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Abstract  

Background 

Social media use has increased dramatically in the last decade with data suggesting that as of 

January 2022, globally, 74.8% of adolescents have some form of social media platform, raising 

concerns about the negative impact it can have on adolescents’ body image (Chaffey, 2022). 

Social media increasingly taken over adolescents’ daily lives in recent years enabling the 

opportunity to upload and view visual content through photographs or videos. Social media 

platforms such as Facebook and Instagram have multiple features enable their users to like and 

comment and to modify their content before unloading it, blurring the line between reality and 

fantasy which has been known to trigger body image dissatisfaction (McCrory et al, 2022).  

 

Aim 

The primary aim of this structured systematic review is to synthesise findings from qualitative 

and quantitative studies that explore the association between social media and body image 

dissatisfaction among both female and male adolescents.  

 

Methods  

A database search for qualitative and quantitative studies using CINAHL, PsycINFO, PubMed 

and Science Direct from 2015 to present day was conducted using a search strategy of 

keywords, social media OR social networking sites OR social media platforms OR high visual 

social media AND body image OR body dissatisfaction OR body satisfaction OR body image 

dissatisfaction OR self-esteem OR self-image OR body confidence OR negative body image 

AND adolescents OR adolescence OR teenagers OR young people OR young adults.  
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Results  

Studies needed to include these search terms in the title or abstract relating to the association 

between social media and body image dissatisfaction among adolescents; the role of social 

media and it’s contributing factors to body image dissatisfaction among adolescents, high visual 

social media use and its impact on adolescents’ body image, and social media trends/features 

contributing to body image dissatisfaction among adolescents. A total of 6,833 articles were 

identified of which 9 were included (7 quantitative studies, 1 qualitative study and 1 mixed 

method study).  

 

Conclusion  

Findings highlight the need to promote more positive social media use to strengthen the ability 

to deal with the negative impact social media has on adolescent’s body image, reducing the risk 

of more serious psychological symptoms. There is a particular need to encourage interventions 

from trained practitioners and other professionals to ensure adolescents have efficient access to 

services that specialise in the effects social media has on adolescents and their self-image. 

Finally, future research is needed to focus on relevant concerns for boys as it is evident in 

limited studies that boys’ and girls’ body image is both negatively impacted by social media 

platforms. 
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Introduction 

The term ‘’social media’’ was first used on a Tokyo online media environment, called Matisse 

in 1994, when the first social media platforms were developed and launched.   (Aichner et al, 

2021). Social media can be defined as, ‘’websites and applications that allow users to 

opportunistically interact and selectively self-present in real time or asynchronously, with both 

broad and narrow audiences who derive value from user-generated content and the perception 

of interaction with others’’. (Carr & Hayes 2015, pp 50). There has been a dramatic growth 

over the past decade with figures indicating that 3.96 billion people globally use social media, 

a 10.5% growth since 2021. (McCrory et al, 2022). High visual social media platforms such as 

Instagram and Facebook are most used by adolescents with figures indicating that in the US, 

72% of 13–17-year-olds use Instagram and 51% use Facebook, both platforms that focus on 

visual content, creating an increasing concern over the growing number of adolescents’ 

experiencing body image dissatisfaction. (Anderson & Jiang, 2018). Adolescence is a critical 

period of development and when individuals are most vulnerable to the influences of social 

media. (Hoc, 2019). Although all social media platforms allow their users to create a public or 

private profile and permit the uploading and sharing of photos and videos, high visual social 

media offers features such as ‘likes’ and ‘comments and provides users with the opportunity to 

digitally modify their content by using filters contributing to body image concerns among the 

younger generation worldwide. (McCrory et al, 2022). Among adolescents, social media use 

has dramatically risen and has received a lot of research attention as a contributing risk factor 

for body image dissatisfaction. In the US, research has suggested there has been an 1000% 

increase from 2005 to 2013 and since then, social media use among adolescents has risen faster 

than ever before. (Plaisime et al, 2020). Easton et al (2018) found that 70% of UK adolescents 

reported spending a minimum of 2 hours per day on social media and becoming embedded in 

their daily lives, leading to concerns about its potential impact. To date, both problematic and 

beneficial implications of social media use have been identified. For example, it has been 
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related to greater social connectedness but also, increased loneliness and feelings of jealously 

regarding the unattainable ‘ideal’ body appearance. (Easton et al, 2018). Body image can be 

defined as an individual’s thoughts, feelings and perceptions about their body. Body 

dissatisfaction is an internal emotional and cognitive process, and it occurs when an individual’s 

views on the body are negative, assumed to originate from a perceived discrepancy between the 

actual and desired physical appearance. (Plaisime et al, 2020). Relatively high prevalence rates 

of body image dissatisfaction have been reported among adolescent boys and girls. The Mental 

Health Foundation (2019) reported that in the UK, 40% of young people (26% of boys and 54% 

of girls) stated that viewing images on social media had caused them to worry in relation to 

their body image. To date, research continues to debate the influence social media has on 

adolescents’ views of the body. For example, high visual platforms contain idealised body 

related content and exposes adolescents to the socio-cultural model of aesthetic perfection in 

force within western society, with girls admiring and seeking a thin figure, and boys having a 

drive for muscularity. (Schreurs & Vandenbosch, 2022). Additionally, social media use has also 

been associated with positive body image through receiving positive feedback on their posts 

and utilising their profile as a way of expressing themselves, increasing feelings of acceptance 

and validation (McCrory et al, 2022). The ways in which adolescents use social media and the 

amount of time spent is associated with positive and negative impacts on body image. Previous 

research has found that adopting the role of ‘viewer’, spending a lot of time scrolling through a 

feed and utilising the feature of likes and comments instigates longer-lasting feelings of 

jealously and an increased pressure to be accepted. (McCrory et al, 2021). However, adopting 

the role of a ‘contributor’, utilising filters and adjusting one’s persona created short term 

feelings of high self-esteem and greater acceptance, suggesting that the amount of time spent 

and the ways in which adolescents use social media appears to trigger a process of emotional 

highs and lows. (McCrory et al, 2022). Existing research has mainly focused on adolescent 

females, suggesting that the impact of social media on the male body may be underestimated 
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because of the stigma surrounding it. (Mahon & Hevey, 2021). Nevertheless, a small number 

of studies have explored the impact of social media on male adolescents’ body image, 

identifying that social media’s influence on body image was the same for boys and girls. The 

present paper aims to systematically review previous literature that has investigated the 

relationship between social media and body image dissatisfaction among both male and female 

adolescents. Specifically, the present paper seeks to review studies investigating the amount of 

time spent, and the ways in which adolescents use social media and how it contributes to the 

positive and negative impacts on body image.  
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Review of the Literature 

Adolescence 

According to the World Health Organisation (2022) adolescence is the ages from 10 to 19 and 

is considered an important stage for development and good health. Additionally, the House of 

Commons (2019) expressed that adolescence is a critical period and when individuals are most 

vulnerable to the influences of social media, which heightens the risk of developing bod image 

concerns. Over the past decade, many more researchers are focusing on the impact that social 

media has on body image, especially among adolescents as this age group takes up the highest 

number of social media users and are most likely to engage with image-based platforms. (Pew 

Research Center, 2018., and Burnette et al, 2017). In the UK, a survey conducted by the Pew 

Research Center (2018) found that 71% of adolescents preferred to use Facebook and 52% 

preferred to just Instagram in comparison to any other social media platform which both focus 

on visual content and is known for encouraging unattainable and unrealistic bodies. (Burnette 

et al, 2017., Jarman et al, 2021). Puberty is a major life event and adolescents experience 

constant changes in their physical appearance and mood and researchers have highlighted that 

puberty may be associated with heightened appearance concerns due to adolescents being more 

aware of their bodies changing and the pressure to meet unrealistic body ideals. (Jarman et al, 

2021., Burnette et al, 2017). During the period of adolescence, individuals are in the depth of 

the developmental stage in their life. A study conducted by Makinen et al (2012) examined 

body image dissatisfaction and its relationship with self-esteem in 659 girls and 711 boys in 

Finland during the transition period from early to mid-adolescence. The study identified that 

during the adolescence transitional phase from early to mid-adolescence, body image 

dissatisfaction was a main concern, mainly among girls suggesting that adolescent females tend 

to experience much more extreme changes in their bodies during puberty, making them more 

vulnerable to the ‘ideal’ body they are frequently exposed to. (Makinen et al, 2012). Moreover, 

both adolescent males and females experience transitions during puberty that affect their body 
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shape, weight and appearance. Although researchers indicate that adolescent boys report higher 

self-esteem, they are not immune from body image concerns. For instance, according to Voelker 

et al (2015), adolescent boys tend to experience an increase in height and muscle mass during 

puberty, moving them closer to the current cultural expectations to be tall and in muscular 

shape. However, in the study conducted by Voelker et al (2015), adolescent boys who 

experience late maturing and have not achieved the physical attributes of the male ‘ideal’ body 

have reported feelings of dissatisfaction with their current bodies, placing importance on the 

physical changes that adolescents experience, plays an important role in shaping body image 

during adolescence developmental stage in both males and females.  

 

Social Media and Body Image Dissatisfaction  

Adolescents in this current generation have been described as ‘digital natives’, growing up 

surrounded by user-friendly digital technology. (House of Commons, 2019). Nowadays, people 

all over the globe spend a lot of time on the internet, especially using smartphones. According 

to Pew Research Center (2018), in the US, 95% of adolescents have a smartphone or access to 

one and 45% report being online constantly. Decades of research have explored the impacts of 

traditional media (television and magazines) however, with the increasing popularity of social 

media and how easily accessible it is on any device that has internet access, this has raised 

concerns about its potential consequences. (Rodgers et al, 2020). The causes of body image 

dissatisfaction are considered to include biological, psychological, evolutionary and 

sociocultural factors. (Mahon & Hevey, 2021). Social media is a sociocultural factor that 

reaches a maximum audience and is a highly interactive form of media, enabling users to keep 

in touch with family and friends and providing them with the opportunity to create and share 

content. (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016) The UK Government expressed that social media can 

be a source of learning, advice and support for individuals, but an increasingly important topic 

raised in research was the amount of heavily edited content exposed to users utilising photoshop 
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and filters. (House of Commons, 2022; Rodgers et al, 2020). Social media is a direct form of 

online self-presentation for its users, however, specifically high visual platforms (such as 

Instagram and snapchat) that focuses on visual content, have unique features available to users 

to manipulate photos using retouching techniques creating the ‘perfect’ picture. (Rodgers et al, 

2020). With just a few taps on a screen, filters on social media alongside photo-editing apps, 

allow face and body features to be altered and sculpted which is surprisingly normalised 

globally in today’s generation, creating the ‘ideal’ view of beauty. (The Priory Group, 2022). 

According to the Tripartite model, social media influences views on body image by transmitting 

messages that accentuate the importance of appearance and create pressure to attain unrealistic 

body ideals. (Roberts et al, 2022). A survey conducted by Case24 in the UK found that 71% of 

people edit their photos before posting them, creating pressure to look ‘perfect’, influencing 

perceptions of body image. (Apsinall, 2020). A growing body of research has expressed that 

body image perceptions and experiences tend to differ for both boys and girls reporting that 

social media platforms influence the internalisation of appearance ideals that typically promote 

thinness in females and muscularity in males. (Vuong et al, 2021). Because of this, social media 

platforms are encouraging a stream of unrealistic content, holding significant power to 

influence both male and female adolescents. (Spurr et al, 2013).  

 

Individuals are constantly faced with appearance-based discrimination daily whether that be at 

work, school or in public. (House of Commons, 2021). There are very limited mixed gender 

studies that explore the relationships between social media and body image dissatisfaction. The 

House of Commons (2021) alongside with a growing body of research found that globally, 

females tend to experience higher negative feelings towards their body image in comparison 

with males (62% females compared to 53% males). A study conducted by McCrory et al (2022) 

of nine focus groups in Northern Ireland found that females tend to engage and invest more 

time in body-related content and sociocultural theories of body image have suggested that due 



 10 

to higher societal pressures on females to look a certain way, the impact of social media is 

stronger, creating higher levels of social comparison. In comparison, some studies have found 

that males have a positive experience with social media, motivating influence on their body 

image. (Saiphoo & Vahedi, 2019). Although a collection of researchers found that females tend 

to have more negative experiences with social media regarding their body image, a very small 

amount of research has found that social media’s influence on body image is the same for males 

and females suggesting that there is a stigma surrounding male body image and creating the 

need for more research to be focused on males. (McCrory et al, 2022). Additionally, 

sexualisation surrounding the male body image has increased in recent years, increasing the 

drive for a muscular physique. According to McCrory et al (2022), a males’ drive for a muscular 

physique can be a positive experience, with some feeling more encouraged to adopt a healthier 

lifestyle and an increase in motivation, however, a limited but growing body of research has 

identified this experience to be negative. These negative experiences have led to higher levels 

of social comparison and body image dissatisfaction when one’s perception of their own body 

image fails to match their expectations of the ‘ideal’ body. (Spurr et al, 2013). This emphasises 

a current gap in literature and the importance of more mixed gender, specifically male studies 

to be conducted to explore the associations between social media and body image 

dissatisfaction to extend the existing literature on adolescents.  

 

There are on average 10 million new photographs uploaded on social media sites every hour. 

(RSPH, 2017). According to The Mental Health Foundation UK (2021), 25% of adolescents 

(13% males and 37% females) reported that celebrities had caused them to worry in relation to 

their own body image. In research, celebrities have been considered one of the main causes of 

body image dissatisfaction in adolescent users. Adolescents tend to learn about their own bodies 

by observing and comparing themselves celebrities’ physical appearance, understanding what 

physical attributes are associated with popularity and social privilege, encouraging body image 
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dissatisfaction. (Kenny et al, 2016). Moreover, social media enabling their users to follow their 

favourite celebrity on an interpersonal level may seem like a positive and enjoyable thing for 

some, but interpersonal surveillance and interaction with celebrities on these platforms have 

been known to facilitate social comparison. (Ho et al, 2016). Celebrities receive a huge amount 

of attention, are well-known for their photoshopping and retouching techniques, promoting 

cosmetic surgery and are considered the current definition of beauty. (Ho et al, 2016). Over the 

past decade, researchers and policies have raised their concerns regarding celebrities posting 

damaging content, highlighting that exposure to unrealistic and unattainable appearance ideals 

has led to adolescents formulating a view of what is socially accepted. (Ho et al, 2016). A recent 

survey conducted in the UK by The Mental Health Foundation (2021) found that 36% of 

adolescents agreed to doing ‘whatever it took’ to look good, with 57% reporting they had 

considered going on a diet, 10% had considered cosmetic surgery, and 10% of adolescent males 

considered taking steroids to ‘live up’ to the current ‘ideal’ bodies posted by their favourite 

celebrities. All social media platforms currently have community guidelines determining what 

is acceptable for users to post, attempting to reduce the availability of damaging body image 

content by removing them or adding a sensitive content screen before users view the related 

content. (House of Commons, 2021). Regardless of this, the UK Government expressed that 

despite the number of safeguarding and advertising policies social media platforms have put in 

place, there is still a current gap between policies and real-life experiences for young people 

suggesting that social media platforms aren’t doing enough to protect young people from body 

image harms. (House of Commons, 2021).   

 

To fully understand how social media impacts adolescents’ body image, it is therefore important 

not only to focus on the content they are exposed to, but also the ways in which adolescents 

interact with social media due to the possible body-related outcomes. (Goodyear, 2019). It is 

evident in existing literature that self-presentation on social media is highly important to 
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adolescents in this generation and can drive the ways in which they participate, interact and 

communicate. (Goodyear, 2019). Additionally, a small number of researchers have elaborated 

that the difference between active and passive social media use seems to be important when 

discussing the consequences, in this case, body image dissatisfaction. (Goodyear, 2019., Trifiro 

& Prena, 2021). An active user is defined as an individual who actively engages with social 

media, including behaviours such as, taking and editing photographs, uploading them and 

sending private messages. (Trifiro & Prena, 2021). Multiple studies have agreed that active use 

has been associated with positive user outcomes in comparison to passive use that has often 

resulted in negative outcomes on body image. For example, two previous studies conducted by 

Verduyn et al (2017) and Trifiro and Prena (2021) found that active behaviours on social media 

had resulted in users feeling a higher sense of social connectedness, leading to enhanced 

positive self-esteem. Researchers have found that adolescent girls are more obsessed with how 

they present themselves on social media in comparison with boys. Regardless of gender, when 

both adolescent boys and girls actively engage with social media by posting photographs using 

filters and constantly receiving likes and positive feedback on posts it has been considered as 

an indicator of popularity, having a positive impact on self-esteem and body image. (Santarossa 

& Woodruff, 2017., Verduyn et al, 2017., Trifiro & Prena, 2021). However, a study conducted 

by Steinsbekk et al (2021) found that these positive effects of active social media use have been 

known to wear off quite quicky, indicating that receiving positive feedback on posts and 

positing edited images in ways that conform body ideals, created ‘in the moment’ increases in 

self-esteem. The downside to social media is that not all feedback will be positive. Webster et 

al (2020) highlighted that adolescents’ experience some form of negative feedback on their 

posts, and some will experience a lack of feedback which will determine whether the impact on 

body image will be positive or negative. Within the small number of studies that have explored 

the types of social media use, negative and lack of feedback has led to adolescents questioning 

their appearance and led to more social comparison with other users. (Steinsbekk et al, 2021). 
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On the other hand, a passive user usually spends most of their time on social media viewing 

other user’s content, ‘monitoring’ the online life of others without engaging directly. (Trifiro & 

Prena, 2021). Social media users only tend to upload their ‘best’ images. A survey conducted 

in the UK by the CBBC of 1001 adolescents reported that more than four out of five said that 

when they take a picture to post on social media, it was ‘important’ to look good, contributing 

to the development of unrealistic expectations and manipulative content. (British Youth 

Council, 2017).  When adolescents constantly observe and view this type of content it has been 

known to create negative social comparison and a feeling of being in competition on who can 

upload the most attractive and appealing content. (British Youth Council, 2017). Although only 

a small number of researchers have debated how adolescents engage with social media it is 

evident that it determines whether the impact on body image will be either positive or negative, 

creating the importance of more research to be conducted to add to the existing literature.  

Overall, the literature concludes that the adolescence is a period of development with young 

people experiencing constant changes in their bodies which has been found to heighten the risk 

of social comparison and body image concerns. In this generation of adolescents, social media 

has become hugely popular and normalised. The damaging content to which young people are 

exposed to, involving exposure of the ‘ideal’ body and the features that social media platforms 

offer to users such as photoshop and filters has been evident to be associated with body image 

dissatisfaction. Researchers have also branched out to explore the associations between the 

ways in which adolescents engage with social media (active and passive use) and body image 

dissatisfaction. It is evident in the existing literature that active and passive use both contribute 

to body image concerns, however there are currently different views and findings between 

researchers which indicates the need for more research to be conducted on social media 

behaviours to add to the existing literature. Lastly, there is very limited mixed gender studies, 

especially among male adolescents. it is evident that researchers tend to assume that adolescent 
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females are most likely to experience concerns with their body image (which is evident in most 

findings), however, researchers tend to neglect studies focused on male adolescents suggesting 

that this is associated with current stereotypes related to males. Studies that have conducted 

mixed gender studies have found that social media is associated with body image concerns in 

both male and female adolescents, raising the importance of more mixed gender (specifically 

male) studies to be conducted to extend the existing literature on adolescents.   

The purpose of this study is to systematically review both qualitative and quantitative literature 

exploring the relationship between social media and body image dissatisfaction among both 

male and female adolescents. The aim of this systematic review, therefore, is to investigate and 

synthesise the available qualitative and quantitative literature that focused on social media use 

among adolescents, ways in which adolescents engage with social media, the content 

adolescents are exposed to, and the current features available to adolescents on social media 

platforms and how these relate to body image dissatisfaction across both genders.  
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Methods 

This systematic review was conducted following the PRISMA checklist. [Appendix 1].  

 

Search Strategy  

 The search was limited to literature published from the year 2015 to 2022, to include more 

recent research for the systematic review. The PICO framework was used to develop the search 

strategy for the current systematic review and focused on four key elements: population 

(adolescents), exposure (social media), and outcome (body image dissatisfaction). (Icahn 

School of Medicine, 2022). A search was performed in June 2022 using the following 

databases: CINAHL, PsycInfo, PubMed and Science Direct. Databases were searched using all 

combinations of the terms:  

I. Social media OR social networking sites OR social media platforms OR high visual 

social media  

II. Body image OR body dissatisfaction OR body image dissatisfaction OR body 

satisfaction OR self-esteem OR self-image OR body confidence OR negative body 

image 

III.  Adolescents OR adolescence OR teenagers OR young people OR young adults 

 

Search terms within each of the three categories were combined using ‘AND’ to search 

titles/abstracts. Searches were also limited to studies published in English.  

 

Study Eligibility  

Across all four databases, the search strategy generated a total of 6,883 studies. A study was 

selected for inclusion if: 

I. Adolescents were participants. Studies were excluded if the mean age of the 

adolescents was over 19 years old. Studies including adults were excluded. 

II. A study explored the relationship between social media and body image 

dissatisfaction among adolescents. 
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III. A study focused on social media platforms. Studies were excluded if the focus was 

on traditional media.  

IV. A study measured levels of body image dissatisfaction and social media use among 

adolescents. Studies that measured BMI/body weight were excluded.  

V. A study explored adolescents’ experiences with social media and the impact on body 

image.  

VI. Qualitative and quantitative studies (or both). 

VII. Studies written in English.  

 

Additionally, there was no requirement to how social media is associated with body image 

dissatisfaction among adolescents. Qualitative and Quantitative studies that focused on either 

social media use, social media content, social media engagement and behaviours and social 

media features and their relationship with body image dissatisfaction among adolescents were 

included. Quantitative and qualitative studies were selected for the systematic review to gain a 

deeper insight, to better understand the correlational relationship between variables, and to seek 

and understand from a real-world context. Studies that focused on eating disorders, anorexia, 

bulimia and measurements of BMI/body weight were excluded, for the reason to keep the focus 

on the relationship between social media and body image dissatisfaction. 

 

Selection of Studies  

Firstly, the titles of the overall 6,833 studies were screened and any that did not meet the 

inclusion criteria were removed, leaving 1,157 studies. Abstracts were then screened and those 

not meeting the inclusion criteria were removed, resulting in 42 studies. After filtering titles 

and abstracts, the remaining 42 studies were reviewed in full to confirm they met the inclusion 

criteria. 33 studies did not meet the inclusion criteria after screening the full text. If a study 

failed to meet the inclusion criteria, the reason for exclusion was recorded. Reasons for studies 

being excluded is demonstrated in the PRISMA flowchart in the findings [Fig.1]. In total, 9 
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studies (7 quantitative, 1 qualitative and 1 mixed method) met criteria for inclusion in the 

review.  

 

Data Extraction  

A data extraction table was developed for both qualitative and quantitative studies. [Appendix 

2]. The data extraction table was first drafted and then later refined after the initial piloting by 

one reviewer. The reviewer (HL), then independently extracted data from each individual study 

that met the inclusion criteria. The following data was extracted from each study: (1) 

author/year, (2) social media platform (Instagram, Facebook or all social media), (3) gender, 

(4) age (mean/range), (5) study setting (e.g., secondary school), (6) country, (7) sample size, 

(8) study design, (9) study method (e.g. Interview, questionnaire, survey), (10) study focus/aims 

(e.g., high visual social media, interactions with social media), (11) and outcomes/findings from 

the study (positive and negative influences on body image). Additionally, the data extraction 

table included an additional comments section to record the findings regarding gender (e.g., 

adolescent girls versus boys’ results) as previous literature has indicated that the findings among 

girls compared to the findings among boys are often different.  

 

Critical Appraisal 

One reviewer (HL) also assessed the quality of all studies meeting the inclusion criteria. The 

CASP Qualitative Study Checklist [Appendix 3] was used to assess the quality of the single 

qualitative study. (CASP, 2022). The CASP tool enabled the reviewer to appraise any strengths 

and limitations of the qualitative studies and was chosen because it is one of the most used 

checklists for quality appraisal. (Long et al, 2020). The CASP checklist included 10 questions 

and focused on three broad issues that needed to be considered when critically appraising the 

qualitative study:  

1) Are the results of the study valid? 
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2) What are the results? 
3) Will the results help locally?  

 

Additionally, a search was conducted by the reviewer when deciding what quantitative critical 

appraisal tool to use. After searching, the reviewer decided to utilise the McMaster’s Critical 

Review Form for Quantitative Studies (1998) [Appendix 4] to assess the quality of all 

quantitative studies that met the inclusion criteria. (Law et al, 1998). The critical review form 

included 15 questions and focused on 8 concepts: (1) study purpose, (2) literature (the 

justification of the study), (3) study design, (4), sample, (5) outcomes, (6) intervention, (7) 

results, (8) and conclusions and clinical implications to enable the reviewer to collect analytical 

evaluations of the quality of the quantitative studies. Because all studies did not include an 

intervention, the category for assessing intervention quality was not utilised.  

 

For the single included mixed method study, the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT) 2018 

version was utilised to assess the quality of the study [Appendix 5]. (Hong et al, 2018). The 

tool included 22 questions and focused on concepts: (1) screening questions, (2) qualitative, (3) 

quantitative non-randomized, (4), quantitative descriptive, and (5) mixed methods. The tool 

included a section primarily for quantitative randomized controlled trials which was not utilised 

due to the mixed method study using a cross-sectional study design.  

 

All three quality appraisal tools did not include scores and instead used ‘’yes’’ ‘’no’’ and ‘’can’t 

tell’’ options for each question to guide the reviewer to determine the study quality. The quality 

of the studies was determined by one reviewer (HL) (e.g., strong, moderate, or weak) based on 

the answers among each of the categories for each quality appraisal tool. For example, for the 

McMaster’s Critical Review Form for Quantitative Studies, if a study answered ‘’yes’’ on seven 

to eight of the categories, the study would receive a strong rating. Furthermore, if a study only 
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answered ‘’yes’’ on five to six categories and ‘’no’’ or ‘’can’t tell’’ on the remaining categories, 

the study would receive a moderate rating.  Lastly, if a study answered ‘’no’’ or ‘’can’t tell on 

most of the categories (7-8) the study would receive a weak rating. This strategy was used to 

assess the quality of all studies and was performed on all critical appraisal tools by one reviewer 

(HL).  

 

Data Synthesis  

The systematic review used a narrative synthesis to synthesize the findings of the nine included 

studies. Narrative synthesis refers to an approach to the synthesis of findings from multiple 

studies, relying primarily on the use of words and text to summarise and explain the findings 

of the synthesis. (Popay et al, 2006). First, a preliminary synthesis was undertaken including 

the search of the studies and listing and presenting results in a tabular form which is 

demonstrated in the data extraction [Appendix 2] and the study characteristics tables [Table 2]. 

Secondly, the results from the nine included studies were then structured into themes and then 

summarised by one reviewer (HL). The following themes were found when conducting a 

narrative synthesis of the nine included studies: social media content (such as exposure to 

appearance-ideal content from celebrities/influencers), adolescents’ engagement with 

behaviours (such as self-objectification, other-oriented, self-oriented, active, and passive use) 

and social media use (such as general, frequent, and problematic (addictive)).  

 

Findings 

Study Selection 

The study selection process is demonstrated in Figure 1. During the initial database search, 

6,833 articles were identified. After screening the titles, 5,676 articles were excluded, resulting 

in 1,157 articles. The abstracts of the 1,157 articles were then screened, 1,115 were excluded. 

42 studies remained for full-text examination and 33 studies did not meet the inclusion criteria. 
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In total, 9 studies published between 2016 and 2022 satisfied the inclusion criteria of which 7 

were quantitative, 1 qualitative and 1 mixed method (both quantitative and qualitative). All 

quantitative studies and the mixed method study used questionnaires and survey data, whereas 

the single qualitative study was based on an online focus group. 

 

 

Figure 1. PRISMA flowchart summary of search results.  
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Northern Ireland (n=1), Australia (n=1), USA (n=2), Singapore (n=1), Northern Italy (n=1), 

Turkey (n=1), Belgium (n=1), and Norway (n=1). Sample sizes ranged from 47 to 1,059, with 

a combined sample size of 5,672 from all studies. The combined mean age across all studies 

was 14.39 years, covering adolescents aged from 10 to 19 years. All studies were conducted 

with male and female participants (n=9). Only two studies recruited more male participants than 

females with the remaining studies recruiting a higher sample size of females compared to 

males (n=7). The quality assessment score consisted of five studies being rated moderate and 

four studies rated strong. Seven studies used a quantitative methodology, with one study using 

a qualitative methodology and one using a mixed methodology. Additionally, seven studies 

used a cross-sectional study design to measure the following variables at a single point in time 

which include: social media use/frequency (n=5), social media behaviours (n=1), exposure to 

appearance-ideal content (celebrities/influencers) (n=2) and engagement with social media 

features/enhancers (n=1). Moreover, two studies used a cohort study design starting with 

participants free of a condition of interest: body dissatisfaction (n=1) and physical appearance 

self-esteem (n=2), and exposure to a causative factor: appearance-focused content (n=1) and 

self-oriented and other-oriented social media use (n=1) and was followed up overtime to 

establish cause and effect relationships. Eight studies were delivered in schools for purposes to 

recruit participants at adolescent stage and the use of school equipment. The eight studies used 

online focus groups via Microsoft teams (n=1), online questionnaires (n=4), paper-and-pencil 

questionnaires (n=1) and surveys (n=2). One study (Steinsbekk et al, 2021) was conducted at 

participants homes due to school closures during the COVID-19 pandemic and participants 

were provided with questionnaires at ages 10, 12, and 14 years with the study duration being 

followed up over 4 years. 
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Table 2. Study Characteristics  
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Synthesis of Studies 

 

Key findings of the studies were classified into three common themes including: (1) social 

media content which refers to content posted by peers, celebrities/influencers which has been 

found to be focused physical appearance and the impact it has on adolescents’ body image, (2) 

social media use (general, frequent or problematic (addictive)), (3) and adolescents’ 

engagement with behaviours (self-objectification, self-oriented use, other-oriented use, active 

use, and passive use). The results from all nine studies have been discussed in relation to each 

key theme and their relationship with body image dissatisfaction among the adolescent 

population.  

 

Social Media Content 

Five out of the nine included studies produced opposing evidence on the relationship between 

the type of content adolescents are exposed to on social media and its impact on body image. 

The common types of content that emerged from the five studies included idealized appearance 

content that was posted by celebrities and social media influencers. A sample of 1,059 

adolescents from Singapore, Ho et al (2016) found that social media facilitated social 

comparison due to the exposure to the ideal body. Ho et al (2016) reported that social 

comparison with celebrities was positively associated with female body image dissatisfaction 

(B=.11, p <.05) and drive to be thin (B=.13, p < .05) but was not significant for males. Within 

a qualitative study conducted by McCrory et al (2022) the thematic analysis of nine focus 

groups (n=47) in Northern Ireland yielded the overarching theme of ‘competitive comparison’ 

and was reported to emerge after viewing appearance-focused content on social media. 

Celebrities and influencers on social media were reported as a contributory factor to the 

comparison of appearance which had a negative impact on how adolescents viewed their own 

bodies, especially on female adolescents. (McCrory et al, 2022). Moreover, Charmaraman et al 
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(2021) with a sample of 700 adolescents in the USA found that 19% (n=70) reported feeling 

down about their body image after viewing appearance-focused social media with more females 

(84%, n = 59) reporting higher body image dissatisfaction compared to males (16%, n = 11). 

Out of the 19% (n=70) that reported body image dissatisfaction, 54% identified the source as a 

celebrity photo. (Charmaraman et al, 2021). With an Australian sample of 681 adolescents, 

Rodgers et al (2020) reported social media revealed a direct effect on both internalization of the 

social media ideal and internalization of the muscular ideal that mediated the effects on body 

dissatisfaction in females (SE = 0.056, 90% CI [0.03-0.09], p = 0.002) and males (SE = 0.058, 

90% CI [0.04-0.09], p = 0.002). On the other hand, a three-wave panel study on a sample of 

1032 adolescents in Belgium, Schreurs & Vandenbosch (2022) reported that exposure (W1/W2) 

and body dissatisfaction (W2/W3) were significant and negative for boys (W1-W2: B= -.187, 

SE = 0.092, p < .05; W2/W3: B = -.257, SE = .112, p <.05) but were non-significant for girls 

(W1/W2: B = .143, SE = .100, p > 05; W2/W3: B = .111, SE = .122, p > .05). However, Schreurs 

& Vandenbosch (2022) found no significant increase in body dissatisfaction over 4 years when 

exposed to appearance-focused content in both adolescent males and females. 

 

Social Media Use 

Four out of the nine included studies revealed that either general, frequent or problematic 

(addictive) social media use contributed to adolescents’ body image concerns and 

dissatisfaction. Additionally, to the study conducted by Charmaraman et al (2021), the content 

on social media led to feelings of body dissatisfaction in adolescents, but in turn, used social 

media more frequently [F (1,354) = 5.11, p = .024] compared to those who did not feel social 

media-related body dissatisfaction. Highlighting that more frequent use of social media 

contributed to greater negative feelings on body image in both boys and girls. (Charmaraman 

et al, 2021).  Additionally, a sample of 523 adolescents from Northern Italy, Marengo et al 

(2018) evaluated the association between time spent on high visual social media (Snapchat and 
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Instagram) and body image concerns. The study reported that frequent use of high visual social 

media (>2hr/day) positively predicted body image concerns (B = 00.33, SE = 0.13, p = 0.01, 

95% CI [0.07, 0.59[) and moderate use (≤2h/day) showed a positive non-significant effect (B = 

0.22, SE = 0.11, p = 0.06, 95% CI [-0.01, 0.44]) but did not specify on gender differences. The 

study conducted by Yurdagül et al (2021) on 203 Turkish adolescents focused on the effects of 

problematic (addictive) Instagram use and found a significant moderating effect of gender on 

the direct relationship between problematic Instagram use and body image dissatisfaction (B = 

-.63, p < .05; 95% CI [.37, .85]) and reported that females reported higher on both variables 

compared to males. Lastly, a sample of 681 Australian adolescents, Rodgers et al (2020) 

revealed significant indirect effects between general social media use and body dissatisfaction 

among females (SE = 0.056, 90% CI [0.03 – 0.09], p = 0.002) and males (SE=0.058, 90% CI 

[0.04-0.09], p = 0.002). The study also found that social media use was correlated weakly to 

moderately with lower self-esteem among both male and female adolescents.  

 

Adolescents’ Engagement with Behaviours  

Only three out of the nine included studies produced opposing evidence to the relationship 

between social media behaviours (self-objectification, self-oriented use, other-oriented use, 

active use, and passive use) and body image dissatisfaction among adolescents. Although only 

two studies reported social media behaviours, the evidence is important to answer the current 

research question. A three-wave community study conducted by Steinsbekk et al (2021) on a 

sample of 997 adolescents in Norway explored two types of ‘’active’’ social media use, self-

oriented (those who actively post updates and photographs on one’s own profile on social 

media) and other-oriented (observing and liking or commenting on other’s pictures) and their 

association with appearance self-esteem. Steinsbekk et al (2021) reported other-oriented social 

media use increased at each time point (age 10-12: <. 001; 12 to 14: p < .001) and participants 

with more frequent other-oriented social media use at ages 10 to 12 reported lower levels of 
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appearance self-esteem than others two years later (B = 0.11, p = .02 and B = -0.14, p < -001, 

respectively). Moreover, Steinsbekk et al (2021) hypothesized that self-oriented social media 

use would positively effect appearance self-esteem, but no evidence was found revealing that 

the impact of other-oriented social media use on appearance self-esteem was higher than the 

impact of self-oriented social media use (10–12 years: Δχ2 = 4.05 (df=1), p = .04, and 12–14 

years: Δχ2 = 11.14 (df = 1), p = .001, respectively). Additionally, the study reported that self-

oriented social media use did not buffer against the negative impact of other-oriented social 

media use. Furthermore, a sample of 142 adolescents from the USA, Salomon & Brown (2018) 

revealed that overall, participants reported engaging in a mean of 2.18 (SD = 1.63) self-

objectification behaviours on social media. Self-objectification behaviours involved posting 

images of oneself on social media and showcasing their bodies as an object for others viewing 

it. (Salomon & Brown, 2018). The study found that girls reported engaging in significantly 

more self-objectification behaviours than boys (𝑋𝑋⎯⎯⎯𝑔𝑔𝑔𝑔𝑔𝑔𝑔𝑔𝑔𝑔X¯girls = 2.44, 𝑋𝑋⎯⎯⎯𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑔𝑔X¯boys = 

1.55), t(136) = 3.0, p = .003) and this predicted body surveillance and in turn, body shame more 

strongly for girls than boys. (Salomon & Brown, 2018). McCrory et al (2022) reported when 

adolescents adopted the role as a ‘passive viewer’ (observing, absorbing and processing 

information) it resulted in feelings of jealousy, inferiority and pressure to be accepted. Whereas, 

when adolescents adopted the role of a ‘active contributor’ (designing their perfect persona 

using features such as filters), it revealed feelings of higher self-esteem, however participants 

reported these positive feelings as being short-lived, and experienced prolonged negative 

experiences relating to appearance.  
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Quality Assessment 

Scores for each quality assessment component for the nine included studies are presented in 

Table 3. Three different critical appraisal tools were utilized to assess the quality of the nine 

included studies including, McMasters Critical Review Form (1998) for all quantitative studies 

(n=7), CASP Qualitative Study Checklist for qualitative studies (n=1), and the Mixed Methods 

Appraisal Tool (MMAT) for mixed methods studies (n=1). Components for all three tools were 

categorised into eight components (e.g., study purpose, background literature, study design, 

sampling, study methods, results, dropouts and withdrawals, and implications/conclusions). 

Four studies received a ‘’strong’’ rating and the remaining five received a ‘’moderate’’ rating. 

One study received a ‘’weak’’ rating on study methods due to data being self-measured which 

led to implications in the reliability of the results. Moreover, another study received a ‘’weak’’ 

rating on the results component due to results not being reported in terms of statistical 

significance and very limited information was reported regarding the analysis method. Overall, 

the quality assessment table presents that study purpose and background literature were an area 

of strength as all studies received a ‘’strong’’ rating whereas the remaining components had a 

combination of ‘’strong’’, ‘’moderate’’ and ‘’weak’’ ratings.  
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Table 3 | Quality Assessment. 
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Discussion 

 

The focus of the current systematic review was to explore the relationship between social media 

and body image dissatisfaction among adolescents. The review highlighted a limited amount of 

moderate to high quality evidence from quantitative, qualitative and mixed method studies to 

demonstrate how certain aspects regarding social media can contribute to how adolescents feel 

about their own body image. Three key themes emerged across all nine studies including social 

media use, engagement with behaviours, and social media content.  

 

Social media platforms are well-known for their over exposure of the ideal body type and the 

amount of time adolescents are spending has led to constant comparison to unrealistic standards. 

(Fleps, 2021). Four of the studies in this review focused on how the amount of time spent on 

social media contributed to adolescents’ feelings regarding their body image with three types 

of use emerging: general, frequent and problematic. (Yurdagül et al, 2021., Marengo et al, 

2018., Rodgers et al, 2020., Charmaraman et al, 2021). It should be noted that all studies focused 

on high visual social media platforms (Instagram, Snapchat and Facebook) which focus on 

appearance-focused content and is suggested to be the most damaging platforms to adolescents’ 

perceptions of their appearance due to the over exposure of unrealistic expectations of the 

‘ideal’ body. (Jiotsa et al, 2021). Across all four of the studies presented, all types of use were 

associated with body image dissatisfaction. This correlates with previous research suggesting 

that regardless of how long individuals spend on high visual social media platforms, they are 

still exposed to damaging content, so no matter if individuals spend less time than others, they 

are still at a heightened risk of social comparison. (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016., Jiotsa et al, 

2021., Eckler et al, 2017). It is important to note that by only relying on reports of usage, it is 

difficult to pinpoint the severity of which appearance-based social media platforms impacts 

body image satisfaction without taking into consideration the type of activities (e.g., 
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engagement with celebrity content). (Ellis et al, 2018). One study within the present review 

(Charmaraman et al, 2021) determined that content that focused on physical appearance led to 

body dissatisfaction among participants which in turn, led to more frequent use of social media. 

This finding adds to the knowledge base of suggesting that this generation of adolescents 

associate the negative feelings towards their appearance and the level of pressure to conform to 

the ‘idealized’ body as a normal aspect of growing up in this era, hence not decreasing the 

frequency of use. (Martinez et al, 2019., Vuong et al, 2021). Additionally, previous research 

has highlighted that adolescents tend to base their self-esteem on comments and judgements 

made by their peers or family, and in turn, tend to turn to social media to receive positive 

feedback on posts. (University of Alberta, 2022., Vuong et al, 2021., Goodyear, 2019). The 

constant need adolescents’ feel to always seek validation to counteract their negative feelings 

towards their appearance is suggested to increase the frequency of use on social media 

platforms. (University of Alberta, 2022). Although the finding reported by Charmaraman et al 

(2021) Is important to consider, only 19% (n=70) of participants reported using social media 

more often after experiencing feelings of body dissatisfaction due to a cross-sectional study 

design, making it difficult to determine the reliability of the finding. Therefore, further 

longitudinal research is recommended whereby usage is measured directly through electronic 

devices to enable social media use to be monitored in real time to provide insight into 

adolescents’ social media use before and after experiencing feelings of body dissatisfaction, to 

enhance the quality and extend the knowledge base.  

Moreover, across the four studies that examined social media frequency, a lack of agreement in 

establishing the baseline between the different types of use was highlighted. The present studies 

self-measured the frequency of social media use, by asking participants about the number of 

hours/minutes spent or their frequency of checking social media platforms on a daily or weekly 

basis to estimate the type of use adolescents engage with. (Yurdagül et al, 2021., Marengo et 

al, 2018., Rodgers et al, 2020., Charmaraman et al, 2021). Although the findings show that all 
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social media use contributes to body image dissatisfaction, it is recommended for further 

researchers to implement a standardized baseline regarding social media use to enable a 

comprehensive comparison across findings to distinguish the difference between general, 

frequent and problematic use. Additionally, it should be highlighted that one study within the 

review although self-measured, determined that over 2-hrs spent on social media was an 

indication for frequent use (Marengo et al, 2018), whereas the other studies (Yurdagül et al, 

2021., Rodgers et al, 2020., Charmaraman et al, 2021) did not specify. Therefore, it may be 

suggested that spending more than 2 hrs on social media may be considered a recommended 

cut-off time in determining frequent social media use. Furthermore, further research should 

utilize reliable assessment scales, such as the Social Media Addiction Questionnaire (Hawi & 

Samaha, 2017) which has been widely used in previous research whereby use and activities 

across all types of social media have been assessed, to gain a more enhanced, multidimensional 

understanding of social media use. (Casale et al, 2015).  

 

Regarding gender and social media use, three studies in the present review (Charmaraman et 

al, 2021., Yurdagül et al, 2021., and Marengo et al, 2018) found that females had greater 

frequency of social media use, which in turn, led to higher levels of body image dissatisfaction 

compared to male adolescents. Findings suggest that females tend to spend more time on social 

media because they engage more with body-related content compared to males, resulting in 

higher body image concerns and may be argued to contribute to the motivations of using social 

media more frequently. (Mahon & Hevey, 2021). The current findings correlate with existing 

research that has suggested that females are more likely to utilize social media to search for 

body-related content and compare themselves to other users compared to males, which may 

explain the higher levels of social media use. (Mahon & Hevey, 2021., Murray et al, 2016). 

Historically, females are labelled as more avid users of social media than males with consistent 

researchers finding the same outcome across several surveys. (Pew Research Center, 2015). 



 34 

This was further supported by one included study (Marengo et al, 2018) that found that female 

adolescents were more likely to use social media compared to males and in turn, experienced 

higher body dissatisfaction, which the effects were much greater when social media use was 

over 2 hours a day. Although all nine studies included in this review included both male and 

female adolescents, only three studies assessed gender differences regarding social media use 

and all three studies found that females reported higher social media use compared to males. 

The studies all received a moderate to strong quality rating and used a moderate sample size 

ranging from 491 to 700. Studies included a fair percentage of male adolescents ranging from 

41.3% to 48% which highlights the importance and validity of the findings. Although recent 

researchers have begun to include more male-focused samples, further research is still needed 

to capture social media use and body image outcomes in males.  

 

Although some of the studies (n=3) included in the present systematic review supported the 

association between social media use and body image dissatisfaction, different types of social 

media content were also highlighted. 

 Social media is widely known for its content surrounding unattainable body ideals which exert 

great pressure on adolescent males and females. (Pan et al, 2022). Within this present review, 

five studies explored the associations between exposure to appearance-focused content posted 

by celebrities/influencers and peers, and body image dissatisfaction among both male and 

female adolescents. (Ho et al, 2016., Schreurs & Vandenbosch, 2022., Charamaraman et al, 

2021., McCrory et al, 2022., Rodgers et al, 2020). Social media users tend to present an 

idealized version of themselves, only uploading their most attractive photographs and removing 

the ones that they deem to be unattractive. (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016., Pan et al, 2022). 

Although social media contains a wide range of images posted by all different types of people, 

adolescents tend to focus more on following their favourite celebrities/influencers which are 

known to be the main source of social comparison. (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016). Existing 
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theories have found that adolescents tend to turn to their favourite celebrities/influencers for 

inspiration on how they should look physically, but their common overuse of filters and 

photoshop to modify their content has created body ideals that are unrealistic for adolescents to 

attain. (Kleemans et al, 2016). According to the social comparison theory, individuals tend to 

compare themselves to those who are perceived to be better than oneself such as celebrities, 

who are labelled to be standard bearers of beauty and are known to be a contributory factor to 

adolescents’ body image dissatisfaction. (Prieler & Jounghwa, 2014). This was further 

supported by four studies in the review (Ho et al, 2016., McCrory et al, 2022., Charmaraman et 

al, 2021., Schreurs & Vadenbosch, 2022) that found that content posted by celebrities, led to 

high levels of body dissatisfaction among the adolescent population. The present review 

hypothesized that females would experience higher levels of body dissatisfaction when exposed 

to celebrity content due to existing theories suggesting that females are more prone to 

comparing themselves to celebrities who utilize filters and photoshop, which is usually 

associated with and aimed towards females. This was further supported by three of the present 

studies (Charmaraman et al, 2021., Ho et al, 2016., Schreurs & Vadenbosch, 2022) that found 

adolescent females reported higher levels of body dissatisfaction compared to males when 

exposed to content posted by celebrities, correlating with the existing research. This suggests 

that female adolescents are more vulnerable compared to males due to the over exposure to 

photoshopped and modified images, tricking females into thinking that the ‘perfect’ body does 

exist, when in fact, females are constantly chasing an unattainable and unrealistic appearance. 

(Djoukoue, 2012).  

It is relevant to point out that all three studies used a reasonable sample size of adolescents 

ranging from 700 to 1059, with two studies receiving a strong quality rating and one receiving 

a moderate quality rating, enhancing the reliability of the findings. Although the studies add 

high quality findings to the knowledge base, two studies used a cross-sectional study design, 

with limited time to conduct the studies. (Ho et al, 2016., Charmaraman et al, 2021). Therefore, 



 36 

longitudinal research is recommended to allow a better understanding of the association 

between celebrity content and body image dissatisfaction among adolescents. it is important to 

note that all three studies found a correlation between celebrity content and male body 

dissatisfaction, although three studies found levels were higher among females, placing the 

importance for future researchers to continue to include male participants. Additionally, one 

study (McCrory et al, 2022) found no gender differences and reported that males and females 

both experienced the same levels of body dissatisfaction but did not specify on differences 

regarding celebrity content. Additionally, another present study (Ho et al, 2016) found exposure 

to celebrity content and body dissatisfaction was non-significant for male adolescents. Limited 

research has found that male adolescents tend to have positive experiences with appearance-

focused content on social media, reporting that they adopt more feelings of encouragement and 

motivation to achieve a muscular physique, (Spurr et al, 2016) however this study found the 

opposite, suggesting that there is a stereotype surrounding gender and body image concerns. 

Although females reported higher body image dissatisfaction, it may be that male adolescents 

find it more difficult to talk about their feelings, which has been widely reported by medical 

professionals. (Mental Health Foundation, 2019). This suggests that there is still a current 

stigma surrounding the male body image and stereotypical ideas that society continues to hold 

about how males should respond to negative experiences. (Newport Institute, 2021). Very 

limited research has found positive experiences linked to male adolescents and celebrity 

content, and this finding demonstrates that this may not be the case. It is important to report that 

the current studies had limitations. The study conducted by McCrory (2022) had a small sample 

size of 47 participants and used a very limited age range of 14 to 15 years, which makes it 

difficult to determine if the outcome was reliable, compared to the other studies who found 

females reported higher body image dissatisfaction. Furthermore, the study conducted by Ho et 

al, 2016 adopted the use of convenience sampling and only used adolescents from Singapore, 

creating the inability to generalise the results to the wider population which may have produced 
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biased data. This suggests that more future research needs to be conducted among a larger 

sample size of male adolescents with more geographical inclusion to reduce the risk biased 

groups. Additionally, future qualitative researchers and medical professionals should explore 

the real-life experiences male adolescents’ have when exposed to celebrity content to bring 

more awareness to the wider community, breaking the stigma surrounding the male body image, 

aiming to remove assumptions.   

 

In addition to social media content and gender differences, social media still tends to expose 

adolescents to two types of ‘ideal’ bodies that are associated with males and females which 

tends to focus on thinness in females and muscularity in males. (Vuong et al, 2021., Negrin et 

al, 2018). However, recent research has brought to light that internalization of the muscular 

physique has begun to have a negative affect not just on males’ body image, but also females 

body image. (Peadalino & Camerini, 2022). This was further supported by one study within 

this review (Rodgers et al, 2020), that found that internalization of the muscular ideal on social 

media platforms led to body image dissatisfaction in both males and females, with females 

reporting higher. This suggests that the reason females tend to experience higher levels of 

dissatisfaction compared to males, is down to the constant shifts in what is deemed as 

‘’perfection’’. This finding correlates with existing theories that suggests the societal ideal body 

figure for females is constantly evolving with the recent body ‘’trend’’ moving towards a more 

muscular and toned physique, with females feeling increased pressure to conform to the 

‘’muscular ideal’’ body type, heightening body dissatisfaction. (Negrin et al, 2018., Fardouly 

& Vartanian, 2016., Benton & Karazsia, 2015). It is important to note that only one study in the 

review found a correlation between internalization of the muscular-ideal and body image 

dissatisfaction among female adolescents. Therefore, it is recommended for further research to 

consider the inclusion of females when exploring associations between variables. Although this 

finding is important to consider it should be noted the study adopted a cross-sectional study 
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design and received a moderate quality rating due to data being self-measured. Therefore, 

longitudinal research is recommended whereby reliable assessment scales are utilized to assess 

females’ engagement with muscular-ideal content over time to enhance the quality of the 

findings.  

 

Furthermore, this present review highlighted the importance of understanding the types of 

behaviours adolescents engage with on social media platforms and how it has an impact on their 

body image. Active and passive use has been known to differentiate when it comes to 

adolescents’ feelings regarding body image, with passive use being the most damaging type of 

social media behaviour. (Vornholt, 2018). Indeed, longitudinal research has indicated that 

passive use predicts an increase in appearance-comparisons among adolescents through 

observing and absorbing other users’ content on social media. (Vornholt, 2018., Valkenburg et 

al, 2022., Bodroža et al, 2022). Existing theories, specifically, the social comparison theory has 

found that when adopting the role of a passive user, the level of competitiveness with others is 

dramatically heightened due to the frequent observation of other users’ content and absorption 

of the quantity and quality of likes and comments they receive. (Valkenburg et al, 2022). When 

adolescents are frequently observing the high amounts of likes and positive comments on other 

users’ profiles and in turn, are not receiving the same, this can lead to negative feelings 

regarding their own personal worth. (Thorisdottir et al, 2019). This was further supported by 

two studies in the present review (McCrory et al, 2022., Steinsbekk et al, 2021), which 

correlated with the existing research surrounding passive social media use, reporting that when 

adolescents’ activity with social media was focused on the absorption and frequent viewing of 

other users’ content, this led to lower levels of appearance-self-esteem, mediating the effects of 

body image dissatisfaction across both genders. This suggests that during the adolescence 

period, the tendency to compare and self-evaluate physical appearance is heightened due to the 

constant change’s adolescents experience with their bodies, and when only viewing these 
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idealized bodies on social media, adolescents are particularly vulnerable to social comparison, 

heightening the risk of body image dissatisfaction over time. (Valkenburg et al, 2022). One 

study that found a positive correlation between variables. McCrory et al, 2022 conducted a 

qualitative study design and captured authentic responses from adolescents. Adolescents 

reported feeling jealous when viewing the quantity of likes and positive comments on other 

users’ posts, which led them to believe those images receiving them, is what would deem them 

as attractive and socially accepted by the social media community. (McCrory et al, 2022). As a 

result of this, this suggests that social media features such as likes, and comments are highly 

important to adolescents for them to feel satisfied with their own bodies. It could be argued that 

this could lead to higher self-esteem if users are receiving their desired frequency of likes and 

positive comments on social media, however this may only be in the moment short-term 

positive experiences, leading to longer negative effects. (Bodroža et al, 2022). Both studies 

correlate with the existing literature, however the present studies utilized self-report measures, 

which led to the potential of social desirability bias, recommending to future researchers to 

utilize more reliable report measures to minimise bias. Nonetheless, these findings are still 

important to consume as the possible long-term negative effects that adolescents can experience 

from observing other users content indicates that social media platforms are unwilling to take 

necessary steps to protect their users from harmful content. Very limited research has been 

conducted on the effects of passive social media use, so it is important for further research to 

be conducted to provide additional evidence to policies and practice to drive the need for 

change. This creates the need for an increased action for social media companies to improve 

their practice about how their platforms are utilized for advertising an unhealthy body image, 

and to find solutions to minimise the negative effects of damaging content on social media, with 

recommendations of removing images that are photoshopped and modified to expose 

adolescents to more realistic bodies. (Mental Health Foundation, 2022).  

Regarding active social media use, researchers have considered this engagement a behaviour 
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whereby an individual with actively engage with social media, posting content on their profiles 

and engaging with other users through likes, comments and direct messages. (Houge & Mills, 

2019., Vornholt, 2018). As stated previously throughout the discussion of the present systematic 

review, social media allows users to actively modify and photoshop their content, which is 

associated with active use on social media. Social media platforms enabling their users to 

photoshop their content, is allowing them to create their own persona of themselves that they 

want others to see, mediating the effects of body image dissatisfaction among those viewing 

and observing them (passive use). (Bodroža et al, 2022). Adopting the role of an active user has 

been known to heighten body dissatisfaction among adolescents due to the modification of 

images before uploading them and the attempt to seek constant validation from others to 

enhance their feelings of self-worth and attractiveness. (Vornholt, 2016., Bodroža et al, 2022). 

This was further supported by one study (Salomon & Brown, 2018) that reported, those who 

posted images of themselves, specifically their bodies, led to high levels of body surveillance 

and dissatisfaction. This suggests that adolescents are posting these types of images in attempt 

to meet the cultural beauty standards that are in place in current society, with the hope of 

receiving attention through positive comments and likes to heighten their feelings towards their 

own bodies, but failure to meet those expectations and the current standards of beauty, this 

would have the complete opposite effect. (Salomon & Brown, 2018., Escobar-Viera et al, 

2018). It could also be suggested that engaging with social media features that allow users to 

photoshop content before uploading, adolescents may still be aware that what they are posting 

is not their real selves, heightening feelings of body dissatisfaction when they switch off from 

social media. This highlights the importance for policy and practice to be aware of the different 

social media behaviours that adolescents currently engage in, to minimize the effects of body 

image dissatisfaction among the younger generation, and to put interventions in place to reduce 

risks. Although one study correlated with existing theories of active social media use being 

associated with heightened body image dissatisfaction, two studies in the review Steinsbekk et 
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al, 2021., McCrory et al, 2022) disagreed and in fact, found the complete opposite effect. Both 

studies found a positive correlation between active social media use and higher self-esteem in 

both male and female adolescents, suggesting that actively positing on their feeds and utilizing 

features such as photoshop and filters, enables adolescents to adjust their personas online. This 

indicates that for adolescents to compensate for their insecurities, engagement with filters and 

photoshop and adjusting how they perceive online, can lead to heightened feelings of social 

acceptance and high self-esteem. (McCrory et al, 2022., Escobar-Viera et al, 2018). The types 

of images that meet the cultural beauty standards, often receive positive feedback which may 

predict increases in self-esteem for those posting them. (Steinsbekk et al, 2021., Taylor-Jackson 

& Moustafa, 2021). Only a very limited amount of research has found active social media use 

to be associated with positive self-esteem among adolescents. Only one included study 

(Steinsbekk et al, 2021) offered a four-year longitudinal investigation within a large community 

sample of 997 adolescent participants, adding important contribution to the growing literature 

on adolescents’ engagement with active social media use and appearance-related outcomes over 

time. (Steinsbekk et al, 2020) However, throughout the study the COVID-19 pandemic led to 

the need for a change of scenery, which may have caused implications with the data collection 

process. Additionally, the other included study (McCrory et al, 2022) used a cross-sectional 

study design which also experienced changes due to the pandemic, with focus group sessions 

being held online. It can be argued that the positive experiences adolescents feel when adopting 

active social media use, these experiences may have short-term and, in the moment, positive 

effects on self-esteem, whereby when adolescents switch off, this may create longer lasting 

negative effects on body image over time. This creates the need for future longitudinal and 

qualitative research to be conducted to collect rich and in-depth descriptions of adolescences 

experiences with different types of social media use and their associations with body image. 

The study conducted by Salomon & Brown (2018) that found active use led to higher self-

esteem, this was conducted between two and four years earlier than the other studies that found 
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an association with low self-esteem. Social media and technology rapidly evolve constantly, 

and it may be that the use and photoshop and filters has become more normalized and realistic 

in recent years which can potentially increase positive self-esteem over time. Whereas in 2018, 

the quality may have been less realistic and not as normalized than in recent years. This may 

have led to the over analysation of content before posting, to ensure the images were not 

noticeably photoshopped, creating higher feelings of anxiety and worry regarding how 

adolescents perceive to others online. (Jiang & Ngien, 2020). Nonetheless, due to the different 

outcomes of active social media use, future researchers should explore more individual 

differences regarding the type of behaviours adolescents engage with online, and their 

individual associations with body image to enhance the knowledge base.  

 

Limitations of the Review 

Overall, the current discussion has highlighted how social media use, exposure to appearance-

focused content, and engagement with different types of social media behaviours can contribute 

to adolescents’ feelings regarding their body image. The present systematic review adds 

important findings and contribution to the growing literature on how social media can have a 

damaging impact on adolescent’s views on their own bodies. However, a few limitations of the 

review have emerged. Firstly, the current review only included nine studies which were not 

focused on one attribute of social media. By focusing on one variable of social media for 

example, social media content with the inclusion of more studies, this may have enhanced the 

quality of the findings by providing more evidence to one specific area of social media. 

Additionally, seven of the included studies used a cross-sectional study design, which could not 

determine a cause-and-effect relationship and did not examine the impact on adolescents’ body 

image overtime, which could of increased the quality of the findings.  
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Conclusions and Future Recommendations 

Overall, the present review provides moderate to strong quality evidence to the knowledge base 

on the association between social media and body image dissatisfaction among adolescents. 

The review covered three common themes including, social media use, content, and behaviours 

that have found to have both negative and positing effects on adolescents’ body image. 

Furthermore, more future longitudinal research with larger sample sizes of the overall 

adolescent population should be conducted among all three themes to collect and evaluate more 

in-depth, and real-life experiences with social media and how this effects views on the body 

and the potential long-term effects regarding physical and mental health. It is evident that social 

media companies are not doing enough to protect adolescents from body image harms, and 

there is a current gap between policies and the real-life experiences of users. This concludes 

that social media platforms need to do better to protect users against the over exposure and 

promotion of unrealistic and unattainable body ideals. Additionally, for overall cultural change, 

more research and evidence needs to be collected and collaborative industry action to find 

effective solutions to minimise the negative effects of current social media platforms.  
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