their workdays.

To advance research on the effects of social media on employ-
ees' work lives, we assert that people respond to social media 
posts, defined as “… written text, pictures, or videos, or most 
anything else that can be represented digitally” (McFarland and 
Ployhart 2015, 1654), by formulating perceptions of social media 
content, which capture individuals' interpretations of the sub-
stance of social media posts. We rely on the theory of approach 
and avoidance social motivation (Gable 2006, 2015) to suggest 
that employees' perceptions of social media content set in mo-
tion social motivation processes that manifest as emotional, 
motivational states and then influence workplace behaviors. To 
examine our contentions, we first develop a multi-dimensional 
measure of social media content, namely attractive (appeal-
ing to view), family (appreciating family), contentious (giving 
rise to disagreement), and accomplished (having knowledge or 
expertise) social media content. We then examine how these 
four dimensions influence employees' emotional states of self-
assurance (as an approach emotion) and/or anxiety (as an avoid-
ance emotion) that then affect their work-goal progress (as an 
approach behavior) and/or social withdrawal (as an avoidance 
behavior) on the job. Specifically, based on the theory of approach 
and avoidance social motivation, we suggest that attractive and 
family content spark an approach social motivation process and 
contentious content triggers an avoidance social motivation pro-
cess. Yet, we also theoretically identified accomplished content 

as sparking both forms of social motivation and subsequent be-
haviors (e.g., Elliot 1999; Schwartz 2012), because past theoreti-
cal work suggests that achievement-related content can motivate 
both forward advancements (i.e., approach motivation) and con-
cerns about failure (i.e., avoidance motivation) (e.g., Elliot 1999; 
Schwartz  2012). Moreover, given this duality of accomplished 
content, we also explore trait competitiveness as a theoretically 
derived individual difference that may alter the effects of accom-
plished content (see Figure 1 for our theoretical model).

Through our research, we first contribute to the literature by 
providing a new lens by which organizational behavior scholars 
may consider the effects of employees' use of social media while at 
work. In comparison to past research on social media effects (e.g., 
Etter et  al.  2019; McFarland and Ployhart  2015; Van Iddekinge 
et  al.  2016), our research changes the narrative by utilizing the 
theory of approach and avoidance social motivation (Gable 2006, 
2015) to suggest that employees' social media browsing sessions 
are infused with meaning that manifest as perceptions of social 
media content, which then impact their work lives through a so-
cial motivation process. Second, we highlight that social media 
serves as a social outlet for employees (Olmstead et al. 2016), but 
this way of socializing is contextually different than in-person so-
cializing at work (McFarland and Ployhart 2015; Ollier-Malaterre 
et al. 2013). Through our pilot study, we demonstrate that social 
media has substantially widened the terrain of social information 
that is available to employees during work hours (McFarland and 
Ployhart 2015), which may have significant implications for orga-
nizational life because of the potential effects of this information 
on subsequent employee motivation (Gable 2015). Third, we con-
tribute to the literature by creating a multi-dimensional measure 
of social media content as a starting point for understanding how 
and why the social information available via social media may in-
directly affect workplace behaviors. Finally, our research provides 
practitioners with clarity regarding how and why perceptions of 
social media content may affect employees' workplace behaviors 
and starts to reveal the influence of personality on social media 
effects by examining trait competitiveness as a moderator. In turn, 
practitioners may be in a better position to thoughtfully embrace 
or discourage employees' social media use during work hours be-
cause of its effects on workplace motivation and behaviors.

FIGURE 1    |    Theoretical model of hypothesized relationships.
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1   |   A Measure of Social Media Content

Our measure of social media content was developed 
using a multi-grounded theory approach (Goldkuhl and 
Cronholm 2010) involving a synthesis of deductive (i.e., what 
was available in the literature) and inductive (i.e., our own 
observations) methods of theory development (e.g., Lievonen 
et al. 2023; Tafesse and Wien 2017). We used this combined ap-
proach because our review of the organizational behavior lit-
erature revealed that a useful measure of social media content 
in the workplace did not exist. In the literature, however, we 
found a qualitative description of dimensions of social media 
content that could influence employees' professional relation-
ships (Ollier-Malaterre et al. 2013). We also found a measure of 
social media profiles of college students in the cybertechnol-
ogy literature (Peluchette and Karl 2010, 33). We viewed these 
two sources as relevant to our creation of a measure of social 
media content because they helped us identify prominent per-
ceptions of social information portrayed on social media and 
closely matched our interest in studying the effects of percep-
tions of social media content (i.e., interpretations of the sub-
stance of social media posts) at work. Hence, as we describe 
in more detail in our Method section, we relied on these two 
sources to create an initial list of items (i.e., deductive). Yet, 
to extend past work and to be as comprehensive as possible, 
we also generated items based on our own observations (i.e., 
inductive) (Goldkuhl and Cronholm 2010). Then, utilizing an 
iterative measure development process, we empirically ar-
rived at four dimensions of social media content, namely per-
ceptions of attractive, family, contentious, and accomplished 
content, because they empirically arose as the most valid per-
ceptions of the content of social media posts. Identifying these 
four dimensions of social media content then allowed us to 
apply the theory of approach and avoidance social motivation 
(Gable 2006, 2015) to create a theoretical model that predicts 
how and why each dimension drives social motivation.

2   |   Theoretical Background and Hypotheses 
Development

The theory of approach and avoidance social motivation 
(Gable 2006, 2015) describes social information (that can come 
from social media content) as underscoring social incentives 
and social costs. Social information that is socially incentivizing 
entails perceptions of potential psychological rewards that could 
bolster one's well-being, while social information that is socially 
costly involves perceptions of potential threats that could thwart 
one's well-being (Gable 2015). Social information that is socially 
incentivizing or costly can provoke emotional states of approach 
or avoidance that then serve as motivational frames for “how 
to behave” (e.g., Frijda  1986; Frijda et  al.  1989; Keltner and 
Lerner 2009) to either maximize additional rewarding outcomes 
(i.e., approach behaviors) or avoid additional social setbacks 
(i.e., avoidance behaviors). Importantly, these motivational 
frames can extend beyond the initiating social context (Cavallo 
et al. 2009; Gable 2015; Shah 2003). The carryover effect from 
the originating social domain (e.g., social media) to other do-
mains (e.g., work) occurs because the emotional states of ap-
proach or avoidance social motivation contribute to a buildup 
(approach) or depletion (avoidance) of self-resources that remain 

available or deficient in other areas of life (Cavallo et al. 2009; 
Owens et al. 2016).

According to the theory of approach and avoidance social mo-
tivation (Gable  2006, 2015), social information that is socially 
incentivizing triggers an approach motivational state of being 
emotionally built up, positively engaged, and ready to act, which 
in turn drives both social and non-social approach behaviors. 
We suggest that self-assurance is a form of approach motiva-
tion because it represents an affective state of thriving and in-
cludes feelings of boldness, pride, and strength (Watson and 
Clark  1992) and motivates people to pursue their goals (Clark 
et al. 2013; Grant and Parker 2009; Kabat-Farr and Cortina 2017). 
Moreover, work-goal progress is a type of approach behavior be-
cause it reflects employees' success in obtaining ongoing work 
goals (Koopman et al. 2016), with past research demonstrating 
the psychological, social, and tangible rewards of achieving 
one's work goals (e.g., Latham and Locke  2007; Latham and 
Pinder 2005). As such, in line with the theory of approach and 
avoidance social motivation (Gable 2006, 2015), we argue that 
the discrete emotion of self-assurance (that may result from spe-
cific perceptions of social media content) motivates work-goal 
progress, as a personally and socially rewarding approach be-
havior. Given that the theory explains that forms of social mo-
tivation can apply to non-social domains (Cavallo et  al.  2009; 
Gable 2015; Shah 2003), and that approach behaviors are those 
that help people to further maximize their rewards, we examine 
work-goal progress as the resulting behavior.

On the other hand, social information that is socially costly 
sparks an avoidance motivational state of social alarm or worry 
(Gable 2006, 2015) and then drives avoidance behaviors. We sug-
gest that anxiety is a form of avoidance motivation because it is 
an emotional state of tension, unease, and worry (Warr  1990) 
and motivates people to socially withdraw to avoid social harm 
(Baumeister and Tice  1990; Ferris et  al.  2016). Furthermore, 
social withdrawal is an avoidance behavior that helps people 
minimize social losses by reducing social interactions (Ferris 
et al. 2016). Thus, we suggest that the theory of approach and 
avoidance social motivation (Gable 2006, 2015) supports the no-
tion that in response to anxiety (that may stem from perceptions 
of social media content), employees will react with avoidance in 
the form of social withdrawal to avoid additional social setbacks. 
Indeed, past research suggests that these behaviors serve a pro-
tective function by reducing opportunities to be threatened by 
others (e.g., Dickerson et al. 2004, 2009; Whitman et al. 2014).

2.1   |   Attractive Content

Attractive social media content exists when individuals per-
ceive a social media post as physically appealing. In accor-
dance with the theory of approach and avoidance social 
motivation (Gable  2006, 2015), we argue that attractive so-
cial media content is socially incentivizing because it signals 
that the person is connected to a community that is desirable 
and supports their social needs (Bromberg  2017; Schnelle 
et al. 2010). In support of this contention, research has found 
that socially connecting with attractive others is socially 
beneficial because they have higher social positions (Lemay 
et al. 2010) and desirable internal attributes of kindness and 
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trustworthiness (Lo  2008; Wilson and Eckel  2006). In addi-
tion, research has shown that perceptions of attractiveness 
provide positive social dividends because of their association 
with gratification (Lemay et  al.  2010), pleasure (O'Doherty 
et  al.  2003), positive affect (e.g., Mehrabian and Blum  1997; 
Olson and Marshuetz  2005; Pataki and Clark  2004), and 
motivation to secure desirable outcomes (Lo  2008). Indeed, 
evidence from the neurological sciences suggests that partic-
ipants who viewed attractive faces experienced brain activ-
ity that aligned with exposure to positive, rewarding stimuli 
(O'Doherty et al. 2003).

Consequently, the theory of approach and avoidance social 
motivation (viz., Gable 2006) supports the notion that percep-
tions of attractive social media content are socially incentiviz-
ing because they suggest that one has positive and supportive 
social connections that are related to a desirable social status, 
which enhances one's social fitness and the associated abil-
ity to be successful in life (Gable 2015). In turn, the socially 
incentivizing experience of perceiving attractive social media 
content activates an approach motivational frame in the form 
of self-assurance, or feelings of boldness, pride, and strength 
(Watson and Clark  1992). The motivational state of self-
assurance then directs one's energy towards approach behav-
iors that are likely to provide additional rewards and further 
enhance one's positive position in life, with these approach 
behaviors extending beyond the social domain to also include 
the achievement domain (Cavallo et  al.  2009; Gable  2015; 
Shah  2003). Thus, in a work context, perceiving attractive 
social media content can activate self-assurance that then 
motivates work goal progress because these behaviors instill 
benefits that match the approach motivational frame (e.g., 
Clark et  al.  2013; Grant and Parker  2009; Kabat-Farr and 
Cortina 2017).

Hypothesis 1a.  Attractive social media content is positively 
related to employee self-assurance.

Hypothesis 1b.  Attractive social media content is positively 
related to employee work-goal progress through the mediating role 
of self-assurance.

2.2   |   Family Content

Family social media content exists when individuals perceive a 
social media post as appreciating family, prioritizing family, and 
being connected to a tight-knit family. Also aligned with our 
main theory (Gable 2006, 2015), we suggest that family content 
is socially incentivizing because it reminds people of the pri-
macy of family relationships (Jaskiewicz et al. 2014) and signals 
positive social support (Adams et al. 1996). Indeed, research has 
demonstrated that the general notion of family underscores a 
consideration of one's emotional bonds (Ko et al. 2019) and the 
“true” meaning of life in terms of loving and supportive rela-
tionships (e.g., Grouden and Jose 2015; Menges et al. 2017). In 
addition, thoughts about family can enhance feelings of social 
support (Adams et al. 1996) and can stimulate positive energy 
(Carlson et  al.  2011) that spills over to positively influence 
other areas of life (e.g., work) (Menges et  al.  2017). Being re-
minded about family energizes a focus on growth opportunities 

(Grzywacz et  al.  2007; Jaskiewicz et  al.  2014) and working 
harder to achieve goals (Shah 2003; Zhang et al. 2020).

Thus, the socially incentivizing experience of perceiving fam-
ily social media content activates the approach motivational 
frame of self-assurance because positive reminders of family tap 
into the basic human need of having a supportive community 
that aids in one's ability to survive and thrive (Gable 2015). In 
response to perceptions of family social media content, peo-
ple take on an approach motivational frame of being emotion-
ally bold, proud, and strong (Watson and Clark  1992), which 
then increases the resources needed to behave positively in 
areas of life that extend beyond the initiating domain (Cavallo 
et al. 2009; Shah 2003). Hence, we suggest that at work, family 
social media content activates the approach motivational state 
of self-assurance that directs energy towards work-goal progress 
because these approach behaviors provide additional benefits 
related to one's security and well-being.

Hypothesis 2a.  Family social media content is positively re-
lated to employee self-assurance.

Hypothesis 2b.  Family social media content is positively re-
lated to employee work-goal progress through the mediating role 
of self-assurance.

2.3   |   Contentious Content

Contentious social media content occurs when individuals per-
ceive social media posts as antagonistic and argumentative. 
Relying on the theory of approach and avoidance social moti-
vation (Gable 2015), we contend that contentious content is so-
cially costly because it suggests that one's social belonging could 
be under threat (e.g., Baumeister and Tice  1990). Perceptions 
of contentious content indicate that contrary views exist be-
tween social actors (e.g., Duggan and Smith 2016; Gearhart and 
Zhang  2015), which can undermine a person's sense of social 
unity and instigate feelings of social separation (e.g., Vorauer 
and Kumhyr  2001) that threaten social bonds (Crawford 
et  al.  2020). Additionally, perceptions of contentious content 
may indicate that a person is not ascribing to dominant or 
changing cultural views (Baumeister 1986), making the person 
feel alienated for being different and not fitting in with the larger 
group (Baumeister and Tice 1990).

Hence, we argue that the socially costly experience of perceiving 
contentious social media content activates avoidance motiva-
tion because the perceived antagonism within the social media 
post suggests that one's social equilibrium may be under threat 
(Gable 2015). We suggest that perceptions of contentious social 
media content specifically activate avoidance motivation in the 
form of anxiety that reflects social worry regarding one's social 
well-being (Baumeister and Tice  1990). One's anxious state of 
worry then directs energy toward avoidance behaviors that aim 
to minimize additional social costs (Gable  2015). Within the 
workplace, contentious social media content is expected to ac-
tivate anxiety that then drives the avoidance behaviors of social 
withdrawal because these behaviors protect the employee from 
additional social setbacks (Daly et al. 1984; Duronto et al. 2005; 
Geen 1991; Leary 1983).
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Hypothesis 3a.  Contentious social media content is posi-
tively related to employee anxiety.

Hypothesis 3b.  Contentious social media content is posi-
tively related to employee social withdrawal through the mediat-
ing role of anxiety.

2.4   |   Accomplished Content

Accomplished social media content exists when people perceive 
a social media post as indicating high-ability, expertise, and 
skill. Relying on our main theory (Gable 2015), we suggest that 
it can have dual implications for social incentives and costs. 
With respect to the former, perceptions of accomplished social 
media content are socially incentivizing to the extent that they 
build up resources and support for achieving one's own goals 
(Bromberg 2017; Schnelle et al. 2010). In this respect, perceiving 
accomplished social media content can lead people to believe 
that they possess similar skills, resources, and opportunities 
for achieving success (e.g., Aron  2003; Aron and Aron  1997; 
Aron et  al.  2001). Indeed, research has found that others' ac-
complishments can help people to set higher self-standards for 
themselves (Finkel and Fitzsimons  2010; Geen  1991; Harkins 
and Szymanski 1988), move closer to their ideal selves (Righetti 
et al. 2011; Rusbult et al. 2009), and enhance their psychologi-
cal resources (Finkel and Fitzsimons 2010) so they, too, can ob-
tain success (e.g., Aarts et al. 2004). Additionally, people tend 
to “bask in the glory” of successful others because it feels good 
to associate with winners (Cialdini et  al.  1976; Tesser  1988; 
Wojciszke 1994).

As such, we rely on the theory of approach and avoidance social 
motivation (Gable 2006, 2015) to suggest that the socially incen-
tivizing experience of perceptions of accomplished social media 
content can spark approach motivation because being exposed to 
others' accomplishments can boost one's drive and confidence to 
secure similar, rewarding outcomes (Aarts et al. 2004; Cialdini 
et al. 1976). In the workplace, perceptions of accomplished so-
cial media content are expected to activate the approach mo-
tivational state of self-assurance that presents as feelings of 
boldness, pride, and strength (Watson and Clark  1992). This 
self-assurance then directs energy towards securing one's own 
rewarding outcomes, as would occur by increasing one's work-
goal progress because these behaviors provide psychological, 
social, and tangible rewards associated with achievement (e.g., 
Latham and Locke 2007).

Hypothesis 4a.  Accomplished social media content is posi-
tively related to employee self-assurance.

Hypothesis 4b.  Accomplished social media content is posi-
tively related to employee work-goal progress through the mediat-
ing role of self-assurance.

Yet, we also argue that accomplished social media content can 
be socially costly by magnifying one's inabilities to live up to so-
cially derived standards of success (Greenberg et al. 2007; Tesser 
et al. 1988). Accomplished social media content gives people a 
reference point for “what success looks like” (Schwartz  2012) 
and may suggest that the broader social community is more 

capable and of higher status than them (Higgins 1997). In turn, 
accomplished social media content may result in an inferiority 
complex in which individuals feel as though they have not lived 
up to ideal standards of success (Schwartz 2012). Also, research 
has found that others' successes can lead people to conclude that 
they do not have the resources to keep up with their peers, which 
can spark avoidance motivation (Sommet and Elliot 2023).

Thus, we rely on the theory of approach and avoidance moti-
vation (Gable 2006, 2015) to propose that accomplished social 
media content is also capable of activating avoidance motiva-
tion because others' accomplishments may present as a threat to 
one's own capabilities of being successful (Greenberg et al. 2007; 
Tesser et al. 1988). We suggest that accomplished social media 
content can spark avoidance motivation in the form of anxiety 
or social worry (Baumeister and Tice 1990) because one's fail-
ure to keep up with these external markers of success could sug-
gest an inability to achieve that threatens one's social standing 
(Higgins  1997; Schwartz  2012). In response to accomplished 
social media content, employees' anxiety then drives the avoid-
ance behaviors of social withdrawal because pulling away 
from people within the work context reduces the likelihood of 
being exposed to additional instances of social inferiority (e.g., 
Geen 1991; Leary 1983).

Hypothesis 5a.  Accomplished social media content is posi-
tively related to employee anxiety.

Hypothesis 5b.  Accomplished social media content is posi-
tively related to employee social withdrawal through the mediat-
ing role of anxiety.

2.5   |   The Moderating Role of Trait 
Competitiveness

Due to the proposed duality of accomplished social media 
content onto both approach and avoidance social motivation 
(Elliot 1999; Schwartz 2012), we examine a moderator of these 
effects to further draw out when one motivational process may 
be more likely than the other. The theory of approach and 
avoidance social motivation suggests that the effects of social 
information on social motivation can vary based on individual 
differences (Gable  2015). We explicitly examine the moderat-
ing role of trait competitiveness, defined as “… the enjoyment of 
interpersonal competition and the desire to win and be better 
than others” (Spence and Helmreich 1983, 41), for two primary 
reasons. First, trait competitiveness is a social (Helmreich and 
Spence  1978) and motivational (Diefendorff and Mehta  2007; 
Elliot et al. 2017) trait and therefore aligns with the core tenets 
of our theory of social motivation (Gable 2006, 2015). The trait 
is inherently social because those high on the trait require inter-
personal encounters to socially compare their talents and abil-
ities to others for the purpose of competing (Garcia et al. 2013; 
Helmreich and Spence 1978). The trait is motivational because 
it provokes those high on the trait to react to relevant situa-
tions with focused energy that is directed toward the specific 
aim of winning and outperforming others (Diefendorff and 
Mehta  2007; Elliot et  al.  2018). Second, trait competitiveness 
is particularly relevant to accomplished social media content 
because those high on the trait are regularly on the lookout for 
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achievement-related social information that fosters their desires 
to compete (e.g., Brown et  al.  1998; Elliot et  al.  2018; Garcia 
et  al.  2013; Reese et  al.  2022). In fact, trait competitiveness is 
regularly examined in the context of achievement situations that 
are then anticipated to affect individuals' approach and avoid-
ance motivation (e.g., Baranik et al. 2007; Baranik et al. 2010; 
Murayama and Elliot  2012; Pastor et  al.  2007). Thus, those 
high on trait competitiveness are expected to respond to accom-
plished social media in ways that underscore their competitive 
nature and desires to win.

Although employees, generally, are expected to perceive accom-
plished social media content as either building them up (i.e., so-
cially incentivizing) or threatening their well-being (i.e., socially 
costly), employees high on trait competitiveness are prone to re-
sponding to these perceptions in such a way that suggests that 
the overall experience is socially incentivizing. Accomplished 
social media content will provide them with a reference point 
for assessing their own achievements (e.g., Houston et al. 2015; 
Spence and Helmreich  1983), which they will find especially 
enjoyable because of their strong desires to outperform others 
(Helmreich and Spence 1978). Indeed, people high in trait com-
petitiveness rely on their social circles as points of comparison 
and sources of motivation for improving their own skills and 
capabilities (Spence and Helmreich 1983). They welcome situa-
tions that encourage them to stretch their talents (Hibbard and 
Buhrmester 2010; Helmreich et al. 1978) and respond to such sit-
uations with positive emotional arousal (e.g., Brown et al. 1998; 
Gill and Deeter 1988; Newby and Klein 2014). In this respect, we 
propose that in comparison to those low in trait competitiveness, 
employees high on the trait will react to accomplished social 
media content with stronger emotional states of self-assurance 
as a form of approach social motivation. Their perceptions of 
accomplished social media content align with their enjoyment 
of situations that underscore their desires to compete, win, and 
outperform others (Spence and Helmreich 1983), thus inspiring 
especially strong feelings of boldness, strength, and pride (i.e., 
self-assurance) that energize them to further improve their sense 
of achievement via the approach behavior of work-goal progress.

Hypothesis 6a.  Trait competitiveness serves as a first-stage 
moderator of the indirect relationship between accomplished 
social media content and employee work-goal progress via self-
assurance, such that this positive indirect relationship is stronger 
when trait competitiveness is higher versus lower.

We also argue that employees high in trait competitiveness 
have a lower likelihood of responding to accomplished so-
cial media content in a way that suggests that the experience 
is socially costly. Rather than responding to their perceptions 
as if they are unable to live up to socially derived standards of 
success (Greenberg et al. 2007; Tesser et al. 1988), they will re-
spond with weaker levels of anxiety in comparison to those low 
on the trait because their perceptions are not as likely to trigger 
worry about their social standing and ability to keep up. Their 
perceptions of accomplished social media content will convey to 
them that they have an enjoyable and desirable opportunity to 
compete and stretch their capabilities (Newby and Klein 2014; 
Sommet and Elliot  2023). Indeed, past research suggests that 
rather than responding to competitive situations with reactions 
that suggest a sense of threat (e.g., Babalola et al. 2020; Brown 

et al. 1998; Fletcher et al. 2008), highly competitive employees 
respond to others' successes by expanding their self-resources 
through an active state of thriving and wanting to achieve their 
own markers of success (Helmreich and Spence 1978). Thus, 
those high (versus low) on the trait are unlikely to focus on the 
social costs of accomplished content because they are less likely 
to socially compare in ways that suggest that they are deficient 
in their capabilities in comparison to others (e.g., Helmreich and 
Spence 1978). In turn, they respond to accomplished content 
with weaker states of anxiety, such that they then have weaker 
avoidance behaviors in the form of social withdrawal.

Hypothesis 6b.  Trait competitiveness serves as a first-stage 
moderator of the indirect relationship between accomplished so-
cial media content and employee social withdrawal via anxiety, 
such that this positive indirect relationship is weaker when trait 
competitiveness is higher versus lower.

3   |   Overview of Studies

We first present our measure development of social media con-
tent. Next, we rely on a pilot study to empirically test the as-
sumption that perceptions of social content via social media 
are different in frequency than via in-person social interac-
tions. Thereafter, because employees' social media experiences 
(Leonardi and Vaast  2017) and their affective motivational 
states vary daily (e.g., Verduyn et al. 2009), we align our theoriz-
ing and method by adopting a daily experience sampling meth-
odology (ESM) approach to test our hypotheses in both Study 
1 (collected in Fall 2020) and Study 2 (collected in Fall 2022). 
Study 1 relied on self-reported outcome variables, whereas 
Study 2 utilized coworker-reported outcomes and introduced the 
cross-level moderation of trait competitiveness. The power anal-
yses, syntax, results, and additional analyses from both studies 
are reported in an Open Science Framework (OSF) repository: 
https://​osf.​io/​692hu/​?​view_​only=​7d534​03f6d​a54c8​2b36c​bafbb​
1481a39. Further, Study 2 was preregistered, and all hypothesis 
testing was done with and without controls, with no changes in 
the significance of parameter estimates (see OSF).

4   |   Measure Development of Social Media Content

We developed our measure of social media content by using 
a multi-grounded theoretical approach (Goldkuhl and 
Cronholm 2010) that first included the deductive methodology 
of relying on past research to generate items. First, our initial 
list of items included Peluchette and Karl's (2010) 23-item mea-
sure of social media profiles of college students because, like 
our research, it captured evaluations of social media content. 
Second, we created additional items based on Ollier-Malaterre 
et al.'s (2013) examples of social media content that could affect 
professional relationships. Third, we employed an inductive 
methodological approach by creating items based on our own 
observations of social media content. Collectively, we generated 
56 descriptive items of social media content that captured 10 
themes: attractive (appealing to look at), wild (unrestrained), 
likeable (pleasant qualities), off-putting (provoking uneasiness), 
accomplished (having a lot of knowledge/expertise), industri-
ous (hardworking), contentious (giving rise to disagreement), 
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sorrow (showing sadness/hurt), family (appreciating family), 
and adventurous (trying new experiences).

Next, we employed a q-sort (Hinkin 1998) to reduce our pool 
of items and themes of social media content. We had 12 sub-
ject matter experts (i.e., professors, PhD students) rate each 
item with respect to our initial 10 themes of social media 
content. The q-sort revealed that only four themes of content 
had all 12 subject matter experts rate three or more items as 
exclusively fitting within those specific themes: (a) attractive, 
(b) family, (c) controversial, and (d) sorrow. Initially, we re-
tained these themes. “Accomplished” was close to receiving 
the same level of agreement except for one item (viz., “high 
ability”) that was rated as “accomplished” by 11 experts, with 
only one expert rating it as “industrious.” Given the overall 
relevance of being “accomplished” in one's work life (e.g., 
Ollier-Malaterre et al. 2013), we retained this theme as well. 
The other five themes were eliminated because the items that 
the experts assigned to those themes overlapped considerably 
with other themes, which undermined face and discriminant 
validity. Additionally, although “sorrow” had a robust set of 
items, we ultimately decided to drop it from further investi-
gation because it is less commonly expressed in social media 
(e.g., Marder et al. 2016) and thus could result in a restricted 
range. Thus, we proceeded with four parsimonious themes 
(i.e., dimensions) of social media content that included 20 
items: attractive (with items of sexy, attractive, beautiful, and 
striking), family (with items of appreciating family, prioritiz-
ing family, tight-knit family, and family friendly), contentious 
(with items of controversial, antagonistic, argumentative, de-
batable, contentious, and disputable), and accomplished (with 
items of high ability, expert, skilled, successful, proficient, 
and competent).

To further validate our four dimensions of social media con-
tent, we collected data from working adults through Amazon's 
Mechanical Turk. Participants had to work at least 20 h/week, 
have a Facebook social media account, and be “friends” with 
coworkers through Facebook. We recruited 500 participants 
but received usable responses from 491 participants. Nine 
participants were dropped due to incomplete data or a failed 
attention check. The participants' averaged 34.0 years of age, 
5.7 years of organizational tenure, and 4.1 years working 
with their coworkers. They were 56% male and 80% White. 
After passing the qualification criteria, participants began a 
Qualtrics survey and were told to list up to three coworkers 
with whom they were friends on Facebook and who regularly 
post social media content (i.e., at least 3–4 times/week). We 
programmed Qualtrics to randomly select a coworker. We 
then had participants rate the coworker's social media con-
tent because we believed the coworker focus would enhance 
the relevance of the social media posts to the organizational 
context.

Participants viewed their coworkers' Facebook pages and 
responded to the social media content items using a 5-point 
Likert-type scale (1 = not at all to 5 = very much). To further 
validate our measure (Hinkin  1998), we also had partici-
pants rate their coworker on the Big Five personality traits 
(Saucier  1994) because research has demonstrated that per-
sonality is associated with the content of people's posts 

(Azucar et  al.  2018; Seidman  2013) and influences how and 
why people consume and interact with social media con-
tent (Marshall et  al.  2015; Meng and Leung  2021; Ul Islam 
et al. 2017). Theoretically, we expected dominant associations 
between certain personality traits and certain perceptions 
of social media content (i.e., convergent validity), but not so 
much as to suggest redundant constructs (i.e., discriminant 
validity) (Hinkin 1998). Relying on Judge et al. (2013), we pro-
posed that because conscientiousness reflects competence, 
achievement striving, and self-discipline, it would have the 
strongest positive correlation with accomplished content. 
Extraversion entails gregariousness, excitement-seeking, and 
positivity and thus is likely to have the strongest association 
with attractive content. Agreeableness captures altruism and 
tendermindedness and hence is expected to have a robust pos-
itive relationship with family content. Finally, neuroticism in-
cludes hostility, depression, and impulsiveness, which aligns 
most strongly with contentious content.

We randomly split our sample into two samples (e.g., Duffy 
et al. 2002) to run both an exploratory (EFA; n = 245) and con-
firmatory factor analysis (CFA; n = 246). We ran an EFA using 
promax rotation to examine the underlying factor structure of 
the social media items. Four factors emerged with eigenvalues 
greater than 1, with 83.2% variance explained. All items loaded 
on their intended factors at 0.75 or higher. None of the factors 
demonstrated items that cross-loaded onto second factors. At 
this point, we considered both the face validity and factor load-
ings of each item to select three items per social media dimen-
sion to create a concise measure that is suitable for ESM studies 
(see the Appendix for items). The measures demonstrated high 
reliabilities (attractive, α = 0.90; family, α = 0.95; contentious, 
α = 0.93; accomplished, α = 0.92).

Using the second half of the data, we conducted a CFA on the 12 
items and four factors using maximum likelihood estimation in 
MPlus. The CFA results confirmed the four-factor model fit the 
data well: χ2

(48) = 74.90, CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.05, 
SRMR = 0.03 (Hu and Bentler  1999). Further, each dimension 
of social media content demonstrated good reliability (attrac-
tive, α = 0.90; family, α = 0.93; contentious, α = 0.90; and accom-
plished, α = 0.93). Also, our convergent validity analysis revealed 
attractive content was positively related to extraversion (r = 0.22, 
p < 0.01), which was expected. Interestingly, attractive content 
had an equally strong positive relationship with openness to 
experience (r = 0.22, p < 0.01). Also, as expected, family con-
tent had the strongest positive relationship with agreeableness 
(r = 0.38, p < 0.01), and contentious content had the strongest 
positive correlation with neuroticism (r = 0.51, p < 0.01). Finally, 
as expected, accomplished content had the strongest positive 
relationship with conscientiousness (r = 0.38, p < 0.01). These 
correlations demonstrate that perceptions of social media con-
tent converge but are not redundant with personality. Overall, 
our results suggest that our measure of four dimensions of social 
media content is psychometrically sound.

5   |   Pilot Study

To test the notion that social media (in comparison to in-
person socializing) has substantially widened the terrain of 
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social information that is available to employees through-
out their workdays (McFarland and Ployhart  2015; Ollier-
Malaterre et al. 2013), we followed the example of Gable (2006) 
by conducting a pilot study that asked participants to rate the 
frequency of social events that align with attractive, family, 
contentious, and accomplished social content that can be 
observed via social media and in person. We collected data 
through Prolific (N = 226; 67.7% female; 88.1% White; average 
hours of work/week = 39.71, SD = 6.59) and asked participants 
to respond to the frequency of each type of social event re-
garding their social media activity and then their in-person 
social experiences. Participants read: “When you browse so-
cial media [have in-person social experiences] over the course 
of a work week, how often are you exposed to the following 
types of social experiences?” Each social experience was then 
written to capture our conceptualization of the four dimen-
sions of social media content. As an example, “attractive” 
content was captured using the following item: “I am exposed 
to social media posts [in-person social experiences] that are 
attractive; they are physically appealing.” Participants rated 
the frequency of each type of social event via social media and 
then in-person using the same five-point Likert-type scale as 
Gable  (2006) (0 = does not occur in a work week to 4 = often, 
more than 6 times a work week).

We ran four one-way ANOVAs that compared whether (1) at-
tractive, (2) family, (3) contentious, and (4) accomplished social 
content is more frequent via social media versus in-person social 
interactions. A comparison of means demonstrates that attrac-
tive content is statistically more frequent through social media 
(M = 2.85, SD = 1.05) than in-person (M = 1.66, SD = 1.15); F(1, 
450) = 130.88, p < 0.001, as is family (social media: M = 2.43, 
SD = 1.17; in-person: M = 1.96, SD = 1.23; F(1, 450) = 17.59, 
p < 0.001), contentious (social media: M = 2.04, SD = 1.13; in-
person: M = 0.94, SD = 1.02; F(1, 450) = 119.06, p < 0.001) and 
accomplished (social media: M = 2.51, SD = 1.04; in-person: 
M = 2.12, SD = 1.13; F(1, 450) = 14.93, p < 0.001). These results 
confirm that social media gives employees access to a higher 
frequency of varied social information than if they only relied 
on in-person social experiences (McFarland and Ployhart 2015), 
which substantiates the importance of trying to understand how 
the social information available on social media may affect em-
ployees at work.

6   |   Study 1: Method

6.1   |   Sample and Procedure

Over 3 weeks, we collected data by recruiting participants from 
our personal and professional networks using advertisements 
on social media sites such as LinkedIn and Facebook. Eligible 
participants were required to: (a) be 18 years of age, (b) work full-
time (30+ h per week), (c) browse social media (i.e., Facebook, 
Instagram, Twitter [now X], or LinkedIn) “often” during work, 
(d) work a traditional schedule (5 days per week), (e) interact 
face-to-face or electronically with coworkers daily, and (f) work 
and reside in the United States. After providing consent, partici-
pants completed an opt-in survey on demographics. Participants 
earned up to $60 by participating in the daily surveys, with 161 
completing the opt-in survey.

Two weeks later, participants were emailed two surveys per day 
(mid-day—approximately 11:00 a.m.; evening—approximately 
5:00 p.m.) for two consecutive workweeks (Monday–Friday). 
The mid-day survey adopted an event-contingent approach to 
browsing social media. Participants answered questions about 
the most salient social media post that occurred during their 
most recent browsing of social media that day. We focused on sa-
lient posts because our theorizing suggests that salient social in-
formation is more relevant to people and therefore serves as the 
input for social perceptions (Gable 2015). If social media brows-
ing had yet to occur, participants were instructed to complete 
the survey after browsing social media during work but before 
the survey closed. In the mid-day survey, we asked participants 
to rate both their perceptions of social media content and their 
emotions “right now” because we wanted to avoid the possibility 
of an alternative, intervening variable influencing emotions if 
they had been rated in the evening survey (Beal 2015). Lastly, 
the evening survey included the daily outcome variables.

Of the 161 participants who completed the opt-in survey, 149 
began the daily surveys. Following Gabriel et al. (2019), we re-
tained surveys from participants who completed at least three 
full days of surveys, resulting in a final sample of 133 partici-
pants (82.6% response rate from opt-in survey), who generated 
1113 days of data. The sample was 67.7% female, 37.41 years of 
age on average (SD = 6.87), 73.7% White, 92.5% had a college/
university degree or higher, and worked an average of 41.77 h 
per week (SD = 7.50). Further, the average organizational ten-
ure was 7.21 years (SD = 5.94), and 46.0% had supervisory 
responsibilities.

6.2   |   Measures

Unless otherwise noted, all measures were rated using a 7-point 
Likert-type scale (1 = not at all to 7 = to a great extent).

6.2.1   |   Social Media Content (Mid-Day Survey)

Using our measure (see the Appendix), participants rated their 
perceptions of the extent to which the content of the most salient 
social media post that workday depicted: attractive (α = 0.79), 
family (α = 0.97), contentious (α = 0.92) and accomplished 
(α = 0.97) content.

6.2.2   |   Self-Assurance (Mid-Day Survey)

To prevent the possibility of respondent fatigue in ESM studies 
(Gabriel et  al.  2019), we asked participants to rate their emo-
tions “right now” by using a shortened, three-item measure of 
self-assurance from Watson and Clark's (1992) original six-item 
measure (PANAS-X). We selected the items “bold,” “proud,” 
and “strong” because of their face validity in capturing an emo-
tional state of approach motivation (i.e., feelings of being built 
up and ready to act; Gable 2006, 2015). We used our pilot study 
data (Prolific, N = 226) to examine the correlation between the 
shortened and original measure to establish convergent validity 
(r = 0.97, p < 0.001), with the high correlation suggesting that the 
measures are comparable (Bagozzi et al. 1991).
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6.2.3   |   Anxiety (Mid-Day)

Anxiety was operationalized using four of 12 items from a 
measure that was created to capture low state self-esteem 
(Heatherton and Polivy  1991) but reflects feelings of social 
worry that aligns with our definition of anxiety (Baumeister and 
Tice 1990). Participants rated items based on their states “right 
now” (α = 0.90), with a sample item being: “I have been worried 
about whether I am regarded as a success or failure.” Using the 
pilot study data, the short measure converged with the original 
measure (r = 0.96, p < 0.001) and other general measures of anx-
iety (Warr 1990, r = 0.65, p < 0.001; Watson et al. 1998, r = 0.59, 
p < 0.001).

6.2.4   |   Work-Goal Progress (Evening Survey)

We measured work-goal progress using three items from 
Koopman et  al.  (2016). Participants rated the items regarding 
“this afternoon at work,” with a sample item being: “I made 
good progress on my work goals” (α = 0.96).

6.2.5   |   Social Withdrawal (Evening Survey)

We operationalized social withdrawal as avoidance behavior 
directed towards coworkers with three items from McCullough 
et al. (1997) and used by Ferris et al. (2016). Participants rated 
each behavior “this afternoon at work,” with a sample item 
being: “I avoided my coworkers” (α = 0.91).

6.2.6   |   Control Variables

The ESM design helps account for possible between-person 
biases (Gabriel et al. 2019). Thus, we focused our control vari-
ables on the within-person level. First, we included day of the 
week (Monday–Friday), its sine, and cosine to account for possi-
ble time-related trends in our data (Beal and Weiss 2003). Next, 
we controlled for three features of the social media post: (a) 
post source (0 = nonwork, 1 = work), (b) post topic (0 = nonwork, 
1 = work), and (c) relational closeness with the poster (i.e., one 
Likert item: “Please rate the extent to which you have a close re-
lationship with the person/entity that made this post.”). Lastly, 
because research has demonstrated effects due to time spent on 
social media (Kross et al. 2013), in the mid-day survey, we mea-
sured how many hours participants spent browsing Facebook, 
Twitter (now “X”), Instagram, and LinkedIn since starting work 
and used this sum for social media usage as a control by treating 
it as an alternative predictor alongside social media content. We 
asked about time spent on these specific platforms because they 
were the most commonly used in the United States at the time 
of the study.

6.3   |   Analytical Strategy

We tested our hypotheses via a single multilevel path anal-
ysis model with observed variables in Mplus 8.4 (Muthén & 
Muthén, 1998–2017). Level 1 predictors were group-mean cen-
tered (Hofmann et al. 2000), while time trends (day of the week, 

sine, and cosine) were left uncentered to represent time. By group-
mean centering Level 1 predictors, we effectively controlled for 
possible between-person or trait-level factors (e.g., response 
tendencies, individual differences), allowing for more pure esti-
mates of within-person relationships (Enders and Tofighi 2007). 
Level 1 slopes were modeled as random for the focal variables 
and social media usage as an alternative predictor, but within-
person controls were specified with fixed slopes to reduce model 
complexity (Gabriel et al. 2019). For completeness, we also in-
cluded the non-hypothesized alternative pathways from our me-
diators to outcomes (i.e., Ferris et al. 2016). Based on Preacher 
et al. (2010) and following Koopman et al. (2020), we used 95% 
bias-corrected confidence intervals with 20,000 Monte Carlo 
bootstrap samples to test our model.

Prior to hypothesis testing, we ran two preliminary analyses. 
First, to justify using multilevel analysis, we tested a null model 
and calculated the percentage of within-person variability in 
focal constructs. As shown in Table 1, the within-person vari-
ability ranged from 45.5% (self-assurance) to 78.8% (family con-
tent) and supported the use of multilevel analysis. Second, we 
conducted a multilevel confirmatory factor analysis (MLCFA) 
with eight within-person factors. Following Scott et al.  (2010), 
within-person indicators were group-mean centered before con-
ducting the MLCFA. The hypothesized multilevel model demon-
strated excellent fit (χ2 (247) = 447.23, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.98, 
RMSEA = 0.03, SRMRwithin = 0.03, SRMRbetween = 0.00). Further, 
the hypothesized model demonstrated better fit than the fol-
lowing alternative models: (a) a seven-factor model in which 
indicators of self-assurance and anxiety loaded on a single fac-
tor (χ2 (254) = 1626.58, CFI = 0.89, TLI = 0.87, RMSEA = 0.07, 
SRMRwithin = 0.08, SRMRbetween = 0.00, S-BΔχ2 (7) = 689.53, 
p < 0.001) and (b) a one-factor model (χ2 (275) = 9659.57, 
CFI = 0.22, TLI = 0.15, RMSEA = 0.18, SRMRwithin = 0.19, 
SRMRbetween = 0.00, S-BΔχ2 (28) = 6315.51, p < 0.001). These re-
sults demonstrate the dimensionality and discriminant validity 
of our measures.

7   |   Study 1: Results

Table 2 shows the means, standard deviations, and correlations 
among the study variables. Table  3 shows our hypothesized 
model results, which explained 64% of the variance in self-
assurance, 67% in anxiety, 87% in work-goal progress, and 60% 
in social withdrawal.

7.1   |   Hypothesis Testing

We hypothesized that attractive (Hypothesis  1a), family 
(Hypothesis  2a), and accomplished (Hypothesis  4a) social 
media content would positively relate to self-assurance, which 
then serves as a mediator in positively predicting work-goal 
progress (Hypotheses 1b, 2b, 4b). Supporting Hypothesis 1 
(see Table  3), attractive content was positively related to self-
assurance (γ = 0.09, SE = 0.03, p < 0.01), which mediated the 
positive relationship between attractive content and work-goal 
progress (estimate = 0.013, SE = 0.005, 95% CI: 0.0048, 0.0270). 
Supporting Hypothesis 2, family content was positively related 
to self-assurance (γ = 0.06, SE = 0.02, p < 0.01), which mediated 

 10991379, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/job.70011, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [24/03/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



10 Journal of Organizational Behavior, 2025

the positive relationship between family content and work-goal 
progress (estimate = 0.009, SE = 0.004, 95% CI: 0.0034, 0.0194). 
Supporting Hypothesis 4, accomplished content was positively 
related to self-assurance (γ = 0.06, SE = 0.02, p < 0.01), which 
mediated the relationship between accomplished content and 
work-goal progress (estimate = 0.009, SE = 0.004, 95% CI: 0.0032, 
0.0193). As expected, self-assurance was related to work-goal 
progress (γ = 0.15, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001) but not social withdrawal 
(γ = −0.06, SE = 0.03, ns).

We predicted that contentious (Hypothesis  3a) and accom-
plished (Hypothesis  5a) social media content positively relate 
to anxiety, which then serves as a mediator in positively pre-
dicting social withdrawal (Hypotheses  3b and 5b). In support 
of Hypothesis 3, contentious content was positively related to 
anxiety (γ = 0.04, SE = 0.02, p < 0.05), which mediated the pos-
itive relationship between contentious content and social with-
drawal (estimate = 0.005, SE = 0.003, 95% CI 0.0004, 0.0131). 
Supporting Hypothesis 5, accomplished content was positively 
related to anxiety (γ = 0.03, SE = 0.01, p < 0.05), which mediated 
the positive relationship between accomplished content and 
social withdrawal (estimate = 0.003, SE = 0.002, 95% CI 0.0004, 
0.0095). In addition to the expected relationship between anxi-
ety and social withdrawal (γ = 0.11, SE = 0.05, p < 0.05), anxiety 
showed a non-hypothesized negative relationship with work-
goal progress (γ = −0.12, SE = 0.05, p < 0.05). Anxiety mediated 
the relationship between contentious and work-goal progress 
(estimate = −0.005, SE = 0.003, 95% CI −0.0124, −0.0009) and 

between accomplished content and work-goal progress (esti-
mate = −0.004, SE = 0.002, 95% CI: −0.0097, −0.0006).

8   |   Study 2: Method

Study 2 replicates the findings of Study 1 and tests our cross-
level moderation predictions for trait competitiveness. Study 2 
also uses multi-source data by having coworkers rate the em-
ployee behaviors rather than self-reported outcomes. Finally, to 
account for confounds that can occur in daily experience sam-
pling due to early morning mood (Rothbard and Wilk 2011) or 
contextual differences related to social media characteristics, 
Study 2 controls for morning affect and the social media plat-
form (e.g., Facebook versus Instagram).

Like Study 1, across 3 weeks, we recruited participants from our 
personal and professional networks through advertisements on 
social media sites. Participants in Study 2 were told that they 
were not eligible to participate if they had been a part of Study 
1 (i.e., “A previous study by the research team examining so-
cial media usage.”). Additionally, we used the same eligibility 
requirements as Study 1, but also had participants nominate up 
to two coworkers who they regularly interacted with at work. 
When more than one coworker was nominated, we randomly 
contacted a coworker to participate and only contacted a sec-
ond coworker if the first coworker declined participation. The 
coworkers were eligible to participate based on (a) working 

TABLE 1    |    Percentage of within-person variance in daily focal variables for Study 1 and Study 2.

Variables
Within-person 
variance (σ2)

Between-person 
variance (τ00)

% of within-person 
variance

Study 1

Attractive content 1.469 0.668 68.74%

Family content 4.021 1.079 78.84%

Contentious content 1.732 0.472 78.58%

Accomplished content 2.738 1.043 72.41%

Self-assurance 0.999 1.197 45.49%

Anxiety 0.461 0.493 48.32%

Work-goal progress 1.084 0.695 60.93%

Social withdrawal 0.804 0.678 54.25%

Study 2

Attractive content 2.112 1.887 52.81%

Family content 3.021 1.441 67.71%

Contentious content 0.937 0.844 52.61%

Accomplished content 2.022 1.660 54.92%

Self-assurance 0.935 0.875 51.66%

Anxiety 0.438 0.575 43.24%

Work-goal progress 0.404 0.441 47.81%

Social withdrawal 0.766 0.326 70.15%

Note: The percentage of variance within-person was calculated as σ2/(σ2 + τ00). Content = social media content.
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TABLE 2    |    Means, standard deviation, and correlations among Study 1 and Study 2 variables.

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Study 1, level 1

1. Attractive 
content

2.15 1.14 (0.79)

2. Family 
content

3.31 1.88 0.29** (0.97)

3. Contentious 
content

1.84 1.24 −0.24** −0.28** (0.92)

4. 
Accomplished 
content

3.07 1.55 0.15** −0.07* −0.15** (0.97)

5. 
Self-assurance

3.82 0.94 0.15** 0.13** −0.09** 0.11** (0.92)

6. Anxiety 1.75 0.64 0.03 −0.01 0.08* 0.05 −0.09** (0.90)

7. Work-goal 
progress

4.78 0.98 −0.01 0.02 0.04 −0.04 0.07* −0.05 (0.96)

8. Social 
withdrawal

1.73 0.84 0.00 0.00 −0.01 0.05 −0.04 0.04 −0.16** (0.91)

9. Social media 
usage

0.68 0.85 −0.01 −0.09 0.11** 0.02 0.01 0.05 −0.02 0.02 -—

Study 2, level 1

1. Attractive 
content

4.07 2.00 (0.86)

2. Family 
content

3.67 2.11 0.34** (0.94)

3. Contentious 
content

2.01 1.32 −0.20** −0.14** (0.79)

4. 
Accomplished 
content

4.56 1.92 0.32** −0.04 −0.06* (0.94)

5. 
Self-assurance

5.29 1.34 0.26** 0.14** −0.06* 0.22** (0.82)

6. Anxiety 1.75 1.01 0.00 0.06* 0.15** 0.04 −0.12** (0.82)

7. Work-goal 
progress

5.00 0.92 −0.01 0.01 0.05 0.09** 0.09** 0.02 (0.84)

8. Social 
withdrawal

1.53 1.05 0.01 0.01 0.00 −0.08** −0.02 0.05 −0.27** (0.91)

9. Social media 
usage

2.18 2.68 0.06* 0.06* −0.02 0.02 0.01 0.11** 0.00 0.00 -—

Study 2, level 2

10. Trait 
competitiveness

5.98 0.92 0.28** 0.15 −0.01 0.34** 0.56** −0.16 0.32** −0.07 0.05 (0.78)

Note: Study 1, level 1, N = 1113; level 2, N = 133. Study 2, level 1, N = 1315–1362; level 2, N = 141. Correlations and standard deviations for within-individual (level 1) 
variables reflect within-person centered relationships. Level 1 variables were aggregated to the between-person level to calculate correlations at level 2. Reliabilities are 
reported on the diagonal. Content = social media content.
Abbreviation: SD, standard deviation.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
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full-time (b) interacting often with the employee, (c) working 4 
days/week, (d) working until at least 3:00 pm daily, (e) residing 
within the United States, and (f) being 18 years or older.

After consenting to participate, focal participants completed 
an opt-in survey with questions about demographics and trait 
competitiveness, and their coworker was emailed an opt-in sur-
vey within 3 days. Participants earned up to $75, and coworkers 
earned up to $50. This process resulted in 143 focal participants 
who met the study eligibility criteria and completed the opt-in 
survey along with a coworker. Focal participants completed 
three surveys per day (morning—approximately 7:00 a.m.; mid-
day—approximately 11:00 a.m.; and evening—approximately 
5:00 p.m.) and coworkers completed one survey per day (eve-
ning—approximately 5:00 p.m.) for two consecutive workweeks 
(Monday–Friday). The morning survey included the control 
variables of positive and negative affect to account for common 
method bias related to mood (Podsakoff et al. 2012). The mid-
day survey included an event-contingent approach to browsing 
social media and the proposed mediators. Participants' evening 
surveys were omitted from hypothesis testing; instead, we used 
the coworkers' evening surveys that included daily outcome 
variables.1

Of the 143 participants who completed the opt-in survey, 142 
began the daily surveys and 141 completed at least three days of 

surveys, resulting in a sample of 141 participant-coworker dyads 
(98.6% response rate from the opt-in survey), who generated 
1362 days of data. The sample was 34.0% female, 32.36 years of 
age on average (SD = 5.08), 55.3% White, 94.3% had a college/
university degree or higher, and worked an average of 34.82 h 
per week (SD = 7.91). The average organizational tenure was 
4.91 years (SD = 2.24), and 75.9% had supervisory responsibil-
ities. Coworkers were 39.0% female and 31.22 years of age on 
average (SD = 4.41) and worked with the focal participant an av-
erage of 3.60 years (SD = 1.94).

8.1   |   Measures

8.1.1   |   Trait Competitiveness (Opt-In Survey)

Trait competitiveness was measured using a 7-point Likert-type 
scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) with four items 
from Helmreich and Spence (1978) (α = 0.78). A sample item is: “I 
enjoy working in situations involving competition with others.”

8.1.2   |   Social Media Content (Mid-Day Survey

Attractive (α = 0.86), family (α = 0.94), contentious (α = 0.79), 
and accomplished (α = 0.94) content were assessed as in Study 1.

TABLE 3    |    Multilevel path analytic model results for Study 1.

Self-assurance 
(mid-day) Anxiety (mid-day)

Work-goal progress 
(evening)

Social withdrawal 
(evening)

Predictor γ SE γ SE γ SE γ SE

Level 1 predictors

Day of the week −0.01 (0.04) 0.01 (0.03) −0.05 (0.04) −0.01 (0.03)

Sine −0.03 (0.07) 0.07 (0.05) −0.09 (0.07) 0.08 (0.06)

Cosine −0.05 (0.05) −0.02 (0.04) −0.03 (0.06) −0.01 (0.05)

Post source (0 = nonwork, 
1 = work)

0.20 (0.10) 0.05 (0.07) 0.04 (0.10) −0.10 (0.09)

Post topic (0 = nonwork, 
1 = work)

0.06 (0.11) −0.10 (0.08) 0.14 (0.12) −0.04 (0.09)

Relational closeness −0.02 (0.02) 0.01 (0.01) 0.03 (0.02) −0.02 (0.02)

Social media usage 0.04 (0.13) 0.05 (0.06) −0.14 (0.14) 0.05 (0.07)

Attractive content 0.09** (0.03) 0.00 (0.03) −0.01 (0.03)

Family content 0.06** (0.02) 0.01 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02)

Contentious content 0.04* (0.02) 0.05 (0.03) −0.03 (0.02)

Accomplished content 0.06** (0.02) 0.03* (0.01) −0.03 (0.02) 0.03 (0.02)

Self-assurance 0.15** (0.04) −0.06 (0.03)

Anxiety −0.12* (0.05) 0.11* (0.05)

Pseudo-R2 0.64 0.67 0.87 0.60

Note: Level 1, N = 1113; level 2, N = 133. Unstandardized coefficients reported. Content = social media content. Mid-day = mid-day survey. Evening = evening survey. 
Pseudo-R2 calculated using Snijders and Bosker's (2012) formula.
Abbreviation: SE, standard error.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
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8.1.3   |   Self-Assurance and Anxiety (Mid-Day Survey)

Self-assurance (α = 0.82) and anxiety (α = 0.82) were assessed 
with the same items used in Study 1.

8.1.4   |   Work-Goal Progress (Evening Survey)

Because work-goal progress had to be observable to cowork-
ers, coworkers rated the focal participant's work-goal progress 
“this afternoon at work” with three items for task perfor-
mance (α = 0.84) (Williams and Anderson  1991). A sample 
item includes: “[NAME] adequately completed his/her as-
signed duties.”

8.1.5   |   Social Withdrawal (Evening Survey)

Coworkers rated the focal participants' social withdrawal 
“this afternoon at work” using the three items from Study 1 
(α = 0.91).

8.1.6   |   Control Variables

In addition to the Study 1 controls, we included five-item 
measures of positive (α = 0.90) and negative affect (α = 0.86) 
(Mackinnon et al. 1999) in the morning survey, as well as the 
platform of the salient social media post (as k – 1 dummy vari-
ables) from the mid-day survey (i.e., Facebook, Twitter (X), 
Instagram, LinkedIn, TikTok, Snapchat, “other”).

8.2   |   Analytical Strategy

Our analytical approach was identical to Study 1. Table  1 
(bottom) shows that the variance partitioning at the within 
level for our variables ranged from 43.2% (anxiety) to 70.2% 
(social withdrawal), supporting the use of multilevel anal-
ysis. As in Study 1, we conducted MLCFAs with multi-item 
scales. The hypothesized 11-factor model demonstrated excel-
lent fit (χ2

(517) = 745.85, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.02, 
SRMRwithin = 0.03, SRMRbetween = 0.03). Further, this model 
demonstrated better fit than did the following alternative mod-
els: (a) a 10-factor model in which indicators of self-assurance 
and anxiety loaded on a single factor (χ2

(526) = 1211.03, 
CFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.03, SRMRwithin = 0.04, 
SRMRbetween = 0.03, S-BΔχ2

(9) = 273.80, p < 0.001) and (b) a 
one-factor model (χ2

(562) = 9641.44, CFI = 0.17, TLI = 0.11, 
RMSEA = 0.11, SRMRwithin = 0.13, SRMRbetween = 0.03, 
S-BΔχ2

(45) = 5710.85, p < 0.001).

9   |   Study 2: Results

Table 2 shows the means, standard deviations, and correlations 
among the study variables. Table  4 shows our hypothesized 
model results, which explained 21% of the variance in self-
assurance, 7% in anxiety, 20% in work-goal progress, and 46% in 
social withdrawal.

9.1   |   Hypothesis Testing

We found support for Hypothesis 1, which predicted a positive 
relationship between attractive content and self-assurance 
(γ = 0.11, SE = 0.02, p < 0.001), with self-assurance mediating 
the positive relationship between attractive content and work-
goal progress (estimate = 0.010, SE = 0.004, 95% CI 0.0039, 
0.0183). We found support for Hypothesis 2, which predicted 
that family content is positively related to self-assurance 
(γ = 0.05, SE = 0.02, p < 0.01), with self-assurance mediating 
the positive relationship between family content and work-
goal progress (estimate = 0.004, SE = 0.002, 95% CI 0.0014, 
0.0095). We found support for Hypothesis 4, which pre-
dicted that accomplished content is positively related to self-
assurance (γ = 0.11, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001), with self-assurance 
mediating the positive relationship between accomplished 
content and work-goal progress (estimate = 0.010, SE = 0.004, 
95% CI 0.0038, 0.0195). Self-assurance was related to work-
goal progress (γ = 0.09, SE = 0.02, p < 0.001) but not social 
withdrawal (γ = −0.01, SE = 0.03, ns).

We found support for Hypothesis 3, which predicted that conten-
tious content is positively related to anxiety (γ = 0.10, SE = 0.03, 
p < 0.001), with anxiety mediating the positive relationship 
between contentious and social withdrawal (estimate = 0.018, 
SE = 0.008, 95% CI: 0.0179, 0.0309). Hypothesis 5 predicted that 
accomplished content is positively related to anxiety, which then 
serves as a mediator of the positive relationship with social with-
drawal. This was not supported because accomplished content 
was not related to anxiety (γ = 0.02, SE = 0.01, ns). However, as 
expected, anxiety showed a positive relationship with social 
withdrawal (γ = 0.18, SE = 0.07, p < 0.01) and not goal progress 
(γ = −0.04, SE = 0.03, ns).2

Hypothesis 6 predicted that trait competitiveness would (a) 
strengthen the positive indirect effect of accomplished so-
cial media content, through self-assurance, onto work-goal 
progress, and (b) weaken the positive indirect effect of ac-
complished social media content, through anxiety, onto so-
cial withdrawal. As reported in Table 4, trait competitiveness 
demonstrated a cross-level positive relationship with self-
assurance (γ = 0.47, SE = 0.08, p < 0.001) and a negative rela-
tionship with anxiety (γ = −0.19, SE = 0.09, p < 0.05). Further, 
as shown in Table 4 and Figure 2 (top), trait competitiveness 
moderated the relationship between accomplished content 
and self-assurance (γ = 0.05, SE = 0.02, p < 0.05). Simple slopes 
tests (± 1 SD) revealed that the relationship was stronger at 
higher (γ = 0.15, SE = 0.03, t = 4.50, p < 0.001) versus lower 
(γ = 0.07, SE = 0.03, t = 2.48, p < 0.05) trait competitiveness. 
Additionally, the indirect effect of accomplished content on 
work-goal progress via self-assurance was stronger at higher 
(estimate = 0.014, SE = 0.005, 95% CI 0.0052, 0.0268) versus 
lower (estimate = 0.006, SE = 0.003, 95% CI 0.0013, 0.0145) 
trait competitiveness, and the difference was significant (dif-
ference = 0.008, 95% CI 0.0001, 0.0160). Also, as shown in 
Table  4 and Figure  2 (bottom), trait competitiveness moder-
ated the relationship between accomplished content and anx-
iety (γ = −0.04, SE = 0.02, p < 0.05). In support of a mitigating 
effect, simple slopes tests revealed that the relationship was 
weaker and not significant at higher (γ = −0.02, SE = 0.02, 
t = −0.82, ns) compared to lower (γ = 0.05, SE = 0.02, t = 2.58, 

 10991379, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/job.70011, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [24/03/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



14 Journal of Organizational Behavior, 2025

TABLE 4    |    Multilevel path analytic model results for Study 2.

Self-assurance 
(mid-day) Anxiety (mid-day)

Work-goal progress 
(coworker, 
evening)

Social withdrawal 
(coworker, 
evening)

Predictor γ SE γ SE γ SE γ SE

Level 1 predictors

Day of the week −0.02 (0.03) −0.03 (0.02) −0.02 (0.03) 0.02 (0.04)

Sine −0.03 (0.05) 0.04 (0.04) −0.01 (0.04) 0.02 (0.06)

Cosine 0.02 (0.04) 0.04 (0.03) 0.00 (0.03) 0.02 (0.05)

Post source (0 = nonwork, 
1 = work)

−0.13 (0.08) 0.08 (0.05) 0.05 (0.05) −0.16 (0.09)

Post topic (0 = nonwork, 
1 = work)

0.19* (0.08) −0.05 (0.05) −0.01 (0.06) 0.29** (0.09)

Relational closeness 0.02 (0.01) 0.00 (0.01) −0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.02)

Positive affect 0.07 (0.05) −0.09** (0.03) 0.04 (0.04) 0.00 (0.05)

Negative affect −0.08 (0.05) 0.08 (0.05) −0.04 (0.04) 0.02 (0.07)

Facebook platform (0 = no, 
1 = yes)

0.15 (0.14) 0.08 (0.09) −0.04 (0.11) −0.07 (0.20)

Twitter platform (0 = no, 
1 = yes)

0.19 (0.15) −0.02 (0.09) 0.07 (0.11) −0.14 (0.21)

Instagram platform 
(0 = no, 1 = yes)

0.18 (0.15) 0.03 (0.10) −0.04 (0.11) −0.11 (0.20)

LinkedIn platform (0 = no, 
1 = yes)

0.10 (0.17) 0.04 (0.12) −0.19 (0.12) −0.26 (0.25)

TikTok platform (0 = no, 
1 = yes)

0.22 (0.16) −0.03 (0.12) −0.05 (0.13) −0.24 (0.20)

Snapchat platform (0 = no, 
1 = yes)

0.29 (0.18) −0.03 (0.15) 0.18 (0.14) −0.15 (0.32)

Social media usage −0.09* (0.04) 0.09** (0.03) 0.04 (0.04) −0.03 (0.06)

Attractive content 0.11** (0.02) −0.04* (0.02) 0.03 (0.02)

Family content 0.05** (0.02) 0.01 (0.01) −0.01 (0.02)

Contentious content 0.10** (0.03) 0.03 (0.03) −0.02 (0.03)

Accomplished content 0.11** (0.03) 0.02 (0.01) 0.03* (0.02) −0.08** (0.03)

Self-assurance 0.09** (0.02) −0.01 (0.03)

Anxiety −0.04 (0.03) 0.18** (0.07)

Level 2 predictors

Trait competitiveness 0.47** (0.08) −0.19* (0.09)

Cross-level moderators

Accomplished content × 
Trait competitiveness

0.05* (0.02) −0.04* (0.02)

Pseudo-R2 0.21 0.07 0.20 0.46

Note: Level 1, N = 1362; level 2, N = 141. Unstandardized coefficients reported. Content = social media content. Mid-day = mid-day survey. Evening = evening survey. 
Pseudo-R2 calculated using Snijders and Bosker's (2012) formula.
Abbreviation: SE, standard error.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
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p < 0.05) trait competitiveness. Further, the indirect effect of 
accomplished content on social withdrawal via anxiety was 
not significant at higher (estimate = −0.003, SE = 0.004, 95% 
CI −0.0136, 0.0032) compared to lower (estimate = 0.009, 
SE = 0.005, 95% CI: 0.0017, 0.0227) trait competitiveness, and 
the effects were significantly different (difference = −0.012, 
95% CI −0.0388, −0.0014). Thus, Hypothesis 6 was fully 
supported.

10   |   Discussion

Across Studies 1 and 2, we found that attractive, family, and 
accomplished social media content were positively related to 
self-assurance, and positively, indirectly related to work-goal 
progress through the mediating role of self-assurance. We also 
found that contentious social media content was positively re-
lated to anxiety, and positively, indirectly related to social with-
drawal via the mediating role of anxiety. In Study 1, but not 
Study 2, we also found that accomplished social media content 
was positively related to anxiety, and then positively, indirectly 
related to social withdrawal through anxiety. In Study 2, we also 

tested the first stage moderating role of trait competitiveness and 
found that it strengthened the positive relationship between ac-
complished social media content and self-assurance, which then 
strengthened the effect on work-goal progress. Additionally, we 
found that trait competitiveness weakened the positive relation-
ship between accomplished content and anxiety, which then 
weakened the effect on social withdrawal.

11   |   Theoretical Implications

Overall, we offer a new way of considering the effects of so-
cial media in the workplace. Within the organizational be-
havior literature, research has primarily studied social media 
in relation to recruiting and selecting new employees (Van 
Iddekinge et  al.  2016), maintaining a professional reputation 
(Etter et  al.  2019; Ollier-Malaterre and Rothbard  2015; Ollier-
Malaterre et  al.  2013; Toubiana and Zietsma  2017; Umphress 
et  al.  2013), and communication (Leonardi and Vaast  2017; 
McFarland and Ployhart  2015). Within the cybertechnology 
literature, past research has examined motives for using social 
media (e.g., self-status seeking) (Lin et  al.  2017), and people's 
active versus passive engagement in social media in relation to 
their subjective well-being (Verduyn et al. 2017). Moving beyond 
these studies, our research illustrates the need to more holisti-
cally consider how people respond to the social content of their 
browsing sessions, such that their perceptions of salient social 
media content provide them with meaning regarding their so-
cial media experiences (Neisser 1976; Wojciszke 1994) that then 
affect other areas of their lives, such as their jobs. Hence, our re-
search highlights that social media can serve as a rich source of 
social information that, when used at work, may result in social 
perceptions that produce motivational effects.

Additionally, our research contributes to the organizational 
behavior literature by bringing to the forefront the reality of 
social media as a modern-day, prominent source of employ-
ees' daily social activities while at work (Olmstead et al. 2016) 
that is contextually different from in-person social interactions 
(McFarland and Ployhart 2015). In comparison to face-to-face 
socializing, social media provides employees with a flood of vi-
brant, fluid social information that is highly diverse and spans 
many social actors. In this respect, our pilot study revealed that 
people are exposed to a higher frequency of attractive, family, 
contentious, and accomplished social content via social media 
rather than through in-person social interactions during the 
workweek. These results assist in demonstrating that social 
media provides social information that is more accessible, var-
ied, and frequent than in-person socializing, which may help to 
explain why employees are drawn to social media as a source of 
social connectivity while at work. Given the availability of social 
media during work hours (Olmstead et al. 2016), our research 
starts to reveal the unique daily contextual and social aspects 
of social media that may infiltrate the workplace by affecting 
employees' social motivation and behaviors on the job.

Furthermore, our measure of social media content contributes 
to the literature because it serves as a starting point (Collier 
et al. 2008) for understanding social media as a highly relevant 
source of diverse social information that can trigger employees' 
emotional states of motivation and subsequent behaviors on the 

FIGURE 2    |    Study 2 interaction between accomplished content 
and trait competitiveness predicting self-assurance (top) and anxiety 
(bottom).
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job. Our measure, theory (Gable  2015), and associated study 
findings suggest that social media content can be perceived in 
ways that can activate approach and avoidance social motiva-
tion processes (viz., self-assurance, anxiety) that then drive ap-
proach and avoidance behaviors (viz., work-goal progress, social 
withdrawal). Hence, moving beyond past research that has fo-
cused on the instrumental uses of social media (e.g., for recruit-
ment and selection, Van Iddekinge et al. 2016; for maintaining 
a professional reputation; Etter et al. 2019) or motives for social 
media use (e.g., self-status seeking) (Lin et al. 2017), we contrib-
ute to research that has begun to examine the effects of employ-
ees' engagement in social media (e.g., Verduyn et  al.  2017) by 
illustrating that considerations of social media content create a 
more complex picture of the effects of social media use at work. 
Extending work that simply suggests that time spent on social 
media reduces well-being (e.g., Kross et al. 2013), our results in-
dicate that perceptions of social media content have motivational 
implications that are socially incentizing and/or costly, driving 
both approach and/or avoidance motivation and behaviors.

Finally, we contribute to the literature by examining trait com-
petitiveness as a moderator that may affect the degree to which 
perceptions of accomplished social media content affect social 
motivation. We focused on the effect of accomplished social 
media content, in particular, because of its hypothesized ef-
fects on both approach and avoidance social motivation, and we 
wanted to illustrate the impact of personality on reactions to so-
cial media use at work. Specifically, we sought to explore how 
trait competitiveness, a theoretically relevant moderator, can 
influence when accomplished content affects one type of social 
motivation more so than the other. We specifically examined 
trait competitiveness because it strongly aligns with the theory 
of approach and avoidance social motivation in that it is a social 
(Helmreich and Spence  1978), motivational (e.g., Diefendorff 
and Mehta 2007; Elliot et al. 2017) trait that is highly relevant to 
achievement situations and influences approach and avoidance 
motivation and subsequent behaviors (e.g., Baranik et al. 2010; 
Murayama and Elliot  2012). Hence, we contribute to the lit-
erature by advancing trait competitiveness as a theoretically 
derived trait that can shape the link between social media expe-
riences and motivation.

12   |   Practical Implications

Although people use social media for positive benefits such as 
enhanced social connectivity (Lin et al. 2017), popular press ar-
ticles often tout the negative implications of using social media 
because it can compromise individuals' well-being (e.g., Shakya 
and Christakis 2017; Sifferin 2013). Thus, our research offers a 
practical contribution by providing a more balanced view of the 
benefits and/or drawbacks of employees participating in social 
media throughout their workdays. Our research can guide lead-
ers and employees as to when and how to use social media as a 
motivational tool. For example, our research suggests that lead-
ers could support employees' use of social media as a daily work 
break (Lampe and Ellison 2016) because certain posts may be 
perceived in ways that are emotionally uplifting and thus moti-
vate employees' desirable work behaviors. In fact, leaders could 
directly encourage employees to focus on posts that they per-
ceive as attractive or family-oriented because of their uplifting 

qualities that may enhance work productivity. However, leaders 
and employees should also proactively consider avoiding conten-
tious content because of its effects on anxiety and withdrawal. 
If leaders are pursuing goals that require social engagement 
(e.g., teamwork), they may ask employees to temporarily stop 
using social media because of potentially undesirable implica-
tions. Overall, with people not having control over their social 
media feeds, we hope that our research conveys the importance 
of being thoughtful as to when and how to use social media 
at work.

Additionally, our research provides a practical contribution 
by bringing to the forefront the relevance of individuals' per-
ceptions in shaping their own realities via social media (e.g., 
Fiske 1992; Neisser 1976). Our theory and results indicate that 
social media experiences are very much a personal matter and 
may be experienced differently across people because of how so-
cial information is perceived. In relation to this, our research 
magnifies the role of trait competitiveness as an individual dif-
ference that can influence the effects of social media content. 
Our research emphasizes that employees high in the trait should 
seek out accomplished social media content because it can am-
plify their self-assurance that then motivates their work-goal 
progress. Thus, our examination of trait competitiveness speaks 
to the nuances of the effects of social media; employees can have 
unique responses to the social information they receive from so-
cial media based on their perceptions and individual traits.

Finally, McFarland and Ployhart  (2015) asked whether social 
media can make employees more productive, stressed, or cre-
ative while at work. Our research begins to answer this critical 
question by focusing on daily perceptions of social media con-
tent. Importantly, although our studies' indirect effects on daily 
outcomes are relatively small, we suggest that the observed daily 
changes in perceptions of social media content across a large 
work population would result in a much larger culmination of 
effects for organizations. For example, in Study 1, perceptions of 
attractive social media content had a 0.02 standardized indirect 
effect on work-goal progress via self-assurance in a sample of 133 
employees over two workweeks. Applied to a large organization 
(e.g., 10 000 employees) over 6 months, these cumulative effects 
are substantial, especially considering that employees typically 
check social media multiple times a day. Thus, consistent with 
Abelson, we contend that our study's effects have noticeable im-
plications “in the long run, albeit not very consequentially in the 
single episode” (1985, 133).

13   |   Limitations and Future Directions

Our research has limitations. Study participants came from 
a convenience sample that opted to participate and were cho-
sen based on screening criteria. Thus, those participating may 
have been predisposed to respond in certain ways per their 
interest in survey research or their curiosity regarding social 
media. Arguably, our ESM design allowed us to control for 
many participant biases (e.g., response tendencies; Enders and 
Tofighi  2007) by group-mean centering the Level 1 predictors 
(resulting in an examination of purely within-person relation-
ships). Yet, our research assessed perceptions of social media 
content using self-reports that were measured at the same time 
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point as participants' emotions, which can contribute to com-
mon method variance (CMV) (Podsakoff et al. 2012). To reduce 
these concerns, we modeled the alternative predictor of social 
media usage in all analyses and accounted for the potential 
effects of transient moods (Gabriel et  al.  2019) in the form of 
positive and negative affect in Study 2. Also, it is unlikely that 
CMV can explain our moderation results (Siemsen et al. 2010).3 
Additionally, capturing social media content and emotions at 
the same point in time aligns with our theorizing and past re-
search (e.g., Koopman et al. 2020; Methot et al. 2021) and en-
sures that the specific, salient perception of social media content 
was driving participants' emotions and not an outside force that 
could occur if we had measured the emotions at a later time 
point (Beal 2015).

As another limitation of our research, a comparison of our re-
sults across studies demonstrates that the variance explained for 
the effects of perceptions of social media content differed from 
Study 1 to Study 2, with Study 2 having less explained variance 
than Study 1. This may have occurred because Study 1 had 
fewer controls and relied on self-reported outcome variables. 
In comparison, Study 2 had more control variables and relied 
on coworker-reported outcomes, which could have affected the 
amount of explained variance and resulted in overall conser-
vative effects. In terms of variance explained, our social media 
content predictors also had very little direct effect on outcomes. 
Although our focus was on understanding the mechanisms (in-
direct effects) through which social media content relates to em-
ployee outcomes, caution should be taken when interpreting our 
findings.

We should also note that while we relied on a priori theoreti-
cal arguments (e.g., Elliot 1999; Schwartz 2012) to suggest that 
accomplished social media content can spark both approach 
and avoidance social motivation, our research may be limited 
because we did not propose dual effects for the other dimen-
sions of social media content. Although we did not have theory 
to support the dual effects of the other dimensions, intuitively, 
family social media content (e.g., a post about a recent divorce), 
for example, could be socially costly and thus trigger anxiety 
and then avoidance behaviors. Additionally, attractive content 
may make people anxious about their own attractiveness and 
drive avoidance social motivation. Thus, we suggest that future 
research could attempt to rely on strong theory to explain why 
perceptions of attractive, family, and maybe even contentious 
social media content could drive motivational effects that differ 
from what we have proposed. In addition, moderators could be 
examined (as we do with trait competitiveness, for accomplished 
content) to further delineate and explain these dual effects. 
Future research could also consider other perceptions of social 
media content that we did not examine. For instance, our mea-
sure development identified “sorrow” as a face-valid theme of 
social media content that we opted not to examine due to its ex-
pected lower frequency among social media posts (e.g., Marder 
et al. 2016). Yet there may be value in studying other perceptions, 
such as sorrow, because doing so could produce interesting or-
ganizational effects. Finally, as research on social media content 
continues to unfold, future research may also consider whether 
employees' active versus passive engagement with social media 
alters the extent to which their perceptions influence motivation 
(e.g., Verduyn et al. 2017). For example, employees who actively 

(i.e., posting their own responses), rather than passively (i.e., 
only observing), engage with the social media content may re-
spond to various types of content with even stronger forms of 
social motivation because their active contributions make them 
more invested and involved in the social media experience.

14   |   Conclusion

Social media is a prevalent part of people's lives and has substan-
tially changed the ways in which people socialize at work, but its 
influence within the workplace remains understudied. We ar-
gued for, tested, and found results that support the relevance of 
examining social media as an easily accessible source of diverse 
social information that may be perceived in ways that drive em-
ployees' emotions and then their motivated behaviors on the job. 
We hope our research serves as a springboard for further inves-
tigating how and why social media interrelates with the context 
of work to produce implications for organizational life.
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Endnotes

	1	In supplemental analyses, we used outcomes from the focal partici-
pant's evening survey to replicate findings for our other-rated out-
comes as well as Study 1 results.

	2	We also tested Hypotheses 1–5 using self-reported work goal progress 
and self-reported social withdrawal from the evening survey. Similar 
to other-reports, self-assurance predicted work goal progress (γ = 0.11, 
SE = 0.03, p < 0.001) but not social withdrawal (γ = −0.04, SE = 0.03, 
ns). Also, anxiety was related to social withdrawal (γ = 0.13, SE = 0.06, 
p < 0.05) but not goal progress (γ = −0.05, SE = 0.04, ns). Further, the 
same pattern of indirect effects was found. Full results are provided in 
the OSF.

	3	We conducted supplemental analyses for both Study 1 and Study 2 fol-
lowing Podsakoff et al.  (2012) to statistically examine whether CMV 
could be impacting our findings and found limited effects attributed to 
CMV. Please see the OSF for these analyses and a summary of results.
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Appendix A

Measures of Social Media Content.

Based on your social media activity since starting work today, please 
think of one post that stood out to you most. Please respond to the 
following questions with respect to that post.

Briefly describe the content of the post.

Social Media Content (developed for the current study, within-person, 
Level 1, daily surveys).

Please respond to the following items regarding the aforementioned so-
cial media post that stood out to you the most.

The content of this post exhibited…

(1 = Not at all; 2 = Very little; 3 = Somewhat; 4 = Moderately; 5 = Quite a 
bit; 6 = Very much; 7 = To a great extent).

Attractive

1.	 Sexiness

2.	 Attractiveness

3.	 Beautifulness

Family

1.	 Appreciating family

2.	 Prioritizing family

3.	 Tight-knit family

Contentious

1.	 Antagonism

2.	 Argumentativeness

3.	 Contentiousness

Accomplished

1.	 High ability

2.	 Expertise

3.	 Skill
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