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ABSTRACT: Background: Emerging adulthood is a critical period for ego identity exploration and consolidation,
and self-presentation on social media constitutes a salient online context for this developmental process. However,
limited research has explored the associations between self-presentation on WeChat Moments and ego identity.
This study aims to examine these associations, focusing on the mediating role of online positive feedback and the
moderating role of gender. Methods: Using a three-wave longitudinal design, this study followed 767 Chinese
college students (Mean age = 18.96 years) through cluster sampling. Participants completed self-report questionnaires
assessing self-presentation on WeChat Moments, online positive feedback, and ego identity status. Data analyses
were conducted using mediation modeling and multi-group structural equation modeling. Results: Authentic
self-presentation was positively associated with identity achievement and negatively associated with identity diffusion,
whereas positive self-presentation was linked to higher levels of identity foreclosure. Online positive feedback played
a significant mediating role in the associations between self-presentation strategies and identity statuses, and gender
differences were observed in this mediating pathway. For both males and females, authentic self-presentation was
associated with higher identity achievement through online positive feedback. However, indirect associations with
identity foreclosure and diffusion were observed only among females: authentic self-presentation was linked to lower
levels, whereas positive self-presentation was linked to higher levels of foreclosure and diffusion through online
positive feedback. No comparable indirect associations were detected among males. Conclusions: Online positive
feedback is closely linked to self-presentation strategies and ego identity statuses, with these associations varying
by gender.
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1 Introduction

Emerging adulthood is a developmental period in which individuals face the critical psychosocial
task of forming a coherent ego identity [1,2]. Although identity development begins in adolescence, a
consolidated and stable sense of identity typically emerges after age 18 [3]. During this stage, individuals
experience substantial transitions in identity, often moving from diffusion or moratorium toward the more
mature status of identity achievement [4]. In the digital age, these developmental processes increasingly
unfold within online environments. Recent research highlights that social media have become a crucial
ecological context in which emerging adults explore, express, and construct their sense of self [5].
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Among the various digital platforms used by emerging adults, WeChat stands out as one of the most
prevalent, with over 1.4 billion monthly active users. As a multifunctional social media application, WeChat
facilitates communication, media sharing, and social connection within a semi-private, acquaintance-based
network. A defining feature of this platform is WeChat Moments, where users post updates, share photos,
express emotions, and interact with others’ content. Prior studies suggest that such interpersonal and
expressive activities create meaningful opportunities for self-presentation, emotional expression, and social
connection [6] for emerging adults, who are in a peak period of identity exploration, the ways they present
themselves and the feedback they receive from peers carry heightened developmental significance [7].
Increased sensitivity to social evaluations makes online interactions especially influential in shaping ongoing
identity exploration, negotiation, and consolidation [8]. The strong-tie nature of WeChat Moments further
amplifies these dynamics: self-presentation is directed not at distant audiences but at close peers, classmates,
and family members [9], whose feedback holds substantial emotional and developmental weight. Through
repeated acts of crafting photos, captions, and narratives, individuals engage in ongoing identity work,
which may affect their emerging sense of self through the social feedback they receive [8,10].

Despite theoretical advances suggesting that digital media constitute a key developmental ecology
for identity formation [7] and that online interpersonal interactions play a crucial role in self-concept and
identity development [11,12], empirical research has yet to fully examine how self-presentation on WeChat
Moments contributes to ego identity development among emerging adults, particularly with regard to
the psychological mechanisms underlying this process [13]. Addressing this gap is critical, not only for
advancing theoretical understanding but also for informing educational and developmental interventions
aimed at supporting identity formation in the digital age. The present study therefore investigates how
different forms of self-presentation on WeChat Moments relate to ego identity statuses and whether online
positive feedback functions as a key mechanism linking digital self-expression to identity development.

1.1 Ego Identity

Emerging adulthood (ages 18–25) represents a transitional period between adolescence and
adulthood [1]. During this stage, individuals reach biological maturity while gradually disengaging
from parental oversight. Many are enrolled in higher education or entering the workforce, encountering
substantial changes in social contexts, interpersonal relationships, and life roles. These transitions bring
both opportunities and pressures to explore alternatives in domains such as career goals, values, belief
systems, and intimate relationships, making emerging adulthood a critical period for the formation and
transformation of ego identity [4,10]. As they navigate competing pathways, emerging adults experience
heightened uncertainty regarding who they are and who they want to become, prompting active exploration
and social interaction.

Ego identity refers to an individual’s subjective sense of internal consistency and continuity over
time [1,2]. According to Marcia’s framework [14], identity development is structured around two core
processes of exploration and commitment, which give rise to four identity statuses: achievement (high
exploration and high commitment), moratorium (high exploration and low commitment), foreclosure (low
exploration and high commitment), and diffusion (low exploration and low commitment). A substantial
body of research has documented distinct psychological and developmental correlates of the four identity
statuses [15–18]. Identity achievement is the most mature identity status. Individuals in this category are
characterized by higher levels of self-esteem and autonomy, more positive psychosocial functioning, while
showing the lowest levels of anxiety and depressive symptoms [17,19]. In contrast, individuals with an
identity diffusion status display the most psychological, interpersonal, and adjustment difficulties, including
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anxiety, depression, an avoidant cognitive style, low levels of self-esteem and autonomy, and a greater
likelihood of engaging in antisocial behaviors [15–18]. Individuals in identity moratorium show higher
openness to experience, active exploration of personal goals and values, greater cognitive flexibility, and a
positive information-processing style, but they also tend to report higher levels of anxiety [17–19]. Those
characterized by identity foreclosure show strong goal commitment, lower levels of anxiety, and higher
life satisfaction, but they often rely on external control, use rigid and dogmatic cognitive styles, and show
poorer adaptability to environmental demands [16,17,19].

In emerging adulthood, ego identity development is particularly dynamic. As individuals explore
diverse roles and life trajectories, they may shift among different identity statuses that vary in their levels of
exploration and commitment. Through the ongoing interplay between these two processes, they gradually
develop a more coherent and integrated sense of self [4]. These statuses are closely associated with
personality development and social adjustment [20] and exert a profound influence on overall psychosocial
functioning.

1.2 Self-Presentation on WeChat Moments and Ego Identity

Self-presentation is a primary motivation for social media use and refers to individuals’ attempts
to manage how they are perceived by others [21]. Increasing evidence suggests that self-presentation
can function as an exploratory self-related behavior through which individuals experiment with different
aspects of the self, reflect on their characteristics, and refine their self-understanding, processes that are
central to identity development [12,22]. Although identity-relevant self-presentation traditionally occurred
in offline interpersonal contexts, emerging adults in the digital era increasingly turn to social media to
express and explore who they are. Compared to offline settings, social media provide greater editability,
visibility, and audience control, enabling users to curate, organize, and selectively reveal aspects of the
self. Within this landscape, WeChat Moments functions as a semi-private, acquaintance-based platform
where emerging adults frequently post photos, write captions, and share life updates. Such activities
inherently involve impression management and, consequently, become an important arena for ongoing
identity work [6,23].

Research on social media commonly distinguishes between two forms of self-presentation:
authentic self-presentation and positive self-presentation [21]. Drawing on Kim and Lee’s definition
of self-presentation on social networking sites [21], authentic self-presentation on WeChat Moments can
be understood as displaying one’s unembellished and genuine aspects, whereas positive self-presentation
refers to the selective sharing of information that helps construct a favorable and positive personal image.
Authentic self-presentation reflects the “actual self” characterized by spontaneous and minimally edited
posts that capture everyday experiences and subtle emotional expressions, with natural and unembellished
captions [21,24]. In contrast, positive self-presentation involves efforts to construct an “idealized self,”
emphasizing highlight moments such as achievements, travel, or celebrations through carefully curated
content and polished captions [25,26]. Such differences in content selection and curation reflect distinct
pathways of identity exploration [12,22].

Different self-presentation styles have been shown to influence individuals’ self-concept and identity
development [27]. Authentic self-presentation facilitates individuals’ exploration of ego identity [12,28,29].
When individuals reveal themselves truthfully and remain faithful to their genuine experiences and feelings,
they engage in self-reflection and integrate their past experiences, emotions, and thoughts [30]. This
process promotes self-exploration and self-construction, enabling individuals to gain a more objective
and accurate understanding of themselves [31,32], thereby supporting their progression from identity
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moratorium toward identity achievement. Moreover, Rogers’s self-consistency theory [33] posits that
individuals have a fundamental psychological drive to pursue and maintain consistency, unity, and integrity
within their self-concept, and that psychological well-being depends on the congruence between one’s
self-concept and actual experiences, authentic self-presentation provides a unique context in which such
congruence can be practiced and strengthened [34,35]. According to this perspective, each instance of
authentic sharing constitutes a meaningful test of self-acceptance—“Am I willing to show my true self to
others?” [36]. Accumulated over time, these experiences foster self-exploration, reinforce a coherent and
stable sense of self, and reduce self-concept confusion [36], thereby supporting the autonomous exploration
characteristic of identity moratorium and facilitating identity achievement [37]. Furthermore, reflective
processes elicited by authentic expression may challenge unexamined external commitments, reducing the
likelihood of identity foreclosure [38].

However, in contrast to authentic self-presentation, existing research presents inconsistent findings
regarding the impact of positive self-presentation on WeChat Moments on emerging adults’ ego identity.
Some studies suggest that positive self-presentation may direct attention toward desirable self-aspects,
reinforce favorable self-evaluations, and be associated with higher self-worth and self-esteem [21,27],
which have been linked to more adaptive identity outcomes [39]. Nevertheless, a growing body of research
cautions that positive self-presentation functions as a cognitive filter that does not reflect one’s true
situation, and may even hinder self-integration and self-acceptance [40]. According to self-discrepancy
theory [41], excessive reliance on positive self-presentation on social networking sites amplifies the
discrepancy between individuals’ actual self and ideal self. The intentionally crafted “ideal self” continuously
highlights the shortcomings of the “real self” thereby intensifying psychological stress and conflicts in
identity formation [42]. Prolonged exposure to this discrepancy may activate different identity-related
coping strategies, leading individuals toward divergent identity statuses [22]. Specifically, such discrepancies
may undermine self-acceptance and self-integration, hindering identity achievement [43]. Moreover, fear
of damaging a carefully curated positive image may inhibit deeper exploration, resulting in prolonged
moratorium or externally defined foreclosure [38]. In more severe cases, internal fragmentation may impair
basic self-understanding and result in identity confusion and diffusion [44,45]. Accordingly, drawing
on self-discrepancy theory, the present study focuses on the potentially inhibiting role of positive
self-presentation on WeChat Moments, proposing that greater engagement in positive self-presentation is
negatively associated with adaptive ego identity development among emerging adults.

Importantly, the influence of self-presentation on ego identity may not occur directly. Micro-level
social experiences, such as online positive feedback, often mediate these processes. Positive feedback
provides social validation and constitutes an essential source of information about how one is perceived
by others, thereby shaping self-concept clarity, exploration motivation, and identity consolidation [7].
For emerging adults navigating identity issues in a close-tie environment like WeChat Moments, such
interpersonal feedback may be especially influential.

1.3 The Mediation of Online Positive Feedback

Online positive feedback refers to the likes, positive comments, and other affirming responses
individuals receive on social networking sites through self-presentation activities such as status updates
or content sharing [46]. Such feedback functions as a form of social information that reinforces users’
self-perceptions and sense of social connectedness. Recent research further demonstrates that social
connectivity and platform interactivity significantly enhance users’ feelings of interpersonal connection,
thereby motivating continued engagement and self-expression on social media [47]. In the context of
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WeChat, network externalities, particularly interactions and responses from close acquaintances, play a
pivotal role in shaping users’ willingness to share content; when individuals receive more peer feedback
and social gratifications, they become more motivated to engage in self-presentation activities [48].

A substantial body of empirical studies show that authentic self-presentation on social networking sites
is directly associated with a higher frequency of online positive feedback [31,49]. Authentic disclosure and
timely sharing of personal updates foster reciprocal interactions among friends, thereby increasing online
positive feedback [31] and strengthening perceived social support [21]. In contrast, evidence regarding
the association between positive self-presentation and online feedback remains mixed. Although some
studies suggest that positive self-presentation facilitates favorable impression formation and is associated
with increased positive feedback [50], other research suggests that highly idealized posts, such as frequent
selfies or conspicuous displays of happiness, may evoke aversion or rejection from peers, reducing positive
feedback [51]. These inconsistent findings underscore the importance of considering contextual features of
specific platforms. In acquaintance-based social networking environments such as WeChat Moments, where
online interactions are embedded in relatively stable offline relationships, highly positive self-presentation
may be more salient and subject to social evaluation [52]. Under such conditions, excessive positivity may
be perceived as inauthentic or normatively inappropriate, potentially undermining favorable peer responses.
Accordingly, the present study advances the hypothesis that positive self-presentation on WeChat Moments
is negatively associated with online positive feedback among emerging adults.

Online positive feedback also plays a crucial role in identity development. According to the main-effect
and buffering-effect models of social support [53], higher levels of social support promote psychological
well-being and help individuals cope with stress. As a specific form of social support, online positive
feedback can encourage individuals to explore possibilities for self-development, buffer negative experiences,
enhance general self-concept [31], reduce confusion during identity exploration, and facilitate self-concept
integration [54,55]. Research further shows that platforms composed primarily of offline acquaintances
tend to provide more positive feedback, which supports identity development [27]. Recent longitudinal
findings also indicate that positive self-presentation on Instagram fosters identity development over time
and that peer feedback is central to shaping this process [39]. In addition, Granic et al. [7] emphasizes that
peer feedback on digital platforms serves as a key mechanism through which media use shapes identity
development, strengthening self-concept clarity and facilitating identity exploration and integration. Taken
together, these studies suggest that online positive feedback functions as a key social mechanism through
which self-presentation behaviors on WeChat Moments influence individuals’ identity development.

1.4 Gender Difference

There may be gender differences not only in the levels of self-presentation, online feedback, and
identity statuses, but more importantly in the ways these variables are interrelated. Prior work indicates
that identity processes tend to be organized differently for men and women. For example, women are more
likely to show foreclosure and achievement, whereas men more often fall into moratorium and diffusion
statuses [56]. Such differences may reflect gendered patterns of interpersonal orientation, emotional
expressiveness, and social role expectations, which shape how self-presentation becomes linked to identity
outcomes.

Moreover, gender may moderate the pathway from self-presentation to feedback and ultimately to
identity outcomes by influencing individuals’ motives and strategies for online self-presentation. Research
shows that women’s self-presentation on social media is more relationally oriented, aimed at seeking
emotional support, validation, and connection [56]. As a result, women may be more sensitive to online
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feedback, and positive peer responses may more strongly reinforce authentic identity exploration and
stabilize identity commitments. In contrast, men’s online self-presentation tends to bemore instrumental and
performance-oriented. Men are more likely to highlight social status, competence, or achievements [57–59],
and may sometimes engage in self-enhancing exaggeration [60,61]. These strategies can elicit different
audience reactions, such as competitiveness or reduced emotional support, which may weaken the
developmental implications of positive feedback. Men also tend to view social networking sites as spaces
for status signaling rather than relational connection, reducing the extent to which online feedback informs
their evolving sense of self.

Finally, according to self-construal theory [62], identity is not predetermined but is continuously
constructed through social interactions and cultural contexts. Women typically exhibit a more
interdependent self-construal, characterized by heightened interpersonal sensitivity, greater attunement
to social cues, and a stronger need for social approval. This suggests that positive feedback may more
substantially facilitate identity reflection and consolidation for women. In contrast, men tend to hold a
more independent self-construal and place greater emphasis on autonomy, competence, and social status,
which may be associated with a reduced tendency to incorporate external feedback into identity-related
self-evaluations [63,64].

Taken together, although empirical research on gender differences in the relationships among
self-presentation on WeChat Moments, online positive feedback, and ego identity remains limited, existing
theory provides a clear rationale for expecting gender to moderate the indirect associations between
self-presentation on WeChat Moments and ego identity outcomes via online positive feedback. Accordingly,
this study hypothesized that these indirect associations would be stronger for women than for men.

1.5 The Present Study

Recent studies have begun to explore the relationship between social media use and adolescent ego
identity development. However, research on how prototypical acquaintance-based social media platforms
such as WeChat Moments influence the ego identity of college students remains limited. To address this gap,
the present study, using a longitudinal design, investigates the association between self-presentation on
WeChat Moments and ego identity and its mechanisms among Chinese emerging adults. Gender differences
were also examined. This study offers insights that may inform targeted interventions to support ego
identity development among college students.

The hypotheses under consideration are as follows (See Fig. 1). First, we hypothesized that positive
self-presentation on WeChat Moments would later be negatively associated with identity achievement
and positively associated with identity moratorium, foreclosure, and diffusion (Hypothesis 1). Conversely,
authentic self-presentation on WeChat Moments would later be positively associated with identity
achievement and negatively associated with identity diffusion, foreclosure, and moratorium (Hypothesis 2).
Furthermore, the relationship between self-presentation on WeChat Moments and ego identity statuses
would be mediated by online positive feedback (Hypothesis 3). Specifically, authentic self-presentation
on WeChat Moments would be positively associated with online positive feedback, which in turn would
be positively associated with identity achievement and negatively associated with identity moratorium,
foreclosure, and diffusion (Hypothesis 3a). In contrast, positive self-presentation on WeChat Moments
would be negatively associated with online positive feedback, which in turn would be negatively associated
with identity achievement and positively associated with identity moratorium, foreclosure, and diffusion
(Hypothesis 3b). Finally, we hypothesized that gender would moderate the overall model linking
self-presentation onWeChat Moments to ego identity statuses through online positive feedback (Hypothesis
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4). Specifically, based on theoretical perspectives concerning gendered interpersonal orientations and
self-construals, the pattern of associations among authentic/positive self-presentation, online positive
feedback, and ego identity outcomes is expected to be significantly stronger in women than in men.

Figure 1: Hypothesized model.

2 Methods

2.1 Participants

The present study employed a cluster sampling method to recruit participants from two public
universities in China, namely University of Jinan and Qingdao University of Technology. Participants were
asked to complete the survey at different time points: December 2020 (Time 1, T1), June 2021 (Time 2, T2),
and December 2021 (Time 3, T3). This study employed a three-wave design with six-month intervals to
provide a more stable assessment of the cumulative effects of online positive feedback and changes in
ego identity among college students. Emerging adults’ changes in ego identity status typically unfold
over several months, influenced by academic tasks, internships, and extracurricular activities. In addition,
students’ self-presentation on social media adjusts across academic cycles, and positive feedback exerts
its effects gradually through long-term social comparison and self-reconstruction, making a six-month
interval suitable for capturing these incremental processes. Based on existing theories and the design of
the present study, self-presentation on WeChat Moments was assessed at the first time point (T1), online
positive feedback at the second time point (T2), and ego identity at the third time point (T3).

After excluding invalid data from participants who were absent due to leave requests, a total of
767 participants (Meanage = 18.96, SD = 1.03; 74.10% females) completed all three waves of the survey.
380 participants of them (49.54%) majored in humanities, and 387 (50.46%) majored in STEM fields. An
MCAR test for missing values was performed, with p > 0.05 indicating that the data were missing at
complete random. Independent samples t-tests revealed no significant differences between completers
and non-completers on identity achievement (t = 0.07, p = 0.95), identity moratorium (t = −1.16, p = 0.25),
identity foreclosure (t = −0.16, p = 0.87), identity diffusion (t = −0.16, p = 0.87), authentic self-presentation
on WeChat Moments (t = −1.16, p = 0.25), positive self-presentation on WeChat Moments (t = 1.20, p = 0.23),
or online positive feedback (t = −0.07, p = 0.94). These results suggest that no systematic attrition bias was
present in this study.
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2.2 Measures

2.2.1 Self-Presentation on WeChat Moments

A self-presentation questionnaire specific to WeChat Moments was used based on Kim and Lee’s [21]
Social Networking Site Self-Presentation Strategies Scale. It was revised in the present study. Confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) was conducted using Mplus 7.0 (Muthén & Muthén, Los Angeles, CA, USA) to examine
the structural validity of the scale. Items with factor loadings below 0.5 were excluded from the final model.
The refined questionnaire exhibited adequate model fit (chi-square/degrees of freedom (χ2/df) = 2.83 < 3.00,
comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.98 > 0.90, Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) = 0.97 > 0.90, root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) = 0.05 < 0.08, standardized root means square residual (SRMR) = 0.02 < 0.05) [64],
with factor loadings ranging from 0.5 to 0.9.

This version included two dimensions: authentic self-presentation and positive self-presentation,
which comprised four and three items, respectively, for a total of seven items. Specifically, authentic
self-presentation consists of 4 items: “I enjoy sharing daily life updates on WeChat Moments”, “I use posts
to showcase myself or interact with others”, “I hope others learn more about me through my Moments” and
“My WeChat Moments reflect my true self ”; positive self-presentation consists of 3 items: “I amplify certain
traits or experiences in my posts”, “I showcase my achievements on Moments” and “I align my opinions with
mainstream values when posting”. Each item ranges from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The
scores were averaged to calculate self-presentation on WeChat Moments. At the first time point (T1), the
internal consistency reliability α coefficients for the positive and authentic self-presentation dimensions
were 0.71 and 0.88, respectively.

2.2.2 Online Positive Feedback

The Online Positive Feedback Scale created by Liu and Brown [49] and validated by Liu et al. [31]
was utilized in this study, including five items (e.g., “How often do you receive positive feedback or response
when you update status on social networking sites”), with responses ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always).
Previous studies have demonstrated that the scale has high reliability and validity among Chinese adolescent
groups [31]. At the second time point (T2), the internal consistency reliability α coefficients for the scale
was 0.94.

2.2.3 Ego Identity

Ego identity was assessed using the Brief Version of the Extended Objective Measure of Ego Identity
Status-2 (EOM-EIS-2) [65], as adapted for the Chinese population by Wang and Chen [66]. The 32-item
scale comprises four subscales: identity achievement (e.g., “After considerable thought I’ve developed my
own individual viewpoint of what is for me an ideal ‘life style’ and don’t believe anyone will be likely to
change my perspective”), identity moratorium (e.g., “There are a lot of different kinds of people. I’m still
exploring the many possibilities to find the right kind of friends for me”), identity foreclosure (e.g., “My own
views on a desirable life style were taught to me by my parents and I don’t see any need to question what
they taught me”), and identity diffusion (e.g., “I haven’t chosen the occupation I really want to get into, and
I’m just working at what is available until something better comes along”), with eight items per subscale.
Participants were invited to answer every item ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).
The individual’s identity status was determined by calculating the mean scores across the four identity
status subscales. The revised scale demonstrates acceptable reliability and good construct validity among
Chinese adolescent populations [66]. At the third time point (T3), the internal consistency reliability α
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coefficients for the four subscales of identity achievement, moratorium, foreclosure, and diffusion were,
respectively, 0.74, 0.53, 0.83 and 0.58. The relatively low internal consistency coefficients for the Moratorium
and Diffusion subscales have been reported in previous studies using the EOM-EIS-2 [66]. This may be
attributed to the theoretically heterogeneous nature of these identity statuses, which reflect varying patterns
of exploration and commitment, as well as to the fact that items within each subscale cover multiple life
domains, potentially reducing item homogeneity.

2.3 Procedure

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the School of Education and Psychology, University
of Jinan (No. 201709003). Prior to data collection, written informed consent was obtained from all participants,
and participation was entirely voluntary. Students completed the questionnaires collectively in their classroom,
with two graduate students majoring in psychology serving as research assistants. All of the assistants received
standardized training in administration procedures and research ethics. The questionnaires were administered
in groups using a paper-and-pencil format and took approximately 20 min to complete. Surveys were collected
immediately after completion. All participants received a gift as appreciation for their participation.

2.4 Data Analysis

Data in the present study were analyzed using SPSS and Mplus. First, preliminary data analyses,
including data merging, reverse scoring, missing value analysis, missing data handling, descriptive statistics,
and Pearson correlation analysis, were conducted using SPSS 22.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA).

Subsequently, structural equation modeling was performed in Mplus 8.3 to investigate a longitudinal
mediated model linking self-presentation on WeChat Moments (including authentic and positive
self-presentation) to ego identity statuses (i.e., achievement, moratorium, foreclosure, and diffusion) through
online positive feedback. Specifically, T1 authentic self-presentation and T1 positive self-presentation on
WeChat Moments were entered as predictor variables, T2 online positive feedback was the mediator, and
T3 ego identity statuses were outcome variables in a mediation model. Model fit was assessed against
conventional criteria: CFI and TLI > 0.90, and RMSEA < 0.08 [67]. The significance of the indirect effects
was examined using the bias-corrected percentile bootstrap method with 2000 resamples. An effect was
considered statistically significant if its 95% bootstrap confidence interval did not include 0. Standardized
path coefficients are reported alongside their unstandardized counterparts for interpretation. All latent
variables were assessed using manifest indicators derived from either individual item of the respective
subscales or item parcels. Participants’ gender and age were included as control variables in the model.

Finally, multi-group structural equation modeling was conducted to examine potential gender
differences in the indirect pathway from T1 self-presentation on WeChat Moments to T3 ego identity via
T2 online positive feedback. Two nested models were estimated: (a) an unconstrained model where all
path coefficients were freely estimated across gender groups, and (b) a constrained model where the path
coefficients were fixed to be equal across gender groups. A chi-square difference test (Δχ2) was conducted
to compare the model fits. A significant chi-square difference would indicate gender differences in the
overall model. In such a case, follow-up the Wald test would be conducted using the MODEL CONSTRAINT
command in Mplus to identify specific paths that exhibited significant differences between groups [67].
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3 Results

3.1 Preliminary Analyses

As shown in Table 1, T1 authentic self-presentation on WeChat Moments showed a significant positive
correlation with T2 online positive feedback (r = 0.31, p < 0.001) and T3 identity achievement (r = 0.14,
p < 0.001), as well as a significant negative correlation with T3 identity diffusion (r = −0.19, p < 0.001).
T1 positive self-presentation on WeChat Moments was positively correlated with both T2 online positive
feedback (r = 0.10, p = 0.005) and T3 identity foreclosure (r = 0.13, p < 0.001). In addition, T2 online
positive feedback was positively correlated with T3 identity achievement (r = 0.20, p < 0.001), and negatively
correlated with both T3 identity diffusion (r = −0.27, p < 0.001) and T3 identity foreclosure (r = −0.14,
p < 0.001).

Significant gender differences were found in identity achievement (male: Mean = 3.86, SD = 0.68;
female: Mean = 3.66, SD = 0.72; t = 3.41, p = 0.001) and identity foreclosure (male: Mean = 2.68, SD = 0.78;
female: Mean = 2.47, SD = 0.71; t = 3.56, p < 0.001). No significant gender differences were observed for
identity moratorium (male: Mean = 3.67, SD = 0.66; female: Mean = 3.69, SD = 0.67; t = −0.32, p = 0.747) or
identity diffusion (male: Mean = 3.43, SD = 0.68; female: Mean = 3.35, SD = 0.67; t = 1.42, p = 0.155).

Table 1: Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis among variables.

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Age 18.96 1.03 1
2. Gender 0.74 0.44 −0.04 1
3. T1 WMAP 2.61 1.09 −0.12** 0.11** 1
4. T1 WMPP 2.49 0.89 −0.06 −0.06 0.54*** 1
5. T2 OPF 3.50 0.80 −0.03 0.17*** 0.31*** 0.10** 1
6. T3 IA 3.71 0.71 0.08* −0.12** 0.14*** 0.05 0.20*** 1
7. T3 IM 3.68 0.66 −0.12** 0.01 0.03 0.01 0.04 0.09* 1
8. T3 IF 2.53 0.73 0.08* −0.13*** 0.00 0.13*** −0.14*** 0.07* 0.19*** 1
9. T3 ID 3.37 0.68 −0.03 −0.05 −0.19*** −0.06 −0.27*** −0.26*** 0.36*** 0.36*** 1

Note: Gender was coded as male = 0, female = 1; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Abbreviations: T1, the first time point;
T2, the second time point; T3, the third time point; WMPP, Positive Self-Presentation on WeChat Moments; WMAP, Authentic
Self-Presentation on WeChat Moments; OPF, Online Positive Feedback; IA, Identity Achievement; IM, Identity Moratorium; IF,
Identity Foreclosure; ID, Identity Diffusion.

3.2 Online Positive Feedback Mediating the Association between WeChat Moments Self-Presentation
and Ego Identity Statuses

In the latent variable structural equation model testing the mediating role of online positive feedback,
the model fitted well (χ2/df = 4.12, RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.90, and SRMR = 0.06). As shown
in Fig. 2, T1 authentic self-presentation on WeChat Moments was positively associated with T2 online
positive feedback (𝛽 = 0.43, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.31, 0.55]) and T3 identity achievement (𝛽 = 0.18, p = 0.020,
95% CI [0.03, 0.33]), and was negatively associated with T3 identity diffusion (𝛽 = −0.21, p = 0.021,
95% CI [−0.38, −0.03]). It was not significantly associated with T3 identity moratorium (𝛽 = −0.01, p = 0.936,
95% CI [−0.19, 0.17]) or T3 identity foreclosure (𝛽 = −0.09, p = 0.277, 95% CI [−0.24, 0.07]). In contrast,
T1 positive self-presentation was negatively associated with T2 online positive feedback (𝛽 = −0.15,
p = 0.028, 95% CI [−0.28, −0.02]) and was positively associated with T3 identity foreclosure (𝛽 = 0.22,
p = 0.013, 95% CI [0.05, 0.39]). It was not significantly associated with T3 identity achievement (𝛽 = −0.10,
p = 0.211, 95% CI [−0.26, 0.06]), identity moratorium (𝛽 = 0.04, p = 0.654, 95% CI [−0.15, 0.23]), or identity
diffusion (𝛽 = 0.09, p = 0.333, 95% CI [−0.09, 0.27]). Furthermore, T2 online positive feedback was positively
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associated with T3 identity achievement (𝛽 = 0.20, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.11, 0.29]) and negatively associated
with both T3 identity foreclosure (𝛽 = −0.16, p < 0.001, 95% CI [−0.25, −0.07]) and T3 identity diffusion
(𝛽 = −0.32, p < 0.001, 95% CI [−0.41, −0.22]). It was not significantly associated with T3 identity moratorium
(𝛽 = −0.04, p = 0.446, 95% CI [−0.16, 0.07]).

Furthermore, as shown in Table 2, T1 authentic self-presentation showed a significant positive
indirect association with T3 identity achievement through T2 online positive feedback (𝛽 = 0.09, p < 0.001,
95% CI [0.04, 0.13]). It also demonstrated significant negative indirect associations via the same mediator
with T3 identity foreclosure (𝛽 = −0.07, p = 0.001, 95% CI [−0.11, −0.03]) and T3 identity diffusion (𝛽 = −0.14,
p < 0.001, 95% CI [−0.19, −0.08]), whereas its indirect effect on T3 identity moratorium was not statistically
significant (𝛽 =−0.02, p = 0.454, 95% CI [−0.07, 0.03]). In contrast, T1 positive self-presentation was indirectly
associated with lower levels of T3 identity achievement through T2 online positive feedback (𝛽 = −0.03,
p = 0.047, 95% CI [−0.06, 0.00]), while showing positive indirect associations with T3 identity foreclosure
(𝛽 = 0.02, p = 0.044, 95% CI [0.00, 0.05]), and T3 identity diffusion (𝛽 = 0.05, p = 0.031, 95% CI [0.00, 0.09])
through the same mediating pathway, although its indirect effect on T3 identity moratorium was also
non-significant (𝛽 = 0.01, p = 0.500, 95% CI [−0.01, 0.03]).

 

Figure 2: Path diagrams for direct associations among self-presentation, positive feedback, and ego identity. Note:
*p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001. Solid lines represent significant path coefficients, dashed lines indicate non-significant path
coefficients. Gender was coded as male = 0, female = 1. The control variables, i.e., gender and age, were not presented
in the figure. Abbreviations: T1, the first time point; T2, the second time point; T3, the third time point.

Table 2: Longitudinal mediating effects of online positive feedback.

Path 𝜷 p 95%CI

T1 WMAP → T2 OPF → T3 IA 0.09 <0.001 [0.04, 0.13]
T1 WMAP → T2 OPF → T3 IM −0.02 0.454 [−0.07, 0.03]
T1 WMAP → T2 OPF → T3 IF −0.07 0.001 [−0.11, −0.03]
T1 WMAP → T2 OPF → T3 ID −0.14 <0.001 [−0.20, −0.08]
T1 WMPP → T2 OPF → T3 IA −0.03 0.047 [−0.06, 0.00]
T1 WMPP → T2 OPF → T3 IM 0.01 0.500 [−0.01, 0.03]
T1 WMPP → T2 OPF → T3 IF 0.02 0.044 [0.00, 0.05]
T1 WMPP → T2 OPF → T3 ID 0.05 0.031 [0.00, 0.09]

Note: Abbreviations: T1, the first time point; T2, the second time point; T3, the third time point; WMPP, Positive Self-Presentation
on WeChat Moments; WMAP, Authentic Self-Presentation on WeChat Moments; OPF, Online Positive Feedback; IA, Identity
Achievement; IM, Identity Moratorium; IF, Identity Foreclosure; ID, Identity Diffusion.
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3.3 Gender Differences

The results indicated a significant difference in model fit between the unconstrained and constrained
models (Δ𝜒 2 = 26.62, p < 0.05). This finding suggested that the mediating effect of T2 online positive
feedback on the relationship between T1 self-presentation onWeChat Moments and T3 ego identity differed
significantly across gender groups.

Subsequently, gender differences in specific path coefficients were examined (see Table 3). For the
direct paths, T1 authentic self-presentation was positively associated with T2 online positive feedback in
both males and females (bmale = 0.19, p = 0.009; bfemale = 0.25, p < 0.001), with no significant gender difference
(Δb = 0.06, p = 0.436). T1 Positive self-presentation and T2 online positive feedback were only significantly
negatively correlated among females (b = −0.10, p = 0.013), whereas the correlation was non-significant
among males (b = 0.04, p = 0.575), with no significant gender difference (Δb = −0.14, p = 0.095).

T2 online positive feedback was positively related to T3 identity achievement in both males and
females (bmale = 0.27, p < 0.001; bfemale = 0.13, p = 0.002), with this association being significantly stronger
among males than females (Δb = −0.14, p = 0.041). In addition, T2 online positive feedback showed a
significant positive association with identity moratorium among males (b = 0.14, p = 0.012), whereas this
relation was not significant among females (b = −0.02, p = 0.566); the gender difference was statistically
significant (Δb = −0.16, p = 0.015). A negative association between T2 online positive feedback and identity
foreclosure (b = −0.16, p < 0.001) emerged only in the female group. Moreover, T2 online positive feedback
was negatively associated with identity diffusion in both females (bfemale = −0.23, p < 0.001) and males (bmale
= −0.11, p = 0.049), although the gender differences were marginal and did not reach conventional levels of
significance (ΔbIF = −0.17, p = 0.063; ΔbID = −0.12, p = 0.069).

With respect to the direct effects from T1 self-presentation to T3 identity statuses, T1 authentic
self-presentation was significantly related to identity achievement only among females (bfemale = 0.11,
p = 0.001; bmale = 0.00, p = 0.993), and T1 positive self-presentation was significantly associated with
identity foreclosure only in the female group (bfemale = 0.16, p < 0.001; bmale = −0.02, p = 0.810).
However, the corresponding gender differences were not statistically significant (ΔbIA = 0.11, p = 0.126;
ΔbIF = 0.18, p = 0.061). No significant associations or gender differences were observed between T1
authentic self-presentation and identity moratorium (bmale = −0.04, p = 0.470; bfemale = 0.03, p = 0.392;
Δb = 0.07, p = 0.294) or identity foreclosure (bmale = 0.11, p = 0.210; bfemale = −0.05, p = 0.146;
Δb = −0.16, p = 0.093). Similarly, T1 positive self-presentation was not significantly related to identity
achievement (bmale = −0.05, p = 0.535; bfemale = −0.03, p = 0.517; Δb = 0.02, p = 0.832), identity moratorium
(bmale = 0.02, p = 0.725; bfemale = −0.01, p = 0.764; Δb = −0.04, p = 0.652), or identity diffusion (bmale = −0.01,
p = 0.879; bfemale = 0.04, p = 0.305; Δb = 0.05, p = 0.518) in either group.

Regarding the indirect paths, for both males and females, T1 authentic self-presentation was positively
associated with T3 identity achievement via T2 online positive feedback (bfemale = 0.03, p = 0.005; bmale = 0.05,
p = 0.024). Four additional significant specific indirect paths were observed only among females: T1
authentic self-presentation was indirectly and negatively related to identity foreclosure (b = −0.04, p < 0.001)
and identity diffusion (b = −0.06, p < 0.001) through T2 online positive feedback; likewise, T1 positive
self-presentation showed positive indirect associations with identity foreclosure (b = 0.02, p = 0.029) and
identity diffusion (b = 0.02, p = 0.019) via T2 online positive feedback. By contrast, the mediating effects of T2
online positive feedback in the associations between T1 positive self-presentation and identity achievement
(bmale = 0.01, p = 0.593; bfemale = −0.01, p = 0.059; Δb = −0.02, p = 0.276) or identity moratorium (bmale = 0.01,
p = 0.612; bfemale = 0.00, p = 0.593; Δb = 0.00, p = 0.758) were not significant in either gender. Furthermore, no
significant gender difference was found in the indirect association between T1 authentic self-presentation
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and identity moratorium via T2 online positive feedback (bmale = 0.03, p = 0.081; bfemale = −0.01, p = 0.572;
Δb = −0.03, p = 0.077).

Table 3: Unstandardized path coefficients and difference tests for the estimated model.

Path
Male Female

𝚫b 95%CI
b 95%CI b 95%CI

T1 WMAP → T2 OPF 0.19** [0.05, 0.33] 0.25*** [0.18, 0.32] 0.06 [−0.09, 0.21]
T1 WMPP → T2 OPF 0.04 [−0.12, 0.18] −0.10* [−0.18, −0.02] −0.14 [−0.30, 0.02]
T2 OPF → T3 IA 0.27*** [0.18, 0.38] 0.13** [0.05, 0.22] −0.14* [−0.27, 0.00]
T2 OPF → T3 IM 0.14* [0.03, 0.25] −0.02 [−0.10, 0.05] −0.16* [−0.30, −0.04]
T2 OPF → T3 IF −0.02 [−0.15, 0.10] −0.16*** [−0.24, −0.09] −0.14 [−0.29, 0.00]
T2 OPF → T3 ID −0.11* [−0.23, −0.01] −0.23*** [−0.31, −0.16] −0.12 [−0.26, 0.01]

T1 WMAP → T3 IA 0.00 [−0.12, 0.12] 0.11** [0.04, 0.18] 0.11 [−0.03, 0.25]
T1 WMAP → T3 IM −0.04 [−0.16, 0.07] 0.03 [−0.04, 0.10] 0.07 [−0.06, 0.22]
T1WMAP → T3 IF 0.11 [−0.06, 0.28] −0.05 [−0.11, 0.02] −0.16 [−0.34, 0.02]
T1 WMAP → T3 ID −0.09 [−0.22, 0.04] −0.08* [−0.15, −0.01] 0.01 [−0.14, 0.15]
T1 WMPP → T3 IA −0.05 [−0.18, 0.10] −0.03 [−0.12, 0.05] 0.02 [−0.14, 0.19]
T1 WMPP → T3 IM 0.02 [−0.11, 0.16] −0.01 [−0.09, 0.07] −0.04 [−0.20, 0.12]
T1 WMPP → T3 IF −0.02 [−0.18, 0.15] 0.16*** [0.08, 0.24] 0.18 [−0.02, 0.37]
T1 WMPP → T3 ID −0.01 [−0.15, 0.12] 0.04 [−0.04, 0.12] 0.05 [−0.11, 0.21]

T1 WMAP → T2 OPF → T3 IA 0.05* [0.01, 0.10] 0.03** [0.01, 0.06] −0.02 [−0.07, 0.03]
T1 WMAP → T2 OPF → T3 IM 0.03 [0.00, 0.07] −0.01 [−0.03, −0.01] −0.03 [−0.08, 0.00]
T1 WMAP → T2 OPF → T3 IF −0.01 [−0.04, 0.02] −0.04*** [−0.07, −0.02] −0.04* [−0.07, 0.00]
T1 WMAP → T2 OPF → T3 ID −0.02 [−0.06, 0.00] −0.06*** [−0.09, −0.04] −0.04* [−0.07, 0.00]
T1 WMPP → T2 OPF → T3 IA 0.01 [−0.03, 0.06] −0.01 [−0.03, 0.00] −0.02 [−0.07, 0.02]
T1 WMPP → T2 OPF → T3 IM 0.01 [−0.02, 0.03] 0.00 [0.00, 0.01] 0.00 [−0.03, 0.02]
T1 WMPP → T2 OPF → T3 IF 0.00 [−0.02, 0.01] 0.02* [0.00, 0.03] 0.02 [0.00, 0.04]
T1 WMPP → T2 OPF → T3 ID −0.01 [−0.03, 0.01] 0.02* [0.01, 0.05] 0.03* [0.00, 0.06]

Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Estimates are unstandardized; Gender was coded as male = 0, female = 1; Δb = bfemale −
bmale. Abbreviations: T1, the first time point; T2, the second time point; T3, the third time point; WMPP, Positive Self-Presentation
on WeChat Moments; WMAP, Authentic Self-Presentation on WeChat Moments; OPF, Online Positive Feedback; IA, Identity
Achievement; IM, Identity Moratorium; IF, Identity Foreclosure; ID, Identity Diffusion.

4 Discussion

Recent theoretical work [8] emphasizes that social feedback in digital environments constitutes a key
mechanism through which online behaviors influence identity development. Extending this perspective,
the present three-wave, one-year longitudinal study examined the associations among self-presentation
on WeChat Moments, online positive feedback, and ego identity statuses in emerging adults, and
further explored whether these associations differed by gender. The findings indicated that authentic
self-presentation was positively associated with online positive feedback, which was in turn associated
with higher levels of identity achievement and lower levels of foreclosure and diffusion. In contrast,
positive self-presentation was negatively associated with online positive feedback, and lower levels of
online positive feedback were associated with lower identity achievement and higher levels of foreclosure
and diffusion. Notably, gender differences emerged in these patterns of association. For both males and
females, authentic self-presentation was positively associated with higher levels of identity achievement
via online positive feedback. However, for other identity statuses, the indirect associations of authentic
and positive self-presentation through online positive feedback were observed only among females. No
such significant indirect effects were detected in the male group. Specifically, among females, authentic
self-presentation was associated with lower levels of identity foreclosure and diffusion via online positive
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feedback, whereas positive self-presentation was associated with higher levels of identity foreclosure and
diffusion through online positive feedback.

4.1 The Relationship between Self-Presentation on WeChat Moments and Ego Identity Statuses

The results of the longitudinal mediationmodel showed that, in addition to themediating role of positive
online feedback, both positive and authentic self-presentation onWeChat Moments were directly associated
with identity statuses. Positive self-presentation was significantly and positively associated with identity
foreclosure, whereas its effects on identity achievement, moratorium, and diffusionwere nonsignificant. This
result partially supports Hypothesis 1. Previous research has also identified a positive association between
positive self-presentation on social networking sites and identity foreclosure [68]. Positive self-presentation
on WeChat Moments may reflect a form of positive illusion [21], involving cognitive filtering of negative
aspects of the self, real life, and the future. Such distorted self-representations may impede self-integration
and identity exploration [40], thereby making emerging adults more prone to identity foreclosure. The
nonsignificant predictive effects on the other three identity statuses may be explained by the fact that
positive self-presentation provides clear, externally derived behavioral templates and expectations (“what I
should present”). Although this externally referenced approach to identity construction may, to some extent,
reduce the directionlessness associated with identity diffusion, it essentially avoids deeper exploration
of core values and beliefs. As a result, individuals are unlikely to enter the exploratory state of identity
moratorium or to reach identity achievement.

This study found that authentic self-presentation was positively associated with identity achievement
and negatively associated with identity diffusion, which is consistent with previous research findings [12],
thus partially supporting Hypothesis 2. Authentic self-presentation represents a form of self-reflection
and self-integration that becomes externally manifested through the social affordances of WeChat,
thereby facilitating self-discovery and self-construction. Through the continuous cycle of discovering
and constructing the self, identity development progresses toward higher levels [29]. Thus, authentic
self-presentation on WeChat Moments is directly related to identity achievement and inversely related to
identity diffusion among college students.

4.2 The Mediating Role of Online Positive Feedback

The present study found that online positive feedback emerged as a central mechanism linking
self-presentation to ego identity. This is consistent with research showing that online social gratifications
enhance perceived social support, strengthen relational bonds, and encourage continued self-expression [47,48].
OnWeChatMoments, an acquaintance-based platform, positive feedback reflects authentic social confirmation
from individuals who matter developmentally, such as close friends or family members.

The present study found that authentic self-presentation was positively related to online positive
feedback, which in turn was positively associated with identity achievement and negatively associated with
identity moratorium, foreclosure, and diffusion. This result supports Hypothesis H3a. This is consistent with
prior research showing that authentic self-disclosure fosters genuine interpersonal connections [69–71].
Because WeChat Moments primarily involve close social relationships, authentic self-presentation is more
likely to elicit sincere and supportive responses from others [21,71]. Such positive feedback not only
strengthens emotional bonding and enhances individuals’ sense of relatedness and self-efficacy [22], but
also fulfills their need for autonomy through expressing the true self. According to self-determination
theory [72], satisfaction of basic psychological needs fosters intrinsic motivation for healthy identity
exploration, promotes self-reflection [32], and facilitates self-concept verification [73]. These processes
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ultimately support the development of identity achievement and reduce the likelihood of individuals
remaining in moratorium, foreclosure, or diffusion statuses.

In contrast, positive self-presentation was associated with lower levels of online positive feedback,
and this reduced feedback was in turn linked to lower identity achievement and a higher likelihood of
moratorium, foreclosure, and diffusion. This result supports Hypothesis H3b. Although this finding
contradicts some previous studies [49], it is consistent with the results reported by Xiong et al. [74].
Highly polished or strategically enhanced self-presentations may be perceived as boastful, eliciting envy
or rejection from others [74] and consequently limiting substantive social support [66,75]. According
to Cooley’s [76] concept of the “looking-glass self”, individuals form their self-concepts through others’
reactions during social interaction. Reduced positive feedback following positive self-presentation implies
a lack of high-quality and accurate “social mirrors”, which may impede the development of a coherent
self-understanding and, in turn, make individuals more likely either to prematurely adopt external standards
(foreclosure) or to remain in a state of confusion and uncertainty (diffusion or moratorium).

4.3 Gender Differences

This study also identified gender differences in the relationships among self-presentation on WeChat
Moments, online positive feedback, and ego identity statuses, and Hypothesis 4 was partially supported.

First, the gender-based multi-group analyses revealed a largely gender-invariant pattern of associations.
For both males and females, authentic self-presentation was positively associated with online positive
feedback. In addition, online positive feedback was positively associated with identity achievement
and negatively associated with identity diffusion. Notably, the indirect association between authentic
self-presentation and identity achievement via online positive feedback was observed in both men and
women, indicating a stable pattern across gender groups. These findings suggest that engaging in authentic
self-expression on WeChat Moments, together with the receipt of positive feedback from others, may
constitute a potentially shared psychological resource for identity development that is not strongly
contingent on gender role differences.

This interpretation is consistent with prior research showing that authentic self-presentation on social
networking sites tends to be associated with greater online positive feedback, which is further linked
to indicators of identity formation [46,54,55]. From the perspective of self-determination theory [72],
expressing one’s thoughts and feelings in an open and unembellished manner on WeChat Moments may be
related to the satisfaction of autonomy needs, whereas the experience of receiving positive online feedback
may be associated with the fulfillment of relatedness and/or competence needs. The satisfaction of these
basic psychological needs has been theorized to support the integration of ego identity [68]. Taken together,
these processes may reflect a common underlying pathway through which digital social environments are
linked to identity development in the digital age.

Secondly, the present study found that online positive feedback was significantly associated with
identity moratorium among males but not among females, whereas its negative association with identity
foreclosure was significant only among females. According to social role theory [77], males are more likely
to seek external validation for competence and status, interpreting feedback as an indicator of achievement
or social status [12]. In this context, positive feedback may encourage continued identity exploration
because it reinforces a sense of competence and openness to diverse possibilities (e.g., experimenting with
vocational labels). Such feedback may not necessarily accelerate commitment for males, but rather sustain
exploratory flexibility in areas tied to status and achievement. In contrast, females tend to interpret online
positive feedback as a form of social support and relational affirmation, which can mitigate pressures
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toward premature identity foreclosure by providing reassurance and emotional resources for adaptive
identity integration [22]. Some studies indicate that women generally exhibit greater interpersonal
sensitivity and relational orientation in social media contexts, making supportive feedback more likely to
facilitate integrated self-concept development and reduce tendencies toward foreclosure [78]. Consequently,
for females, online positive feedback may facilitate healthy identity formation by buffering against
premature foreclosure caused by external pressures, thereby explaining its negative association with identity
foreclosure. Taken together, these findings indicate that online positive feedback serves as a protective
factor for ego identity development in both genders, albeit through distinct mechanisms: males tend to
leverage positive feedback to sustain exploratory flexibility, while females utilize it to refine integrative
coherence.

More importantly, the present study identified a gender-specific pattern of indirect associations. Among
women, authentic self-presentation was indirectly associated with lower levels of identity foreclosure and
diffusion through online positive feedback, whereas positive self-presentation was indirectly associated
with higher levels of identity foreclosure and diffusion via online positive feedback. Notably, these indirect
associations were observed only in the female subsample. This gender-specific pattern suggests that males
and females may differ in the psychological processes through which they interpret and utilize social
feedback in online contexts.

With respect to the protective pathway of authentic self-presentation among women, this pattern may
be interpreted through an integrative lens combining relational self-theory and self-verification theory.
According to gender role theory, women are more strongly socialized to develop a relationally oriented self
that emphasizes interpersonal connection and emotional attunement [63]. Within this framework, women’s
engagement in authentic self-presentation may be more closely aligned with seeking understanding and
acceptance from others. The online positive feedback received in this context may therefore be experienced
primarily as relational affirmation and emotional support, which is consistent with the central premise
of self-verification theory that individuals seek feedback that confirms their core self-views [79]. Such
experiences of self-verification may be associated with reduced anxiety and uncertainty during identity
exploration, thereby being linked to a lower likelihood of gravitating toward identity statuses characterized
by premature commitment (foreclosure) or lack of direction (diffusion).

In contrast, the risk-related pathway of positive self-presentation observed among women may
reflect processes involving heightened reliance on external validation and self-objectification. Positive
self-presentation typically emphasizes the display of a carefully curated and socially desirable image. When
women rely on this strategy to obtain positive feedback, their sense of self-worth may become more strongly
contingent on external evaluations, such as likes and praise [22]. Although such feedback is ostensibly
positive, it may remain relatively superficial and insufficiently connected to the individual’s authentic
self. Over time, this pattern may reinforce an objectified self-perspective characterized by viewing the
self through the lens of others’ approval [80]. As a result, individuals may either remain committed to a
socially rewarded but potentially inauthentic identity (foreclosure) or experience heightened confusion
when discrepancies between the idealized image and the lived self become salient (diffusion). In this sense,
feedback linked to positive self-presentation may be less likely to provide genuine self-verification and
may instead be associated with increased vulnerability stemming from dependence on external approval,
thereby corresponding to less adaptive identity outcomes.

Finally, the absence of significant indirect associations amongmen further underscores the specificity of
the gendered socialization processes described above. Male socialization tends to emphasize an instrumental
and autonomous self-orientation, leading men to interpret online feedback more often as recognition of
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competence, achievement, or status rather than as confirmation of relational value [81]. Consequently,
online positive feedback may be more closely linked to identity processes involving achievement-related
affirmation or sustained exploration, and less strongly associated with identity foreclosure, which are
more deeply rooted in relational insecurity and self-verification concerns. Additionally, the relatively
smaller sample size of the male subgroup in the present study may have limited the statistical power to
detect weaker indirect associations. Future research employing more balanced samples is needed to further
examine the distinctive pathways through which online feedback may relate to identity development among
men.

In sum, this longitudinal study clarified the mediating role of online positive feedback and the
moderating role of gender in the associations between self-presentation on WeChat Moments and ego
identity development in emerging adulthood. These findings offer valuable implications for designing
targeted educational and developmental practices aimed at helping emerging adults adopt more adaptive
strategies for social media use to support their identity formation process.

4.4 Strengths, Limitations, and Further Directions

This study adopted a longitudinal design to examine the temporal relationships among college students’
self-presentation on WeChat Moments, online positive feedback, and ego identity. The findings indicated
that WeChat Moments, a Chinese social media platform grounded in real-life acquaintance networks,
is more conducive to authentic self-presentation, whereas platforms characterized by weaker social ties
tend to be associated with more curated and embellished forms of self-presentation. Moreover, authentic
self-presentation on WeChat Moments was positively associated with identity achievement and negatively
associated with identity foreclosure and diffusion through online positive feedback, whereas positive
self-presentation exhibited the opposite pattern of associations. Furthermore, consistent with social role
theory, this study found gender-differentiated pathways: among females, authentic self-presentation was
indirectly associated with lower levels of identity foreclosure and diffusion through online positive feedback,
whereas positive self-presentation was indirectly associated with higher levels of identity foreclosure and
diffusion via online positive feedback. These significant indirect associations were not observed among
males. These findings refine conventional perspectives on gender differences and offer new evidence for
understanding ego identity development within digital contexts.

However, several limitations should be noted. First, this study relied on participants’ self-reports
for data collection, which might introduce subjectivity. Future research could incorporate informant
reports or behavioral data to enhance the robustness of the findings. Second, the internal consistency
coefficients of two subscales in the ego identity measure were relatively low, which may have affected
the reliability of the results. Subsequent studies should consider revising or refining this measure to
improve its psychometric quality. Third, T1 online positive feedback and ego identity statuses were not
controlled in the model analyses, potentially influencing the accuracy of the results and the inference
of causal relationships. Future research is needed to further validate this issue. Fourth, although a
longitudinal design allows for quasi-causal inferences, it does not permit definitive conclusions about
causality. Experimental or intervention-based designs would be valuable for more rigorous causal testing.
Additionally, differences in audience composition and interaction norms across platforms can shape
users’ self-presentation strategies and the types of feedback they receive. This study focused on WeChat
Moments, a widely used social platform embedded in the Chinese cultural context and characterized
by acquaintance-based social interactions. As a result, the sample may be subject to homogeneity bias.
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Caution is therefore warranted when generalizing these findings to other cultural contexts or to open social
platforms such as Weibo or Instagram.

5 Conclusions

This study examined the longitudinal associations among self-presentation on WeChat Moments,
online positive feedback, and ego identity statuses in emerging adults, as well as potential gender differences
in these pathways. Authentic self-presentation was positively associated with online positive feedback,
which in turn was linked to greater identity achievement and lower levels of foreclosure and diffusion.
In contrast, positive self-presentation was associated with reduced online positive feedback, which in
turn was linked to lower identity achievement and higher levels of identity foreclosure and diffusion.
Gender differences emerged in these patterns. For both males and females, authentic self-presentation was
associated with higher identity achievement via online positive feedback. However, the indirect associations
with other identity statuses were observed only among females: authentic self-presentation was linked
to lower levels of identity foreclosure and diffusion, whereas positive self-presentation was associated
with higher levels of foreclosure and diffusion through online positive feedback. No comparable indirect
associations were detected among males. Overall, the findings indicate that online positive feedback is
closely linked to self-presentation strategies and ego identity statuses, with these associations varying by
gender. Specifically, authentic self-presentation accompanied by online positive feedback is linked to higher
identity achievement in both men and women, whereas reliance on positive self-presentation may entail
greater developmental vulnerability, particularly among women. These findings provide theoretical and
practical implications for fostering healthy identity development in the digital era.
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