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There’s nothing like someone ‘liking’ your Facebook status
to make you feel good, but could relying on others for
online praise actually be destroying your self-esteem?
Aoife Stuart-Madge reports

are
you
addicted
to

W hen Rihanna visited Brazil
recently, she documented
the trip with a series
of intimate ‘selfies’ on
Facebook – self-taken

snaps of her relaxing on the beach in a tiny
bikini. There was no doubt that the 26-year-old
looked in amazing shape, and the hundreds
of thousands of people who ‘liked’ or ‘shared’
the album obviously agreed. But it seemed
strange that the hyper-busy singer would
choose to spend her rare downtime moments
posting salacious pictures for her fans, when
she could be chilling out away from the glare
of the spotlight. “Attention-seekers desire
positive feedback online just as they do offline,”
explains US-based clinical psychologist Dr
Vinita Mehta. “Facebook is yet another arena
in which to perform. It’s another stage, and
the number of Facebook ‘likes’ are a lot like
thunderous applause.”

likes?



33

issues

like me
But it’s not just celebrities seeking this virtual
‘thunderous applause’. Thanks to Facebook,
you can now command attention and applause
for everything from the quinoa salad you
whipped up for dinner to the new top you
splurged on. The recent #nomakeupselfie
campaign to raise money for cancer offered
us a great philanthropic excuse for our like-
seeking selfies, but deep down we all know
why we do it – because it makes us feel good.

Research in Ford’s 2014 Consumer Report
found 62 per cent of adults worldwide say they
have better self-esteem after positive social
media feedback. And there’s no denying that
as the number of little blue thumbs goes up
beside a status or a picture we’ve posted, our
ego gets a welcome boost.

A recent study from Harvard University*
found that our brains respond to over-sharing

on Facebook in the same way they
respond to other pleasure triggers like
food, money and sex. And, consequently,
the feel-good factor from being ‘liked’ on
Facebook can be just as addictive.

“Most Facebook posts promote
the idea everyone is having a fantastic
time,” says British Dr Lynda Shaw, a
cognitive neuroscientist and chartered
psychologist. “This is because we want
people to think we’re popular, confident
and socially in demand. And when
those little thumbs-up signs appear we
feel accepted by our peer group, which
promotes high levels of self-esteem.” Dr Shaw

“when those little thumb signs appear
we feel accepted by our peer group, which
promotes higher levels of self-esteem”
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adds, “This kind of online praise can be
addictive. We need to feel accepted and
that acceptance produces a cocktail of
feel-good neurotransmitters. The lure of
Facebook is powerful, especially with the
promise of more praise, therefore feeding
our levels of self-esteem.”

But when we start to rely on
this virtual praise to fuel our self-
esteem, it can cause havoc with our
own sense of self-worth. “Relying
on attention from others to fuel
our self-esteem actually erodes our
sense of self-worth and confidence
over time,” says life coach Jayne
Morris (www.jaynemorris.com). “When we
look outside ourselves for approval we
disempower ourselves and find it increasingly
difficult to measure our own self-worth.”

virtual insanity
There is also the question of how valid the
online praise we are receiving really is. If we’re
honest, most of us try to present an image of the
perfect life on social media (cue “humblebrags”
about business class travel, picture-perfect
family portraits, and exaggerated fun). It’s
easy to slip in a Facebook fib or two to make

our lives or accomplishments seem a little
bit more worthy of adoration. When friends
are commenting and ‘liking’ a fictionalised or
carefully edited version of your life, it can leave
us desperate to live up to our own hype. So we
are constantly trying to out-do our friends and

ourselves in the online battle of
the egos. Hence we have Facebook
profiles that present an ideal self
– that is, how we would like other
people to perceive us.

A recent survey by OnePoll
found that one in four women
exaggerated or distorted what they
were doing on social media once a

month. Lies included embellishments about an
exotic holiday or their job.

The reason for the dishonesty, says
Gemini Adams, author of The Facebook Diet:
50 Funny Signs of Facebook Addiction, is good
old-fashioned keeping up with the Joneses.
“Increasingly people are comparing themselves
to other people’s Facebook personas, which,
when you look deeper, aren’t a real reflection
of who we are, or what we truly experience
on a daily basis. Most of us project our better
selves into our online lives – our profiles
provide a very warped perspective of who
we truly are and how we live.”

“on facebook
it seems like
everyone

else has an
enviable life”

Are you an
online praise
junkie?
If you answer yes to more than
one of these questions, it may
be time to log off.

 Do you get a thrill from Facebook
‘likes’, but afterwards feel nervous
or anxious?

 Do you feel upset when someone else
gets more online ‘likes’ than you do?

 Do you feel moody if no one
comments or likes a status?

 Do you find it difficult to cope with
criticism?

 Do you feel good only when other
people are praising you, even when it
is for things you haven’t done?

 Do you relay stories to friends in real
life about online people praising you?
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Trying to compete with other people’s
exaggerated online personas can take a
devastating toll on your own self-worth,
as you naturally struggle to measure up.
Psychologist Dr Mehta says, “In a world where
we are barraged with images and information
about others, it can be hard to figure out where
we stand. On Facebook, it seems like everyone
else has an enviable life.”

and thenwhat?
Personal development coach
Julie Clements (www.julieclements.
co.uk) says that the real problem
starts when that online praise
is suddenly taken away. “What
happens when there is no one
around? How equipped are you
to get yourself through negative
or challenging situations if
you rely solely on others to
maintain your self-esteem? If we
consistently seek praise from others we actually
stop ourselves from learning how to boost
our own self-esteem and this becomes a self-
fulfilling cycle of limitation.”

What’s more, by handing the control of
your self-esteem over to a virtual audience,

that praise can be replaced with rejection at
the touch of a button, if someone posts a nasty
comment, or even just fails to like what you
have to say. “When we are rejected in some way,
this disapproval leads to damage and insecurity
prevails,” says Dr Shaw. “Ridicule, unkind words
or even intentional silence by our chosen groups
undermines how we feel about ourselves. We
rapidly feel insecure. If we continue to seek
external approval to fuel our self-esteem we
will always be vulnerable.”

In order to break the addiction to external
approval, you need to reconnect with yourself

and the things that nurture you, instead
of focusing on the things you think will
impress others. “Find things to love
about yourself – make a list and read
it to yourself every day,” says Morris.
“Make a conscious effort to become
aware of when you feel the urge to seek

attention from others and choose to do
something self-nurturing instead, like

taking a bath, exercising, painting a picture,
going for a walk or watching a feel-good film.

“Lastly, set yourself goals to do, be, enjoy, or
create things in your life that you have always
secretly wanted for the pleasure they will bring
you, rather than as a means of gaining approval
from someone else.” A

Three
Times iT’s ok

To wanT praise...
1 You landed your

dream job.
2 You completed
a marathon.

3 You gave birth.
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