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Abstract
Background Social media benign envy, an upward comparison-based and painful emotions associated with 
the motivation to improve oneself, has attracted increasing attention from researchers due to its ubiquitous and 
significant impact on social network users’ intentions and behavior. However, the results of previous studies on 
whether material or experiential consumption is more likely to cause social media envy (treated as a single construct) 
have been inconsistent, and there is a lack of research on what triggers social media users to experience more intense 
benign envy and thus inspiring their consumption intentions. The purpose of this study is to investigate how the type 
and luxuriousness of shared consumption and viewer’s social comparison orientation jointly affect social media users’ 
consumption intentions through benign envy.

Methods A 2 (type of consumption sharing: experiential vs. material) × 2 (luxuriousness of consumption sharing: 
luxury vs. non-luxury) × 2 (social comparison orientation: high vs. low) mixed-design experiment was conducted to 
test theoretical model with data from 544 undergraduates in China. SPSS 26.0 and the Process macro were used to 
test the model.

Results The results revealed that luxury experiential consumption information shared on social media triggered 
more benign envy compared with other types of shared consumption information. When social media users shared 
non-luxury consumption, experiential consumption was more likely to inspire benign envy among users with 
high social comparison orientation than material consumption. However, when luxury consumption was shared, 
benign envy acted as a mediator between purchase type and participants’ purchase intention regardless of whether 
participants’ social comparison orientation was high or low.

Conclusion This study revealed that whether and how social comparison orientation of social media users who read 
the shared content influences the mechanism by which the type of consumption sharing on social media affects 
social media users’ consumption intentions through benign envy as a mediator is dependent on the luxuriousness of 
the shared consumption. The findings not only provide new insights for researchers to better understand social media 
envy and the underlying psychological mechanism for social media readers’ consumption intention, but also have 
practical implications for practitioners.
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Introduction
Owing to the growth and popularity of the internet, 
social media (e.g., Facebook, Weibo, and Instagram) has 
become an increasingly indispensable medium of infor-
mation and communication. Surveys have shown that 
people spend increasing amounts of time on social net-
works. In 2022, internet users worldwide spent an aver-
age of 147 min a day on social networks, up from 145 min 
in 2021 and the highest since 2012 [1]. People use social 
media to communicate with friends, express themselves, 
share their experiences and opinions, post comments, 
and browse information shared by others (such as view-
ing their activities) [2]. Several studies have suggested 
that social comparison based on traditional offline sce-
narios also occurs in the social media environment [3]. 
Social media users can easily and continuously access a 
large amount of information about others presenting 
their “good selves” and thus have many opportunities for 
social comparison [3, 4].

Social media envy, a painful emotion, arises when 
social media users engage in unfavorable upward social 
comparison due to their desire to possess but lack the 
possessions and life experiences shared in the social net-
work by others (e.g., friends, social media influencers) [5, 
6]. It has attracted increasing attention from researchers 
owing to its prevalent and significant impact on social 
media users’ consumption intention and behaviors [7, 8]. 
Research has shown that social media envy can have both 
positive and negative impacts. Whether social media 
envy leads to positive or negative consequences depends 
on the nature of the envy: malicious or benign [7, 8]. 
Social media benign and malicious envy are both upward 
comparison-based and painful emotions that can invoke 
different action tendencies and fulfill different func-
tions [9]. While malicious envy causes hostility intention 
towards to the envied person, and decrease IT use inten-
tions [8, 10], benign envy stimulates consumer desire 
for the coveted processions of others shared on social 
networks [11, 12]. Therefore, while curbing the negative 
consequences of social media malicious envy, it is vital to 
understand the triggers of benign envy and its construc-
tive impacts on social media, and to apply its potential to 
bring about positive outcomes.

Although prior studies have provided preliminary evi-
dence for our understanding of social media benign envy, 
a significant gap remains in the literature on what causes 
social media users to experience more intense benign 
envy (and how), and thus eliciting a range of different 
coping strategies. First, most previous studies that have 
treated social media envy as a single construct [13] may 
not provide an unequivocal answer on how to untangle 

the positive and negative effects of social media envy. To 
fully leverage the constructive impacts of social media 
envy while limiting its detrimental influences, it is crucial 
to understand how social media benign envy is elicited 
through which processes. Second, while some studies did 
not find a significant relationship between material and 
experiential consumption and social media envy [10], 
other research found that experiential consumption is 
more likely to trigger social media envy [14]. However, 
there has been little research paying attention to the 
moderating factors to resolve these differences. Third, 
although most prior social media envy research were 
conducted based on social comparison theory [7], little 
was known about the significant role of social compari-
son orientation (SCO) in how social media benign envy is 
triggered and thus elicit focal consumers’ envy-reducing 
responses: consumption intention.

We argue that the occurrence of social media benign 
envy can differ according to the type and luxuriousness 
of consumption shared by users on social media and the 
readers’ SCO. To fill the gap, this study aims to explore 
how the type and luxuriousness of shared consumption 
and viewer’s SCO jointly affect social media users’ con-
sumption intentions through benign envy, and investi-
gate the underlying mechanism for social media readers’ 
consumption intention. Specifically, based on social com-
parison theory, this study proposes and test a theoretical 
model to examine how the impact of the type and luxu-
riousness of shared consumption on viewer’s consump-
tion intention through social media benign envy differs 
in terms of viewer’s SCO. By doing so, this study provides 
valuable new insights into how social media sharing can 
drive consumption intention through social media envy.

Theoretical basis and hypotheses
Social comparison in social media
According to social comparison theory, individuals have 
an intrinsic motivation to evaluate their abilities, opin-
ions, and status, which leads to a constant comparison 
with others consciously or unconsciously [15], even in 
the absence of objective external standards for com-
parison [16]. Whenever individuals are confronted with 
information about others (e.g., groups, friends, family, 
classmates, and media-related entities), they relate this 
information to themselves [17, 18]. Social comparison 
satisfies the self-evaluation, self-enhancement, and self-
improvement motivational needs of them by engaging in 
upward, downward, or parallel comparisons [19, 20]. It is 
a fundamental and universal psychological mechanism 
that affect individuals’ judgments, emotions, attitudes, 
and behaviors [20, 21].
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Social media provides a large amount of easily acces-
sible information that can be used for upward social 
comparisons. To create a good public image among their 
friends on social networks and gain approval or posi-
tive feedback, social media users often proactively shape 
themselves on social media by sharing carefully chosen 
and modified pictures, and texts [22–24]. Such positive 
self-presentation shared on social media platform can 
convey numerous symbolic messages about a sharer’s 
identity, status, superiority, wealth, and achievements 
[25], and provide other social media users with continu-
ous opportunities for upward social comparison [2, 26]. 
Through comparisons with others, social media users 
can determine whether their identity and status are supe-
rior, equal, or inferior to those of their “friends” and form 
evaluations of themselves [3, 27]. The results of such 
social comparisons can influence users’ cognitive and 
emotional experiences, behavioral intentions, and behav-
iors [7, 26, 28].

Envy-inducing characteristics of shared content on social 
media
As a social phenomenon, envy can occur only in environ-
ments where social comparison information is available 
[29]. On social network sites, individuals encounter con-
siderable information that portrays other people in a pos-
itive light and showcases a symbolic meaning (e.g., status, 
success, and happiness) beyond the content itself. Read-
ing and processing such social information are prerequi-
sites for individual social comparison and social media 
envy [7, 11, 29, 30]. When social media users become 
aware of their relative disadvantage in terms of achieve-
ments, possessions, or happiness compared to similar 
others in relevant domains and dimensions (and desire 
to possess them), they experience envy [29, 31, 32]. Some 
studies have provided evidence that viewing content with 
symbolic meaning in relevant domains can provoke envy. 
For example, Krasnova et al. [33] found that frequent 
browsing of such social media information could cause 
envy among viewers.

Although previous research has shown that, on social 
media, travel [34], leisure [33, 35], brands [6], appear-
ance [36], and tangible objects (e.g., clothing, jewelry, 
cars, apartments, and mobile phones) [35, 37] with sym-
bolic meaning can all provoke envy among social media 
users, we still lack a deep understanding of how differ-
ent types of social media content and the level of mean-
ing it embodies affects social media envy. We argue that 
regardless of the specific content shared by social media 
users, it can be described in terms of material, experi-
ence, luxury, and non-luxury characteristics.

Social media users often share their travel experi-
ences or new purchase on social media, which are usu-
ally referred to as experiential and material purchase [38]. 

Experiential purchases are those made with the primary 
intention of acquiring a life experience, consisting of an 
event or series of events that one lives through. By con-
trast, material purchases are those made with the primary 
intention of acquiring a material good, which is a tangible 
object kept in one’s possession [38]. Luxury is regarded 
as a subjective, relative, and situational interpretation of 
life experiences or activities, and is often associated with 
a wide variety of goods and services, including fashion, 
clothes, vacations, cars, cruises, hotels, and wines [11, 
39–43]. It is a multidimensional cognitive and emotional 
construct conveying the significance related to several 
physical (e.g., financial values) and psychological values 
(e.g., prudential, personal, and social values) that distin-
guish luxury products and services from their non-luxury 
counterparts [43].

Prior research has proved that experiential vs. mate-
rial purchases distinctions are valuable for studying social 
media envy [37, 44]. However, luxury and non-luxury 
characteristics, which have received considerable atten-
tion in other fields (e.g., advertising psychology), received 
little attention from social media envy researchers, even 
though they are potentially powerful influencing factors 
of social media envy. We argue that social media envy is 
influenced not only by the material purchases and experi-
ential purchases shared by others, but also by the interac-
tion of material purchases and experiential purchases as 
well as the luxuriousness embodied in material purchases 
and experiential purchases.

The interaction effect of experiential vs material purchases 
and luxuriousness of purchases on social media benign 
envy
Previous research has shown that experiential purchases 
have many advantages over material purchases in affect-
ing individuals’ emotions, and this “experiential advan-
tage” may be even more pronounced in social media 
context [45]. Researchers have identified several psycho-
logical processes that can explain experiential advantage. 
First, experiences are more central to one’s identity [38]. 
Experiential purchases can help individuals understand 
their inner and true selves, which are important reflec-
tions of their core selves [44, 46]. Therefore, compared 
to material purchases, experiential purchases have a 
closer relationship with one’s self-identity and are more 
capable of fulfilling identity-related functions [47]. Sec-
ond, experiential purchases can bring more social value. 
Experiential purchases are more conducive to promoting 
communication and social relationships between indi-
viduals than material purchases because discussing expe-
riences can facilitate self-expression, bring individuals 
closer and make them feel pleasant and accepted [44, 45]. 
Finally, experiential purchases provide individuals with 
thoughts and memories along with a sense of belonging 
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and social connection; therefore, they are better able to 
satisfy individuals’ pursuit of a sense of meaning than 
material purchases, which is both a cognitive and emo-
tional assessment of whether one’s life has purpose and 
value [48–50].

When social media users read experiential consump-
tion information shared by others, they may realize that 
the carefully selected experience consumption shared by 
others conveys others’ superiority in relation to identity, 
social values, and meaningfulness. Such upward social 
comparison in related experiential consumption domain 
thus invokes social media envy. Therefore, we have suf-
ficient reasons to believe that, compared to material con-
sumption, the experiential consumption shared by social 
media users that conveys their identity, social value and 
meaningfulness can explain why it triggers the envy of 
information readers more easily. Given that the results 
of prior research have shown that most feelings of envy 
were essentially benign [10], and that the degree of social 
comparison caused by experiential purchase is lower 
than that caused by material purchase [51], it is reason-
able to believe that reading about experiential purchases 
shared by others inspires more benign envy than reading 
about material purchases.

When considering the luxuriousness of material and 
experiential consumption, we argue that the experiential 
advantage effect is more prominent in arousing benign 
envy. As a highly subjective construct, luxury conveys 
symbolic meanings that satisfy personal and social needs. 
Individuals tend to consume luxury products and ser-
vices to project a successful image and social status, and 
to create and reinforce a prestigious self-image and iden-
tity, fulfill intrinsic needs, and signal superiority of them-
selves [43, 52–54]. In line with this reasoning, compared 
with non-luxury material and experiential consumption, 
luxury ones offer higher quality and prices, higher-end 
image, better performance, exquisite design, and crafts-
manship, and appear rarer, more unique and prestigious, 
and convey more symbolic and emotional/hedonic values 
[55, 56], endowing consumers with a sense of superiority 
over their peers, which is a prerequisite for upward social 
comparison [57]. Such luxury-associated superiority can 
easily stimulate upward social comparison and thereby 
inspire envy from others. On the contrary, non-luxury 
material and experiential consumption is less capable 
of conveying information with symbolic meanings, and 
therefore is also less likely to arouse envy from others. 
Empirical research also provided preliminary evidence 
that luxury experiential consumption, compared with 
non-luxury experiential consumption, is more likely to 
stimulate upward social comparison and thus trigger 
focal consumer’s benign envy [11]. Therefore, it is rea-
sonable to believe that luxury experiential consumption 
shared on social media would trigger more benign envy 

from viewers than other types of consumption. Thus, we 
propose as follows:

H1: Compared with non-luxury experiential consump-
tion, non-luxury material consumption, and luxury 
material consumption shared on social media, luxury 
experiential consumption shared by social media users 
evokes more benign envy among social media viewers.

The role of social comparison orientation
SCO, as a personality trait, reflects the extent to which 
individuals compare themselves with others [58]. It cap-
tures individuals’ propensity to compare themselves 
with others in accomplishments, status, and experiences 
[59], and is normally distributed among all individuals. 
Compared with those who are low SCO, people with 
high SCO experience more uncertainty and instability in 
their self-concept and are more sensitive and interested 
in others’ thoughts, behaviors, status, and performance 
[58, 60]. High SCO individuals are more susceptible to 
social comparison information and are more likely to 
evaluate themselves frequently based on such informa-
tion [61, 62]. Social networks provide abundant social 
comparison information and opportunities. Compared to 
low SCO individuals, high SCO individuals invest more 
time in social networks and engage in frequent social 
comparison [63–65]. Moreover, such social comparison 
often results in negative effects. Park and Baek’s research 
showed that individuals with a higher ability-based SCO 
deliberately chose to compare themselves with those bet-
ter than themselves to promote self-improvement, which 
in turn stimulated their envy and reduced their happiness 
[66]. Park and Jang’s research on tourism suggests that 
participants with high SCO experience more envy than 
their counterparts [67].

As one of the most important personality traits, SCO 
can influence the social comparison process and indi-
viduals’ responses to social comparison information [61]. 
Comparisons based on sharing information on social 
media have different consequences for individuals with 
high and low SCO. For instance, Yang [68] investigated 
how Instagram activities influence users’ psychologi-
cal well-being and found that Instagram interaction can 
significantly reduce the loneliness of individuals with 
low SCO. Vogel et al.’s [65] research suggested that par-
ticipants with a high SCO reported lower self-esteem 
and more negative affect after viewing Facebook profiles 
of acquaintances. Overall, findings of previous research 
indicate that, compared to those with low SCO, individu-
als with high SCO are more inclined to make social com-
parisons and suffer more.

Based on the above analysis, we argue that SCO may 
have impact on social media benign envy jointly with 
the type and luxuriousness of shared consumption. 
Luxury products and services convey more superiority 
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and symbolic meaning than non-luxury products and 
services, therefore the impact of SCO on the individu-
als’ envy might be attenuated by the effect of luxury 
consumption information. By contrast, the role of SCO 
in inspiring individuals’ envy is more prominent when 
social media users browse non-luxury materials and 
experiential consumption information. Specifically, when 
social media users browse luxury consumption informa-
tion, both material and experiential consumption infor-
mation affect their benign envy, regardless of whether 
their SCO is high or low. On the contrary, when social 
media users browse non-luxury consumption informa-
tion, experiential consumption information triggers more 
benign envy among individuals with a high SCO, who are 
more involved in the social comparison process of mate-
rial and experiential consumption information. In this 
process, owing to the experiential advantage effect, non-
luxury experiential consumption can evoke more benign 
envy among individuals with a high SCO. Therefore, we 
propose the following hypothesis:

H2: When consumption shared on social media is 
non-luxury, viewers who are high SCO experience more 
benign envy when they view experiential (vs. material) 
consumption.

The mediating role of social media benign envy
As a painful emotion result from upward social compari-
son, envy is an important factor influencing individual 
behavioral intentions and behaviors [69]. Research based 
on offline scenarios shows that individuals can reduce 
envy by narrowing the gap between themselves and the 
target of comparison. They can choose “self-enhance-
ment” behavior by striving to achieve or surpass the level 
of envy target, or “destructive” behavior by bringing the 
envied person down to their own level or making them 
lose the envied object. The stronger the desire to reduce 

envy, the more likely they were to engage in these types 
of behaviors [69]. Which behavior individuals choose 
depends on the nature of the envy [70, 71].

Similar to envy triggered in offline context, research has 
found that social media envy inspired by consumption of 
social network information also leads to envy-reducing 
behavioral intentions and behaviors [10, 11]. However, 
unlike envy in offline context, most of the envious emo-
tions are actually benign in the social media context, 
which motives enviers to reduces gap with comparison 
targets by enhancing themselves or trying to obtain the 
products or services they desire [10, 11]. Therefore, it is 
plausible to argue that benign envy plays an important 
mediating role between shared information consump-
tion and coping strategies [11, 72]. Based on the afore-
mentioned reasoning on how the type and luxuriousness 
of consumption shared on social media and SCO jointly 
elicit envy, we hypothesized the following:

H3: The joint impact of type and luxuriousness of con-
sumption on purchase intention is conditionally medi-
ated by benign envy. In other words, when non-luxury 
consumption information is shared, benign envy medi-
ates the impact of experiential consumption on the pur-
chase intention of social media viewers with a high SCO.

The theoretical model of the current study is shown in 
Fig. 1. As depicted, we propose a joint effect among the 
type of shared consumption, the luxuriousness it embod-
ies, and SCO of the focal consumer on his or her con-
sumption intention through social media benign envy. 
Specifically, the effect of the type of shared consumption 
on focal consumers’ benign envy depends not only on the 
luxuriousness it embodies (depicted in Hypothesis 1), 
but also on focal consumer’ SCO (depicted in Hypothesis 
2). Furthermore, the joint effect of the type and luxuri-
ousness of shared consumption on the focal consumers’ 

Fig. 1 The proposed theoretical research model and path effects for the “users with high SCO” and “non-luxury consumption” condition
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consumption intention is conditionally mediated by 
benign envy (depicted in Hypothesis 3).

Method
Design and stimuli
A 2 (type of consumption sharing: experiential vs. mate-
rial) × 2 (luxuriousness of consumption sharing: luxury 
vs. non-luxury) × 2 (SCO: high vs. low) mixed-design 
experiment was conducted to test the hypotheses. While 
the trait SCO was measured within participants, the 
type and luxuriousness of consumption shared on social 
media were manipulated between participants using four 
experimental scenarios: luxurious experiential (a trip 
to Tokyo, Japan), non-luxurious experiential (a trip to 
Changlong, China), luxurious material (Gucci shoes), and 
non-luxurious material (Adidas shoes) consumption.

To manipulate the luxuriousness of material consump-
tion, we chose Gucci (luxury) and Adidas shoes (non-lux-
ury) as material comparison objects. The annual report 
on the most valuable and strongest apparel brands for 
2022 showed that Gucci was the third most valuable 
luxury brand globally, with high brand value and con-
sumer recognition and an opulent image that symbolized 
luxury. Conversely, Adidas had a lower brand value than 
Gucci. While it emphasized innovation and sustainability 
that aligned with contemporary values, with its relatively 
affordable prices, it was accepted by many people and 
forms a favorable brand image. Therefore, we used Adi-
das to represent non-luxury consumption [73]1.

Drawing on a method used in research [11, 37], we 
used social media posts including three components 
(destination, picture, and text) to manipulate the type and 
luxuriousness of consumption shared on social media. To 
manipulate the luxuriousness of experiential consump-
tion, we chose scenic spots in Japan with solitary views 
(luxury condition) and Changlong Amusement Park in 
China with high tourist density (non-luxury condition) as 
the destinations for the stimulus materials. Furthermore, 
we used textual descriptions that matched the destination 
pictures to reinforce the difference between luxury and 
non-luxury experiential consumption. In the luxury con-
dition, we used words such as “fantasy,” “taste,” and “lux-
urious,” whereas in the non-luxury condition, we used 
words such as “nice,” “irritating,” and “delicious.” Shoes of 
similar styles and types were selected to manipulate the 
luxury nature of material consumption. We chose more 
luxurious Gucci shoes and less expensive Adidas shoes to 

1  A pilot test with 54 participants was conducted to ensure the comparabil-
ity of the type and luxury of consumption. The results indicated that Adidas 
shoes were perceived as more affordable than Gucci shoes (MAdidas = 5.11, 
MGucci = 5.76, t = 2.41, p = 0.02), and that Guangzhou Changlong was con-
sidered more affordable than Japan (MChanglong = 4.87, MJapan = 5.52, t = 2.42, 
p = 0.02). Both were measured on a 7-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 
one to seven (1 = very inexpensive and 7 = very expensive).

represent luxury and non-luxury material consumption, 
respectively. In order to highlight the features of luxury 
and non-luxury material consumption, we used shoe pic-
tures that displayed their brand logo, design language, 
and text descriptions that matched the pictures to further 
enhance their differences. In the luxury condition, we 
used words such as “delicate,” “luxurious,” and “upscale,” 
whereas in the non-luxury condition we used words such 
as “nice,” “comfortable,” and “soft” (see Appendix for the 
stimuli).

Participants and procedure
We recruited the participants from two universities 
located in Guangxi and Guangdong Provinces who 
were active users of social media. First, after being 
informed of the purpose of the experiment and con-
firming their consent, participants were asked to fill in 
demographic information (including gender, age, educa-
tion), specify frequency of browsing Weibo, and fill out 
SCO Scale questionnaire. Subsequently, they were ran-
domly assigned to one of four hypothetical scenarios 
with instructions to immerse themselves in the material 
context: browsing Weibo during their leisure time after 
a busy day, where they encountered a post from one of 
their Weibo friends. Upon completion of reading the 
materials, they were requested to answer two experimen-
tal manipulation check questions and scales measuring 
our focused variables. After completing the experiment, 
each participant received a monetary reward of 5 RMB 
(approximately USD 0.80).

Data were obtained from 611 participants. After 
checking their responses, we excluded nine participants 
who did not use Weibo, and 45 who did not choose the 
required options (“strongly agree” or “strongly disagree”) 
for validity check items. In addition, we excluded 13 
responses due to missing values or extreme multivariate 
outliers, yielding a final sample of 544 valid responses, of 
which 136 were from male respondents (25%) and 408 
from female respondents (75%). The mean age was 21.45 
(SD = 3.35). Of the participants, 92.50% had a bachelor’s 
degree. Regarding Weibo browsing frequency, 13.79% 
browsed less than once a month, 11% browsed 1-3 times 
a month, 9.40% browsed once a week, 21.70% browsed 
several times a week, 11% browsed once a day, 21% 
browsed several times a day, and 12.10% always browsed 
Weibo.

Measurement
Unless otherwise specified, all variables are measured 
using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from “completely dis-
agree (1)” to “completely agree (7)”.

Purchase intention We measured purchase intention 
with a four-item scale adopted from Dodds, Monroe and 
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Grewal’s [74] and Gefen and Straub’s [75] studies. A sam-
ple item is “The probability that I would consider buying 
the product is very high”.

Benign and malicious envy We assessed benign and 
malicious envy with a 10-item scale by van de Ven, Zeelen-
berg [69]. Sample items for benign envy include “The per-
son’s success inspires me to do better” and “I will work 
hard because I hope to achieve similar success”. Sample 
items for malicious envy include “I feel annoyed when the 
person’s success affects me” and “I would be happy if the 
person failed”.

SCO We measured SCO with an 11-item scale by Gib-
bons and Buunk [58]. Sample items include “I often 
compare myself with others with respect to what I have 
accomplished in life” and “If I want to learn more about 
something, I try to find out what others think about it”.

Control variables Benign envy and malicious envy are 
both pain-driven emotions that fulfill different but related 
functions when the envier encountering an inferior 
upward comparison [9, 32]. Prior research has provided 
the evidence that malicious envy is significantly related to 
benign envy, and may influence the relations among our 
focused variables [9]. Therefore, to eliminate the potential 
influence of malicious envy on the relationships between 
the variables of interest, and help us better understand the 
positive nature of social media benign envy, we controlled 
for malicious envy.

We used two questions to test the validity of the 
manipulation. The first question asked participants to 
identify the type of consumption shared on social media 
(1 = material consumption, 2 = experience consumption). 

The second question required participants to rate the 
luxuriousness of consumption shared on social media 
using a 7-point Likert type scale ranging from “very 
unluxurious (1)” to “very luxurious (7)”.

Results
Descriptive statistics and manipulation check
Table  1 shows means, standard deviations, correlations 
and Cronbach’s α for the main variables.

Regarding to manipulation check, the results indi-
cated that there was significant difference between the 
evaluation of the participants assigned to the material 
and experience purchase conditions (Mexperience = 1.87, 
Mmaterial = 1.42; t (542) = 12.39, p < 0.001). And, there was 
significant difference between the evaluation of the par-
ticipants assigned to the luxury and non-luxury condi-
tions (Mluxury = 5.43, Mnon−luxury = 4.35; t (542) = 13.13, 
p < 0.001). Hence, the experimental manipulation was 
proved to be successful.

Hypothesis tests
Testing for the effect of the type and luxuriousness of 
consumption sharing on benign envy
We used the two-way ANOVA to test Hypoth-
esis 1. The results indicated that there were signifi-
cant differences in the effects of consumption type (F 
(1,539) = 21.71, p < 0.001), luxuriousness of consump-
tion (F (1,539) = 14.54, p < 0.001), and their interaction (F 
(1,539) = 9.07, p < 0.001) on benign envy (Table 2; Fig. 2). 
Specifically, on social media, luxury experiential con-
sumption (M = 4.85) elicited higher levels of benign envy 
than non-luxury experiential consumption (M = 4.14), 
non-luxury material consumption (M = 3.97), and luxury 
material consumption (M = 4.06). As is shown in Table 3, 

Table 1 Means, standard deviations, correlations and Cronbach’s α for the main variables
Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 Cronbach’s α
1. SOC 4.32 0.92 0.87
2. Benign envy 4.25 1.26 0.27*** 0.94
3. Malicious envy 2.22 1.25 0.20*** 0.14*** 0.96
4. Purchase intention 4.41 1.28 0.27*** 0.53*** 0.07 0.94
5. Type 0.50 0.50 0.07 0.17*** − 0.14** 0.18***

6. Luxuriousness 0.50 0.50 0.06 0.18*** 0.15*** 0.07 0.00
Notes: N = 544; Type = the type of purchase shared on social media; Luxuriousness = the luxuriousness of the purchase shared on social media. *p<0.05; **p<0.01; 
***p < 0.001 (two-tailed)

Table 2 Interaction effect of the type and luxuriousness of consumption information on benign envy
Source Sum of squares df Mean square F P Partial η²
Type 31.36 1 31.36 21.71 < 0.001 0.04
Luxuriousness 21.02 1 21.02 14.54 < 0.001 0.03
Type * Luxuriousness 13.10 1 13.10 9.07 0.003 0.02
Malicious envy 16.76 1 16.76 11.60 0.001 0.02
Error 778.78 539 1.45
Total 10700.04 544
Note: N = 554, Type = the type of purchase shared on social networks; Luxuriousness = the luxuriousness of the purchase shared on social networks
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when social media users shared experiential purchase, 
there is significant mean difference (Mluxury - Mnon−luxury 
= 0.71, p < 0.001), whereas there is no significant mean 
difference (Mluxury - Mnon−luxury = 0.09, p = 0.55) when 

social media users shared material purchase. Therefore, 
Hypothesis 1 was supported.

Testing for the moderating role of SCO
To test Hypothesis 2, we used a three-way interaction 
model proposed by Hayes (2013; Process Model 3) with 
the consumption-sharing type as the independent vari-
able, the luxuriousness of the consumption and SCO as 
the moderating variables, and benign envy as the depen-
dent variable. We conducted regression analyses using 
malicious envy as control variables. As shown in Table 4, 
in line with Hypothesis 2, there is a significant three-way 
interaction effect on benign envy (b = − 0.47, p = 0.03).

As shown in Fig. 3, when shared consumption on social 
media was non-luxury, a significant interaction effect 
between consumption type and SCO on benign envy 
was found (b = 0.54, p < 0.001). Specifically, as shown in 
Table 5, when the SCO is high, experience consumption 
inspires more benign envy compared with material con-
sumption (b = 0.68, p < 0.001). By contrast, when shared 
consumption on social media was luxury consumption, 
the results did not show a statistically significant inter-
action between consumption type and SCO in predict-
ing benign envy (b = 0.08, p = 0.64). Hence, supporting 
Hypothesis 2.

Table 3 Pairwise comparison of estimated marginal means
Consumption type Mean Differ-

ence (Mluxury 
- Mnon−luxury)

SE Sig.b 95% CI

Material purchase 0.09 0.15 0.55 -0.20 0.37
Experiential purchase 0.71* 0.15 < 0.001 0.42 1.00
Notes: N = 554, Dependent Variable: Benign envy; Pairwise Comparisons was 
based on estimated marginal means; b. Adjustment for multiple comparisons: 
Bonferroni. *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p < 0.001

Table 4 Impact of type, luxuriousness, and SCO on benign envy
Benign envy

Variables b SE
Malicious envy 0.10 0.04
Type 0.45*** 0.10
Luxuriousness 0.38*** 0.10
SCO 0.28*** 0.12
Type*Luxuriousness 0.54** 0.20
Type* SCO 0.31** 0.11
Luxuriousness* SCO − 0.02 0.11
Type*Luxuriousness* SCO − 0.47* 0.22
Notes: N = 544; Bootstrap sample size = 5000. Type = the type of purchase shared 
on social networks; Luxuriousness = the luxuriousness of the purchase shared 
on social networks; SCO = social comparison orientation. *p<0.05; **p<0.01; 
***p < 0.001

Fig. 2 The interaction effect of the type and luxuriousness of purchases on social media benign envy
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Testing for the mediating role of social media benign envy
To test Hypothesis 3, Hayes’s [76] moderated mediation 
model (Model 11) was employed. The results showed that 
there was an interaction effect among three predictive 

variables that significantly influenced benign envy (see 
Fig.  1, b = − 0.47, p = 0.03), and a significant effect of 
benign envy on purchase intention (b = 0.51, p < 0.001). 
However, as shown in Table 6, the 95% confidence inter-
val for the index of moderated moderated mediation 
contains zero (Index = − 0.24, 95% CI = [− 0.52, 0.05]), so 
we cannot definitively conclude that SCO moderates the 
moderation of the indirect effect of purchase type by lux-
uriousness of purchase shared on social media. Hence, 
Hypothesis 3 was not supported.

Nevertheless, when we used PROCESS-macro for SPSS 
(Model 7) [76] to test the joint effect of purchase type and 
the luxuriousness of purchase shared on social media on 
purchase intention via benign envy, we found that there 
was an interaction effect between the purchase type 
and luxuriousness of purchase shared on social media 
that significantly influenced purchase intention through 
benign envy (Table 7, Index = 0.32, 95% CI = [0.10, 0.58]). 
Specifically, purchase type has a significant indirect effect 
on purchase intention through benign envy when the 
shared purchase was luxury (b = 0.41, 95% CI = [0.25, 
0.61]). By contrast, such an effect was not significant for 

Table 5 Simple slope test results for benign envy at different values of SCO and luxuriousness
Low SCO (-1 SD) High SCO (+ 1 SD)

Variables b SE 95% CI - LL 95% CI - UL b SE 95% CI - LL 95% CI - UL
Non-luxury(0) − 0.32 0.19 − 0.70 0.06 0.68** 0.20 0.28 1.08
Luxury(1) 0.65** 0.21 0.24 1.07 0.79*** 0.20 0.40 1.18
Notes: N = 544; The type of purchase is independent variable, benign envy is dependent variable, SCO and luxuriousness are moderators; Bootstrap sample size = 5000

*p<0.05, **p<0.01; p < 0.001

Table 6 The index and effects for mediating role of benign envy 
using model 11

Index 95% CI 
- LL

95% 
CI 
- UL

Moderated moderated mediation − 0.24 -0.52 0.05
Conditional moderated mediation
by SCO Non-Luxury 

(0)
0.28 0.10 0.46

Luxury (1) 0.04 − 0.17 0.27
Conditional 
indirect 
effect

95% CI 
- LL

95% 
CI 
- UL

Low SCO (-1 SD) Non-Luxury 
(0)

− 0.17 − 0.38 0.05

Luxury (1) 0.34 0.05 0.63
High SCO (+ 1 SD) Non-Luxury 

(0)
0.35 0.13 0.57

Luxury (1) 0.41 0.20 0.66
Notes: N = 544; Percentile bootstrap CI based on 5000 bootstrap samples

Fig. 3 Simple slope tests for benign envy
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non-luxury shared purchase (b = 0.09, 95% CI = [− 0.07, 
0.24]).

In sum, the findings demonstrated that the joint impact 
of type and luxuriousness of consumption on purchase 
intention through benign envy does not depend on the 
participants’ SCO. When consumption shared on social 
media was luxury, benign envy acted as a mediator 
between experiential purchase and participants’ purchase 
intention regardless of whether participants’ SCO was 
high or low.

Discussion
The aim of the study was to explore how the character-
istics of social media sharing can trigger social media 
envy and thus influence social media users’ purchase 
intentions. Using randomized mixed experiment, this 
study found that, compared with material and non-lux-
ury experiential consumption, sharing luxury experien-
tial consumption on social media triggered higher levels 
of benign envy among viewers. Moreover, we found that 
the type (experiential vs. material) and luxuriousness of 
consumption (luxury vs. non-luxury) shared on social 
media and viewers’ SCO jointly affected benign envy, and 
benign envy played a mediating role in the relationship 
between the joint effect of the purchase type and luxuri-
ousness of purchase on participants’ purchase intention. 
Specifically, when consumption shared on social media 
was luxury, compared to material consumption, experi-
ence consumption triggers more benign envy, and thus 
enhancing participants’ purchase intention. By proposing 
and testing a conditionally mediating theoretical model, 
this study provides new insights for an understanding 
of the drivers and mechanisms of the emotional effects 
of social comparison on social network users, with sev-
eral theoretical contributions and valuable managerial 
implications.

Theoretical implications
First, this study provides new insights into research on 
experiential and material purchase by revealing their 

conditional effects on social media benign envy. As for 
whether material consumption or experiential consump-
tion is more likely to cause envy among social media 
users, our findings demonstrated that luxury experiential 
consumption information stimulated more benign envy 
among social media viewers than other types of shared 
consumption information (H1), since luxury experiential 
consumption was shown to have an advantage compared 
to other types of consumptions. Furthermore, going 
beyond the previously discovered effect of experiential 
advantage on consumers themselves [7], this study pro-
vides further evidence that the experiential advantage 
effect plays a significant role in affecting the emotions of 
social media information viewers. Thus, this study con-
tributes current social media envy research by reconcil-
ing inconsistent findings.

Second, this study sheds novel light on the role of SCO 
in provoking social media benign envy. Previous research 
has provided preliminary evidence for understanding 
whether browsing the information shared by other social 
media users (e.g., material and experiential consumption 
information) triggers envy [10, 11], and how individual 
characteristics (e.g., trait Self-esteem) and situational 
factors (e.g., luxuriousness of travel experience) jointly 
influence social media envy [11]. However, little relevant 
research has examined the role of social media view-
ers’ SCO in eliciting envy of themselves. Beyond previ-
ous research, we found that SCO does not always play its 
role in arousing envy among social media viewers. when 
the purchase shared by social media users are luxuri-
ous (whether it be material consumption or experiential 
consumption), social media readers’ SCO cannot play a 
significant role in eliciting envy. However, it is interesting 
that we found that when social media users share non-
luxury consumption, there is a considerable difference 
in the impact of experiential and material consumption 
on benign envy among information viewers with low and 
high SCO (see Fig. 3). Viewers with a high SCO experi-
ence more benign envy inspired by non-luxury experi-
ential consumption shared on social media, compared 
with non-luxury material consumption shared on social 
media (H2). Meanwhile, our findings open up an intrigu-
ing avenue for future research to explore: how to better 
leverage social media platforms to stimulate consump-
tion intentions among those with low social comparison 
orientation.

Finally, this study provides valuable evidence for under-
standing the underlying psychological mechanism for 
social media readers’ consumption intention by test-
ing how the type and luxuriousness of shared consump-
tion and social media viewers’ SCO jointly effect their 
consumption intention through benign envy (H3). Our 
findings suggest that, although there was a significant 
interaction effect among the three predictive variables on 

Table 7 The index and effects for mediating role of benign envy 
using model 7

Index 95% CI - LL 95% 
CI 
- UL

Moderated mediation 0.32 0.10 0.58
Conditional 
indirect effect

95% CI - LL 95% 
CI 
- UL

Pairwise contrasts between 
conditional indirect effects

0.32 0.10 0.58

Non-Luxury (0) 0.09 − 0.07 0.24
Luxury (1) 0.41 0.25 0.61
Notes: N = 544; Percentile bootstrap CI based on 5000 bootstrap samples
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benign envy, and benign envy had a significant effect on 
purchase intention, benign envy does not play a mediat-
ing role in the joint effect of these three predictive vari-
ables on purchase intention. Nevertheless, our findings 
uncovered a significant mediating role of benign envy 
in the relationship between experiential (vs. material) 
purchase and participants’ purchase intention when 
consumption shared on social media was luxury. These 
findings indicated that social comparison orientation 
does not play a role in the mechanism of how the type 
(experiential vs. material) and luxuriousness (luxury vs. 
non-luxury) of shared consumption jointly influences 
purchase intention through benign envy. Overall, our 
study addressed the research gaps in whether and how 
SCO and shared consumption information on social 
media interact to affect benign envy and purchase inten-
tion, thereby providing new insights for understanding 
the role of viewers’ personalities in the emotional mech-
anisms of social comparison on social network users. 
Moreover, our findings help advance the knowledge of 
peer influence mechanisms on social media from the per-
spective of social media information readers.

Practical implications
First, this study provides a basis for social media platform 
providers to manage their platforms. While this study 
shows that browsing others’ shared consumption infor-
mation can increase viewers’ purchase intention through 
arousing social media benign envy, this does not mean 
platform providers can unrestrictedly provide functions 
catering to users. In order to leverage the positive effects 
of social media posts, some users may include unrealistic 
luxury elements when describing non-luxury products/
services, or conduct excessive image editing of shared 
products/services to highlight unrealistic luxury. While 
attracting users and maintaining the sustainable develop-
ment of social media platforms, platform providers have 
an obligation to limit the potential negative impacts of 
such unrealistic information and guide objective post-
ing through algorithm improvements. For example, 
platform providers could avoid providing functions that 
allow hiding information users do not want others to see, 
and/or limiting excessive image editing or beautification 
functions.

Second, our findings provide guidance for advertis-
ers to optimize the effectiveness of their advertisements 
on social media. We found that luxury experiential con-
sumption is more likely to elicit envy among social media 
users than other types of consumption, and that sharing 
non-luxury experiential consumption on social media is 
more likely to induce benign envy in social media users 
with high SCO, compared with sharing non-luxury mate-
rial consumption. Thus, based on our research findings, 
advertisers can leverage the positive aspects of benign 

envy to stimulate users’ purchase motivation and improve 
advertising effectiveness on social media. In addition to 
including luxury elements in their advertising designs, 
advertisers should remember that when designing ads for 
goods and services, they should include experiential ele-
ments as much as possible, because luxury experiential 
consumption is more effective in eliciting benign envy 
and consumption intention in social media users. How-
ever, when designing ads targeting social media users 
with high social comparison orientation for non-luxury 
goods and services, they should be caution that including 
experiential elements in the ads may not yield intended 
results. Because the envy generated as a result may not 
necessarily translate into purchase intention.

Finally, the study findings can help firms increase their 
sales of products and services. Our research findings 
suggest that firms can stimulate consumers’ demand by 
encouraging users to share their comments regarding 
characteristics of purchased products or services (such as 
luxury experience) on social media platform, which can 
trigger other viewers’ benign envy and increase their pur-
chase intention, ultimately increasing sales. It is impor-
tant for firms to note that for non-luxury goods/services, 
their marketing activities that encourage customers to 
post comments about consumption experiences might 
not increase high SCO readers’ purchase intentions.

Limitations and future research
First, the use of samples from China to test the research 
model might have limited the generalizability of our 
research results because we did not compare the differ-
ences between samples from different cultures in terms 
of the factors that triggered social media envy and their 
effects on consumer attitudes and behaviors. However, 
some research has indicated that cultural factors can 
influence social media envy and coping strategies [13]. 
Future researchers should gain a deeper understanding 
of social media envy using samples from countries with 
different cultural backgrounds and comparing the results 
among different social media platforms. Second, some 
participants’ idiosyncratic characteristics may influence 
the research results, such as the previous experiences, 
previously owned possessions, brand preference. Even 
though a randomized design was used in current study, 
we still can’t completely rule out their potential impact, 
future research could control for these idiosyncratic 
characteristics to eliminate their potential impact on 
research results. Third, owing to our research design, we 
could not draw conclusions about the causality between 
the variables based on our results. Future research should 
conduct in-depth analyses on related issues through a 
longitudinal design or experience-sampling methods. 
Finally, our study used experimental and survey-based 
methods to test the model, which might have limited the 
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ability to acquire objective data from social media. Multi-
method research can reduce errors that may be caused 
by a single method and provide more powerful evidence 
to draw reliable conclusions [8]. Given that social media 
data comes in a variety of formats (e.g., text, images, and 
video), future researchers can use methods such as text 
mining and big data analysis.

Conclusion
Previous studies have conducted preliminary research 
on social comparison and envy in social network text; 
however, there remain numerous important unresolved 
issues [7, 30]. Our study revealed how shared informa-
tion on social media could influence a social media users’ 
willingness to consume through benign envy. We found 
that sharing non-luxury experiential purchase on social 
media could stimulate higher levels of benign envy) 
among browsers with a higher SCO, and that luxury 
experiential (vs. material) purchase could evoke more 
benign envy among social media information browsers, 
regardless of their level of SCO, and thus enhancing their 
purchase intention.

Overall, our study provides new insights for a better 
understanding of the phenomenon of envy in the social 
network context, as well as holds practical implications 
for advertisers and businesses.
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