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Does Social Media Make People Sadder? 

 

Pre-reading exercises 

Before you read the article, look at the box below.  In the box, Readers A and B wrote 

reflections telling how they felt about the article.  Read their reflections.   Then do Exercise 1 

under the box. 

 

Two readers’ reflections (feelings) about this article.   

 Reader A: I was surprised that someone could actually be so influenced by Facebook that 

they would get married before they really wanted to.  … 

 

 Reader B: After reading this, I now would like to research about how people in different 

cultures are affected by social media. 

 

Exercise 1 Pre-reading: Read the reflections of Readers A and B and answer questions below. 

1. What reflection type did Reader A use? 

a) She explained what was interesting in the article. 

b) She told what surprised her. 

c) She told about research that she’d like to do about this topic. 

2. What reflection type did Reader B use? 

a) She explained what was interesting in the article. 

b) She told what surprised her. 

c) She told about research that she’d like to do about this topic. 

Exercise 2 Pre-reading: While you are reading the article, think about your reactions to 

(feelings about) the information.  At the end of this study guide, you will write a reflection.  In 

your reaction, your first sentence can be one of these: 

• I found some interesting/important information in this article. 

• After reading this, I now would like to (learn more about /read more research about /…) 

• There is some information in this article that I could apply to my life. 

• I agree / disagree with the author about something. 

• This article reminded me of (me/ my family/my friend). 

• I was surprised by something in this article. 

 

Exercise 3: Quick reading.  Read ONLY  

(1) the first paragraph,  

(2) the first sentence of each paragraph 

(3) the last paragraph  
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Does Social Media Make People Sadder? 

1
 In an interesting segment on the podcast, 

“Hidden Brain,” a researcher said, “Using 

Facebook makes you more comparative.  

You compare yourself to others more often.  

You judge yourself.  Am I better or worse?  

Am I happier?  Are other people happier 

than me?” 

 
2
 The segment told the story of Rachel 

Leonard.  When she was in her 20’s and 

30’s, she lived in many different states in the 

U.S. and traveled all over the world.  To 

keep in touch with the many people she had 

met in all these different places, she signed 

up for Facebook.  She often included stories 

and pictures about her many trips. 

 
3
 While she was sharing her adventures in 

foreign countries, she was also reading 

about the experiences her friends were 

having back home.  Many of them were 

getting married; others were starting to have 

children.  Some had found great jobs and 

bought beautiful homes.   

 
4
 One day, she met a man who soon became 

her boyfriend.  He convinced her to stop 

traveling, and instead, to stay with him in 

North Carolina.  She still enjoyed traveling, 

and in fact, had recently received a job offer 

to teach in Southeast Asia.  She was single 

and 33, but from Facebook, she noticed that 

many of her friends seemed to have 

wonderful lives with their spouses, children 

and great jobs.  So she reluctantly agreed to 

move in with her boyfriend, and they soon 

got engaged. 

 
5
 She began posting happy stories and 

beautiful pictures about her life with her 

boyfriend.  They bought a house with a view 

of lovely mountains in one direction.  Not 

surprisingly, she didn’t include pictures of 

the factory that was in the other direction.  

As Rachael said, “No one ever puts negative 

stuff on there.”  If they did, other people 

might wonder if the person is having some 

kind of trouble in their life. 

 
6
 The podcast host, Shankar Vedantam, said 

that it seems that there are some “understood 

rules” concerning Facebook.  We can post 

celebrations, like something we 

accomplished.  Also, mourning a loss, like 

the death of someone close to us, is 

acceptable.  But most people tend to avoid 

telling about “uncertainty and doubt.”   For 

example, in general, people don’t tell about 

a rejection for a job or some marital 

problems. 

 
7
 Rachel started to feel trapped because her 

real life, and her Facebook one were very 

different.  Her Facebook showed her 

smiling, laughing and having great times 

with her husband, but in fact, they were 

fighting a lot. 

 
8
 The more that her real life seemed to be 

becoming miserable, the more she felt the 

need to post positive messages about her life 

in order to make herself feel better.  Friends 

of hers would post messages such as, “I’m 

so happy for you” and “You are finally 

settling down” and “You two look beautiful 

together.” 

 
9
 However, Rachel started to realize that she 

and her husband were not suited for each 

other.  The more unhappy she became, the 

more she read other people’s postings.  She 

would compare their wonderful lives with 

her unhappy one, and she felt that she 

shouldn’t be feeling the way that she was.  

Everyone else seemed more successful and 

to be enjoying their marriages more. 
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10
 Soon she got a divorce, and she moved 

back to her hometown, Cleveland.  To find 

out if anyone knew about job openings 

there, she posted that she was moving back 

home.  Surprisingly, she suddenly received 

many private messages from friends asking 

her if she was getting a divorce and telling 

her about their own divorces.  Rachel was 

stunned.  She went back to some of the 

pictures in those friends’ previous postings 

and realized that their husbands hadn’t been 

in them for quite a while. 

 
11

 Now, she looks at Facebook differently.  

When she looks at friends’ postings about 

their wonderful experiences, she wonders 

what other stories they are not telling. 

 

Part 2 
12

 A researcher, Ohad Barzilay at Tel Aviv 

University in Israel, said, “It’s not that you 

think that others are happier than you are, 

but you need to prove yourself to yourself 

over and over again, and this social-

comparison engagement makes you less 

happy.”  Rachel was making up a fake life 

on Facebook to keep up with the wonderful 

lives her friends seemed to have, and she 

discovered, many of her friends were doing 

the same thing; they were trying to keep up 

with her. 

 
13

 Barzilay wanted to explore the 

relationship between how much time we 

spend on social media and how happy we 

are.  Many studies have shown that people 

who often use social media seem to be less 

happy than those who don’t.  However, the 

researchers wondered about two possible 

reasons for this.  One would be a correlation.   

Are lonely people using social media to 

escape from their lonely or unhappy lives?  

The other would be cause:  Is social media 

causing people to feel unhappy? 

 
14

 Barzilay and his fellow researchers at Tel 

Aviv University in Israel wanted to answer 

those questions.  They were able to do this 

by looking at what happened at a security 

company.  This company made a rule that 

no employee could use Facebook because 

they needed to keep company information 

private.  Employees had to delete their 

Facebook accounts, or they would lose their 

jobs.  However, after a few months had 

passed, some employees were allowed to re-

open their Facebook accounts.  As a result, 

the researchers had two groups that they 

could study: one group had accounts and 

other didn’t.  Also, none of the employees 

chose which group to be in; it was decided 

by the company.   

 
15

 The researchers compared the groups.   

They looked at social comparisons, the 

perceptions employees had about others’ 

lives and happiness. 

 
16

 The researchers found that using 

Facebook makes people more comparative.  

In other words, they judge themselves by 

comparing their lives to others.  They are 

looking to see if others’ lives are more 

exciting and happier than their own.  

Interestingly, the study found that people did 

not think other people had better lives.  They 

realized that people post mostly positive 

things on their Facebook, so they weren’t 

fooled by those postings.  In other words, 

they knew that people were presenting a 

better image of themselves than was actually 

true. 

 
17

 Even though they knew this, the 

employees who used Facebook became less 

happy during the next few months than 

those who didn’t.  The researchers explain 

this by saying that continually comparing 

yourself to others forces you to prove to 

yourself that your life is good and that you 

are happy.  This comparing yourself over 

and over again makes you less happy.  We 

want our lives to be as good as, or even 

better than, our friends. 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2916158
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2916158
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2916158
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2916158
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 There is a fear that others are having 

better lives than we have.  There is another 

type of fear closely connected to social 

media.  It’s called FOMO (fear of missing 

out).  This can happen when we look at 

photos and descriptions of our friends’ 

experiences on social media of events that 

we did not attend.  This can cause us to be 

less happy at the present moment even if we 

ourselves had been having an enjoyable 

experience. 

 
19

 Barbara Kahn, a researcher at the 

University of Pennsylvania, started studying 

FOMO after observing one of her daughter’s 

friends.  One weekend, this friend chose to 

attend a wedding in an exotic place instead 

of joining her other friends at a party, which 

they often did together.  During the 

wedding, she constantly was looking at her 

Facebook instead of enjoying the wedding 

that she was attending.   She could see 

pictures of her friends at the beach. 

 
20

 Kahn said that the friend who had chosen 

to attend the wedding was still sure that she 

had made the right choice, but because she 

was checking her Facebook during the 

event, her mind was continually “leaving” 

the wedding.  In other words, FOMO was 

causing her to feel doubtful about her 

decision. 

 
21

 Interestingly, it’s possible that the friends 

who were at the beach party were 

experiencing FOMO too.  They might have 

been thinking that they were missing a 

wedding at a great place. 

 
22

 Kahn has analyzed FOMO more and has 

come to the conclusion that the stress we 

feel when we experience it isn’t regret that 

we are missing something fun.  Actually, the 

stress is caused because we fear that our 

friends are building close friendships with 

each other while we aren’t there.  We worry 

that something at the event that we missed 

will make our friends’ connections tighter 

and that we will have missed this chance to 

tighten our bonds with them. 

 
23

 Kahn believes that social media is making 

it easy for people to be aware of all the 

things that people are doing without us.  

And that is how it makes us less happy.  So 

even if you have been spending the day 

skiing in the alps, or at a concert of your 

favorite performer, or hiking in an exotic 

South American forest, when you check 

your Facebook at the end of the day and see 

your friends back home are gathered at a 

picnic, your pleasure from that day will feel 

smaller after you have looked at their 

pictures.
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Exercise 4: Answer these questions after doing a quick reading. 

1. Answer True (T) or False (F). 

___ 1) This article discuss some negative effects of social media on users of it. 

___ 2) In the article, there is a story about Rachel and her experiences with Facebook. 

___ 3) Rahel’s story is very happy. 

___ 4) Researchers studied the effects of using social media. 

___ 5) When we use social media, we compare ourselves to others. 

Part 1 

Exercise 5: Read ¶ 1-11 of the article.  

Exercise 6: Answer the study guide questions below.  

 

1. According to ¶1-3, how is Rachel’s life different from many of her friends’ lives? 

a) She was settled down, but they weren’t. 

b) They were settled down, but she wasn’t. 

c) They used Facebook, but she didn’t. 

 

2. In the last sentence in ¶ 4, it says, “So she reluctantly agreed to move in with her boyfriend”  

What does this mean? 

a) She was not excited about it. 

b) She was forced to do it. 

c) She was excited about it. 
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3. In Part 1, the author discusses Rachel and Facebook.  Paraphrase this part by filling in the 

blanks with the words in the box. 

 

happy     Unlike Rachel, her friends  happier 

began to wonder if  negative impression  Facebook 

still liked   more traditional  traveling to many countries 

    

 

Rachel was leading an interesting life 
1
      .  She enjoyed sharing 

her experiences on 
2
      , and she would read about her friends’ live 

on it too.  It appears that she 
3
         her 

friends’ lives were better than hers. 
4
         seemed 

to have great lives with their families and jobs.  Even though she 
5
     

 her life abroad, she believed that she would be 
6
     if she got 

married and led a 
7
        life like her friends.  Like 

most people, Rachel posted 
8
     pictures and stories and avoided ones that 

could give people a 
9
      about her life. 

4. In ¶ 6, it says, “We can post celebrations, like something we accomplished.”  What would be 

some examples of this?  (Three of these are correct.) 

a) Our soccer team won a championship. 

b) The weather was perfect during our vacation. 

c) My friends moved to Europe. 

d) I got a promotion at my job. 

e) My son was elected president of his class. 

 

 

5. Bonus Question.  This is a challenging question.  You don’t have to answer it if it’s too hard 

for you. 

• According to ¶ 7, Rachel started to feel miserable.  What do you think was the main reason 

for this feeling? 
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6. In ¶ 10, it mentions something surprising.  What was it? 

a) Rachel got a divorce. 

b) She used Facebook to try to help her find a job. 

c) She discovered that some of her friends weren’t leading happy lives. 

 

7. In ¶ 11, it says, “…she wonders what other stories they are not telling.”  What does this mean? 

 

 

 

 

 

8. Write a short reflection about the information in ¶ 1-8.   You can write just one or two 

sentences.  In your reaction, your first sentence can be one of these: 

 

• I found some interesting/important information in this article. 

• After reading this, I now would like to (learn more about /read more research about /…) 

• There is some information in this article that I could apply to my life. 

• I agree / disagree with the author about something. 

• This article reminded me of (me/ my family/my friend). 

• I was surprised by something in this article. 
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Part 1 of the article ¶1-11 

Exercise 7. Academic Vocabulary Definition Exercise Look in the article and find the words 

that have these meanings. 

 

 Word    ¶ Find the word that means . . . 

1.  look at 

paragraph 

4 

describes doing something that you don’t really 

want to do but you do it 

2.  7 in a bad or uncomfortable situation that you can’t 

escape 

3.  6 great sadness because someone died 

4.  6 the act of not accepting, believing in, 

or agreeing with something 

 

Exercise 8. Vocabulary Fill-in Exercise: Choose the words in Exercise 7 to fill in the blanks below. 

 

1. Kim’s parents said that they would pay for her college tuition if she agreed to study medicine,  

but Kim wanted to study art.  Because she couldn’t afford the tuition herself, she felt             .  

 

2. After Rick received Megan’s    , he decided to ask Claire to go to the party 

with him. 

 

3. In some cultures, women wear all black clothes when they are in    . 

 

4. My brother doesn’t like cats, but he       agreed to take care of 

my cat when I went on a trip recently.  

 

 

 

http://www.ldoceonline.com/dictionary/accept
http://www.ldoceonline.com/dictionary/agree
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PART 2 

Exercise 9: Read ¶ 12-23 

Exercise 10: Answer the Part 2 study guide questions below.  

1. According to the quote in ¶ 12, the reason why social media makes us unhappy is … 

a) because we see that other people are living happier lives than we are. 

b) because we feel pressure to make ourselves believe that we are happy and successful. 

c) because we want other people to think that we are happy. 

2. Bonus Question.  This is a challenging question.  You don’t have to answer it if it’s too hard 

for you. 

• In ¶ 13, it talks about “correlation” and “cause.”  Read this statement: The rates of violent 

crime and murder have been known to increase when ice cream sales increase.   

 

 Is this an example of (a) correlation or (b) cause? (Circle one.) 

 

3. According to ¶ 13, Barzilay, the researcher … 

a) believed that lonely people used social network to forget about their unhappiness. 

b) believed that normally happy people who used social network became unhappy. 

c) wanted to find out if (a) or (b) above was true. 

 

4. In ¶ 14-17, the author discusses Barzilay’s research.  If the underlined words are a mistake, 

write the correction above them.  If they are not a mistake, write “OK” above them.  (Notice: 

these are not grammar mistakes.)   
         
            OK  using social networks              

Researchers wanted to study the connection between 
1
 unhappiness and homelessness.  To do  

 

this, they looked at employees at a 
2
 technology company.  This company had private  

       

information, so they first had a rule that 
3
 all of their employees had to have a Facebook account.   

 

Later they changed the rule.  This made it possible for the researcher to do their study because  

         

now they had two groups to study: one group
 4

 could use Facebook and the second group could  

          

not.  The researchers found that the group who used Facebook was 
5
 happier than the group who  

         

didn’t use it.  According to the researchers, the Facebook users 
6
 believed that other people’s 

lives were better than their lives.  The Facebook users
 7

 didn’t realize that other people usually 

only showed the good parts of their lives.  The researchers claim that the reason the Facebook 
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users were 
8
 less happy than non-users was because they felt pressure to put positive pictures and 

stories about themselves which would prove to 
9
 themselves that they are happy. 

5. According to ¶ 18, what does FOMO mean? ________________________________ 

 

6. We might experience FOMO when we notice on social media … 

a) that our friends are have a good time together , but we are not with them. 

b) that our pictures show us having a good time with some friends, but others are missing. 

c)  that our friends are not having a good time together because we are not with them. 

 

7. In ¶ 19-21, a researcher tells about her daughter’s friend.  Answer True of False about these 

paragraphs. 

_____ 1. The friend didn’t want to go to the wedding. 

_____ 2. During the wedding, her friends were at a party. 

_____ 3. During the wedding, her friend often looked at pictures of her friends at the party. 

_____ 4. The friend wondered whether she should have gone to the party rather than to the 

wedding. 

 

_____ 5. The researcher said that perhaps the friends at the party wished they could be at the 

wedding.  

 

8. Bonus Question.  This is a challenging question.  You don’t have to answer it if it’s too hard 

for you.  In ¶ 20, why did the author put quotation marks around the word “leaving”? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9.  According to ¶ 22, if we don’t attend an event with our friends, Facebook causes us to feel 

unhappy … 

a) because we realize that we are having less fun than they are. 

b) because we realize that they are making closer relationships with each other and we aren’t. 

c) because we realize that Facebook is causing us stress. 
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10.  Write a reflection about the article.   Try to write a paragraph with several sentences.  In 

your reaction, your first sentence can be one of these: 

• I found some interesting/important information in this article. 

• After reading this, I now would like to (learn more about /read more research about /…) 

• There is some information in this article that I could apply to my life. 

• I agree / disagree with the author about something. 

• This article reminded me of (me/ my family/my friend). 

• I was surprised by something in this article. 
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Part 2 of the article ¶12-23 

Exercise 10. Academic Vocabulary Definition Exercise Look in the article and find the words 

that have these meanings. 

 

 

  Word    ¶ Find the word that means . . . 

1.  look at 

paragraph 
15 

the way you think about something and your idea 

of what it is like 

2.  16 a picture that you have in your mind, especially 

about what you or what someone is like or the way 

they look 

3.  22 something that unites two or more people or 

groups, such as a shared interest in something 

 

Exercise 11. Vocabulary Fill-in Exercise: Choose the words in Exercise 10 to fill in the blanks 

below. 

 

1. Some people have the      that homeless people don’t want others to 

talk to them. 

 

2. When my brother first went to college, he quickly formed some      with a 

few guys who all like sports. 

 

3. My       of a rock musician is a young man with long and wild hair. 

 

 

 

http://www.ldoceonline.com/dictionary/picture
http://www.ldoceonline.com/dictionary/unite
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KEY 

Does Social Media Make People Sadder? 

Pre-reading exercises 

Exercise 1 Pre-reading: Read the reflections of Readers A and B and answer questions below. 

1. b) She told what surprised her. 

2. c) She told about research that she’d like to do about this topic. 

Exercise 4:  

1. Answer True (T) or False (F). 

_T__ 1). 

_T__ 2). 

__F_ 3). 

_T__ 4). 

_T__ 5)  

Part 1 

Exercise 5: Read ¶ 1-11 of the article.  

Exercise 6: Answer the study guide questions below.  

 1. b) They were settled down, but she wasn’t. 

2.  a) She was not excited about it. 

 

3. Paraphrase this part by filling in the blanks with the words in the box. 

1
 traveling to many countries 

2
 Facebook,  

3
 began to wonder if  

4
 Unlike Rachel, her friends  

5
  still liked  

6
  happier  

7
 more traditional  

8
 happy  

9
  negative impression  

 

4. a) Our soccer team won a championship. 

     d) I got a promotion at my job. 

e) My son was elected president of his class. 
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KEY 

5. Bonus Question.  Her real life and Facebook life were very different and she was trying to 

maintain the positive image. 

 

6. c) She discovered that some of her friends weren’t leading happy lives. 

 

7.  They probably were hiding unpleasant parts of their lives. 

 

 

Part 1 of the article ¶1-11 

Exercise 5. Academic Vocabulary Definition Exercise Look in the article and find the words 

that have these meanings. 

 

1. reluctantly 

2. trapped 

3. mourning 

4. rejection 

 

Exercise 6. Vocabulary Fill-in Exercise: Choose the words in Exercise 5 to fill in the blanks below. 

1. trapped.  

2. rejection   

3. mourning. 

4. reluctantly  

PART 2 

Exercise 9: Read ¶ 12-23 

Exercise 10: Answer the Part 2 study guide questions below.  

1. b) because we feel pressure to make ourselves believe that we are happy and successful. 

 

2. Bonus Question.   

 Is this an example of correlation or cause?  

 

3. (Circle 
        OK using social networks              
1
 unhappiness and homelessness.   

 security 
2
 technology company.   

 no employees could have 
3
 all of their employees had to have  

              OK 
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4
 could use Facebook and the second group could not 

    less happy.   

KEY 
5
 happier  

      did not believe 
6
 believed  

     realized 
7
 didn’t realize   

       OK 
8
 less happy  

   OK
 

9
 themselves that they are happy. 

 

 

5_____ fear of missing out  

 

6. a) that our friends are have a good time together , but we are not with them. 

 

7.  

___F__ 1.  

__T___ 2.. 

___T__ 3.. 

___F__ 4.. 

___T__ 5..  

 

8. Bonus Question.   

She didn’t really leave, just mentally. 

 

9.  b) because we realize that they are making closer relationships with each other and we aren’t. 

 

KEY 

Part 2 of the article ¶12-23 

Exercise 9. Academic Vocabulary Definition Exercise Look in the article and find the words 

that have these meanings. 

 

1. perceptions 

2. image 

3. bonds 

Exercise 6. Vocabulary Fill-in  
 

1. perception  
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2. bonds  

 

3. image. 

 

 


