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Abstract

Introduction: Recent evidence show that depressive symptoms is becoming a concern among
university students. However, possible determining factors of this psychopathology is under
investigated, especially among university students. This study aimed to examine demographics, self-
representation, and social comparison as determinants of depressive symptoms among university
undergraduates.

Method: This correlational study sampled 299-undergraduate students of the University of Ilorin
purposively (male 66.6% and 44.4% female) in 2021. A questionnaire-pack comprising of Iowa-
Netherlands Comparison Orientation, Embodied Sense of Self, and Self-Rating Depression Scales were
utilized to collect data while Pearson'’s correlation coefficient and stepwise multiple regression were
used to analyze the results.

Results: Findings revealed a significant positive correlation between depressive symptoms, age, and
social comparison; however, depression was negatively associated with self-representation.
Additionally, results indicated three prediction steps; age, relationship status, and social comparison;
social comparison and relationship status, and social comparison alone as predictors of depressive
symptoms at 0.20%, 19%, and 17% variance respectively among participants.

Conclusion: Age, relationship status, social comparison, and self-representation can be used to explain
depressive symptoms among undergraduate students. University counseling services should build
these factors into intervention when treating depression among students.

Keywords: Age, Depressive Symptoms, Self-representation, Social Comparison, Social Media Users,
University Students

Introduction

University education is one of the most desirable phases of life for the youths in Nigeria.
However, this environment can be distressing because of the challenges involved. For
instance, academic stress, the uncertainty of low performance, delay in graduation as a
result of workers' strikes, low welfare services from the government, and social unrest [1]. A
global study reported that over 300 million people develop depressive symptoms daily, and
has been ranked as the single largest contributor to global ill health [2-5]. A recent study
has found that depressive symptoms are prevalent among university students in Nigeria [1],
meanwhile, some research has observed that one of the factors predicting depression is
social comparison. For instance, a study discovered that people who

experience depressive episodes are more likely to practice social comparison and
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experience a decrease in positive effect as a result of
upward social comparison [4].

Social comparison is used as self-concept to form an
absolute interpretation of phenomenon by using its
conclusions on people's attitudes, abilities, and opinions
[6]. When individuals can favorably compare themselves
with others, they may feel positive about selves, but when
the perceived results of comparison reveal that other
people are better than them, then an individual's self-
worth is likely going to be affected negatively which could
culminate in depression [7]. This could be the reason that
makes individuals who tend to compare themselves with
other people’s appearance, pictures or post on social
media, task performance, and so on could suddenly find
themselves being depressed especially when they
perceive others better than themself [8]. In this case,
people may feel much better about themselves or even
much worse about themselves, depending on the way
they view themselves compared to others.

When individuals compare their lives and achievements
with the "perceived better” ones on social media, they
may feel moody about themselves and may
metamorphose to depressive symptoms [9]. So, it may not
necessarily be that the social media websites are the cause
of these negative feelings, but the comparisons the users
made in their minds as a result of the content they see
and interpret negatively. One of the proponents of this
concept asserted, "comparison is the thief of joy; our high
school friend's relationship looks better than our
relationship. Our roommate’s vacation seems more epic
than the one we took last month. Our sister's life is
infinitely more organized and “together” than our own”
[10]. This view is a typical example of how social
comparison augments in people. The upward social
comparison erupts when one compares his/herself with
other individuals who are perceived better off than the
way they are [11].

A past study has empirically revealed the simultaneous
episode of depressive symptoms and social comparison
[12]. Most times the use of social media such as;
Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, Snapchat, etc, could
initiate social comparison, where an individual starts to
compare self-post with others’ posts and the number of
friends likes [13-16]. Meanwhile, online social media
networking is a channel to meet friends, family, advertise
a business, posts pictures, and compare self with others
[14-17]. When the social comparison is excessive it
triggers envy, jealousy, and wrong self-evaluation which
are related to eventual depression. China's research has it
that, not only social comparison but self-representation is
a predictor of depressive symptoms [18], whereas as far
as the researchers of this study are concerned, no similar
research has established this in Nigeria yet.
Self-representation is referred to as the specific behavior
used to process information about oneself to a real or
imagined audience and eventual view or perception of
self in a particular way [19]. Apart from the real self, a
person can also decide to present their ideal self or false
self on social media to deceive people, exploit, or seek
impressions from others [15]. However, when the poster
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does not receive expected feedback it may lead to a low
mood. Normally, society usually promotes the
presentation of their best side for centuries, but recently
social media has particularly begun to lend itself to self-
presentation otherwise known as a self-image because of
the enabling customize profiles and features; the varying
degrees of anonymity, disinhibition, and the
asynchronous kind of editable communication that is
attached with those sites [20]. These social networks give
room for more strategic and generalized self-image than
face-to-face interaction [21]. This suggests that those
persons who already have social benefits of self-image
will have a tendency to indulge in socially desirable
representations and may achieve social acceptance.
Incidentally, studies are revealing an increase in social
media or cyber use addiction during the ongoing COVID-
19 pandemic [22, 23].

Reports have shown that there is a surge in the number
of active internet users within the year 2020 to 2021
compared to other years earlier. This may have been
influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic as people were in
lockdown conditions and off schooling or other daily
activities [22, 23]. Furthermore, these studies revealed that
there is a relationship between social media use and
depression. In this study, it was found that young females
used WhatsApp more than males, people used Twitter
averagely, while more people utilized Instagram and
Facebook. A study has found that scrolling through social
media news feeds is related to depressive symptoms [24].
In the same direction, a study opined that the risk of
internet addiction or penetration by university students
across the nation during an academic interruption in
Nigeria is associated with psychological distress [22].
Meanwhile, a recent study has found a prevalence of
depressive symptoms among undergraduate students in
a certain university in Nigeria between the years 2020 to
2021 with socio-demographics as major influencing
factors [1].

Studies from the western world have found demographics
as great determinants of depression, for instance; age,
gender, relationship status, education level, and income
[25], although some other studies contradicted these
findings [26, 27]. However, age was found to be the most
associating factor [22, 23, 24, 28]. Notably, previous
studies have found that relationship status (being a single
adolescent or long-term relationship in adulthood) has a
positive association with depression [29-32]. Considering
how the literature has been growing on the events being
investigated in the current study, no existing study has
focused on these variables especially in university-based
settings during pandemics like the COVID-19 outbreak
and at the same time among students who use social
media in Nigeria. This kind of study would serve as an eye-
opener to authorities of the educational sector and it
could inform intervention for treating depression among
undergraduate students. Considering these gaps, this
study aimed at investigating whether psychosocial factors
such as; age, marital status, comparison, and self-
representation could predict depressive symptoms
among university undergraduate students, particularly
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those who frequently used social media during the
second waves of the COVID-19 pandemic in Nigeria.

Method

This study adopted a descriptive correlational design to
investigate the relationship between age, relationship
status, social comparison, self-representation, and
depressive symptoms. The statistical population consisted
of selected students of the University of Ilorin who were
purposively sampled. This is because the present study is
interested in the undergraduate students who use social
media/internet frequently. The study was conducted
among  university  students in 2021 when
physical/traditional class resumed during the second
wave of COVID-19 though social distancing was seriously
imposed and observed. The researchers overcame these
hurdles of restrictions using personal protection
equipment such as; nose mask, hand glove, and other
preventive measures as stipulated by university
authorities. The number of samples was considered 299
based on Morris's formula for a limited population
(N=5000). The inclusion criteria included being a student
at the University of Ilorin, maintaining COVID-19
preventive measures, and signing of the informed consent

to participate in the study. All participants agreed to
participate and they were informed that they have the
right to decline and exit the participation at any time
during the study. Confidentiality of the participants’
responses was assured. They were asked to fill out a
questionnaire for one month. After removing the
incomplete questionnaire pack, the 299-participants’
responses were evaluated. Data were analyzed using
SPSS 21.0. Descriptive statistics such as frequency,
mean, standard deviation, and variance were used to
describe the demographic information of the
participants while Pearson product-moment correlation
and stepwise multiple regression were used to test the
formulated hypotheses in this study. A total of 299
respondents participated in this study. It was observed
that there were 191 (63.9%) male respondents and 108
(36.1%) female respondents. This shows there was a
higher response rate from males than females. Also, 200
(66.9%) were single, 65 (21.7%) were in a dyadic
relationship and 34(11.4%) were in a romantic
relationship. In terms of religion, 167 (55.9%) were
Christians and 132 (44.1%) were Muslims. The
occupational identity showed 244 (81.6%) students and
55 (18.4%) both schooling and working (table 1).

Table 1. Summary of Descriptive Analysis of the Demographic Factors

Variables Frequency Percentage
Age

20-25 190 63.5
26-31 84 28.1
32-37 25 84
Total 299 100.0
Gender

Male 191 63.9
Female 108 36.1
Total 299 100.0
Relationship Status

Romantic 34 114
Single 200 66.9
Dyadic 65 21.7
Total 299 100.0
Religion

Christianity 167 55.9
Islam 132 441
Total 299 100.0
Participants Occupational Identity

Students 244 81.6
Schooling/Working 55 18.4
Total 299 100.0

The tools used in the study were as follows:

The Iowa-Netherlands Comparison Orientation
Measure (INCOM): Gibbons and Buunk, (1999) designed
the INCOM to assess the trait tendency of an individual to
practice social comparison. This scale comprises of central
aspects of the self, the other, and the psychological
interplay between these two factors. It is an 11-item
measure with a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1=I
disagree strongly, 2=disagree, 3=undecided, 4=agree,
and 5=strongly agree. It is reliable, with a Cronbach’s a
of .83, and validated by several empirical studies and
correlations with other theoretically related measures [33].
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For the current study, the exploratory analysis revealed
high validity (KMO=.76; p<.001) with a Cronbach Alpha of
.75. Items 5 and 11 are reversely scored while others are
directly scored. The highest scores are 55; the higher the
score the higher the level of comparing oneself with
others and vice versa.

Embodied Sense of Self Scale (ESSS): Asai et al. (2016)
developed this scale. It is a 23-item scale measuring
subjective reports for the sense of self (self-
representation), reflect three factors thus: ownership,
agency, continuity, and uniformity. The questionnaire
showed a strong validity and reliability for practical use
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according to the authors [34]. A tense and an expression
for items were unified so that a higher score on a five-
point Likert scale means a more anomalous ESS thus; 1=
Strongly disagree, 2=Disagree somewhat, 3=Undecided,
4=Agree somewhat, and 5=Strongly agree”. The internal
consistency of the 23-item ESSS, a coefficients were
calculated for the total score and each factor score among
the 718 university students’ sample. The results indicate
sufficient values for practical usage of the ESSS: a= 0.84
for total, 0.74 for ownership, 0.75 for narrative, and 0.71
for agency [33]. . For the present study, the exploratory
analysis revealed high validity (KMO=.69; p<.001) while
the overall Cronbach Alpha was .70. The composite
highest score was 65, the average was 33 while below-
average scores indicate low self-representation.

The Zung Self-Rating Depression Scale (ZSDS): The
Zung Self-Rating Depression Scale (ZSDS) was developed
by Zung (1965). This scale is a 20-item scale assessing the
level of depressive symptoms. The scale has a rate of four
common characteristics of depression: the pervasive
effect, the physiological equivalents, other disturbances,
and psychomotor activities. There are ten positively
worded and ten negatively worded questions. Each
question is scored on a 5-point Likert scale from 1=I
disagree strongly, 2=disagree, 3=Undecided, 4=agree,
5=strongly agree. Zung recorded .67 to .80 of Cronbach
Alpha coefficient [35]. . For this present study, the
exploratory analysis revealed high validity (KMO=.68;
p<.001) with .73 Cronbach Alpha reliability coefficient.
The scores range from 25-100 low, 25-49 normal, 50-59
mild, 60-69 moderate, while 70 and above indicate severe
depressive symptoms.

Results

The results of the inferential statistics that test for the
significance of the hypotheses are presented in Tables 2,
3a and 3b. The results showed that variables had a normal
distribution. The significance levels for age, social
comparison,  self-representation, and  depressive
symptoms were 0.001, 0.08, and 0.011 respectively, in
which a significant level above 0.05 and 0.01 indicates a
normal distribution of data. The mean and standard
deviation of the studied variables and their correlation is
presented in Table 2. The results show that there is a
significant positive correlation between age, social
comparison, and depressive symptoms among
undergraduate students. Whereas there was a negative
correlation between self-representation and depressive
symptoms. This indicates that, as self-representation
decreases, the depressive symptoms also decrease.

Depression among University Undergraduates

However, when social comparison, and age increase, the
depressive symptoms decrease.

To examine the stepwise regression analysis, the
proposed  predictor variables (age, relationship
status, social comparison, and self-representation)
were regressed sequentially on depressive
symptoms. The results indicated that the prediction
takes place in three steps and the variables of age,
relationship status, and social comparison together
explain  0.20% of the relevant changes of
depressive symptoms with negative impacts. The
results of the regression coefficients showed that
the social comparison and relationship status can
predict depressive symptoms with a positive
impact having a beta coefficients of 0.39 and with a
variance of 19% that depict the magnitude of the
effect on depressive symptoms. Moreover, social
comparison alone was a predictive factor for
depressive symptoms (with a beta coefficients 0.42)
having a positive impact and the variance
accounted for was 17% depicting the magnitude of
the effect on depressive symptoms (Table 3).
Considering the results in this study, it can be
stated  that the  predictor  variables  (age,
relationship status, and social comparison) have
the strength to predict depressive symptoms.
However, the combination of these variables can
predict depression with a negative impact.

Despite the results obtained in Table 3a, the tolerance
results  present values related to  assessing
multicollinearity among the predictor variables. The
results of Table 3b showed that none of the tolerance
values are below .75, which indicates that deleting one of
the predictor variables (age, gender, class level in school,
relationship status, and self-representation) is of no use in
explaining the outcome predictors of depressive
symptoms in this study. This indicates that even though
the majority of the variables regressed in the stepwise
analysis are insignificant in predicting depressive
symptoms at the moment in the current study, it could
still be useful for explaining depressive symptoms in some
instances. Therefore, there is no need to consider creating
a new variable or deleting one of these predictor variables
in Table 3b. In other words, the assumption of
multicollinearity means that there is a strong correlation
between age, social comparison, and relationship status
as predictor variables. In this situation, still, the high value
of the determination coefficient of the regression model
may not portray high validity according to the tolerance
variance and values obtained in Table 3b.

Table 2. Mean and SD and their Correlations

Variables 1 2 3 4 M SD
1 Age - 1.57 .62
2 Social Comparison -.02 - 44.73 33.39
3 Self-Representation e 16 - 6.62 2.92
4 Depression 2% A1 4% - 58.5 10.95

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed)
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
Dependent variable: Depressive symptoms
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Table 3a. Results Showing Stepwise Multiple Regression Analysis of Independent Variables on Depressive Symptoms

Dependent Predictors Step R R? B B F t p
DS SOC*RS? 1 412 A7 39.27 41 74.23 17.04 p<0.01
SOC*RSP 2 A43° 18 42.97 .39 7.03 16.05 p<0.01
SOC*RS*Age© 3 A5¢ .20 -1.31 -12 6.49 -2.652 p<0.01

Note: Depressive Symptoms=DS., Social Comparison =SOC., Relationship Status=RS.

Table 3b. Tolerance Values of Multicollinearity among Independent Variables

Collinearity Statistics

Model B T P Partial Correlation
Tolerance
Age range -.10° -2.12 .035 -1 .99
Marital status -.12° -2.65 .008 -14 .96
1 Gender .04° 87 .380 .04 .98
Class year .00° 17 .865 .009 .94
Self Rep .07° 1.57 117 .08 .98
Age range -12¢ -2.54 011 =13 97
5 Gender .01¢ 37 .705 .02 .94
Class year .05¢ 1.009 314 .05 .85
Self Rep .06¢ 137 A71 .07 .97
Gender .006¢ 12 .905 .006 .93
3 Class_year .09¢ 1.82 .068 .09 .78
SelfRep .09¢ 1.86 .063 .09 .94

a. Dependent Variable: DS

b. Predictors in the Model: (Constant), SOC

c. Predictors in the Model: (Constant), SOC, RS

d. Predictors in the Model: (Constant), SOC, RS, Age

Discussion

The current study aimed at investigating whether
psychosocial factors such as; age, marital status,
comparison, and self-representation could predict
depressive symptoms among university undergraduate
students, particularly those who frequently use social
media during second waves of the COVID-19 pandemic in
Nigeria.  The results show that there is a significant
positive correlation between age, social comparison, and
depressive symptoms among undergraduate students.
However, there was a negative correlation between self-
representation and depressive symptoms. This finding is
consistent with some past studies which found that as the
age of participants increases, depression symptoms surge
[25-27], social comparison [4, 7-9] have positive
relationships with depressive symptoms, but self-
representation [18, 34] found to be negatively related with
mood swing challenge. Despite that negative relationship
between self-representation and depressive symptoms
which has been widely validated in previous studies, there
is still research showing positive relationships between
self-representation and depression, and some have
shown a medium correlation. This ambivalence in the
literature could be a result of different settings and
cultural differences which suggest further investigations.
The results imply that age, social comparison, and self-
representation are associated with depression, and these
factors could be used to explain depression among the
sampled participants. Therefore, there is a need for
counselling services to focus more on older ones, tending
social comparison traits and low self-image as the
vulnerable to suffer from depression.

The results also showed that age, relationship status, and
social comparison together predicted depressive
symptoms with a negative impact. However, findings
show that the social comparison and relationship status
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predicted depressive symptoms positively. Furthermore,
social comparison was alone related to depressive
symptoms with a positive impact. This is consistent with
previous research such as Hal and Hu's studies; the
findings concluded that psychosocial factors (age, and
social comparison) did have an influence on depression
[36, 37]. Also, a finding revealed that social comparison
explained dimensions of psychological distress especially
the depression domain than other social factors [37].
Depression in young people often occurs as the age
increases [36]. This necessitates screening for depression
among undergraduates age groups as extremely vital.
Also, social comparison and self-image can be used to
explain the tendency for one to be depressed especially
among those who use social media frequently. Results
also revealed that relationship status combined with
social comparison is a predictor of depressive symptoms.
This is supported by some previous studies conducted in
the western world which revealed that marital status did
significantly influence depression [34, 36, 37]. In addition,
previous studies had found that being a separated
partner, single adolescent and in a long-term relationship
has a positive association with depression [22, 29, 30, 31,
32, 36].

The reasons could be that these individuals may have less
social support as the majority of them can be left with
their ordeal, or sometimes lack social affiliation
romantically which affects their feelings. Also, these
respondents are generally less prepared emotionally and
practically to cope with their situations. Therefore, when
they incessantly surf through the internet, they may
probably compare themselves with others and perceive
their situations as worse compared to those individuals
celebrating their partners or being celebrated by their
partners which may trigger feelings of self-worthlessness
and hopelessness in the viewers who lack a strong self-
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image.

Regarding self-representation as a predictive factor, this
variable was partial out in the stepwise multiple
regression analysis in this study. However, the negative
relationship between self-representation and depressive
symptoms has been widely validated in past studies [18,
34] whereas the nature of the relationship between the
presence of self-representation and depressive symptoms
remains unclear. Although some studies found positive
relationships as revealed in this study, most have shown a
medium correlation coefficient, suggesting that the
association between these variables may not be linear [39,
40]. Despite this finding did not confirm our postulation,
it was not fully a surprising result that self-representation
was most predictive of depressive symptoms. However,
the presence of personality predisposition, unidentified
social comparison (either downward or upward sloping),
and frequency of social media surfing which was not
considered in this study could uniquely have contributed
to the present results. Thus, we may contemplate a
number of variables playing some mediating role
concerning depressive symptoms among university
students during the second waves of the COVID-19
pandemic among the selected students.

Conclusion

The current study indicated that there is a significant
positive correlation between age, social comparison, and
depressive symptoms; however, self-representation is
negatively related to depressive symptoms. Also, social
comparison predicts depressive symptoms.  Social
comparison and relationship status altogether predict
depressive symptoms with a positive impact. While age,
relationship status, and social comparison predicted
depressive symptoms with a negative impact. It can be
concluded that age, relationship status, and social
comparison are predictors of depressive symptoms of the
sampled undergraduate students during the second
waves of COVID-19 in Nigeria.

It was recommended that there should be public
enlightenment on the use of mental health services. By
this, undergraduates could gain insight into the means of
pairing social media with psychological services to
manage their mental wellbeing. Therapists should
incorporate self-representation and social comparison
into intervention. Also, special attention should be paid to
the effects of quality romantic relationships and age
differences when assessing and treating depressive
symptoms in university students.
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