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Body image is an essential part of a person’s overall well-being that can be influenced by many external factors. A 

growing body of knowledge has found complex relationships between media pressure and body image, and 

sociocultural pressure and body image. This study sought to investigate the relationship between these variables 

via social media platforms. Undergraduate participants viewed images from social media either with likes or 

without likes and responded to a body image questionnaire. No significant relationship was found between the 

type of image viewed and participants’ body image score; however, a significant negative correlation was found 

between the amount of time participants spent on social media and body image score. While the significant 

relationship between the amount of time spent on social media and body image was encouraging, future studies 

need to focus on further characterizing this relationship, such as determining which specific aspects of social 

media are most strongly related to body image. 
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Simple observation indicates that social media use has 

become an integral aspect of today’s society. Whether it is 

Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, or LinkedIn, social media 

websites are used daily for a variety of purposes, including 

maintaining social networks, group organization, and business 

advertising. Lenhart, Purcell, Smith, and Zickuhr (2010) found 

that 73% of adolescents and 72% of young adults ages 18-29 

use social media in some way. The social media use of older 

adults, though less than that of young adults and adolescents, 

has  also  seen an  increase from  37% to  47% since  2008.  In 
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addition, the proportion of adult internet users reporting 

ownership of multiple social media profiles has increased from 

42% to 52% in that same time period. An increase in social 

media use provides users with more opportunities to glean 

information about other users, as well as the potential to 

compare themselves to these other users. These factors make 

social media platforms an ideal context in which to study body 

image. Body image is the perceptual, emotional, and 

conceptual way in which one perceives one’s own body, and is 

an essential aspect of a person’s well-being (de Vignemont, 

2010). Having a low or distorted body image has been shown 

to be a risk factor for serious mental health issues such as 

anorexia and bulimia nervosa (Sala, Mirabel-Sarron, Pham-

Scottez, Blanchet, Rouillon, & Gorwood, 2013). There are a 

number of factors that can influence body image, one of which 

is media consumption. 

 Many studies have investigated the relationship 

between media use and body image. For example, in a study by 

Heinberg and Thompson (1995), women from an 

undergraduate program were shown a 10-minute video 

containing appearance-related television commercials 

emphasizing the models’ socially defined attractiveness, and 

non-appearance-related commercials where the models’ 

appearance was not the focus of the advertisement. Women 

who were found to have high levels of cognitive distortion with 

respect to their appearance showed increases in body 
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dissatisfaction after they viewed the appearance-related 

commercials, and decreases in body dissatisfaction after 

viewing non-appearance related commercials. This result 

provides evidence that women who compare themselves to 

other women may experience changes in their perception of 

body image based on the socially defined attractiveness of the 

other woman.  

It has also been shown that the social feedback from 

others regarding the perceived level of attractiveness of an 

individual has a detrimental effect on the body image of that 

individual, regardless of whether the comments were positive 

or negative (Rodgers, Paxton, & Chabrol, 2009). In this study, 

both male and female undergraduates were asked to answer 

questions regarding how often their parents made comments 

about their appearance and weight and that of their friends. For 

female subjects, negative comments made by parents influenced 

the degree to which the subject internalized societal beauty 

standards and compared their bodies to others. Furthermore, 

positive comments were not related to body dissatisfaction in 

this group, but still correlated with a desire for thinness. For 

male subjects, negative comments from a parent were directly 

linked to body dissatisfaction, and positive comments were still 

linked to a desire for thinness. Blowers, Loxton, Grady-

Flesser, Occhipinti, and Dawe (2003) conducted a study with 

elementary school-aged girls on the relationship between body 

dissatisfaction and the sociocultural elements of social 

comparison, perceived sociocultural pressure, and media 

exposure and found that perceived media pressure was a 

predictor of participants’ body dissatisfaction. The authors 

proposed a model in which sociocultural pressure from the 

media influenced body dissatisfaction. Blowers et al. also found 

that pressure from the media to be thin was stronger than 

family or peer influence for young girls, indicating that 

pressure from the media is not just problematic for 

undergraduate students, but for young children as well. Taken 

together, there is growing evidence that social feedback from 

parents, friends, and the media on the attractiveness of the self 

and others can have negative consequences on body image, 

regardless of whether the feedback was positive or negative. 

Face-to-face sociocultural influences are not the only 

cause of negative body perception. Stronge, Greaves, Milojev, 

West-Newman, Barlow, and Sibley (2015) studied the 

relationship between Facebook use and body satisfaction in 

both men and women. The authors found that regular Facebook 

use correlated with low body satisfaction in both men and 

women, and that men and women who were not regular users 

of Facebook had higher body satisfaction than those who were. 

Another study found a positive relationship between social 

grooming on Facebook and both a drive for thinness and 

appearance comparison (Kim & Chock, 2015). In this context, 

“social grooming” referred to behaviors such as browsing, 

visiting, checking, or commenting on others’ profiles, clicking 

likes, and messaging other users. 

 Despite all of the available research on social media 

and on sociocultural influences on body image, there seems to 

be a gap in the literature over the point at which these concepts 

intersect. The present study compares images posted to social 

media with likes (positive ratings by others) to images without 

likes in order to investigate whether this signal of social 

approval influences the body image of viewers. Each social 

media platform has unique features, but most have a ‘like’ 

feature, which allows users to indicate approval or signal some 

other social recognition for a comment or image on the 

website. In most cases, other users can see the number of likes 

a particular post receives. Since these likes serve a social 

function, people may interpret their attachment to images as a 

social barometer whereby a larger number of likes validates the 

worth of the image. Just as the frequency of comments from 

parents about the appearance of others is negatively related to 

their child’s body image (Rodgers et al., 2009), so too may 

social recognition of images on social media influence one’s 

self-concept. For these reasons, the number of likes on an 

image seems a likely candidate for conveying mass social 

approval and influencing people’s perceptions of their bodies. 

While previous literature evaluates the effects of social media 

use as a whole, there are no studies to our knowledge that 

attempt to experimentally manipulate social validation on these 

websites. The present study investigates differences in body 

image that may arise from viewing images that have been 

socially validated (i.e., have a large number of likes) as 

opposed to the same images without this social barometer 

attached.  

Male and female undergraduate participants were 

shown images of models of the same gender from the social 

media website Instagram. In one set of images, the models 

appeared as screenshots from the website and included the 

number of likes the image received, and in the other set, the 

likes were removed. After viewing the images, participants 

were given a measure of body image. We hypothesized that 

lower body image scores would be reported after participants 

viewed images of models with the added sociocultural influence 

of likes, and that more social media use would be associated 

with lower body image scores.  

 

METHOD 

 

Participants 

Participants were psychology undergraduate students 

that were convenience-sampled from two Introduction to 

Research Methods classes at the University of Minnesota. Data 

were collected from 17 participants (62.5% females) with an 

average age of 21.75 (SD = 5.74, range of 19 to 43). The 

participants identified as Caucasian (81.25%), Asian (12.5%), 

or both Caucasian and African-American (6.25%). All 

participants reported daily social media use. Participants were 

not compensated for this study. 

 

Materials 

 Social Approval. The independent variable in this 

study was manipulated by assigning participants to watch a 

Microsoft PowerPoint presentation of social media images with 

either likes displayed prominently or the same images with 
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likes redacted. Images from travel blogs were retrieved from 

the social networking site Instagram. The criteria for photos 

used in the study were that the images had to contain only 

subjects of the same gender as the participant and most of the 

subject’s face and body had to be visible. The photos were split 

into four groups: photos of women with likes present, photos of 

women with likes removed, photos of men with likes present, 

and photos of men with likes removed. The same images were 

used in both the likes and likes-redacted groups for each 

gender; the only difference between these groups was the 

presence or absence of likes. The same photos were used in the 

same order between the same gender likes and likes-redacted 

groups in order to prevent variation between groups. Each 

category of images contained 10 pictures. The photos were 

organized onto a timed presentation using Microsoft 

PowerPoint software, with each image being shown for 10 

seconds. The online editing software PicMonkey was used to 

edit the likes from the photos in the categories of picture 

without likes, as well as to increase the number of likes of 

certain images to be in the range of 1,000 to 7,000.  

 Social Media Use. The amount of time participants 

spent per day on social media was collected as part of the 

demographic survey (Appendix A). Participants responded to a 

single multiple-choice question: “How much time do you spend 

on social media per day?” by using a seven-point Likert-type 

scale increasing by 15-minute increments from “less than 15 

minutes” to “more than 90 minutes.”  

 While participants were viewing the slideshow of 

images, they were asked to respond to two distractor questions 

per slide in order to keep their focus on each of the images and 

to prevent them from anticipating the true purpose of the study. 

Both distractor questions were presented on a single handout, 

with designated spaces for participant responses for each slide. 

The first distractor question asked the participants to rate the 

strength of their desire to travel to the place depicted in the 

image on a scale of one to seven, with one being “very weak” 

and seven being “very strong.” The second distractor question 

asked each participant to rate how pleasant each image was to 

look at on a scale of 1 to 7, with 1 being “very unpleasant” and 

7 being “very pleasant.”  

 BI-AAQ. The primary dependent variable of interest 

was measured using Sandoz, Wilson, Merwin, and Kellum’s 

(2013) Body Image - Acceptance and Action Questionnaire (BI-

AAQ; Appendix B). The BI-AAQ contained 29 items on a 

seven-point Likert-type scale ranging from “never true” and 

“always true.” A sample item from the BI-AAQ is: “I get on 

with my life even when I feel bad about my body.” The 

participants wrote down their number selections (from 1 to 7) 

adjacent to the questions. A high composite BI-AAQ score is 

indicative of a more positive body image. 

 

Procedure 

 Participants were split into groups based on gender. 

Participants were assigned to the likes and likes-redacted 

groups based on an alternating schedule; if one group of 

females  was  assigned  to  the  likes group,  the next  group  of  
 

 
 

FIGURE 1.  Correlation between BI-AAQ Score and Time Spent on 

Social Media. This figure shows the scatterplot with best-fit line for the 

relationship between BI-AAQ score and social media use. 

 
females was assigned to the likes-redacted group. The same 

procedure was followed for males. Approximately four 

participants were run through an experimental session at one 

time due to time and space constraints. A consent form was 

administered to all participants. After participants signed the 

consent form to acknowledge that they had read and 

comprehended it, they were asked to fill out a short 

demographic survey (Appendix A).   

After the demographic information was collected, the 

participants were given the distractor question handout and told 

that they would be viewing a brief, timed PowerPoint 

presentation on a computer screen as a group, and individually 

answering two survey questions per slide. The genders of the 

participants were matched to the gender of the subjects of the 

photos. For example, female undergraduates could only be 

placed in the female photos with likes group or in the female 

photos with likes redacted group. When the PowerPoint 

presentation ended, participants were asked to respond to the 

29-item BI-AAQ. After the participants completed this final 

measure, a debriefing statement was read to inform them of the 

true purpose of the study.  

 

RESULTS 

 

The BI-AAQ scores were calculated by reverse-

scoring all items except 1, 5, 6, 9, 12, 13, 16, 20, and 

summing the numeric responses from each question. For the 

reverse-scored items, a response of seven was changed to one, 

a six was changed to two, and a five was changed to three. 

These reversed scores were used to compute the total BI-AAQ 

score for each participant. 

 Data collected from one of the participants was 

excluded from further analysis due to an incorrectly completed 

BI-AAQ questionnaire. Instead of using the provided seven-

point numeric scale to respond to the questions, words were 

written in as responses. Because of this, only 16 participants 
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were included in the data analysis. Another participant in the 

group that viewed images with likes failed to respond to an 

item on the BI-AAQ. A neutral score (four) was added to this 

participant’s BI-AAQ score so that the total score reflected data 

from all items without skewing the score in any one direction. 

 A Pearson correlation was computed between the 

amount of time participants spent on social media per day and 

BI-AAQ scores in order to determine whether a relationship 

existed between these variables. The results of this test 

indicated that BI-AAQ scores were significantly correlated with 

the amount of time spent on social media, r(14) = -0.541, p = 

0.03 (Figure 1), such that a more negative body image was 

associated with more social media use.  

 A directional, independent-groups t-test was also 

performed to test the hypothesis that viewing images with 

social media likes would have a negative impact on reported 

body image. Analysis showed that the BI-AAQ scores of 

participants who viewed images with likes (M = 136.11, SD = 

52.24) were not significantly lower than those of the 

participants who viewed images without likes (M = 160.29, SD 

= 29.03) in scores on the BI-AAQ measure of body image 

[t(14) = -1.095, p = 0.146]; however, the means are trended 

in the hypothesized direction.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The hypothesis that the participants viewing the 

images containing social media likes would report lower body 

image as measured by the BI-AAQ was not supported. This 

result contradicts the findings of past research investigating the 

relationship between both social media and body image, and 

sociocultural influences and body image. Blowers et al. (2003) 

found that the relationship between media pressure and 

internalization of the thin ideal influenced body dissatisfaction. 

This same study found that social comparison also contributed 

to body dissatisfaction. Rodgers et al. (2009) found that 

sociocultural influences, specifically in the form of comments 

made by parents, can impact body comparison and 

dissatisfaction. It is possible that our results differed from those 

of Blowers et al. (2003) because a different population of 

participants was used. The subjects used in Blowers et al. were 

elementary school-aged girls, whereas this study consisted of 

undergraduate students. If this population difference was the 

cause of the disparity between the present study’s results and 

those in the literature, this suggests a potential avenue of future 

research—investigating how sociocultural influences affect 

body image over the course of development. This study also 

used different methodology than Rodgers at al. (2009) to 

investigate the influence of sociocultural pressure on body 

image. Rodgers et al. asked undergraduates to self-report on 

the kinds of verbal comments made by their parents, while this 

study investigated the more subtle sociocultural influence of 

social media likes. It is possible that the independent variable 

was not manipulated strongly enough in the current study to 

produce a significant effect.  

 Despite the non-significant relationship between 

participants’ BI-AAQ scores and images with or without social 

media likes, there was evidence that body image and social 

media use are related. The significant negative correlation 

between BI-AAQ score and time spent on social media 

demonstrated that the BI-AAQ score could serve as a predictor 

of the amount of time spent on social media, and vice versa. 

However, it cannot be determined which variable causes the 

other. It could be that spending time on social media lowers 

one’s body image; alternatively, participants with lower body 

image may spend more time on social media. It is also possible 

that this correlation is spurious and an unknown third variable 

influences both body image and social media use 

independently. However, this finding is corroborated by the 

findings of past research (Stronge et al., 2015; Blowers et al., 

2003; Heinberg & Thompson, 1995). Because causation cannot 

be determined, untangling this relationship would be another 

potential avenue of future research. It would be beneficial to 

conduct more experimental research as opposed to correlational 

studies in order to fill the existing gap in the literature. While 

correlational designs can expose relationships between these 

variables, experimental designs would be invaluable in 

determining whether a causal relationship exists between body 

image and time spent on social media. 

 From this study and past studies, it is reasonable to 

conclude that there is a relationship between media pressure 

and body dissatisfaction, between body image and social media 

usage, as well as between sociocultural influences and body 

dissatisfaction. Because of the non-significant relationship 

between BI-AAQ score and the type of image viewed, what 

remains uncertain is whether media pressure and sociocultural 

influences interact strongly enough on social media sites to 

induce effects on body image. There are several reasons why 

we may not have been able to detect a relationship between 

sociocultural pressure via social media and body image. First, 

the sample size for this particular experiment was very small, 

meaning that the statistical measures did not have enough 

power. In addition, the convenience sample that was chosen 

was not representative of the population; only undergraduate 

psychology majors from two different classrooms meeting at 

the same time were able to participate. It is also possible that 

the independent variable manipulation was too weak to elicit a 

change in participants’ body image. These issues could be 

addressed in future studies by administering the experiment to a 

large number of participants of different age and ethnic 

demographics and by randomly assigning participants to 

treatment groups. This would make the sample more closely 

reflect the population that uses social media, making it possible 

to examine the possibility of social media affecting body image 

differently based on age or demographics. To strengthen the 

manipulation of the independent variable, future studies could 

make the images that retain social media likes look more 

similar to the actual social media site from which they came. In 

this study, all other social media cues on the images were 

erased.    Letting   these   cues   remain   may   strengthen   the  
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independent variable manipulation, as the experimental images 

would more closely resemble images on a real social media 

site.  

 Overall, while a significant relationship between BI-

AAQ score and time spent on social media was found, the 

relationship between the participant’s BI-AAQ scores and 

whether or not the images that they viewed contained likes was 

not significant. Research should be continued on this important 

topic to investigate causal relationships because of the vast 

numbers of people who use social media as a part of their daily 

lives. It is important to remember that social media is not the 

only factor that influences body image; other types of media, 

sociocultural pressure, and social comparison have also been 

shown to affect the way people perceive their bodies (Blowers 

et al., 2003; Heinberg, & Thompson, 1995; Lee, 2014). 

Finding a discrete aspect of social media that leads to a lower 

body image could facilitate the restructuring of these websites’ 

functions to minimize their negative effects while still retaining 

the connections to which we have become so accustomed. 

Further, education programs could be implemented as early as 

elementary and middle school to both educate children about 

the relationship between social media and body image, and to 

promote healthy body images to mitigate any potentially 

harmful effects. 

 

APPENDIX A 

 
Demographic Questionnaire 

 

Age:_____________________ 
 

Gender Identity: _____________________ 
 

Race: ______________________ 

 

How much time do you spend on social media per day? Circle one. 

a) less than 15 minutes 

b) 15-30 minutes 

c) 30-45 minutes 

d) 45-60 minutes 

e) 60-75 minutes 

f) 75-90 minutes 

g) More than 90 minutes  

 

Which social media platforms do you use? Circle all that apply. 

a) Facebook 

b) Twitter 

c) Instagram 

d) LinkedIn 

e) Snapchat 

f) Tumblr 

g) Pinterest 

h) Other 

 

APPENDIX B 

 
Body Image-Acceptance and Action Questionnaire (BI-AAQ) 

 

Directions: Below you will find a list of statements. Please rate the truth of 

each statement as it applies to you. Use the following rating scale to make your 

choices. For instance, if you believe a statement is ‘Always True,’ you would 

write a 7 next to that statement.  

 

Never True (1), Very Seldom True (2), Seldom True (3), Sometimes True (4), 

Frequently True (5), Almost Always True (6), Always True (7) 

 

1. I get on with my life even when I feel bad about my body. _____ 

2. Worrying about my weight makes it difficult for me to live a life that I 

value. _____ 

3. I would gladly sacrifice important things in my life to be able to stop 

worrying about my weight. _____ 

4. I care too much about my weight and body shape. _____ 

5. How I feel about my body has very little to do with the daily choices I make. 

_____ 

6. Many things are more important to me than feeling better about my weight. 

_____ 

7. There are many things I do to try and stop feeling bad about my body weight 

and shape. _____ 

8. I worry about not being able to control bad feelings about my body. _____ 

9. I do not need to feel better about my body before doing things that are 

important to me. _____ 

10. I don’t do things that might make me feel fat. _____ 

11. I shut down when I feel bad about my body shape or weight. _____ 

12. My worries about my weight do not get in the way of my success. _____ 

13. I can move toward important goals, even when feeling bad about my body. 

_____ 

14. There are things I do to distract myself from thinking about my body shape 

or size. 

15. My thoughts and feelings about my body weight and shape must change 

before I can take important steps in my life. _____ 

16. My thoughts about my body shape and weight do not interfere with the way 

I want to live. _____ 

17. I cannot stand feeling fat. _____ 

18. Worrying about my body takes up too much of my time. _____ 

19. If I start to feel fat, I try to think about something else. _____ 

20. Worrying about my weight does not get in my way. _____ 

21. Before I can make any serious plans, I have to feel better about my body. 

_____ 

22. I will have better control over my life if I can control my negative thoughts 

about my body. _____ 

23. I avoid putting myself in situations where I might feel bad about my body. 

_____ 

24. To control my life, I need to control my weight. _____ 

25. My worries and fears about my weight are true. _____ 

26. Feeling fat causes problems in my life. _____ 

27. I do things to control my weight so I can stop worrying about the way my 

body looks. _____ 

28. When I start thinking about the size and shape of my body, it’s hard to do 

anything else. _____ 

29. My relationships would be better if my body weight and/or shape did not 

bother me. _____ 
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