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ABSTRACT
Background. ! e digital environment is a natural part of adolescent development. 

Empirical " ndings linking screen time to psychological well-being remain inconsistent. 
! is study tests whether digital activity, social comparison orientation (ability vs. opin-
ion), or self-image structure (Real, Ideal, Virtual Self) predicts psychological well-being 
in senior high school students.

Objective. To identify which of three factors — digital activity patterns, social com-
parison orientation, or self-image structure — signi" cantly contributes to psychological 
well-being in adolescents aged 15–18 years.

Design. Cross-sectional study with N = 70 (35 male, 35 female). Instruments: digital 
activity questionnaire; Semantic Di$ erential (Real, Ideal, Virtual Self); EPOCH well-being 
scale; INCOM social comparison scale. Spearman correlations and multiple linear regres-
sion were used.

Results. Median screen time was 6 hours/day with no correlation with well-being (p 
> 0.05). Most participants (74.3%) showed moderate well-being, 18.6% low, 7.1% high. 
Real Self-Evaluation was the only signi" cant predictor (β = 0.489, p < 0.001), explaining 
23.9% of variance. Neither INCOM total nor its ability/opinion subscales predicted well-
being. Screen time did not enter the regression model.

Conclusion. Well-being in the digital environment is determined by self-image 
structure, not by digital activity or social comparison. ! e digital environment acts as 
a context, not a determinant. Interventions should focus on self-acceptance rather than 
screen time reduction.

Keywords: Psychological well-being; self-image; digital environment; adolescents; 
real self; social comparison
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Highlights:
• Real Self-Evaluation is the only signi" cant predictor of adolescent well-being in the 

digital environment.
• Screen time and social comparison orientation (ability and opinion) do not predict 

well-being.
• ! e digital environment is a context, not a determinant.
• Positive real self-integrates Ideal and Virtual Self structures.
• E$ ective interventions should target self-acceptance, not screen time.

АННОТАЦИЯ
ПСИХОЛОГИЧЕСКОЕ БЛАГОПОЛУЧИЕ СТАРШЕКЛАССНИКОВ 
В ЦИФРОВОЙ СРЕДЕ: ВКЛАД РЕАЛЬНОЙ И ВИРТУАЛЬНОЙ 
СТРУКТУРЫ ОБРАЗА СЕБЯ

Актуальность. Цифровая среда является естественной частью развития под-
ростков. Эмпирические данные о связи экранного времени с психологическим бла-
гополучием остаются противоречивыми. В данном исследовании проверяется, что 
именно — цифровая активность, ориентация на социальное сравнение (способ-
ностей и мнений) или структура образа себя (Реальное, Идеальное, Виртуальное 
Я) — предсказывает психологическое благополучие старшеклассников.

Цель: определить, какой из трёх факторов — параметры цифровой активно-
сти, ориентация на социальное сравнение или структура образа себя — вносит зна-
чимый вклад в психологическое благополучие подростков 15–18 лет.

Дизайн. Поперечное исследование (N = 70, 35 юношей, 35 девушек). Методики: 
опросник цифровой активности; семантический дифференциал (Реальное, Идеаль-
ное, Виртуальное Я); шкала благополучия EPOCH; шкала социального сравнения 
INCOM. Использованы корреляции Спирмена и множественный линейный ре-
грессионный анализ.

Результаты. Медианное экранное время составило 6 часов в день и не корре-
лировало с благополучием (p > 0,05). У большинства участников (74,3%) выявлен 
средний уровень благополучия, у 18,6% — низкий, у 7,1% — высокий. Единствен-
ным значимым предиктором выступила Оценка Реального Я (β = 0,489, p < 0,001), 
объясняя 23,9% дисперсии. Ни общий балл INCOM, ни его субшкалы (способно-
сти, мнения) не предсказывали благополучие. Экранное время не вошло в регрес-
сионную модель.

Заключение. Благополучие в цифровой среде определяется структурой образа 
себя, а не цифровой активностью или социальным сравнением. Цифровая среда 
выступает контекстом, а не детерминантой. Интервенции должны быть направле-
ны на самопринятие, а не на сокращение экранного времени.

Ключевые слова: Психологическое благополучие; образ себя; цифровая среда; 
подростки; реальное Я; социальное сравнение

Ключевые положения:
• Оценка Реального Я (самопринятие) является единственным значимым пре-

диктором благополучия подростков в цифровой среде.
• Экранное время и ориентация на социальное сравнение (способности и мне-

ния) не предсказывают благополучие.
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• Цифровая среда выступает контекстом, а не детерминантой психологиче-
ского благополучия.

• Положительное Реальное Я интегрирует структуры Идеального и Виртуаль-
ного Я.

• Эффективные интервенции должны быть направлены на самопринятие, а не 
на сокращение экранного времени.

RESUMEN
BIENESTAR PSICOLÓGICO DE ESTUDIANTES DE EDUCACIÓN 
SECUNDARIA SUPERIOR EN EL ENTORNO DIGITAL: 
LA CONTRIBUCIÓN DE LA ESTRUCTURA DEL YO REAL Y VIRTUAL

Antecedentes. El entorno digital constituye una parte natural del desarrollo adoles-
cente. Los hallazgos empíricos que vinculan el tiempo de pantalla con el bienestar psico-
lógico siguen siendo inconsistentes. Este estudio pone a prueba si la actividad digital, la 
orientación a la comparación social (habilidad vs. opinión) o la estructura de la autoima-
gen (Yo Real, Ideal y Virtual) predicen el bienestar psicológico en estudiantes de educación 
secundaria superior.

Objetivo. Identi" car cuál de los tres factores —patrones de actividad digital, orien-
tación a la comparación social o estructura de la autoimagen— contribuye signi" cativa-
mente al bienestar psicológico en adolescentes de 15 a 18 años.

Diseño. Estudio transversal con N = 70 (35 varones, 35 mujeres). Instrumentos: cues-
tionario de actividad digital; Diferencial Semántico (Yo Real, Ideal y Virtual); escala de 
bienestar EPOCH; escala de comparación social INCOM. Se utilizaron correlaciones de 
Spearman y regresión lineal múltiple.

Resultados. La mediana de tiempo de pantalla fue de 6 horas/día, sin correlación con 
el bienestar (p > 0,05). La mayoría de los participantes (74,3 %) mostró un bienestar mo-
derado, el 18,6 % bajo y el 7,1 % alto. La Autoevaluación del Yo Real fue el único predictor 
signi" cativo (β = 0,489, p < 0,001), explicando el 23,9 % de la varianza. Ni la puntuación 
total del INCOM ni sus subescalas de habilidad/opinión predijeron el bienestar. El tiempo 
de pantalla no entró en el modelo de regresión.

Conclusión. El bienestar en el entorno digital está determinado por la estructura de 
la autoimagen, no por la actividad digital ni por la comparación social. El entorno digital 
actúa como un contexto, no como un determinante. Las intervenciones deberían centrarse 
en la autoaceptación más que en la reducción del tiempo de pantalla.

Palabras clave: Bienestar psicológico; autoimagen; entorno digital; adolescentes; yo 
real; comparación social

Disposiciones clave:
• La Autoevaluación del Yo Real es el único predictor signi" cativo del bienestar ado-

lescente en el entorno digital.
• El tiempo de pantalla y la orientación a la comparación social (habilidad y opinión) 

no predicen el bienestar.
• El entorno digital es un contexto, no un determinante.
• Un Yo Real positivo integra las estructuras del Yo Ideal y del Yo Virtual.
• Las intervenciones e" caces deberían dirigirse a la autoaceptación, no al tiempo de 

pantalla.



48  Potapova E.A., Shchedrina A.N.

RESUME
BIEN-ETRE PSYCHOLOGIQUE DES ELEVES DU LYCEE DANS 
L’ENVIRONNEMENT NUMERIQUE : LA CONTRIBUTION 
DE LA STRUCTURE DU SOI REEL ET VIRTUEL

Origines. L’environnement numérique constitue une composante naturelle du déve-
loppement à l’adolescence. Les résultats empiriques concernant le lien entre le temps passé 
devant les écrans et le bien-être psychologique demeurent contradictoires. Cette étude 
examine si l’activité numérique, l’orientation à la comparaison sociale (comparaison des 
capacités ou des opinions) ou la structure de l’image de soi (Soi réel, Soi idéal et Soi virtuel) 
permettent de prédire le bien-être psychologique chez les élèves du lycée.

Objectif. Identi" er lequel des trois facteurs suivants — les habitudes d’activité numé-
rique, l’orientation à la comparaison sociale ou la structure de l’image de soi — contribue 
de manière signi" cative au bien-être psychologique des adolescents âgés de 15 à 18 ans.

Méthode. Il s’agit d’une étude transversale réalisée auprès de 70 participants (35 gar-
çons et 35 " lles). Les instruments utilisés comprenaient : un questionnaire sur l’activité 
numérique ; le Di$ érentiel Sémantique (Soi réel, Soi idéal, Soi virtuel) ; l’échelle de bien-
être EPOCH ; et l’échelle de comparaison sociale INCOM. Les données ont été analysées 
au moyen de corrélations de Spearman et d’une régression linéaire multiple.

Résultats. Le temps d’écran médian était de 6 heures par jour et ne présentait aucune 
corrélation signi" cative avec le bien-être psychologique (p > 0,05). La majorité des partici-
pants (74,3 %) présentaient un niveau modéré de bien-être, 18,6 % un niveau faible et 7,1 
% un niveau élevé. L’évaluation du Soi réel (Real Self-Evaluation) était le seul prédicteur 
signi" catif du bien-être psychologique (β = 0,489 ; p < 0,001), expliquant 23,9 % de la va-
riance observée. Ni le score total de l’INCOM ni ses sous-échelles relatives aux capacités 
et aux opinions n’ont permis de prédire le bien-être. Le temps d’écran n’a pas été retenu 
dans le modèle de régression.

Conclusion. Le bien-être psychologique dans l’environnement numérique est déter-
miné par la structure de l’image de soi plutôt que par l’activité numérique ou la compa-
raison sociale. L’environnement numérique agit comme un contexte et non comme un 
facteur déterminant. Les interventions devraient privilégier le développement de l’accep-
tation de soi plutôt que la simple réduction du temps passé devant les écrans.

Mots-clés: Bien-être psychologique; image de soi; environnement numérique; adoles-
cents; Soi réel; comparaison sociale

Points principaux:
• L’évaluation du Soi réel est le seul prédicteur signi" catif du bien-être psychologique 

des adolescents dans l’environnement numérique.
• Le temps d’écran et l’orientation à la comparaison sociale (comparaison des capa-

cités et des opinions) ne permettent pas de prédire le bien-être psychologique.
• L’environnement numérique constitue un contexte, et non un facteur déterminant 

du bien-être.
• Un Soi réel positif intègre harmonieusement les structures du Soi idéal et du Soi 

virtuel.
• Les interventions eU  caces devraient viser le renforcement de l’acceptation de soi 

plutôt que la réduction du temps d’écran.
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Introduction
Adolescence is a period of identity formation and self-concept development (Erikson, 
1968; Andrews et al., 2021). Today this process unfolds in a highly digitalised envi-
ronment. Senior high school students spend many hours online, and concerns have 
been raised about negative e$ ects on psychological well-being (Twenge et al., 2018; 
Orben et al., 2020). Parents, educators, and policymakers oV en assume that reducing 
screen time will automatically improve adolescent mental health.

However empirical evidence is contradictory. Some large-scale studies report 
small negative associations between screen time and well-being (Orben & Przybylski, 
2019). Others " nd no meaningful relationship aV er controlling for covariates such as 
family environment or baseline mental health (Valkenburg & Peter, 2011). A grow-
ing number of researchers suggest that the amount of digital activity may matter less 
than previously thought. What happens online — content, context, and individual 
psychological characteristics — might be more important than how many hours are 
spent (Kornienko et al., 2022; Solodatova & Rasskazova, 2014).

Digital self-presentation has received particular attention. Hjetland et al. (2024) 
found that adolescents’ online self-presentation strategies are linked to mental health 
outcomes, but the direction of e$ ects depends on individual psychological charac-
teristics. Ayushi Agarwal (2024) emphasised that social media provides a context 
for identity exploration, but its impact varies across adolescents. Mädamürk et al. 
(2021) showed that digital engagement pro" les are associated with achievement 
goal orientations, suggesting that pre-existing motivational structures shape online 
behaviour.

One proposed mechanism is social comparison (Festinger, 1954). Social media 
platforms provide abundant opportunities for adolescents to compare themselves 
with peers. Upward comparisons (with seemingly more successful or happier oth-
ers) may lower self-evaluation and reduce well-being (Vogel et al., 2014). ! e IN-
COM scale (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999) distinguishes between comparison of abili-
ties (e.g., academic performance, sports skills) and comparison of opinions (e.g., 
beliefs, feelings, attitudes). ! ese two types may have di$ erent e$ ects. Ability com-
parison is oV en competitive and domain-speci" c, while opinion comparison relates 
more to social belonging and validation. Raudsepp & Kais (2019) and Puukko et 
al. (2020) found longitudinal associations between social media use and depressive 
symptoms, but these e$ ects were stronger among adolescents with pre-existing vul-
nerabilities.

However not all adolescents are equally a$ ected by social comparison. Individ-
ual di$ erences in self-esteem and self-concept stability likely moderate these e$ ects. 
Galasheva & Golovey (2023) showed that daily stress and well-being in adolescents 
are closely tied to self-regulation capacities. Golovey & Danilova (2019) identi" ed 
self-acceptance as a core component of subjective well-being in Russian adolescents. 
Volkova & Volkova (2025) validated the EPOCH scale in Russian samples and con-
" rmed that well-being is multidimensional, with engagement being the lowest-scor-
ing component among adolescents.
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A third possibility is that self-image structure itself is the primary determinant. 
Self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987) proposes that gaps between actual, ideal, and 
ought selves predict emotional distress. But more recent evidence suggests that ab-
solute levels of self-evaluation — especially self-acceptance — may matter more than 
discrepancies. Ry$  (1989, 1995) included self-acceptance as a core dimension of psy-
chological well-being. Seligman (2011) similarly emphasised positive self-regard in 
the PERMA model. ! e Semantic Di$ erential allows separate measurement of Evalu-
ation (good–bad, self-acceptance), Strength (strong–weak, perceived competence), 
and Activity (active–passive, energetic engagement) across di$ erent self-modalities. 
! is three-factor structure has been well validated in Russian adolescent samples 
(Mikadze, 2008).

Objective: To identify which of three factors — digital activity patterns, social 
comparison orientation, or self-image structure — signi" cantly contributes to psy-
chological well-being in adolescents aged 15–18 years.

Hypothesis 1: Digital activity parameters (screen time, activity type) predict psy-
chological well-being.

Hypothesis 2: Social comparison orientation (ability comparison, opinion com-
parison) predicts psychological well-being.

Hypothesis 3: Self-image structure — speci" cally Real Self-Evaluation — predicts 
psychological well-being beyond digital activity and social comparison.

Methods
Participants
! e sample included 70 senior high school students (35 male, 35 female) aged 15–
18 years (M = 16.4, SD = 0.7). All attended general education schools in St. Peters-
burg, Russia. Participation was voluntary and anonymous. No compensation was 
provided.

Questionnaires
Digital activity questionnaire.  An author-developed questionnaire assessed daily 
screen time (hours per day, self-reported typical weekday), primary device (smart-
phone, tablet, computer, other), and predominant type of online activity (commu-
nication via messaging/social media, gaming, content consumption, or mixed). 
Response options were categorical for activity type and continuous for screen 
time.

Semantic Di! erential (self-image structure). A Russian-language Semantic Dif-
ferential adapted from Osgood’s original methodology measured self-image across 
three modalities: Real Self (“how I am now”), Ideal Self (“how I would like to be”), 
and Virtual Self (“how I present myself online”). Each modality was rated on three 
7-point bipolar scales: Evaluation (good–bad), Strength (strong–weak), and Activ-
ity (active–passive). Higher scores indicate more positive, stronger, or more active 
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self-perception. Internal consistency (Cronbach’s α) for the three Evaluation items 
across modalities was 0.82.

EPOCH well-being scale  (Kern et al., 2016). ! e Russian-language version 
(Volkova & Volkova, 2025) measured " ve components of psychological well-being: 
Engagement (absorption in activities), Perseverance (completing goals despite dif-
" culty), Optimism (positive future expectations), Connectedness (satisfying rela-
tionships), and Happiness (positive a$ ect). Each subscale contains four items rated 
on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = almost never, 5 = almost always). A total well-being 
score was computed by averaging all 20 items. Cronbach’s α for the total scale 
was 0.87.

INCOM social comparison scale (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999). ! e Russian-language 
version assessed orientation toward social comparison. ! e scale includes 11 items 
rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Two sub-
scales were computed: ability comparison (e.g., “I oV en compare how I am doing 
with how others are doing”) and opinion comparison (e.g., “I always like to know 
what others think in a similar situation”). Cronbach’s α was 0.79 for ability subscale 
and 0.74 for opinion subscale.

Procedure
Data collection occurred during regular school hours in classroom settings. Teachers 
were not present during questionnaire administration to reduce social desirability 
bias. Participants completed paper-and-pencil questionnaires in a " xed order: digi-
tal activity questionnaire, Semantic Di$ erential, EPOCH, and INCOM. Completion 
time was approximately 25–30 minutes.

! e study was conducted as part of the approved research programme of St. Pe-
tersburg State Paediatric Medical University, “Psychological Well-Being of Children 
and Adolescents in the Modern World” (registration No. 122101200010-0, registered 
October 12, 2022). Under the university’s regulations for anonymous questionnaire-
based studies with no experimental manipulation, no separate ethics committee ap-
proval was required. All participants provided written informed consent. For par-
ticipants under 18 years, written informed consent was also obtained from a legal 
guardian.

Statistical Analysis
Due to non-normal distribution of several variables (Shapiro–Wilk test, p < 0.05 for 
screen time and several EPOCH subscales), nonparametric Spearman correlations 
were used for bivariate analyses. Stepwise multiple linear regression (forward selec-
tion) identi" ed signi" cant predictors of overall well-being (EPOCH total score). Pre-
dictors included: screen time (hours/day), activity type (dummy-coded: communica-
tion vs. gaming vs. mixed), INCOM ability subscale, INCOM opinion subscale, and 
all nine Semantic Di$ erential scales (Evaluation, Strength, Activity for Real, Ideal, 
and Virtual Self). Signi" cance level was set at p < 0.05. All analyses were performed 
in SPSS 26.0 (IBM Corp.).
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Results
Demographic and digital activity characteristics. Table 1 summarises the sample char-
acteristics. Median screen time was 6 hours per day (IQR: 4.5–7.5). ! e smartphone 
was the primary device for 99% of participants. Girls more oV en engaged in com-
munication (66%), while boys preferred gaming (54%). No gender di$ erence was 
found in screen time duration (U = 589.5, p = 0.78). Importantly, screen time did not 
correlate with any well-being measure (all ρ < 0.12, all p > 0.05).

Psychological well-being. Based on EPOCH total scores (possible range 1–5), 
74.3% of participants showed moderate well-being (3.0–3.9), 18.6% low (< 3.0), and 
7.1% high (≥ 4.0). Boys scored slightly higher than girls on Optimism (M = 3.67 vs. 
3.41, p < 0.10), Connectedness (M = 3.71 vs. 3.48, p < 0.10), and Happiness (M = 3.67 
vs. 3.42, p < 0.10), but di$ erences reached only trend level. Engagement was the lowest 
scoring component across both genders (overall M = 2.88, SD = 0.70), consistent with 
Volkova & Volkova (2025).

Social comparison. Neither INCOM total score nor its two subscales (ability com-
parison, opinion comparison) showed signi" cant correlations with overall well-be-
ing (ability: ρ = –0.09, p = 0.46; opinion: ρ = –0.06, p = 0.62). No INCOM measure 
correlated with Real Self-Evaluation (ability: ρ = –0.11, p = 0.36; opinion: ρ = –0.04, 
p = 0.74). ! is challenges the assumption that social comparison is a primary mecha-
nism linking digital environments to adolescent well-being.

Self-image structure. Table 2 presents the full self-image structure across three 
modalities (Real, Ideal, Virtual Self) and three factors (Evaluation, Strength, Activity). 
Girls reported signi" cantly higher Ideal Self-Evaluation than boys (M = 5.89 vs. 5.44, 
U = 398.5, p = 0.02). No other gender di$ erences reached signi" cance.

When comparing low (n = 13), moderate (n = 52), and high (n = 5) well-being 
groups, signi" cant di$ erences appeared only in Real Self-Evaluation (Kruskal–Wallis 

Table 1
Demographic and digital activity characteristics of the sample (N = 70)

Characteristic Total (N = 70) Male (n = 35) Female (n = 35)

Age, years (M ± SD) 16.4 ± 0.7 16.4 ± 0.7 16.4 ± 0.7

Screen time, hours/day (Mdn [IQR]) 6.0 [4.5; 7.5] 6.0 [4.5; 7.0] 6.0 [5.0; 7.5]

Smartphone as primary device, % 99% 100% 97%

Main activity type, %

– Communication 40% 20% 60%

– Gaming 37% 54% 20%

– Mixed / Other 23% 26% 20%

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation; Mdn = median; IQR = interquartile range.
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H = 14.2, p < 0.001) and Real Self-Strength (H = 9.8, p = 0.007). Ideal Self and Virtual 
Self parameters did not di$ er across well-being groups (all p > 0.10).

Correlation Analysis
For both genders combined, Real Self-Evaluation correlated positively with Optimism 
(ρ = 0.47, p < 0.001), Happiness (ρ = 0.54, p < 0.001), and overall well-being (ρ = 0.49, 
p < 0.001). Real Self-Strength correlated with Perseverance (ρ = 0.38, p = 0.001) and 
overall well-being (ρ = 0.34, p = 0.004). Real Self-Activity showed no signi" cant cor-
relations with any well-being component (all ρ < 0.15, all p > 0.20).

Real Self-Evaluation correlated positively with Ideal Self-Evaluation (ρ = 0.59, 
p < 0.001) and Virtual Self-Evaluation (ρ = 0.51, p < 0.001). ! is pattern indicates that 
a positive real self-integrates the entire self-concept across modalities. No INCOM 
subscale (ability or opinion) correlated with any Real Self parameter (all |ρ| < 0.12, all 
p > 0.30).

Regression Analysis
Stepwise multiple linear regression was performed with overall well-being (EPOCH 
total) as the dependent variable. Predictors entered in the " rst block included screen 
time, activity type (dummy variables), INCOM ability subscale, and INCOM opinion 
subscale. In the second block, all nine Semantic Di$ erential scales were added.

Table 2
Self-image structure (Semantic Di! erential): gender comparisons

Modality / Factor Male (n = 35) M ± SD Female (n = 35) M ± SD p (Mann–Whitney)

Real Self
– Evaluation 4.82 ± 0.92 4.65 ± 0.98 0.43
– Strength 4.75 ± 0.88 4.58 ± 0.94 0.39
– Activity 4.91 ± 0.85 4.88 ± 0.91 0.87

Ideal Self
– Evaluation 5.44 ± 0.78 5.89 ± 0.71 0.02
– Strength 5.38 ± 0.82 5.52 ± 0.77 0.45
– Activity 5.61 ± 0.74 5.70 ± 0.69 0.62

Virtual Self
– Evaluation 4.71 ± 0.95 4.68 ± 1.01 0.91
– Strength 4.55 ± 0.92 4.60 ± 0.97 0.83
– Activity 4.82 ± 0.88 4.91 ± 0.85 0.68

Note. Semantic Di! erential scores range from 1 (lowest) to 7 (highest). Higher scores indicate more positive 
Evaluation, stronger Strength, or more active Activity.
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! e " nal model retained only one signi" cant predictor:  Real Self-Evalua-
tion (B = 0.045, SE = 0.011, β = 0.489, t = 4.62, p < 0.001). ! e model explained 23.9% 
of variance in overall well-being (R² = 0.239, adjusted R² = 0.228, F(1,68) = 21.37, p < 
0.001). Neither digital activity parameters (screen time, activity type) nor INCOM 
subscales (ability, opinion) entered the model at any step (all p > 0.20 for entry). No 
other self-image parameter (Real Self-Strength, Real Self-Activity, Ideal Self factors, 
Virtual Self factors) met the entry criterion.

Discussion
! e results support the hypothesis that self-image structure, not digital activity or so-
cial comparison, determines psychological well-being in senior high school students. 
Real Self-Evaluation (self-acceptance) was the only signi" cant predictor, explaining 
nearly one-quarter of variance in overall well-being.

! is " nding aligns with self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) and Ry$ ’s 
(1989, 1995) model of psychological well-being, both of which identify self-accept-
ance as a core component. Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model similarly emphasises 
positive self-regard. ! e digital environment does not override these basic mecha-
nisms. Instead, it serves as a context where existing self-structures manifest (Solo-
datova & Voiskunsky, 2021). Adolescents with high Real Self-Evaluation maintain 
stable well-being regardless of screen time, while those with low self-acceptance may 
be more vulnerable — but not because of digital activity per se.

! e absence of a screen-time e$ ect is consistent with meta-analytic " ndings (Or-
ben & Przybylski, 2019) and with Russian studies showing weak associations between 
digital activity duration and well-being (Kornienko et al., 2022; Kornienko et al., 
2025). Public discourse focusing solely on screen-time reduction may be misguided. 
More important is how adolescents perceive themselves online and o[  ine, not how 
many hours they spend.

A novel contribution of this study is the separate analysis of INCOM ability and 
opinion subscales. Neither predicted well-being. ! is challenges the assumption that 
social comparison is a key mechanism linking digital environments to adolescent 
mental health. One explanation is that comparison e$ ects are strongly moderated by 
self-esteem (Vogel et al., 2014). Adolescents with stable, positive self-concepts may 
engage in comparisons without negative consequences. Another possibility is that 
adolescents primarily compare with similar others (Festinger, 1954), which does not 
necessarily threaten self-evaluation. Puukko et al. (2020) found that social media ef-
fects on depressive symptoms were small and partly explained by pre-existing vulner-
abilities.

! e three-factor structure of self-image revealed important distinctions. Real 
Self-Evaluation (self-acceptance) and Real Self-Strength (perceived competence) were 
associated with well-being, but Real Self-Activity was not. ! is suggests that how ad-
olescents evaluate themselves matters more than how active they perceive themselves 
to be. Among Ideal and Virtual Self parameters, only Ideal Self-Evaluation showed a 
gender di$ erence (girls higher), consistent with literature on higher self-presentation 
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standards among adolescent girls (Vogel et al., 2014; Hjetland et al., 2024). However 
Ideal Self-Evaluation did not predict well-being, partially contradicting self-discrep-
ancy theory (Higgins, 1987) but supporting the view that absolute self-acceptance 
matters more than ideal-actual gaps.

! e correlation between Real Self-Evaluation and both Ideal and Virtual 
Self-Evaluation suggests an integrative function. Adolescents with positive real 
self-acceptance also project positive ideal standards and maintain favourable virtual 
self-representations. ! is aligns with Ayushi Agarwal’s (2024) observation that so-
cial media provides a context for identity exploration without fundamentally altering 
core self-structure. For clinical practice, this implies that interventions should target 
global self-acceptance rather than modifying digital behaviour alone.

Practical Implications
School-based prevention programmes oV en focus on digital hygiene  — limiting 
screen time, and encouraging o[  ine activities. ! e present " ndings suggest that such 
approaches may have limited impact unless combined with self-acceptance train-
ing. Cognitive-behavioural techniques (e.g., identifying and challenging negative 
self-evaluations) and mindfulness-based self-compassion exercises could be inte-
grated into existing curricula. For clinicians, assessing Real Self-Evaluation may be 
more informative than asking about screen time when adolescent patients present 
with low well-being.

Limitations and Future Directions
Several limitations should be noted. ! e sample size (N = 70) is moderate and geo-
graphically restricted (St. Petersburg only), limiting generalisability to other regions 
or rural populations. ! e cross-sectional design prevents causal inferences — we can-
not determine whether low Real Self-Evaluation causes low well-being or vice versa. 
Digital activity was self-reported, which may introduce recall bias and social desir-
ability e$ ects. Future research should use longitudinal designs with objective digital 
tracking (e.g., app usage logs) and larger, more diverse samples. Additionally, the 
virtual self was measured via self-report; ecological momentary assessment could 
capture real-time self-evaluations during actual online activity.

Conclusion
Psychological well-being of senior high school students in the digital environment 
is determined primarily by self-image structure, not by digital activity parameters 
or social comparison orientation. Real Self-Evaluation (self-acceptance) is the sole 
signi" cant predictor, explaining 24% of variance in well-being. Screen time, activity 
type, and social comparison (both ability and opinion) do not predict well-being. 
! e digital environment acts as a context, not a determinant. Practical interventions 
should focus on strengthening positive self-acceptance rather than restricting screen 
time.
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