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Introduction
Social media has been linked to lower levels of mental, social and physical well-
being . Research largely focuses on social media usage duration as a probable
explanation, but meta-analyses show that it does not reliably predict depression . 
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Negative interpretation bias, the tendency to assign threatening meaning to
ambiguous social information, is central to cognitive models of depression .
However, its role in social media is underexplored. Social media communication is
inherently ambiguous  as it lacks physical cues that typically anchor face-to-face
interactions, making negative interpretation bias particularly relevant. 
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On Instagram, social-evaluative threat may be heightened through the pressure to
curate an idealised self-presentation and upward social comparisons that viewing
others' content invites. 

1.To investigate whether individuals with elevated depression
symptom severity will exhibit greater negative interpretation bias
than individuals low on depression symptom severity in
interpreting ambiguous Instagram content. 

2.To investigate whether posts from personal accounts will be
evaluated most negatively, reflecting the greatest social-
evaluative threat, followed by close friend posts, and stranger
posts evaluated least negatively. 

3.To examine whether ambiguous comments from close friends will
be interpreted most negatively, followed by acquaintance’s
comments, and the least negative for strangers’ comments

Objectives

Methods
A custom web-based interface was designed to simulate Instagram's visual structure and interaction patterns.

Participants submitted 6 posts each from their own and close friend's accounts. 3 posts from each account
were then selected based on inclusion criteria and content type (achievement, friends, self-related).

A total of 9 posts across 3 contexts (self, close friend, researcher-generated stranger account), each followed
by 3 researcher-generated ambiguous comments from different sources (self, close friend, acquaintance,
stranger) were presented. 

For each post and comment, participants (n = 144) selected an emoji reaction and a valenced word-pair
descriptor (positive vs. negative interpretation).

   Measures & Analysis Used
1.PHQ-8: depression severity (α = .91)

2.Negative interpretation bias score: proportion of negative word choices for comments

3.Social-evaluative threat score: proportion of negative word choices for posts
Figure 1. Example of Instagram-like Stimuli Presented

Results
After exclusion, final analysis included 129 participants (102 female, 27 male; Mage = 23.30, SD = 2.67). 22 participants (17.1%) exhibited elevated depressive
symptoms (PHQ ≥ 10) and the remaining 107 (82.9%) did not. 

Elevated depression severity did not significantly predict negative interpretation bias (β = −.04, p = .295), nor did age (β = −.001, p = .829) or gender (β < .001,
p = .996). Post-hoc sensitivity analysis conducted on G*Power indicated that at a sig. level of .05 and power of .80, the smallest detectable effect size for the
elevated depression severity group’s unique contribution was f² = .062.

Participants were significantly more critical of posts from their own accounts than posts from close friends (β = −0.65, z = −2.08, p = .037). No significant
difference in valence was observed between evaluation of strangers’ and close friends' posts (β = 0.06, z = 0.18, p = .861). 

Both ambiguous comments from a close friend (β = −0.55, z = −5.07, p < .001) and a stranger (β = −0.56, z = −5.14, p < .001) were interpreted significantly
more negatively than ambiguous acquaintance comments. However, interpretation of stranger comments did not differ significantly from close friend
comments (β = 0.007, z = 0.06, p = 1.00).

Exploratory analysis reveal that researcher-generated comments from others were interpreted significantly more negative than researcher-generated
comments from the self: close friend (β = −0.89, z = −7.24, p < .001), acquaintance (β = −0.33, z = −2.94, p = .003) and stranger (β = −0.90, z = −7.29, p < .001).

Conclusions
The findings demonstrate that social media content is not always viewed equivalently, with content type (e.g. post, comments) and relational context
shaping interpretations and evaluation. 

Participants rated their own posts more negatively than those of close friends or strangers, suggesting that self-relevant content in social-evaluative contexts
triggers a heightened critical self-appraisal. This suggests that curating content for one’s own Instagram profile may itself invite self-critical evaluation. 

 Ambiguous comments from close friends and strangers were interpreted more negatively than those from acquaintances, suggesting that perceived high-
and low-intimacy sources trigger greater negative interpretation bias through different pathways: close friends through relational significance and strangers
through social guardedness toward unfamiliar others. 

This study underscores the value of ecologically valid approaches for capturing moment-to-moment cognitive appraisals shaping digital well-being, such as
through our new naturalistic experimental paradigm using participant-generated Instagram stimuli.

Limitations include insufficient statistical power to detect the effects of elevated depression severity, a predominantly female undergraduate sample limiting
generalisability, and a paradigm design that excluded passive Instagram users.

Future directions include the use of a longitudinal design, increased clinical sample and paradigms that account for passive social media usage. 
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