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The influence of social media use on body image concerns

Vittoria F ranchinal, Gianluca Lo Coco’

Abstract

Internet-based media and especially social networking sites differ from traditional media in that they al-
low individuals to interact with their friends in their networks. Moreover, Internet-based media are easi-
ly available on devices such as smartphones or tablets. Previous research has demonstrated that mass
media contribute powerfully to an individual’s body dissatisfaction. To date, research on the effects re-
lated to exposure to ‘newer’ forms of media, in particular social media on the Internet, is scarce. The
purpose of the current study is to review the extant body of research dealing with the influence of social
media on body image concerns, especially among adolescents. Adolescents, via the Internet, get access
to different kinds of Internet-based media, such as social media (including social networking sites). Our
results document the importance of idealized social media models—especially thin-ideal models for
girls and muscular-ideal models for boys—in shaping the body perceptions of adolescents. However,
the effects of pressure from social media on body image concerns in men need to be further investigated
both in clinical and community samples.

Key words: Body image dissatisfaction; Social media; Social networking, Adolescents

! University of Palermo, Italy.
? University of Palermo, Italy.

© 2015 IJPE. This is an Open Access article. Non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly attributed, cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in
any way, is permitted. The moral rights of the named author(s) have been asserted.



Introduction

Nowadays people spend a huge amount of
time on the Internet, especially through the
smartphone use, which offers a multitude of
other functions, beyond calling, sending and
receiving messages. For example, the
Internet use on such devices is very
widespread. In particular, in everyday life it
can be experienced that teenagers are the
ones who spend the highest amount of time
with their smartphones surfing on the
Internet. Moreover, given the availability on
smartphones, the time they spend on Internet
is increasing quickly. For this reason, in spite
of its advantages, many studies have been
conducted on Internet problematic use (e.g.,
Shapira et al., 2000).

The extended exposure to social media as
well as a problematic internet use have been
found to be associated with a variety of
mental health problems. Among others,
emotional disorders, such as depression or
anxiety, sleep disturbance and obsessive-
compulsive symptoms (Dalbudak et al.,
2013). In particular, recent studies have
examined the relationship between the
Internet use and the body perception (e.g.,
Carter, Forrest, & Kaida, 2017; Bair, Kelly,
Serdar, & Mazzeo, 2012). For example, the
internet use has been found associated with
body concerns, such as an overweight
preoccupation (Hetzel-Riggin, & Pritchard,
2011) or a body image avoidance (Rodgers,
Melioli, Laconi, Bui, & Chabrol, 2013).
Among adolescents, concerns about the body
shape are very common (Confalonieri, Gatti,
Ionio, & Traficante2008). That is because
physical changes during puberty tend to
increase body dissatisfaction (Arim, Shapka,
& Dahinten, 2006). Therefore, especially
among adolescents, problematic internet use
may have a stronger negative effect on body
satisfaction or body esteem.

The purpose of the current study is to review
the extant body of research dealing with the
influence of social media on body image
concerns, especially among adolescents.
Adolescents connect on Internet to get access
to different kind of Internet-based media
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such as social media (among which social
networking sites, a particular type of social
media). Scholars (e.g., Carter et al., 2017;
Bair, Kelly, Serdar, & Mazzeo, 2012)
suggested that the internet use has a negative
effect on body image. Therefore, this study
explores whether teenagers who spend more
time on the Internet have greater concerns in
negative self-image. Negative self-images
are defined as “a way of thinking and feeling
about one’s body that negatively influences
the person’s self—esteem, body esteem, and
body satisfaction” (Barlett, Vowels, &
Saucier, 2008). The body satisfaction is
defined as how one thinks about his/her
body; whereas body esteem is defined as
how one feels about his/her own body. Body
esteem can be understood as a global
construct that refers to self perceptions of
one’s own body (Mendelson, Mendelson, &
Andrews2000). Even though body esteem is
significantly correlated to self-esteem, they
can be addressed as two different constructs.
Self-esteem is defined as an overall
evaluation of the self (Rosenberg, 1965):
although self-esteem may be affected by
evaluation of the body, this construct is more
global while body esteem only focuses on
the body. In the current paper, we will
address the different aspects of negative self-
image, including studies on body image
concerns, body dissatisfaction and body
esteem.

Traditional media and Internet-based
media

Media keep on evolving. Traditional media
such as television, films and magazines are
losing their popularity out to the internet-
based media. Internet-based media and
especially social networking sites differ from
traditional media in that they allow
individuals to interact with their friends in
their networks. Moreover, Internet-based
media are easily available on devices such as
smartphones or tablets. Therefore, the
amount of time that people are spending into
social media is increasing quickly.
Especially among teenagers, watching films
and tv series online as well as connecting on
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social media has never been as easy as now.
To date, an average person spends over 10
hours per day by using social media
(Nielsen, 2016). That is because Internet-
based media are easily available on
smartphones or tablets. Media content does
not mirror the reality, nevertheless the
promulgated content becomes the standard
against which the self and the others are
judged.

Previous research has demonstrated that the
mass media are a powerful contributor to
individual’s body dissatisfaction, especially
among women. Meta-analytic studies
suggested that exposure to thin ideal image
portrayed in magazines and on television is
associated with body dissatisfaction among
women (Grabe, Ward, & Shibley, 2008).
More recently, research has supported
similar effects related to exposure to ‘newer’
forms of media, in particular the Internet
social media. Time spent on the Internet, and
particularly on social networking sites such
as Facebook, has been related to poorer body
image outcomes for both adult women and
adolescent girls (Fardouly & Vartanian,
2016; Tiggemann, & Slater, 2013). This
association can be due to the media
promotion of ideal, and therefore unrealistic,
standards of beauty. Even if the promoted
body shape and weight are unachievable for
the average person, viewers end up
perceiving those ideal pictures as “reality”
(Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, Signorielli, &
Shanahan, 2002). This leads them to
consider the proposed ideal standard as the
social definition of attractiveness and feel
dissatisfied with themselves (O’ Brien,
2015). Especially during adolescence,
teenagers often engage in social comparisons
in order to increase their body esteem
(Carlson Jones, 2001). Social comparison
refers to the judgment that people make
about their own body compared to others.
Comparing their own body to those ideal
standards of beauty, promoted by media,
may lead adolescents to feel dissatisfied with
themselves (Vartanian, & Dey, 2013). That
is because those ideal pictures are perceived
as real but are felt unattainable (Carlson
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Jones, 2001). Recent research is attempting
to identify specific factors that can mediate
the relationship between media exposure and
appearance dissatisfaction. Media
internalization has been shown to be one of
the most fundamental mechanisms (Lawler,
& Nixon, 2011). Media internalization
entails the endorsement of media-promoted
appearance ideals, as well as the adoption of
these ideals as a personal goal and standard,
and is reflected by individuals’ pursuit of the
ideals depicted and their tendency toward
appearance comparisons with idealized
media models. Media internalization is

hypothesized  to foster appearance
dissatisfaction ~ because the  personal
endorsement of media-promoted ideals

highlights the gap between the unattainable
media-ideal and one's own physical
appearance, leading to feelings of
dissatisfaction (Rodgers, McLean, & Paxton,
2015). Moreover, adolescents might use
media content as a source of information on
how to improve their physical appearance,
and may compare with media models in
order to set a standard to live up to
(Rousseau, Eggermont, & Rodgers, 2017).
Thus, media internalization and comparison
might serve as a maintenance factor of body
image concerns.

Finally, recent research on this topic
highlighted the importance of tackle the
limited evidence of the correlational nature
of data by determining the direction of
causality among variables. While the
sociocultural model would predict that
engagement with social media can lead to
body image concerns, the converse causal
direction is equally possible. That is, those
individuals who are most dissatisfied with
their appearance may turn to the Internet in
order to seek information or reassurance.
This longitudinal research 1is primarily
focused on individuals’ social networking, as
explained below.

Social Networking activities and Body
Image

Nowadays, the majority of people use their
smartphone to connect Internet. In particular
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teenagers often spend their time with their
smartphones on Social Networking Sites
(SNSs), which are a particular type of social
media. SNSs as Facebook, Snapchat, and In-
stagram, are Internet-based sites that allow
users to create public or private profiles,
form a network of ‘friends’ or ‘followers’.
On these social profiles, people can share
their own content, view others’ profiles and
give them or receive different sort of feed-
back (e.g., likes or comments; Perloff, 2014).
Facebook is the most popular social net-
working site, with over two billion monthly
users worldwide in 2017, and around 98% of
western college/university students in 2016
reported having a Facebook account (Lo Co-
co et al., 2018). Instagram (a social network-
ing service solely for photo and video shar-
ing) has dramatically risen in popularity,
with over 600 million active users sharing
over 95 million photos per day and it is actu-
ally the second most used SNS in the West-
ern countries after Facebook.

Recently, researchers have found that also a
brief exposure to Facebook is related to
poorer body image outcomes (e.g., Fardouly;
Diedrichs, Vartanian, & Halliwell, 2015;
Tiggemann, & Slater, 2013).

SNSs are being used primarily for sharing
photos of oneself and viewing other’s
(Ahadzadeh, Sharif, & Ong, 2016). Moreo-
ver, photo-based activities such as comment-
ing on images of oneself and others, can play
an important role (Holland & Tiggemann,
2016). Although SNSs may be less likely to
show idealized images of models and celeb-
rities than media do, unrealistic pictures can
appear also on social media networks. That
is because users when sharing pictures of
themselves tend to enhance their appearance
on social media profiles by using filters and
editing their images (Manago, Graham,
Greenfield, & Salimkhan, 2008). Therefore,
the pictures of one’s own friends on social
network profiles may be unrealistic and ide-
alized as well as the images of models and
celebrities. Following this perspective, it is
likely to think that the more adolescents con-
nect on platforms such as Facebook or Insta-
gram the more this exposure may effect neg-
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atively their body esteem. That is because
viewing edited and unrealistic pictures of
peers on their friends’ profiles may lead to
body dissatisfaction as well as idealized im-
ages of famous people may do. Interestingly,
adolescent girls who regularly share ‘selfies’,
and who are more invested in, and more like-
ly to manipulate (edit) their self-images, re-
ported poorer body image (McLean, Paxton,
Wertheim, & Masters, 2015).

As mentioned above, teenagers use SNSs on
their devices above all for sharing pictures of
themselves and liking or commenting oth-
ers’. The current evidence indicates that
feedback or verbal messages, both negative
and positive, made about an individual’s
body appearance had a detrimental impact on
people’s body esteem (e.g., Herbozo &
Thompson, 2006; Barker & Galambos, 2003;
Ricciardelli, McCabe, & Banfield, 2000).
Research also suggests (Herbozo & Thomp-
son, 2006) that even positive comments may
remind us that other people are judging our
appearance and body image. Furthermore,
positive comments may reinforce one’s con-
cern on body image (Herbozo & Thompson,
2006). As a consequence, it is likely to hy-
pothesize that receiving feedback and com-
ments on pictures of one’s own body on plat-
forms such as Facebook or Instagram may
have negative effects on body concerns, alt-
hough friends may comment positively on
us.

As previously mentioned, there is evidence
that social networking and Internet use are
associated with body image concerns and
disordered eating in women and adolescent
girls (Holland & Tiggemann, 2016). Howev-
er, this small amount of evidence is largely
correlational in design, and the direction of
causality between social networking and
body dissatisfaction cannot be highlighted
yet. To our knowledge, only one study exam-
ined the relationship across time between
Facebook use and body image concern in
adolescents (Tiggemann, & Slater, 2017). It
was found that engagement with Facebook
(as measured by the number of friends) is
temporally antecedent to drive for thinness,
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consistent with its postulated causal role. In-
terestingly, only number of Facebook
friends, but not time spent, prospectively
predicted girls’ body image concerns, by
supporting the importance of multiple social
comparisons in adolescence and their link
with body image concerns.

Gender differences in Body dissatisfac-
tion

An extensive body of research has docu-
mented the importance of idealized media
models—especially thin-ideal models for
girls and muscular-ideal models for boys—in
shaping the perceptions of adolescents. As
mentioned above, a central contributor to
low body esteem and body image’s dissatis-
faction is engaging in social comparison
(Jones, 2001) which is easily done on the In-
ternet-based media by looking at idealized
pictures of models or peers. In other words,
the cognitive process of social comparison in
relation to one’s physical body is crucial in
the self-evaluation and self-esteem (Wood,
1989). That is because the body image is a
fundamental aspect of self-evaluation, espe-
cially during adolescence, and teens judge
their own body comparing their physics to
others’. The body image embraces different
aspects of the physical self (e.g., size, shape,
weight and general appearance) and is de-
fined as the degree of satisfaction with one’s
physical body (Cash, & Deagle, 1997). The
body dissatisfaction occurs when one has
lower degree of satisfaction because of a
subjectively negative view of one’s own
physical body (Carter, Forrest, & Kaida,
2017). Researchers showed that the more
women report appearance-related social
comparison the more they are likely to be
dissatisfied with their body image (e.g.,
Faith, Leone, & Allison, 1997). Although
there are not as many studies on body dissat-
isfaction in men as in women, Jones (2001)
found that social comparisons for physical
attributes is correlated for both girls and boys
to body dissatisfaction. Therefore it is likely
to think that the more both women and men
use the internet the more they may engage in
social comparisons and this may lead them to
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a lower body-esteem. That is because on
smartphones people usually have access to
Internet where they may compare their own
‘realistic’ physical body to unrealistic and
idealized (but perceived as realistic) pictures
of models and peers (e.g., on SNSs such as
Facebook or Instagram).

Over the years the body dissatisfaction
among men has been understudied by re-
searchers. Although there are already an in-
creasing number of studies showing that
body dissatisfaction is common among men
(e.g., Rash, 2004), as far as we can tell there
aren’t any studies on the negative effect of
the Internet use on the body image in men.
Among men, body dissatisfaction is associ-
ated with unhealthy weight-control behav-
iors, eating disorders, and lower self-esteem
(e.g., Neumark-Sztainer, Wall, Story, & Per-
ry, 2003; Cohane & Pope, 2001). However,
more is known about the consequences of
body dissatisfaction among men than about
the factors influencing the development of a
negative body image (Bearman, Presnell,
Martinez, & Stice, 2006). One of the factors
contributing to a negative body image is me-
dia exposure. Societal pressure on men’s ap-
pearance is increasing as more and more im-
ages of muscular male bodies appear in mov-
ies, music videos, commercials, and maga-
zines. The review by Blond (2008) suggested
that young men’s body satisfaction can be
negatively affected by exposure to images of
ideal male bodies. Pressure from the mass
media can be detected by either showing
male participants stimuli consisting of mus-
cular men or being asked questions about
how much pressure they felt from the mass
media to increase their muscles (or decrease
their weight). These ideal images have been
presented through magazines, television
commercials and action figures. The meta-
analysis by Barlett et al. (2008) also suggest-
ed that the exposure to muscular ideals were
associated with lower levels of body esteem
and body satisfaction and with increased lev-
els of negative behavioral and psychological
outcomes. It is also worth noting that some
inconsistencies exist regarding the effects of
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pressure from the mass media on body image
concerns in men. For example, McCabe and
Ricciardelli (2003) found that the pressure
from the mass media was negatively corre-
lated with strategies to increase muscles,
suggesting that the number of hours spent
viewing the mass media did not make boys
want to increase their muscles.

Moreover, only limited insight into the mod-
eration of men’s individual characteristics on
impacts of ideal body exposure was found,
and more research is needed to examine what
traits might increase the vulnerability to
body dissatisfaction in connection with ex-
posure to images of ideal bodies. Most of
these studies on body dissatisfaction in men
focused on traditional media exposure (e.g.,
Bardone-Cone, Cass, & Ford, 2007; Arbour,
& Ginis, 2006). Nowadays magazines and
advertising use an increasing number of
more muscular male models than in the past
(Leit, Pope, & Gray, 2001). That means that
on a hand the discrepancy perceived from
one’s own body and the ideal projected by
media is greater than before and this may be
a cause of body dissatisfaction. On the other
hand, the ideal male body depicted by media
is becoming increasingly unachievable
which also leads to an increase in men’s
body dissatisfaction (Agliata, & Tantleft-
Dunn, 2004). However, men are aware of
this ideal as they select these male body im-
ages as their ideal physical bodies as well as
what they believe to be women’s ideal of
men’s body (Jacobi, & Cash, 1994). Studies
that have exposed men to these ideal pictures
of male bodies have shown the negative ef-
fect of media exposure on men’s body im-
age. For example, Leit et al. (2002) discov-
ered that men exposed to images of muscular
male in magazine advertisements reported a
greater dissatisfaction with their body after-
wards. In another study, young men who
were exposed to photos of muscular men’s
body then showed a greater body dissatisfac-
tion, while this negative effect wasn’t found
among men who were shown images of
normal or fat male bodies (Lorenzen, Grieve,
& Thomas, 2004). Furthermore, men had an
increase in body dissatisfaction when ex-
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posed to these male ideal bodies from the
media in a laboratory setting (Agliata, &
Tantleff-Dunn, 2004).

Taken together, these studies suggest that the
media have a strong influence on body dis-
satisfaction and low body-esteem among
men. Therefore, it seems relevant to explore
whether the Internet-media consumption is
related to low body esteem among men as
well as general traditional media. That is be-
cause, especially in these days, the exposure
to the Internet-based media is greater than in
the past as people spend more and more time
with their smartphones connected on the In-
ternet. Although there are already studies
among women, to date there aren’t any stud-
ies about the relationship between the Inter-
net use and the body dissatisfaction among
men.

The current evidence showed that, these
days, a great percentage of men is dissatis-
fied with their bodies (Frederick, Forbes,
Grigorian, & Jarcho, 2007). Among others,
scholars discovered two main reasons for
this to happen. As mentioned, one reason is
that nowadays media show off ideal pictures
of male bodies more than they have ever
done in the past (Leit et al., 2001). The se-
cond one is that the ideal male body is be-
coming more and more muscular and there-
fore unattainable (Agliata, & Tantleff-Dunn,
2004). Moreover, men may be experiencing
an even greater exposure to these ideal body
images than researchers believe they are.
That is not just because of an increase in the
frequency of male body images on media but
also because of an increase in the time that
men are exposed to these images on the In-
ternet-based media. Following this line of
thoughts, another reason of why the percent-
age of men dissatisfied with their body is in-
creasing may be that they spend more and
more time on the Internet-based media with
their smartphones. For example, on social
platforms such as Facebook both men and
women tend to comment or like on others’
pictures as well as receiving comments and
likes on their own pictures. Nowell and Ric-
ciardelli (2008) discovered that both frequent
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negative and positive commentary are asso-
ciated with body dissatisfaction and higher
drive for muscularity among young males. It
is likely then that the more men spend time
on their smartphones on SNSs the more they
may receive comments and feedback on
shared pictures of their own bodies and this
may lead them to feel dissatisfied with their
bodies.

As mentioned, although researchers haven’t
explored yet the relationship between the In-
ternet use and the body dissatisfaction
among men, recent studies discovered that
the Internet consumption is positively corre-
lated with body dissatisfaction in women
(e.g., Carter, Forrest, & Kaida, 2017; Bair,
Kelly, Serdar, & Mazzeo, 2012). For exam-
ple, Bair, Kelly, Serdar, and Mazzeo (2012)
investigated the association among ideal
women body exposure on media and internet
and body dissatisfaction. The exposure to
these ideal images both on traditional media
and internet were associated to a greater
body dissatisfaction (Bair et al., 2012). It
seems relevant to dig more in depth the
negative effects of Internet on women’s body
image, that is because the digital culture is a
big challenge for women who want to
achieve and maintain a realistic and healthy
body image. This objective may become an
even greater challenge in the future. After
all, these days young women spend signifi-
cantly more time viewing appearance fo-
cused images online than on traditional me-
dia (for example on traditional media such as
television and magazines; Bair et al., 2012).
Therefore, it is likely to think that the adver-
tisings for young women targets are now
more common on the Internet with an in-
crease in the frequency of women ideal
body’s images on websites, social media and
SNSs. Already, many websites accessed by
teens and young women present pop-up ad-
vertisements of different products using as-
pects of idealized female beauty (e.g., health,
fitness, clothing, models so on and so forth;
Bedford, & Johnson, 2006). Although wom-
en use the Internet for different purposes
they end up anyway with being exposed to
these pictures of ideal bodies. However, the
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ideal female body is very different from the
male one. While male desire a muscular
body (the muscularity especially associated
with the upper torso; Hoyt, & Kogan, 2001;
Stanford, & McCabe, 2005), women desire a
thinner though tonic body (Tiggemann,
2006). Recent campaigns such as The Dove
Campaign for Real Beauty (2016) and Van-
couver Raw Beauty Talks (2016) attempted
to modify the ideal standard of female beau-
ty. These campaigns presented a more realis-
tic and achievable standard of beauty hiring
women without makeup or filters and with
different sizes and shapes of bodies (Carter,
Forrest, & Kaida, 2017). Nevertheless the
popular thin ideal of female beauty is still
very common on SNSs and has found to be
associated with body dissatisfaction and eat-
ing disorders among women (Mingoia,
Hutchinson, Wilson, & Gleaves, 2017).

The widespread of thin-ideal body images
across social media is referred to as thinspi-
ration (e.g., Lewis, & Arbuthnot, 2012).
Thinspiration on social media is related to
thin ideal content that intentionally promotes
thinness and weight loss (e.g., Ghaznavi, &
Taylor, 2014; Lewis, & Arbuthnott, 2012).
However the thin ideal is not the only female
ideal standard of beauty, as Boepple, Ata,
Rum, and Thompson (2016, p.132) state
<<strong is the new skinny>>. Fitspiration
websites are related to athletic ideal content
that intentionally motivates people to live
healthy and fit lifestyles (Boepple et al.,
2016). The athletic ideal body results to be
detrimental for female viewers as much as
the thin one. Both these ideals lead women to
feel dissatisfied with their body and motivate
them to excessive exercise and dieting habits
(Boepple et al., 2016).

Interestingly, a similar pattern of media in-
ternalization can be detected for males. In
men, the desire for a muscular body is re-
ferred to as ‘Drive for Muscularity’, and is
described as a preoccupation with attaining
large muscles concentrated on one's upper
body. However, Smolak, and Murnen (2008)
defined another component that has been
termed ‘Drive for Leanness’, which is de-
scribed as a desire for a lean body with well-
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defined muscles and low body fat. The
male’s desire in Drive for Leanness is for a
body shape that is specifically lean and simi-
lar to looking ‘athletic’.

In line with these findings, it could be ex-
pected that those young women (and men)
who spend more time on their smartphones
may report a lower body satisfaction. That is
because on smartphones people usually con-
nect on Internet websites, social media and
SNSs platforms where they easily end up
with being exposed to thin and athletic in-
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should investigate the influence of social
media on body image concerns, especially
among both female and male adolescents.
That is because the increasing time teens are
exposed to idealized pictures of peers on
SNSs represents a big challenge for them to
develop a realistic and healthy body image.
Moreover, as both the time and the frequen-
cy of people exposure to unrealistic body
images are increasing, the issue of develop-
ing a poorer body image may become an
even greater risk in the future.

spiring contents.
To conclude, and on the basis of the review
presented in this article, further studies
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