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ABSTRACT

This study aimed to present a causal model of digital narcissism among social
media users based on physical self-esteem, social competence, and social
identity. The research employed a correlational method using structural equation
modeling (SEM). The statistical population included all high school students in
Maragheh City in 2024, totaling 4500 individuals. The sample size was
determined to be 381 participants based on Morgan's table. Participants were
selected using a multistage cluster sampling method. Data collection instruments
included the Digital Narcissism Questionnaire (ONPI), the Physical Self-Esteem
Scale (CPSES), the Social Identity Questionnaire (SIQ), and the Social
Competence Questionnaire (SCQ). Data analysis was conducted using Pearson
correlation, bootstrap methods, and the Sobel test in SPSS and AMOS software
version 26. The findings revealed that physical self-esteem and social identity,
with the mediating role of social competence, significantly contributed to the
explanation of digital narcissism in the proposed model. Altogether, the variables
in the model explained 50% of the variance in users' digital narcissism. The
direct effects of social identity (-0.33), social competence (-0.26), and physical
self-esteem (-0.43) on digital narcissism were significant. Additionally, the
indirect effects of physical self-esteem (t-value = -2.01) and social identity (t-
value = -2.36) through social competence were also statistically significant.
Given the findings, it can be concluded that physical self-esteem, social identity,
and social competence have a substantial impact on digital narcissism among
users. These factors should be considered in addressing the challenges of digital
narcissism and enhancing the quality of online social interactions.
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Introduction

Narcissism, as a personality trait, is characterized by grandiosity, an intense need for admiration
from others, and a lack of empathy (Ghaffari & Hazrati, 2024). In recent years, the emergence
of social media, online platforms, and digital technologies has provided suitable avenues for the
expression and gratification of narcissistic tendencies (Maftei & Patrausanu, 2024). By
emphasizing self-presentation, social interactions, and feedback mechanisms, the digital
environment has become a fertile ground for the manifestation and reinforcement of narcissistic
behaviors (Ozimek, Bierhoff, Rohmann, 2021). Digital narcissism refers to individuals'
tendency to express their narcissistic traits through digital platforms, particularly social
networking sites (Casale & Banchi, 2020).

Identifying the determinants of narcissistic manifestations in digital environments
constitutes a pivotal and timely concern within contemporary research. In this context, users
with low physical self-esteem or those dissatisfied with their physical appearance may exhibit
heightened susceptibility to digital narcissism. Physical self-esteem denotes an individual's
appraisal of their bodily appearance, health status, and physical capabilities, comprising five
principal dimensions: physical self-worth, sport competence, physical condition, physical
strength, and physical attractiveness. This construct is directly linked to psychological outcomes
including depression, anxiety, and psychological well-being (Shu et al., 2023). As a facet of
global self-esteem, physical self-esteem reflects the extent of an individual's satisfaction or
dissatisfaction with various bodily characteristics and is shaped by social appraisals (Zhang et
al., 2024).

Moreover, individuals who perceive themselves as lacking sufficient social competence in
offline contexts may adopt more grandiose behavioral patterns in cyberspace. Social
competence is defined as the capacity to evaluate oneself effectively within interpersonal
interactions and to experience a sense of possessing social skills in group settings. This
construct also encompasses the skills that facilitate the assessment, recognition, and selection of
appropriate social behaviors (Knap-Stefaniuk & Sowa-Behtane, 2025). Social competence
reflects an individual's ability to establish effective interpersonal interactions, grounded in social
and emotional skills, which in turn fosters social acceptance and positive engagement (Gomez-
Lopez et al., 2022).

An additional factor that appears to contribute to explaining the model of digital
narcissism is social identity. Social identity denotes the concept individuals construct for
themselves based on the roles they enact within society and their communities (Burke, 2020). It
encompasses an individual's self-perception and self-understanding, their recognition of others,
as well as others' perceptions of them, and plays a fundamental role in shaping behaviors,
attitudes, and social relationships (Hu, 2025). As a component of self-concept, social identity is
formed through membership in social groups and significantly influences how individuals
interact and behave within groups and the broader society (Hogg & Gaffney, 2023). Social
identity theory, proposed by Henri Tajfel and John Turner, posits that individuals categorize
themselves and others into diverse social groups to enhance self-esteem and ascertain their
social standing (Reimer et al., 2022). This framework illustrates how social affiliations can
instill a sense of belonging, value, and purpose. Social identity directly affects attitudes,
behaviors, and interactions, thereby playing a pivotal role in shaping self- and other-perception
within a social context (He, 2023).

Social competence represents a significant factor that may serve a mediating function in
explaining the model of digital narcissism. Individuals possessing high social competence can
modulate their behaviors according to diverse social contexts and situations, exhibiting
flexibility in their interpersonal interactions. This capacity plays a pivotal role in reinforcing and
shaping social identity (Cola et al., 2022). Social competence is also fundamental to establishing
and maintaining healthy relationships; individuals with robust social competence are capable of
communicating effectively, cultivating trust, and forming meaningful connections with others.
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These attributes, by enhancing physical self-esteem, deter individuals from engaging in self-
centered and grandiose behaviors (Collie, 2020).

The proliferation of cyberspace and the steadily increasing utilization of this social
phenomenon have rendered digital narcissism an emerging psychological harm with profound
implications for users' mental health, underscoring the critical importance of identifying its
contributing factors (Yilmaz et al., 2023). Within this context, physical self-esteem, social
competence, and social identity serve as key variables that play a determining role in regulating
narcissistic behaviors in online environments; examining the causal relationships among them
may facilitate the development of preventive strategies and effective psychological interventions
(Martinez-Iniesta et al., 2025). Moreover, given the paucity of research on digital narcissism,
particularly the inadequacy of quantitative investigations, the present study integrates various
dimensions of self-esteem and social identity to offer a comprehensive conceptual framework
that can enrich cyberpsychology research (Wu et al., 2024) and elucidate the mechanisms and
factors involved in the manifestation of this phenomenon. Accordingly, this study seeks to
answer the following research question: Does the causal model of digital narcissism based on
physical self-esteem, social competence, and social identity among social media users
demonstrate adequate goodness-of-fit?

Materials and Methods

This study employed a correlational design based on structural equation modeling (SEM). The
statistical population consisted of all upper secondary school students in Maragheh city during
the 20242025 academic year (1403 S.H.), numbering 4,500 individuals. Using Morgan's table
in conjunction with a multi-stage cluster sampling technique, the required sample size was
estimated at 381 participants. The sampling procedure involved the following steps: initially, six
schools (both boys' and girls' upper secondary schools) were randomly selected from Maragheh.
Then, from each school, three classes corresponding to the 10th, 11th, and 12th grades were
randomly chosen. Following data collection, 32 questionnaires were discarded due to
incomplete or invalid responses. Thus, the final analyses were performed on a sample of 349
participants.

Results

To examine the significance of the mediating relationships in the model, the bootstrap test was
employed. The results indicated that physical self-esteem and social identity, through the
mediating role of social competence, significantly influence the explanation of users' digital
narcissism. Overall, 50% of the variance in users' digital narcissism was explained by the
variables in this model. The direct effects of social identity (p = -0.33), social competence (f = -
0.26), and physical self-esteem (B = -0.43) on explaining users' digital narcissism were
significant. Furthermore, the indirect effects of physical self-esteem (t-value = -2.01) and social
identity (t-value = -2.36) on users' digital narcissism, mediated by social competence, were also
reported as significant.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study aimed to develop a causal model of digital narcissism based on physical self-
esteem, social competence, and social identity among social media users. The Sobel test results
revealed that physical self-esteem and social identity, via the mediating role of social
competence, exert significant indirect effects on users' digital narcissism. Specifically, the
indirect effects of physical self-esteem (t-value = -2.01) and social identity (t-value = -2.36),
with social competence serving as a mediator, were statistically significant in explaining the
model of users' digital narcissism. These findings are consistent with those of Kola et al. (2022),
who demonstrated that individuals endowed with high social competence can modulate their
behavior according to diverse social contexts and situations, exhibiting interactional
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flexibility—a capacity that reinforces and shapes social identity. Furthermore, the results
corroborate the study by Koli (2020), which showed that social competence is pivotal in
establishing and sustaining healthy relationships; individuals with robust social competence can
communicate effectively, cultivate trust, and form meaningful connections with others. These
competencies, by enhancing physical self-esteem, deter individuals from engaging in grandiose
and self-centered behaviors. In explicating the findings, it can be argued that social competence,
as a mediating variable, plays a crucial role in amplifying the indirect influence of physical self-
esteem and social identity within the explanatory model of users' digital narcissism. This
construct is closely tied to an individual's capacity to adapt behaviors to social contexts and to
forge effective interactions. Individuals with elevated social competence possess skills such as
empathy, flexibility, and the ability to regulate behavior according to situational demands—
skills that bolster physical self-esteem and facilitate the formation of social identity. By
promoting healthy relationships and strengthening a sense of belonging, social competence
attenuates users' self-centered motivations and steers them toward collectivistic behaviors and
positive online interactions. Moreover, this capacity reduces users' need for attention-seeking or
performative actions, as they derive their sense of self-worth from constructive relationships and
social acceptance. Thus, social competence not only enhances physical self-esteem and social
identity but also indirectly diminishes the level of digital narcissism. The present research, like
other studies, is subject to several limitations:

1. Self-report bias: The self-reported data gathered for variables such as physical self-
esteem, social competence, and social identity may be influenced by cognitive biases or
social desirability effects (i.e., the tendency to present a favorable self-image).

2. Unaccounted mediating or moderating variables: The relationships among physical
self-esteem, social competence, social identity, and digital narcissism may be affected by
additional mediators or moderators not incorporated into the model.

3. Causal interpretability: Establishing genuine causality among these variables remains
challenging due to the correlational design of the study.

4. Limited generalizability: Social identity and social competence are shaped by distinct
cultural and social contexts. Consequently, the findings may not be generalizable to other
societies or cultural settings.
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