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Previous research has indicated that there is a significant positive correlation between perceived attractiveness and 

self-esteem. In order to determine perceived attractiveness (i.e., how attractive a person perceives themselves), 

individuals compare themselves to others. The emergence of Instagram and other social media sites has created 

new opportunities for individuals to interact with and compare themselves to people. This study attempted to 

determine whether viewing a popular Instagram profile, compared to an unpopular profile, had a negative impact 

on self-esteem ratings.  Participants were asked to examine either a popular or unpopular Instagram profile and 

then complete a questionnaire on their self-esteem. There was not a significant difference in self-esteem between 

the participants who viewed the popular or unpopular profile. The results may indicate that individuals do not 

compare themselves to other users on Instagram in order to determine their own perceived attractiveness and self-

esteem. 
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Previous research has indicated that there is a 

significant positive correlation between the perception of one’s 

own attractiveness and self-esteem (Bale & Archer, 2013). 

Specifically, individuals are happier with themselves when they 

believe they are attractive, and they feel worse about 

themselves when they feel unattractive. Self-esteem is 

important for various social and existential functions in that a 

high self-esteem may help individuals interact with others and 

live a meaningful life (Vogel, Rose, Roberts, & Eckles, 2014). 

On the  other hand,  low  self-esteem  has been  associated with  
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more emotional and behavioral disorders, including anxiety, 

depression, and suicidal behaviors (Vogel, Rose, Roberts, & 

Eckles 2014). There is evidence that adolescence is a crucial 

time regarding changes in self-esteem. This is, in part, because 

the time period is compounded by both cognitive and physical 

growth and development (Quatman & Watson, 2001). 

Therefore, it is important to understand what factors contribute 

to an individual’s perception of their own attractiveness and 

how this perception influences self-esteem.   

 One component to examine is the process by which 

individuals compare themselves to others.  Individuals make 

comparisons between themselves and others as a mechanism of 

evaluating self-worth (Lee, 2014). These factors can also 

influence an individual’s perceived attractiveness. In order to 

further investigate how individuals compare themselves to 

others, it is necessary to examine what vehicles are used for 

comparison, such as the role of social media. 

One such study (Lee, 2014) was conducted on the 

relationship among Facebook use, self-esteem, comparison 

between self and others, and self-consciousness in young 

adults. This research showed that there was a positive 

relationship between the frequency of social comparison and 

frequency of having a negative reaction from Facebook profile 

comparisons. The researchers also noted that self-esteem was 

negatively correlated with a higher frequency of social 
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comparison, while an individual’s self-consciousness was 

positively correlated with social comparison. 

 Another factor that research has focused on is the 

comparisons individuals made about themselves when viewing 

the Facebook profiles of others, and how this affected their 

self-esteem and self-evaluations (Vogel, Rose, Roberts, & 

Eckles, 2014). The findings from the first part of the study 

suggested that the participants who had a greater amount of 

exposure to Facebook tended to report having a poorer self-

evaluation. This also showed that participants made more social 

comparisons (both negative and positive) between themselves 

and others when they had more exposure to Facebook.  In the 

second part of their study, the researchers also created 

Facebook profiles with differing levels of positive and negative 

content material. The results indicated that individuals who had 

been shown a profile with a greater amount of positive content 

reported having poorer self-esteem and self-evaluations than the 

participants who were shown profiles with a higher amount of 

negative content. 

 The emergence of numerous social media platforms 

has created new opportunities for individuals to interact with 

and compare themselves to other people. Sites such as 

Facebook offer users the ability to construct profiles of 

themselves for billions of other users to see (Fox & Rooney, 

2015). These profiles consist of personal details, interests, 

friends, pictures, and more. 

  Social media users utilize other-generated and system-

generated cues on profiles in order to gauge self-perception of 

attractiveness (Antheunis & Schouten, 2011). System-generated 

cues are pieces of information stemming from the design on the 

website’s lay out. For example, while viewing a Facebook 

profile, users view the number of friends that the profile has, a 

feature that is built into the design of the website. Other-

generated cues are not regulated by the design of the site and 

include the content of the messages on a profile and the 

physical attractiveness of friends. Antheunis and Schouten 

(2011) reported findings which indicate that individuals with 

Facebook profiles consisting of positive other-generated and 

system-generated cues were perceived as more attractive than 

users with negative or neutral cues on their profiles. Although 

there are individual differences for how physically attractive 

the profiles are initially judged, the system-generated and 

other-generated cues cause individuals to perceive them as 

more or less attractive than their initial judgment. Studies have 

examined the effects of Facebook on perceived attractiveness 

and self-esteem, but despite recent popularity, the social media 

site Instagram has not been thoroughly researched. 

 Instagram currently has over 200 million users (Fox & 

Rooney, 2015). What distinguishes Instagram from other social 

media is a picture-oriented focus that consists of users posting 

photos for all of their followers to see. While Instagram is 

more visually based than Facebook, Instagram profiles still 

have several other-generated and system-generated cues. The 

system-generated cues include captions and the number of likes 

on a photo. The other-generated cues are the comments for the 

photo and the physical attractiveness of the people in the photo. 

The combination of pictures, other-generated cues, and system-

generated cues allow users to compare themselves to others.  

 Our study explored the effects that other-generated and 

system-generated cues can have on the perceived attractiveness 

of the user of an Instagram profile. In order to do this, 

participants were given one of two Instagram profiles to 

evaluate. While the profiles had the same pictures, the other-

generated and system-generated cues were altered to make the 

user seem more or less popular. Profiles were adjusted by 

changing the number of likes a picture had and by adding 

positive comments on the picture from other Instagram users. 

After viewing the profiles, the participants filled out surveys 

about the profile they viewed and their self-esteem after 

viewing the profile. We predicted that self-esteem and 

perceived attractiveness would be negatively related to viewing 

popular Instagram profiles.  

 

METHOD 

 

Participants 

Fifty-six participants were involved in this study. Of 

the 56 participants, 23 identified as male and 33 identified as 

female. All of the participants were students at the University 

of Minnesota.  The participants in the study were selected using 

convenience sampling of students in an introductory research 

methods class. Participants were contacted and informed of the 

study in their lab section and were asked if they wanted to 

participate. The ages of the participants ranged from 18 to 32 

(M = 20.75, SD = 2.30). Forty of the participants identified 

themselves as Caucasian, three as African American, seven as 

Asian, three as Latino/Chicano, and three marked their race as 

other. No compensation for participation was offered.   

 

Materials 

 Participants were given fake Instagram profiles to 

view. Profiles were printed out and viewed on pieces of paper 

instead of on the computer. These profiles included pictures of 

either a male or a female. Both male and female profiles 

included two pictures and were printed in black and white ink. 

The male profile included a picture of a young brunette-haired 

Caucasian male wearing a sweatshirt and smiling in front of a 

wooded background. The male profile also had a picture of the 

same male with two other shirtless young males in front of an 

ocean. The female profile featured a black-haired young 

woman wearing a bikini in front of an ocean. The female 

profile also included a picture of the same woman with two 

other young women wearing bikinis in front of an ocean.   

 In order to determine whether the system-generated 

and other-generated effects of Instagram profiles influence self-

esteem and perceived attractiveness, the number of likes and 

comments were altered on the two profiles. Both system-

generated and other-generated effects were manipulated to 

better understand the underlying potential effect. A popular and 

unpopular profile was created for both the male and the female. 

Although the popular and unpopular profiles featured the same 

pictures, the number of likes and comments on the pictures 
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were changed in order to make the individual seem more or 

less popular. For example, on the popular profile, the picture is 

shown to have 142 likes and feature positive comments such as 

“This is so cute!”  Meanwhile, on the unpopular profile, the 

same photo is shown to have only 18 likes and presents the 

neutral comment “nice.” Specific comments and quantity of 

likes were chosen to highlight the stereotypical “popular” and 

“unpopular” Instagram account.  

 In order to determine whether there was an effect on 

participants’ judgments of themselves, participants completed 

the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale immediately after viewing the 

profiles (RSES; Rosenberg, 1965). The questionnaire tested 

how the individual felt about himself or herself. A sample 

question included “I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on 

an equal plane with others.” Participants judged their self-

esteem on a four-point scale with “1” being strongly agree and 

“4” being strongly disagree. After the RSES, participants were 

also asked to provide information on their age, race, and 

gender. Participants completed the questionnaires on the 

computer. The questionnaire was consistent for all 

experimental conditions. (The complete set of items is shown in 

the Appendix.)   

 

Procedure 

 If the participants expressed interest in the study, they 

were randomly assigned to receive either a popular or 

unpopular Instagram profile. Participants only viewed profiles 

of people of the same gender. Therefore, male participants 

viewed male profiles and female participants viewed female 

profiles. Participants were given a paragraph of informed 

consent before beginning the study, which notified the 

participants that their responses would remain anonymous and 

that they had the option to stop answering, withdraw answers, 

or skip questions at any time during the survey. The participant 

viewed the Instagram profile and completed the RSES survey. 

After completing the survey, participants were given a written 

debriefing statement that described the purpose, variables, and 

goals of the study.  

 

 

RESULTS 

 
Self-esteem was the dependent variable measured on 

the questionnaire.  The response of the participants to each item 

of the RSES was evaluated on a four-point scale. Each 

participant’s total self-esteem scores was computed by summing 

the responses across all items.    

 A two-way ANOVA was conducted that examined the 

effect of profile (popular, unpopular) and gender (male, 

female) on self-esteem ratings. The main effect of profile 

yielded a F ratio of F(1,52) = 412, p = 0.52, indicating that 

the mean score was not significantly different for a popular 

profile (M = 22.5, SD =0.83) and an unpopular profile (M = 

21.7, SD = 0.89). The main effect of gender yielded an F-ratio 

of F(1,52) = 1.42, p = 0.24, indicating that mean score did 

not differ significant for males (M = 22.8, SD = 0.93) and 

females (M = 21.4, SD = 0.77). There was no significant 

interaction between profile and gender on self-esteem ratings, 

F(1,52) = 240, p = 0.63.  

 

 

DISCUSSION 

 
The results of this experiment did not support our 

hypothesis that viewing a popular Instagram profile would 

negatively influence self-esteem. In addition, the results were 

inconsistent with the findings of past research. Vogel et al. 

(2014) found that users on the social networking site Facebook 

compare the profiles of other users to themselves and form self-

evaluations. Also, the study by Antheunis and Schouten (2011) 

found that individuals on Facebook perceived other users as 

more attractive when the profiles of the users were filled with 

positive system-generated and other-generated cues. However, 

this study failed to extend the influence of individuals 

comparing themselves to others using system-generated and 

other-generated cues to Instagram. 

 There are multiple methodological problems with this 

experiment that could cause the lack of significant results. One 

issue is that participants did not complete a baseline self-esteem 

test before the experiment. As a result, it was impossible to 

determine how viewing the profiles impacted self-esteem 

ratings. Participants did not begin the experiment with 

equivalent self-esteem ratings. Therefore, it cannot be 

determined that participants with low self-esteem ratings were 

influenced from the profiles they viewed. Future research 

should include a baseline self-esteem test to compare self-

esteem scores before and after viewing profiles.     

 Although the pictures on the profiles highlighted 

physical characteristics, the participants were given a 

questionnaire that evaluated self-esteem. Results may have 

indicated an effect if the participants completed a survey of 

body image instead of self-esteem. Body image measures the 

way individuals judge the way they look and it is more closely 

linked to perceived attractiveness than self-esteem. Self-esteem 

is further removed than body image because individuals use 

their perceptions of their bodies to determine how they feel 

about themselves. So, if individuals completed a body image 

survey, the results may have displayed a relationship between 

the profile type and an individual’s perceived attractiveness.  

 The results of Vogel’s (2014) survey measured the 

specific hours the participants spent comparing themselves to 

other people. Instead of using real Instagram profiles, the 

participants in our study viewed fake profiles. Viewing a fake 

Instagram account may not be as influential to self-esteem as 

viewing a personal account. Because the participants did not 

know the individuals depicted in the fake profiles, they may not 

have compared themselves to them as much as the friends and 

acquaintances the participants normally compare themselves to 

on their personal Instagram accounts. However, it is common 

for users of Instagram to follow individuals they have never 

met before. In addition, the accounts only consisted of two 

pictures. This small sample of pictures may not have been 
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enough to affect the self-esteem of the participants. Overall, the 

experiment may not have accurately simulated the normal 

experience of using Instagram.   

 The profiles used in the experiment may also explain 

the lack of significant results.  There were not any focus groups 

conducted in order to determine if the positive comments were 

actually perceived as positive. The same is true for the neutral 

comments. Therefore, although one profile was designed to 

have positive comments, the participants may not have thought 

of the comments as positive. Similarly, the participants may not 

have perceived the account with a high number of likes as 

being popular. Additionally, the profiles were printed out in 

black and white.  Normally, individuals use Instagram on a 

computer or a mobile device.  

 The results did not indicate a correlation between 

gender and self-esteem ratings, regardless of profile. The 

popular and unpopular profiles for men and women had the 

same number of likes and comments. However, men and 

women might perceive the number of likes on a profile 

differently. Being perceived as popular from a man’s 

perspective might be different than being perceived as popular 

from a woman’s perspective. It is possible that one gender 

might need a higher number of likes than the other to be 

considered popular. Future research should explore the average 

number of likes for male and female Instagram accounts and 

the possibility for different standards of beauty for different 

genders. Additionally, the study only addressed the binary 

genders of male and female. None of the participants identified 

as a gender other than male or female. Future studies should 

explore how individuals who do not identify as male or female 

compare themselves to others and the impact Instagram has on 

their self-esteem.  

 Further research can determine whether or not there is 

a connection between the content individuals view on Instagram 

and its relationship with their self-esteem and perceived 

attractiveness. A continued focus on this topic can help 

determine if the impact of Instagram use relates to the results of 

previous research on other social media sites in connection with 

self-esteem and perceived attractiveness, or if the image-

centered site Instagram makes an even larger impact. With 

Instagram centered on the posting of edited and filtered images 

striving to attain a high level of beauty, research is needed to 

determine how this change in the primary content of social 

media affects those individuals who use it. 

The prevalence of mobile devices and social media 

sites will continue to grow in the future. Therefore, it is 

important to explore the potential effects of social media use on 

self-esteem and other qualities of an individual’s health. 

 

APPENDIX 
 

Items from the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES; Rosenberg, 1965).  

Participants responded 1 = “strongly agree”, 2 = “agree”, 3 = “disagree”, or 

4 = “strongly disagree” to each statement. 

 

1) I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others. 

2) I feel that I have a number of good qualities.  

3) All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure. 

4) I am able to do things as well as most other people. 

5) I feel I do not have much to be proud of. 

6) I take a positive attitude toward myself. 

7) On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. 

8) I wish I could have more respect for myself. 

9) I certainly feel useless at times. 

10) At times I think I am no good at all. 
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