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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to examine the degree to which selected demographic variables 
and online social comparison predict Impostor Phenomenon (IP) among choral music educators. 
Participants (N = 143) provided demographic information and completed an adapted version of the 
Iowa Netherlands Social Comparison Orientation Measure (INCOM) and the Clance Impostor Scale 
(CIPS). IP was prevalent among participants with 62.3% experiencing frequent to intense IP symp-
toms. Participants reported engaging in online social comparison on multiple social media platforms 
and most frequently experienced upward comparison. Upward and non-directional online social 
comparison were significant predictors of IP and accounted for 30.8% of the variance in IP scores. 
There was a significant, negative correlation (r = -.36, p < .001) between downward social compari-
son and CIPS scores. Implications for music educators are discussed, emphasizing the need for strat-
egies to mitigate the negative impacts of online social comparison and foster supportive, authentic 
interactions among colleagues.
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Online Social Comparison and Impostor Phenomenon  
Among Choral Music Educators

Psychologists have extensively explored the human inclination towards social compar-
isons. Early theories posited that the fundamental need for social status (Maslow, 1943) 
motivated individuals to compare themselves to others when there was no physical measure 
by which to assess their ability (Festinger, 1954). Scholars have observed that individuals 
may engage in upward comparison, where they perceive others as superior to themselves 
(Wheeler, 1966), or downward comparison, where they evaluate themselves against those 
they perceive as less fortunate (Wills, 1981). Social comparison led individuals to experi-
ence improved or deteriorated self-evaluation (Buunk et al., 1990), particularly when they 
compared themselves to others who shared attributes and skills central to their self-concept, 
such as colleagues in a similar profession (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997). In professional set-
tings, researchers identified social interactions as a significant source of  work-related stress, 
as individuals strived to establish rapport and status among colleagues through competitive 
achievement and recognition (Buunk & Yberra, 1997). Powell (2023) noted that within 
music education “the social tendency to compare and imitate has been morphed into an 
antagonistic structure” potentially resulting in various adverse outcomes (p. 40). Given the 
frequency of  social comparison in professional contexts and its recognition within the field, 
further investigation into the prevalence and ramifications of  social comparison within the 
music education profession is warranted.

Online Social Comparison

A substantial amount of  contemporary inquiry into social comparison has focused on 
interactions in online contexts, particularly social media. Since the introduction of  social 
networking sites (SNSs) in the early 2000s, online user identities have grown from approxi-
mately 25 million to over 5 billion in 2024, representing 84.2% of  the global population for 
those aged 18 and older (Kemp, 2024). Interactions on SNSs are not limited to one’s per-
sonal life. Over 20% of  social media users reported using SNSs for work-related activities 
(Kemp, 2024). In a survey conducted by the Pew Research Institute, 78% of  Americans who 
used social media for work-related activities reported that it was useful for networking and 
finding new job opportunities (Olmstead et al., 2015). The same survey indicated that 17% 
of  workers utilized social media to diminish and enhance their professional perceptions of  
colleagues. Within music education, professionals commonly engage in online communities 
for professional development and social interaction (Palmquist & Barnes, 2015; Rickels & 
Brewer, 2017; Wayman, 2016). Considering these observations, it is plausible that the rise 
in social media usage will increasingly impact the professional lives of  music educators.

Online social interactions may exacerbate social comparison and lead to different out-
comes than face-to-face interactions. Facebook has provided a constant window into the 
lives of  others and provided a fertile ground for individuals to compare themselves to others 
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(Appel et al., 2016). Reinecke and Trepte (2014) reported that comparisons may be com-
pounded by the positive bias that permeates social media. For example, researchers noted 
that in online environments, individuals tended to post idealistic images of  themselves that 
were not fully representative of  their real lives (Schau & Gilly, 2003) which might have 
magnified the general tendency for individuals to underestimate others negative emotions 
(Jordan et al., 2011). In the context of  one’s professional life, individuals have engaged in 
self-promotion and “humblebragging” to garner attention leading to professional and eco-
nomic gain (Hietmayer, 2024; Lenardic et al., 2022, Sezer et al., 2018). For some, viewing 
idealized posts on Facebook led them to perceive that others were happier and living better 
lives than themselves, particularly when they compared themselves to Facebook friends that 
they did not know personally in offline contexts (Chou & Edge, 2012). Researchers have 
investigated the effects of  online social comparison using a variety of  constructs in popula-
tions of  both young adults and professionals and observed unfavorable consequences such 
as depleted self-concept and job satisfaction (Haferkamp & Krämer, 2011), lowered self-es-
teem and self-concept (Lim & Yang, 2015; Vogel et al., 2014), lowered well-being (Kross et 
al., 2013), and higher levels of  depression and anxiety (Brandenberg et al., 2019; Seabrook 
et al., 2016; Steers et al., 2014; Tandoc et al., 2015). Collectively, the literature suggests that 
SNSs serve as a significant catalyst for social comparison, with potential implications for 
adverse health and well-being outcomes.

More nuanced investigations of  social comparison revealed varied consequences for 
upward, downward, and non-directional social comparison. Researchers have termed the 
negative feelings from upward comparisons  on social media as “Facebook envy” and found 
that it correlated with decreased life satisfaction (Krasnova et al., 2013) and increased de-
pression (Appel et al., 2015; Tandoc et al., 2015). In contrast, others observed that down-
ward comparison was associated with less depressive symptoms (Lup et al., 2015). Within 
the context of  working professionals on SNSs, upward comparison has led to career frus-
tration and downward comparison decreased frustration (Fukubayashi & Fuji, 2021). For 
some individuals, a large network of  Facebook friends increased their perceptions of  social 
support and lowered their perceived stress, leading to improved psychological well-being 
and physical health benefits (Nabi et al., 2013). The mixed findings suggest that the out-
comes of  online social comparison vary depending on the direction of  the comparison.

Impostor Phenomenon

Several scholars have investigated the effects of  social comparison through the framework 
of  Impostor Phenomenon (IP). First identified by psychologists Clance and Imes (1978), IP 
describes the experience of  highly successful individuals who despite earning accolades, ex-
hibit symptoms of  anxiety, lack of  self-confidence, and frustration with themselves. Those 
suffering from IP often feel like frauds, attribute their success to overpreparation or luck, 
and tend to discount any praise for their achievements (Clance, 1985). Although early stud-
ies reported a correlation between gender and IP, subsequent investigations have found that 
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IP can manifest in anyone (Bravata et al., 2020). Harvey and Katz (1984) noted that certain 
vocations, particularly those in the arts, may foster IP as they require individuals to con-
stantly take on novel and varied tasks. Elevated levels of  IP among professionals have been 
associated with diminished job satisfaction (Hutchins et al., 2018; Vergauwe et al., 2015) 
and recognized as a hindrance to career progression (Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch, 2016).

Within music education, researchers have identified the prevalence of  IP among uni-
versity faculty (Ramey, 2022; Sims & Cassidy, 2019), graduate students (Sims & Cassi-
dy, 2020), student teachers (Sorenson, 2022), and undergraduate students (Nápoles et al., 
2024; Rinn, 2024; Silvey et al., 2024). Results from these studies indicated that those in the 
music education profession experienced frequent to intense IP related to research expec-
tations (Sims & Cassidy, 2019; Ramey, 2022), teaching assignments (Sims & Cassidy, 2019; 
Ramey, 2022), and during student teaching experiences (Sorenson, 2022). Additionally, 
Nápoles et al. (2024) identified IP as a significant predictor of  academic burnout among 
undergraduate music education majors. Across various demographic variables, individuals 
in the field of  music education reported some level of  IP, with most experiencing frequent 
to intense impostor feelings.

Online Social Comparison and IP

Scholars have observed that those who engage in more frequent social comparisons also 
report high levels of  IP among populations of  university students (Fassl et al., 2020; Fraenza, 
2016), university faculty members (Hutchins & Rainbolt, 2017), and primary school stu-
dents (Chayer & Bouffard, 2010). Two recent studies have specifically identified online 
social comparison as an agitator of  IP. In a qualitative examination of  early career tenure 
track college faculty, participants described feelings of  fraudulence derived from observing 
colleagues post about accomplishments on social media and noted that it perpetuated their 
impostor phenomenon (Guillaume et al., 2019). Among undergraduate music education 
students, Rinn (2024), found social comparison on Facebook to be a significant predictor 
of  impostor phenomenon. These findings situate IP as a salient psychological construct 
associated with social comparison in these populations. However, I found no studies that 
examined this relationship among K–12 teachers.

Given the prevalence of  IP within the music education profession, the identification of  
social comparison as a theoretical construct among music teachers, and the identified links 
between the two constructs, the purpose of  this study was to examine the degree to which 
selected demographic variables and online comparison predict IP among choral music 
educators. Specifically, the relationships between upward, downward, and non-directional 
online comparison and IP were of  interest. Research questions included:

1. To what extent do choir teachers experience IP and online social comparison?

2. To what extent do upward, downward, and non-directional social comparison, and 
years of  experience, predict IP among choir teachers?
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Method
Development of the Questionnaire

The questionnaire consisted of  three sections: demographic questions, questions related 
to online social comparison (COM-SM), and questions related to IP (CIPS). Demographic 
variables included those relevant to the teaching context, such as the level taught and years 
of  experience. Participants were asked to indicate the extent to which they engaged in so-
cial comparison on various online platforms by reporting their observations of  other choir 
teachers on popular SNSs such as Facebook, Instagram, and LinkedIn.

Participants

I conducted an a priori power analysis using G*Power (Version 3.1.9.6; Faul et al., 2007) 
with an alpha level of  .05, a power level of  .80, an effect size of  f 2 = .15, and four predictor 
variables. Results indicated a minimum sample size of  85. Because Facebook is the most 
popular SNSs among adult professionals (Kemp, 2024) and is frequently used by music 
teachers for professional engagement (Rickels & Brewer, 2017; Rinn, 2024; Wayman, 2016), 
I recruited participants using snowball sampling on Facebook. Researchers have identified 
snowball sampling using social media as a viable, efficient, and effective way to recruit study 
participants (Baltar & Brunet, 2012; Leighton et al., 2021). I made an initial post to two 
Facebook groups closely aligned with the target population of  K–12 choir teachers inviting 
participants to complete the online questionnaire. Within the first 24 hours of  posting, 112 
participants responded to the survey. Following the recommendations of  Leighton et al. 
(2021) for social media snowball sampling, I reposted the recruitment ad to the same groups 
seven days after the initial post, resulting in a second peak of  33 responses. In total, 187 
participants responded over a two-week data collection period. Further scrutiny revealed 
41 incomplete surveys which I excluded from analysis. Additionally, through examination 
of  box plots, I identified three extreme outliers which I removed resulting in a final sample 
of  N = 143.

Participants responded to two race/ethnicity questions which I used to identify race 
categories as defined by the National Center for Education Statistics (U.S. Department 
of  Education, 2023). Most respondents described their race as White (n = 110, 76.92%). 
Twenty-four indicated they were of  Hispanic heritage. Only a few participants identified as 
Asian (n = 4) or two or more races (n = 4). One participant identified as Black or African 
American.

The responding teachers ranged from those in their first year of  teaching (n = 5) to one 
veteran teacher with 44 years of  experience (M = 15.72, SD = 9.49). All participants were 
employed as choir teachers in the United States. Most indicated that they primarily worked 
with students in middle school (n = 39) or high school (n = 83). Six teachers taught children 
in elementary grades. Nine participants reported teaching a combination of  middle school 
and high school students and three taught students at both the elementary and middle 
school level. Additionally, three participants indicated they taught at all levels, K–12.
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Social Comparison

The Iowa-Netherlands Comparison Orientation Measure (INCOM) contains 11-items 
that measure general social comparison tendencies and has been shown to be psychomet-
rically valid in varied populations, contexts, and languages since its inception over twenty 
years ago (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999; Rose et. al, 2024; Schneider & Schupp, 2013). Re-
searchers have used both the full scale and shortened versions to measure online social 
comparison (e.g. Bergagna & Tartaglia, 2018; Fukubayashi, 2021; Han et al., 2020; Song, 
et al., 2019; Steers et al., 2014). Steers et al. (2014) developed a 6-item scale to measure up-
ward, downward, and non-directional online social comparison by selecting items with the 
highest factor loadings from the 11-item INCOM. The scale was administered daily during 
a 14-day diary study using a 9-point scale and showed excellent test-retest reliability. Fuku-
bayahi and Fuji  (2021) adapted the same 6-item scale to measure online social comparison 
in the context of  participants’ careers and found that the 6 items were again the highest 
loading items of  the original INCOM, and showed excellent reliability as measured using 
correlation coefficients (upward r = .90; downward, r = .89; non-directional r = .87). Pos-
itive correlation coefficients in all directions of  comparison with the frequency of  viewing 
social media provided evidence of  validity in accord with the results of  existing literature 
(N. Fukubayashi, personal communication, August 6, 2024). Following the work of  Steers 
et al. (2014) and Fukubayashi and Fuji (2021), I measured upward, downward, and non-di-
rectional social comparison using the same scale (COM-SM). I modified the question stems 
by replacing “Facebook” with “viewing social media” and changed the reference to one’s 
career to “as a choir teacher” (see Appendix Figure A1). To estimate reliability, I used the 
Spearman-Brown coefficient recommended as the most appropriate reliability statistic for 
a two-item scale and found reliability to be fair to good (DeVet et al., 2017; Eisinga et al., 
2013) for all three subscales (upward ρ = .70; downward, ρ = .79; non-directional ρ = .61). 
Participants indicated to what extent they agreed with statements such as “When viewing 
social media, I feel less confident about myself  as a choir teacher compared to other peo-
ple” using a 9-point scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (9). 

Impostor Phenomenon

With the permission of  the scale creator, I measured IP using the Clance Impostor Scale 
(CIPS; Clance, 1985). The CIPS is the preferred instrument for measuring IP in non-clin-
ical populations and is a valid and reliable instrument in multiple contexts (Holmes et al., 
1993). The scale contains 20 statements that participants rate from 1 (not at all true) to 5 
(very true). CIPS scores are calculated by summing the ratings of  the items resulting in an 
overall score of  20–100. Within the field of  music education, investigators regularly use the 
CIPS to measure IP among undergraduate and graduate students and professionals in the 
field (e.g., Nápoles et al., 2024; Rinn, 2024; Silvey et al., 2024; Sims & Cassidy, 2019, 2020).  
The internal reliability of  the CIPS was excellent in the current study (α = .93).
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Results
IP was prevalent among participants. According to Clance (1985), individuals with a 

total score of  40 or less have few impostor characteristics. Those scoring between 41 and 
60 have moderate IP feelings. A score between 61 and 80 indicates frequent IP experiences 
and those scoring over 80 display intense IP symptoms. Scores on the CIPS ranged from 31 
to 95 (M = 64.72, SD = 16.29). Mean IP scores were similar across demographic variables 
(see Table 1). Only 9.1% (n = 13) of  participants reported few IP symptoms and 28.7% 
fell into the moderate category. The biggest group (46.2%, n = 66), reported frequent IP 
experiences and 23 (16.1%) suffered from intense IP.

Table 1
CIPS Scores by Demographic Variables

CIPS Score

M SD

Level Taught

Elementary 66.50 18.20

Middle School 62.26 18.01

High School 65.33 15.37

Multiple Levels 67.07 16.79

Race/Ethnicity

Hispanic 67.17 15.26

White 63.75 16.73

Asian 61.00 7.53

Black or African American 82.00 0.00

Two or more 76.25 13.12
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As an exploratory question, participants reported how often they observed other choral 
music educators on various social networking sites (SNSs) using a 5-point scale ranging 
from never (1) to always (5). Results indicated that participants most often observed other 
choral music educators on Facebook (M = 4.17, SD = .65). Almost all participants, 90.20% 
indicated that they often or always observe other choral music educators on Facebook. 
Other SNSs where participants observed choral educators included Instagram (M = 2.90, 
SD = 1.20), YouTube (M = 2.62, SD = 1.05), and TikTok (M = 2.13, SD = 1.11). Only two 
participants indicated that they often or always observed colleagues using Twitter/X and it 
was the only SNS with mean scores falling between never and rarely (M = 1.48, SD = .77).

Participants indicated the extent to which they agreed with two statements each for up-
ward, downward, and non-directional social comparison (COM-SM) using a 9-point scale 
ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (9). Respondents most often engaged 
in upward social comparison when observing other choir teachers online (M = 12.76, SD 
= 3.62), followed by non-directional comparison (M = 11.99, SD = 3.64), and finally by 
downward comparison (M = 8.61, SD = 3.55). The statement “When viewing social me-
dia, I conclude that I am not as well-known as a choir teacher as other choir teachers” was 
the statement participants most agreed with (M = 7.31, SD = 2.02). Scores were similar 
across all demographic variables (see Table 2).

Table 2
Online Social Comparison Scores by Demographic Variables

Online Social Comparison

Downward Upward Non-Directional

M SD M SD M SD

Level Taught

Elementary 9.00 3.29 11.33 3.72 13.00 1.41

Middle School 8.13 3.64 12.38 3.78 11.62 3.98

High School 9.00 3.68 12.83 3.71 12.02 3.73

Multiple Levels 7.53 2.39 13.93 2.46 12.40 2.90

Race/Ethnicity

Hispanic 7.17 3.58 12.96 4.36 12.04 3.77

White 8.81 3.47 12.75 3.49 11.93 3.72

Asian 9.25 3.20 11.25 3.86 11.75 2.36

Black or African American 11.00 0.00 11.00 0.00 11.00 0.00

Two or more 10.50 4.80 13.75 3.30 14.00 2.16
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To explore the relationships between each type of  online social comparison and IP, I first 
examined the correlations between variables (see Table 3). Years of  experience showed sig-
nificant correlations with IP (CIPS), downward, and upward online social comparison but 
varied in the direction of  correlation. Higher scores on the CIPS indicate that an individual 
is experiencing more frequent feelings of  IP. Online upward comparison had a moderate 
and significant positive relationship with IP (r = .51, p < .001). Non-directional online 
social comparison had a weaker, but significant positive correlation with CIPS scores (r = 
.37, p < .001). In contrast, downward comparison had a significant negative correlation 
with feelings of  IP (r = -.36, p < .001). As an individual’s tendency to compare to those 
they deemed as better than themselves increased, they also experienced more symptoms 
of  IP. Those who tended to compare to others they perceived as worse off than themselves 
experienced fewer impostor feelings.

To determine which, if  any, variables were useful in predicting IP, I calculated a stepwise 
multiple regression with the predictor variables of  years of  experience, upward online com-
parison, downward online comparison, and non-directional online comparison with CIPS 
as the dependent variable. To test the assumptions for multiple regression, I examined 
residual plots and confirmed that the assumptions of  normality, linearity, and homosce-
dasticity were met. Calculation of  Mahalanobis distances revealed no multivariate outliers. 
Both tolerance values and VIF values indicated no violations of  multicollinearity. Thus, I 
proceeded with a stepwise multiple regression using the same predictor variables.

Two variables—online upward social comparison and non-directional social compari-
son—were significant and entered into the model. The overall model was significant (R2 = 

Table 3
Correlations between CIPS, Online Social Comparison, and Years of  Experience

Variable 1 2 3 4 5

1.  Years of Experience __

2.  CIPS -.20* __

3.  Downward Comparison .27** -.36** __

4.  Upward Comparison -.26** .51** -.53** __

5.  Non-Directional Comparison -.01 .37** -.01 .31** __

*p<.05

**p<.001
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.308, F(2, 141) = 48.92, p < .001) and accounted for 30.8% of  the variance in CIPS scores 
(see Table 4). In addition, beta coefficients indicated that upward comparison had almost 
twice the influence of  non-directional comparison on CIPS scores. The fitted regression 
model was CIPS = 27.072 + 1.959(upward comparison) + 1.054(non-directional com-
parison). An ANOVA summary table and coefficients table are presented in the appendix 
Tables A1 and A2.

Discussion
The purpose of  this study was to examine the degree to which selected demographic 

variables and upward, downward, and non-directional online social comparison predict 
IP among choral music educators. Online upward and non-directional social comparison 
were the only significant predictors of  IP. Previous studies have identified a relationship 
between the general construct of  online social comparison and IP in music education un-
dergraduates (Rinn, 2024) and early career tenure track university faculty (Guillaume et al., 
2019) but did not differentiate between the directions of  social comparison.

As in prior studies within music education, IP was widespread among participants. 
Among music education undergraduate students, Nápoles et al. (2024), Rinn (2024), and 
Silvey et al. (2024) found that most participants reported frequent IP. Sims and Cassidy 
reported similar results among music education graduate students (2019) and early career 
music education faculty members (2020). In the current study, most participants reported 
frequent IP and only 9.1% reported few IP experiences. These findings add to the mount-
ing evidence that IP is endemic within the music education profession and adds in-service 
choir teachers to the groups suffering from IP.

Participants in this study frequently compared themselves to others when using social 
networking sites. Facebook was the most common SNS on which participants reported 
engaging in social comparison followed by Instagram. This result is unsurprising when 
considering the participants were initially recruited from professional Facebook groups. 
Although the popularity of  Facebook has been surpassed by other platforms such as Ins-
tagram in recent years (Kemp, 2024), within the context of  participants’ professional lives, 

Table 4
Model Summary Predicting CIPS

Model R R2 Adj. R2 SE �R2 df1 df2 �Sig. F

1 .508a .258 .252 14.083 .258 1 141 <.001

2 .555b .308 .298 13.645 .050 1 140 .002

aPredictor: online upward social comparison
bPredictor: online upward social comparison, online non-directional social comparison
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Facebook continues to be influential in multiple populations. This finding supports reports 
that Facebook is the most commonly used SNS at work (Olmstead et al., 2015). Addi-
tionally, it aligns with Rinn’s (2024) findings that music education undergraduates viewed 
Facebook as a professional networking tool, while other platforms such as Instagram were 
primarily used for personal purposes. Participants also engaged in social comparison on 
other SNSs including Instagram, YouTube, and TikTok, which affirmed reports that so-
cial media users typically use multiple platforms (Kemp, 2024). The results also support 
research that identified Facebook groups as online communities in which music educators 
sought social connectedness with colleagues (Palmquist & Barnes, 2015; Rickels & Brewer, 
2017; Wayman, 2016). However, unlike these studies that identified positive outcomes of  
Facebook use such as professional development and community, the results of  this study 
indicate possible adverse effects including social comparison and heightened IP.

The findings contribute to the literature by elucidating unique relationships between the 
various types of  online social comparison and IP. Non-directional and upward social com-
parison had significant positive correlations with IP while downward social comparison 
had a significant negative correlation with IP. Like Buunk and colleagues (1990) observed in 
early investigations of  social comparison, each direction of  comparison had varied affective 
consequences. The current findings are similar to those that linked upward social compar-
ison to adverse outcomes (Appel et al., 2015; Krasnova et al., 2013; Tandoc et al., 2015), 
and those that identified correlations between downward social comparison and more fa-
vorable outcomes (Fukubayashi & Fuji, 2021; Lup et al., 2015; Nabi et al., 2013). For 
choir teachers, upward, downward, and general online social comparisons have distinctive 
relationships with IP. More specifically, the general tendency to compare to others online 
and to compare to choir teacher participants perceived as better off than themselves was 
associated with higher levels of  IP. In contrast, comparing to other choir teachers whom 
participants viewed as worse off than themselves was associated with lower IP.

For the participants in this study, non-directional and upward social comparison were 
significant predictors of  IP. While other researchers have identified the prevalence of  IP 
among music educators, few have considered possible predictors of  IP within this popula-
tion. Notably, among the variables investigated, upward social comparison was the most 
influential predictor of  IP and had nearly twice the magnitude of  non-directional social 
comparison. Although non-significant in the regression model, the significant negative cor-
relation observed between downward social comparison and IP is of  interest. It is plausible 
that downward social comparison may be a mitigator of  IP and should be investigated in 
future studies.

The findings of  this study have several implications for music educators. Although there 
are documented benefits of  engaging in online communities for music educators (e.g. Rick-
els & Brewer, 2017; Wayman, 2016) it is imperative to recognize the possible risks involved. 
The positivity bias in self-presentation on an SNS may exacerbate the deleterious conse-
quences of  social comparison. Because of  the potential social and material rewards asso-
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ciated with positive self-presentation (Sezer et al., 2018) music educators may be motivat-
ed to use social media to curate an online identity that reaps personal gain. Beyond the 
individual, institutions within music education have monetized individuals’ proclivity for 
social comparison by creating various contests that require individuals to self-nominate and 
sometimes pay entry fees to be awarded a prize in which the companies then extensively 
advertise using SNSs. This trend also extends to ensembles in models where music educa-
tors curate recordings and pay entry fees to be ranked against colleagues and subsequently 
promoted via social media. This kind of  self-promotion, particularly when perceived as 
inauthentic or presented as a “humblebrag”, may be ineffective (Sezer et al., 2018) and 
the results of  this study highlight the potential adverse effects on music educators. By en-
gaging in this kind of  online self-promotion, music educators may be contributing to the 
competitive structures of  music education that Powell (2023) identified as a threat to both 
the well-being of  music educators and efficacy of  school music education. It is also import-
ant to recognize that some forms of  promotion may be motivated by external pressures 
such as the need to raise funds for an ensemble or to promote an individual’s institution. 
In such situations, music educators should consider centering the goals of  the post around 
the ensemble rather than themselves and limiting social media posts to professional ac-
counts rather than targeting one’s personal social network. For example, a post made via 
an ensembles social media account may be better received than making the same post on 
a personal account.

Alternatively, music educators may consider an altruistic lens when considering their 
professional social media use and engage in uplifting of  colleagues rather than self-promo-
tion. Expressions of  gratitude and support for colleagues may strengthen social connec-
tions and enhance mental health and well-being for both the poster and the viewer (Sciara 
et al., 2021; Vaingankar et al., 2022). Other strategies such as limiting social media use, 
actively engaging on social media rather than passively scrolling, and removing “friends” 
or accounts followed on social media that instigate comparisons may be helpful in reducing 
the negative effects of  online social comparison (Jed Foundation, 2024). Additionally, a crit-
ical evaluation of  organizations that capitalize on the exploitation of  individuals tendency 
to engage in social comparison is needed. While providing awards and prizes to music ed-
ucators may ostensibly appear as a supportive gesture, these activities may also be harmful 
to the psychological well-being of  many and serve only to create monetary gain for the 
organizations.

Those who facilitate professional SNS groups should consider how they encourage inter-
action within these groups. Because past literature indicates that individuals tend to overes-
timate others’ happiness and underestimate their difficulties (Jordan et al., 2011), Burke et 
al. (2020) suggest online educational campaigns that remind viewers that others’ lives are 
not as amazing as they may seem. In a professional SNS group, this might be accomplished 
by group managers personally posting reminders or having well-known practitioners in the 
field share authentic stories of  professional difficulties they may have encountered. Simi-
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larly, because they found that viewing negative emotions in friends’ posts was associated 
with decreased social comparison, they suggest that encouraging SNS users to share more 
difficult moments of  their lives on social media may help to mitigate social comparison. 
Because SNS users with large friend networks may be hesitant to post negative emotions 
(Wang et al., 2016), organizers of  professional social media groups may use SNS tools such 
as private Facebook groups where the settings can be changed to allow anonymous posting. 
Supporting authentic sharing that combats the positive bias of  SNSs by allowing anony-
mous posting and establishing communication norms and rules within online groups are 
possible strategies to mitigate social comparison.

When considering the findings of  this study, one should note several limitations. Online 
snowball sampling does not allow for the calculation of  an accurate response rate and 
limits the ability to generalize findings to a larger population. Additionally, the finding 
that Facebook was the most popular SNS in which participants engaged in online social 
comparison could be a result of  sample bias as I initially recruited participants from posts 
on Facebook. However, because the typical SNS user engages on an average of  6.7 SNS 
each month (Kemp, 2024), it is unlikely that participants in this study did not also use other 
popular SNSs. Further research is needed to determine how individuals interact differently 
on various SNSs. Finally, although the regression model predicted 30.8% of  the variance 
in IP, there is a substantial amount of  variance still unexplained that warrants further in-
vestigation.

In future studies, researchers might use both quantitative and qualitative inquiry to ex-
plore what attributes and in what context music educators make online comparisons to 
colleagues. For example, do written statements regarding competitive success, videos of  
performances, or pictures invoke particular comparisons? What if  any personal attributes 
predict an individual’s tendency to engage in online social comparisons? Additionally, ex-
perimental methods that investigate strategies to mitigate comparisons in online environ-
ments might provide those who facilitate organized digital communities for music edu-
cators with strategies to support the psychological well-being of  participants. Because IP 
has implications for the psychological health, career motivation, and burnout of  inservice 
teachers, it is important that researchers continue to investigate both its causes and conse-
quences. Finally, IP is only one possible outcome of  online social comparison. Therefore, 
continued investigation of  how online social comparison affects music educators may pro-
vide further insights.

It is important for choral music educators to understand that online social interactions 
may have consequences for both themselves and their professional colleagues. As digital 
interactions and professional development continue to proliferate in online contexts it is 
critical that both practitioners and researchers investigate possible benefits and risks. Ulti-
mately, a better understanding of  professional social media use may support the well-being 
of  teachers.
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Appendix

Table A1
ANOVA Summary Table

Model SS df MS F p

1a    Regression 9703.263 1 9703.263 48.923 < .001

Residual 27965.548 141   198.337

Total 37668.811 142

2b  Regression 11603.850 2 5801.925 31.163 <.001

Residual 26064.961 140 186.178

Total 37668.811 142

a Predictors: Online upward social comparison
b Predictors: Online upward social comparison, online non-directional social comparison

Table A2
Coefficients Table

Model B SE β t p Bivariate r Partial r

1 (Constant) 35.586 4.329 8.221 < .001

COM-SMUa 2.283 .326 .508 6.995 <.001 .508 .508

2 (Constant) 27.072 4.969 5.449 <.001

   COM-SMUa 1.959 .332 .436 5.900 <.001 .446 .415

   COM-SMNDb 1.054 .330 .236 3.195 .002 .261 .225

aOnline upward social comparison
bOnline non-directional social comparison
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Figure A1
COM-SM

Most people compare themselves from time to time with others. For example, they may 
compare the way they feel, their opinions, their abilities, and/or their situation with those 
of  other people. There is nothing particularly “good” or “bad” about this type of  compar-
ison, and some people do it more than others. 

We would like to find out how often you compare yourself  with other choir teachers when 
using social media. To do that, we would like you to indicate how much you agree with 
each statement below by using the following scale.

 

_______________________________________________________________________

Strongly 
Disagree 

1

Disagree 
2

Moderately 
Disagree 

3

Mildly 
Disagree 

4

Neither 
Agree or 
Disagree 

5

Mildly 
Agree 

6

Moderately 
Agree 

7

Agree 
8

Strongly 
Agree 

9

1. When viewing social media, I believe that I have accomplished a 
better career than other people have. (downward)

1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9

2. When viewing social media, I feel less confident about myself as a 
choir teacher compared to other people. (upward)

1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9

3. When viewing social media, I pay attention to how I do things as 
a choir teacher versus how others do things and felt my way was 
better.  (downward)

1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9

4. When viewing social media, I conclude that I am not as well-
known as a choir teacher as other choir teachers. (upward)

1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9

5. When viewing social media, I pay a lot of attention to how I do 
things as a choir teacher compared to how other choir teachers 
do things. (non-directional)

1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9

6. When viewing social media, if I want to find out how well I have 
done something as a choir teacher, I compare what I have done 
with how well others have done. (non-directional)

1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9


