10 The Role of Digital Media
in Adolescents’ Body Image
and Disordered Eating

Savannah R. Roberts, Anne J. Maheux,
Brianna A. Ladd, and Sophia Choukas-Bradley

Social media is a normal part of life for adolescents in the United States.
According to nationally representative data, the majority of adolescents (83%)
use social media, and of those who do, 70% of teen girls and 56% of teen boys
check it every day (Rideout & Robb, 2018). Research on social media has
been rapidly increasing, as scholars attempt to understand how social media
could both help and harm adolescents’ well-being. Prior research suggests that
social media has an effect on users’ body image, with individuals simultan-
eously sharing images of themselves at their most attractive while experiencing
preoccupation over how their appearance will be perceived by others. The
effects of social media on body image may be heightened during adolescence,
a developmental stage in which individuals often prioritize their physical
attractiveness over other domains of self-worth. In this chapter, we first
describe the developmental features of adolescence, and how they intersect
with social media, with implications for body image and disordered eating.
Next, we provide an introduction to relevant theoretical frameworks for
considering social media’s effect on body image. Then, we examine how
specific features of social media affect adolescents’ body image and disordered
eating. Finally, we explore specific social media platforms and content
devoted to body image concerns and disordered eating.

The Adolescent Developmental Period

Adolescence is a developmental period marked by substantive
changes in interpersonal relationships, identity, and autonomy (Dahl et al.,
2018). Biological, interpersonal, and sociocultural factors intersect to increase
adolescents’ concerns about body image and physical appearance. These
concerns may take the form of body dissatisfaction, when individuals
dislike some element of their appearance, or disordered eating, when individ-
uals engage in eating pathology in an attempt to modify their weight or shape.
One key developmental feature of adolescence is the heightened focus on peer
relationships (Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011). Increased sensitivity to social
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reward makes adolescents highly attuned to their peers (Kilford et al., 2016).
Importantly, social status among peers is closely tied to appearance, as
adolescents perceived to be the most attractive are often also the most popular
(Kennedy, 1990; Lease et al., 2002). Concomitantly, adolescents experience
increased self-focus and self-consciousness, including the imaginary audience —
a sense that one’s peers are watching one’s every move (Elkind, 1967). When
peer evaluation centers on appearance, the imaginary audience may increase
adolescents’ body image disturbances.

Gender differences in sociocultural and biological factors produce differ-
ences in adolescents’ body dissatisfaction and disordered eating. Girls in
particular are socialized to prioritize physical appearance (Daniels et al.,
2020; Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997), and adolescent girls experience higher
levels of body dissatisfaction and disordered eating than do boys (Neumark-
Sztainer et al., 2006). Although ideal beauty standards differ by cultural
context and by race/ethnicity, the average ideal body type for women in the
USA is unattainably thin yet curvy, while the average ideal body type for men
is muscular (Deighton-Smith & Bell, 2018; Edwards et al., 2016). Biologically,
patterns of weight gain and fat distribution during adolescence bring girls on
average further from the thin beauty ideal, while increased muscularity brings
boys on average closer to the muscular beauty ideal. Many girls experience
body dissatisfaction due to the perceived discrepancy between one’s body and
the ideal feminine body, and may engage in disordered eating in an effort to
reduce this discrepancy (Halliwell & Harvey, 2006). Adolescent boys may
engage in muscle-building behaviors or excessive exercise in pursuit of the
masculine ideal (Calzo et al., 2016). These developmental features considered
together, adolescence is a period marked by increased risk for body image
disturbances and disordered eating. Social media may increase the likelihood
of these phenomena by allowing for social support and connection, while
leaving adolescents vulnerable to exposure from negative social influences
(Dahl et al., 2018). At a time when peer approval and status are of the utmost
importance, social media allows for more frequent peer interactions, leading
to increased appearance-related feedback (de Vries et al., 2016). Indeed,
among adolescents, more frequent social media use is associated with higher
investment in one’s appearance (de Vries et al., 2014). With increased
frequency of appearance-related feedback and higher investment in this feed-
back, social media use may lead to increased body image concerns.

These concerns occur on a spectrum, ranging from low levels of body
dissatisfaction to extreme preoccupation with weight and shape. Body dissatis-
faction can be conceptualized as negative evaluations of one’s body, typically
resulting from a discrepancy between one’s ideal and perceived appearance
(Grogan, 2016). Body dissatisfaction has been identified as the most powerful
predictor and risk factor for the development of disordered eating (Stice et al.,
2011). Once disordered eating reaches the level at which it significantly impairs
an individual’s physical health or daily functioning, that person may meet
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criteria for an eating disorder, such as anorexia nervosa (AN), bulimia nervosa
(BN), or binge eating disorder (BED) (American Psychological Association,
2013). While few adolescents may receive a diagnosis of an eating disorder, the
prevalence of body dissatisfaction and disordered eating is relatively common
(Swanson et al., 2011). Across three large population-based studies, approxi-
mately 81% of adolescent girls and 63% of adolescent boys report body
dissatisfaction (Kelly et al., 2018; Lawler & Nixon, 2011; Neumark-Sztainer
et al., 2006). Further, population-based studies indicate that disordered eating
is highly prevalent among adolescents, estimating that approximately 54-57%
of adolescent girls and 30-33% of adolescent boys engage in at least one
disordered eating behavior (Croll et al., 2002; Neumark-Sztainer et al., 2011).
This chapter will focus primarily on how social media contributes to body
dissatisfaction and disordered eating across the general adolescent population.

Relevant Theoretical Frameworks

There are a number of psychological theories relevant to understand-
ing associations among social media use, body image disturbances, and dis-
ordered eating. While many of these theories were developed before the advent
of social media, they nonetheless explore concepts that are implicated in social
media use. The following section details leading theoretical frameworks for
the development of body image disturbances and disordered eating, all of
which have robust empirical support. Further, we explore a newly developed
psychological theory, the transformation framework, which describes the
ways in which social media has transformed adolescents’ lives and further
increased the importance of physical appearance.

Objectification Theory

Objectification theory was proposed as a framework for explaining the psy-
chological consequences women experience from growing up in a society that
sexually objectifies the female body (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). It argues
that women and girls in Western society learn to adopt an observer’s perspec-
tive of their own bodies — a process called self-objectification — after being
exposed to frequent sexual objectification, which reinforces the societal mes-
sage that a woman’s interpersonal value is based primarily on her physical
appearance (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Self-objectification is linked to
body shame, depression, anxiety, and the development of disordered eating
(Butkowski et al., 2019; Calogero et al., 2011; Erchull et al., 2013). Research
now suggests that boys and men also experience self-objectification, as they
are also exposed to sociocultural appearance pressures and may experience
sexual objectification (Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2013). The act of curating
one’s social media profile can be thought of as a behavioral manifestation of
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self-objectification, as the user is specifically creating content about one’s
identity that is meant to be consumed by others (Choukas-Bradley et al.,
2019, 2020, 2021). In this way, social media users are encouraged to adopt
an observer’s perspective of themselves and post social media content that will
elicit positive feedback from their social media audience. Later in this chapter,
we discuss specific behaviors and experiences on social media that are associ-
ated with self-objectification.

Social Comparison Theory

Adolescents who derive self-esteem from their physical attractiveness are
likely to engage in social comparison, evaluating their attractiveness by com-
paring it to other social media users. Festinger’s (1954) social comparison
theory argues that individuals engage in social comparison in order to estimate
their own social status relative to others. While this is a natural process, it can
be problematic in the case of physical attractiveness. Festinger’s seminal paper
on social comparison theory (1954) argues that individuals have a tendency to
make upward appearance comparisons when evaluating physical attractive-
ness (i.e., individuals tend to compare themselves to people they perceive as
more attractive than themselves), resulting in worse body image. Furthermore,
when engaging in social comparison, people try to compare themselves to
similar others. Taken together, peers on social media may be perceived as
realistic comparison targets, but by presenting highly edited images, these
“similar” comparison targets may in fact serve as upward comparison refer-
ence groups depicting unattainable attractiveness. Regardless of whether
adolescents compare themselves to individuals perceived to be more or less
attractive, engaging in social comparison is associated with body dissatisfac-
tion, especially among adolescent girls (Jones, 2001). Indeed, social appear-
ance comparisons appear to be a primary mechanism through which social
media exerts influence on body image disturbances and disordered eating
during adolescence. Later in this chapter, we describe specific features of social
media that encourage social comparison.

Tripartite Influence Model

A third theory relevant to understanding social media’s influence on adoles-
cents’ body image and disordered eating is the tripartite influence model
(Thompson et al., 1999), which was developed to explain the mechanisms
through which body dissatisfaction originates. This model proposes that
through peers, parents, and the media, adolescents are frequently exposed
to unattainable standards of beauty. After encountering such exposure, ado-
lescents internalize an unattainable appearance ideal and, like in social com-
parison theory, engage in appearance comparisons, processes known to lead
to greater body dissatisfaction (Keery et al., 2004; Thompson et al., 1999).
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Internalization of an appearance ideal (often the “thin ideal” for adolescent
girls and the “muscular ideal” for adolescent boys) refers to the extent to
which an individual ascribes to culturally defined standards of beauty. Social
media perpetuates these unattainable ideals and encourages social appearance
comparisons through comments, images, and interactions that communicate
societal expectations for adolescents’ bodies, ultimately fostering body dissat-
isfaction because these appearance ideals are unattainable for the majority
of individuals (Thompson & Stice, 2001). Given its ubiquity, social media
has become a primary source of appearance pressure in adolescents’ lives.

The Transformation Framework

The aforementioned theories were all developed before the advent of social
media. However, scholars have recently identified features of social media
directly implicated in the development of body image disturbances. The
transformation framework argues that widespread adoption of social media
among today’s adolescents has fundamentally changed the ways in which they
are interacting with one another (Choukas-Bradley et al., 2021; Nesi et al.,
2018a, 2018b). Here, we discuss three of the seven specific features of the
transformation framework that are most relevant to understanding social
media’s effects on body image: visualness, publicness, and quantifiability.
First, social media is characterized by visualness and publicness, meaning
that users rely on photographs and videos to communicate to broad, public
audiences (Nesi et al., 2018a). This reliance on visual forms of communication
can make adolescents hyperaware of their own physical appearance.
Currently, highly visual social media (HVSM) — such as Instagram,
Snapchat, and TikTok — is the most popular type of social media among
adolescents (Anderson & Jiang, 2018). When adolescents use HVSM, they
increase their focus on others’ attractiveness, are exposed to unattainable
beauty standards, and may engage in appearance-driven self-presentation
techniques to elicit positive peer feedback in the form of “likes” or comments.
These “likes” and comments represent quantifiability, or the Numerical indi-
cators of popularity and attractiveness indicated by one’s peers and social
media audience. We have provided a specific section later in the chapter
describing how quantifiability of appearance-based feedback influences ado-
lescents’ body image and disordered eating. Collectively, these features of
social media may encourage self-objectification and social comparison.

Social Media Behaviors

The unique features of social media offer opportunities to engage in
new, social media-specific behaviors, some of which have been linked to body
image disturbances and disordered eating. The visual, public, and quantifiable
aspects of social media contribute to a heightened focus on appearance and
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peer feedback. Below we discuss how specific behaviors on social media,
including taking, posting, and editing “selfies,” and giving and receiving
“likes” and comments on one’s content, may be implicated in adolescents’
body image and disordered eating.

Selfies

Social media offers adolescents the opportunity to take, edit, and post photos
of themselves — “selfies” (Lim, 2016). Selfie behaviors, including taking and
posting selfies, are relatively common among adolescents (Dhir et al., 2016;
McLean et al., 2019), with nationally representative US data reporting that
45% of adolescents often or sometimes post selfies (Anderson & Jiang, 2018).
The association between selfie behaviors and body image and disordered
eating outcomes is not yet fully understood. Some evidence from adolescent
girls and young adult women in China and Australia suggests an association
between selfie posting and body dissatisfaction, overvaluation of shape
and weight, greater internalization of the thin ideal (McLean et al., 2015),
greater engagement in appearance comparisons (Mingoia et al., 2019), self-
objectification (Meier & Gray, 2014; Zheng et al., 2019), and restrained eating
(Niu et al., 2020). Among samples with both adolescent boys and girls, posting
a selfie is associated with self-objectification (Meier & Gray, 2014), body
shame (Salomon & Brown, 2019), and restrained eating (Wilksch et al.,
2020). Interestingly, other research has found that disordered eating behaviors
are associated with greater avoidance of posting selfies among adolescent boys
and girls (Lonergan et al., 2020), and that Singaporean adolescent girls with
greater body esteem are more likely to post selfies than those with lower body
esteem (Chang et al., 2019). Some research with adolescent boys and girls in
the USA (Nesi et al., 2021) and China (Wang et al., 2019) has found no
association between selfie posting and body esteem. Experimental research
with adolescent girls and adult women in lab settings shows that those
assigned to take and post a selfie to social media report heightened anxiety,
less confidence, and feeling less physically attractive afterwards (Mills et al.,
2018). Notably, these outcomes were found whether participants were
uploading an unedited selfie or had the opportunity to edit and choose a
preferred selfie, highlighting that simply focusing on one’s appearance and
posting it to a semi-public audience may help explain this association.
The somewhat conflicting results suggest a need for more research in this area,
particularly with mixed-gender samples.

Photo Editing

Social media allows for adolescents to manage their online self-presentation
by editing and applying filters to photos before posting. Editing one’s photos
and selfies, including applying filters, cropping, and modifying one’s appear-
ance directly, is not uncommon among adolescents and is more common
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among girls than boys (see McLean et al., 2015). Qualitative work suggests
that adolescent girls engage in “meticulous backstage planning,” spending
hours planning and editing their photos to meet societal beauty norms,
a practice that many consider “necessary” to be “pretty enough” online
(Chua & Chang, 2016, p. 193). Editing one’s own photos may exacerbate
the deleterious effects of social media by encouraging self-objectification,
social comparison, and internalization of the thin ideal. Research with
adolescents has shown that editing one’s photos is associated with self-
objectification, which in turn is linked to appearance anxiety, body shame,
negative appearance evaluation (Teran et al., 2020), and body image concerns
(Wang et al., 2019). Photo-editing encourages social appearance comparisons
(Mingoia et al., 2019) and disordered eating behaviors (Lonergan et al., 2020),
even when controlling for time on social media and internalization of the
thin ideal (McLean et al., 2015). Additionally, some qualitative work suggests
that, especially for girls, the curation of one’s photos and selfies happens
before the editing phase, including scrupulous photo planning and taking
of multiple photos to ensure a desired outcome (Chua & Chang, 2016;
Mascheroni et al., 2015), processes that some adolescents girls describe as
“work” (Yau & Reich, 2019, p. 203).

Exposure to Others’ Photos

Emerging evidence suggests photo-based social media activity, rather than
total time spent on social media, contributes to adolescents’ body image
disturbances (Choukas-Bradley et al., 2020; Cohen et al., 2017; Marengo
et al., 2018; Meier & Gray, 2014). HVSM in particular allows adolescents
unprecedented opportunities to view the idealized and edited photos of their
peers. Viewing others’ photos on social media is thought to engender risk for
disordered eating and body dissatisfaction through internalization of cultural
appearance ideals and social appearance comparisons (see Rodgers et al.,
2020). Indeed, recent research with adolescents has shown that engaging in
social appearance comparisons with others’ photos on social media is associ-
ated with body dissatisfaction (Chang et al., 2019) and disordered eating
(Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2020), and that monitoring peers’ attractiveness on
social media is associated with internalization of cultural appearance ideals
(Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2015). Further, adolescent girls high in trait
social comparison (those who engage in greater social comparison than their
peers) may be especially vulnerable to the deleterious effects of viewing others’
photos on body image (Kleemans et al., 2018).

Peer Approval: “Likes” and Comments

Adolescents are also highly attuned to quantifiable metrics of peer approval in
the form of “likes,” comments, friends, and followers. Neuroimaging studies
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have demonstrated greater activation in the brain’s reward circuitry (e.g.,
the nucleus accumbens) when adolescents view photos that receive high
numbers of “likes,” especially when these were their own photos (Sherman
et al., 2016; Sherman, Greenfield, et al., 2018; Sherman, Hernandez, et al.,
2018), suggesting that quantifiable approval of one’s online self-presentation
may be especially rewarding. Among adolescent girls in Australia, number of
friends on social media has been shown to positively correlate with body
image concerns (Tiggemann & Slater, 2013) and dieting (Tiggemann &
Slater, 2014).

Peer approval can also be conveyed through comments on adolescents’
posts. As expected, longitudinal evidence suggests that social media use
generally is associated with more appearance-related peer feedback (i.e.,
comments) on adolescents’ social media posts, though the same study found
that the reception of peer appearance-related feedback is unrelated to body
dissatisfaction (de Vries et al., 2016). Interestingly, positive appearance-
related comments (compliments) have been implicated in adolescent
girls’ self-objectification, possibly more so than negative comments or
“teasing” (Slater & Tiggemann, 2015). However, negative appearance-
related comments may be linked to adolescent girls’ lower self-esteem and
depression and to boys’ tendency to act out (Berne et al., 2014). Some work
with young adults suggests that the link between social media use and social
comparison may be exacerbated by adolescents’ viewing “likes” and com-
ments on others’ posts (Fardouly et al., 2017; Fox & Vendemia, 2016), to
which they ostensibly compare their own peer feedback. Some longitudinal
work also suggests that more liking and commenting on others’ social media
content is associated with decreased appearance self-esteem across develop-
ment (Steinsbekk et al., 2021).

No prior work to our knowledge has examined the experience of receiving
or giving likes on adolescents’ disordered eating outcomes specifically,
though research with adult women has demonstrated that Facebook use is
implicated in the maintenance of disordered eating by providing reinforce-
ment of shape and weight concerns (Mabe et al., 2014). Theoretically,
if adolescents receive “likes” and comments on photos that have been
edited, or promote an idealized version of their appearance, adolescents
may infer that they receive positive feedback for altering their appearance,
reinforcing their body dissatisfaction. For adolescents who engage in dis-
ordered eating, these “likes” and comments may provide reinforcement for
disordered eating behaviors, though this should be studied directly in future
research. Indeed, social reinforcement plays a role in adolescents’ disordered
eating behaviors, and research has demonstrated that adolescent girls in
particular encourage dieting and disordered eating among one another,
and that girls who engage in disordered eating are more likely to be
perceived as popular by their peers, despite having lower body esteem
(Lieberman et al., 2001).

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108976237.014 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108976237.014

250 SAVANNAH R. ROBERTS ET AL.

Subjective Social Media Experiences

Although social media-specific behaviors clearly play a role in adoles-
cents’ body image and disordered eating, researchers are increasingly turning
toward subjective, psychological experiences on social media to explain
individual differences in these outcomes. Indeed, investment, or the degree of
importance adolescents place on social media experiences, has been more
strongly linked to negative outcomes than merely engaging in the behavior.
Below we describe the roles of investment in one’s appearance online, invest-
ment in peer feedback on one’s posts, and heightened appearance-related
social media consciousness (ASMC).

Investment in Appearance

Likely due to the sociocultural emphasis on appearance, aspects of adolescent
development, features of social media, and, for girls, gender socialization,
adolescents are highly invested in how they present themselves online.
Although girls report generally placing more importance on appearing attract-
ive online, boys report investment in their online appearance as well (e.g., de
Vries et al., 2014; Mingoia et al., 2019; Yau & Reich, 2019). Investment in
one’s selfies, including putting in more effort to take and edit selfies, is
associated with greater body dissatisfaction and dietary restraint, even after
controlling for overall social media use and internalization of the thin ideal,
among adolescent girls in Australia (McLean et al., 2015), and with greater
appearance comparisons among adolescent girls and boys in Australia
(Mingoia et al., 2019). Work with young adult women is more extensive and
finds a similar pattern (e.g., Cohen et al., 2018; Lonergan et al., 2019).
Importantly, photo editing and investment in photos are highly correlated
among adolescents and young adults (Cohen et al., 2018; Mingoia et al., 2019;
McLean et al., 2015), suggesting that photo editing may be a behavioral
manifestation of appearance investment.

Investment in Peer Feedback

Adolescents are also often highly invested in receiving peer feedback on their
social media posts in the form of “likes,” followers, friends, and comments.
Qualitative work suggests that adolescents, especially girls, post selfies for the
primary purpose of appearing attractive or favorable to peers and ultimately
receiving positive peer feedback (Burnette et al., 2017; Chua & Chang, 2016;
Yau & Reich, 2019). Research also shows that adolescents and young adults
engage in various behaviors to earn more “likes” on their content, including
editing their photos, uploading photos at certain times of day, deleting photos
when they do not get enough likes and reposting at a later time, purchasing
followers and likes, asking their friends to like their photos, and liking others’
photos in exchange for more likes (Dumas et al., 2017; Yau & Reich, 2019).
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Among adolescents, this behavior is associated with negative mental and
behavioral health outcomes (Nesi & Prinstein, 2019), problematic social
media use (e.g., using social media to cope with negative emotions;
Martinez-Pecino & Garcia-Gavilan, 2019), and lower global self-esteem
(Meeus et al., 2019). Some preliminary work suggests that concern about peer
feedback on one’s selfies specifically is associated with worse body esteem
(Nesi et al., 2021). Among young adult women, greater investment in selfie
feedback from peers was associated with body surveillance, body dissatisfac-
tion, and drive for thinness, but not bulimic tendencies (Butkowski et al., 2019).
Notably, young adults who engage in negative feedback seeking (i.e., eliciting
negative feedback to confirm negative perceptions of oneself’) and who receive
more negative comments on Facebook are more likely to report disordered
eating concerns and behaviors a month later (Hummel & Smith, 2015).

Appearance-Related Social Media Consciousness

The visual nature of social media that leads to a focus on physical appearance,
such as HVSM, may manifest as a broader preoccupation with one’s social
media self-presentation, even in offline spaces. Appearance-related social
media consciousness (ASMC) has been proposed as a novel subjective experi-
ence among adolescents and adults, defined as a preoccupation with one’s
attractiveness to a real or potential social media audience (Choukas-Bradley
et al., 2019, 2020). ASMC is common among both adolescents and young
adults, especially among young women (Choukas-Bradley et al., 2019, 2020).
In some ways, this experience reflects the extension of self-objectification to a
social media audience, whereby adolescents and young adults imagine how their
social media photos look to outside observers, overvalue their physical appear-
ance on social media relative to other social media experiences, and even remain
vigilant during in-person social interactions with the knowledge that at any
moment a photo could be taken and posted to a larger social media audience
(Choukas-Bradley et al.,, 2019, 2020). ASMC is correlated with self-
objectification, body surveillance, body shame, body comparison, depressive
symptoms, and disordered eating among adolescents (Choukas-Bradley et al.,
2020). Additionally, even when controlling for body surveillance (a behavioral
manifestation of self-objectification) and overall time on social media, ASMC is
associated with greater disordered eating behaviors for adolescent girls
(Choukas-Bradley et al., 2020), suggesting the unique effect of social media-
specific appearance cognitions.

Social Media Devoted to Body Image Concerns

The prior sections demonstrate how social media plays a role in
adolescents’ body image and disordered eating. Adolescents may also turn
to social media for guidance or inspiration on attaining their desired body
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type. In addition to universal features such as edited photos, “likes,” and
comments, social media includes content designed specifically for the purpose
of encouraging users to attain a specific body shape or appearance, and
influences users’ perceptions of body image.

Weight Loss and Fitness Social Media Content

“Thinspiration” and “fitspiration” refer to social media images meant to
inspire viewers to be thin or fit, respectively. While social media users may
believe this content teaches viewers healthy lifestyle and dieting techniques,
it can be problematic if it encourages inaccurate, or even dangerous, health
content (Carrotte et al., 2015). Thinspiration and fitspiration images
frequently depict weight loss techniques or fitness regimens, though there is
no guarantee that these messages come from certified health professionals.
More likely, the images have been posted by celebrities, models, influencers, or
peers. Moreover, teenage girls with preexisting body image concerns are
especially likely to seek out this type of content, hoping to gain inspiration
for changing their own weight or appearance (Carrotte et al., 2015). The
presentation of these images on social media, where adolescents frequently
see the personal life experiences of their peers, may make them appear more
relatable and thus attainable, despite many negative outcomes related to
viewing these images. Alarmingly, companies that manufacture “wellness”
products such as FlatTummyShakes and FitTea hire popular social media
influencers and celebrities to advertise their products, though these supple-
ments contain appetite suppressants and laxatives, and thereby facilitate
disordered eating (Auguste et al., 2019; Wong, 2018). Studies examining
young adults’ exposure to and posting of such content consistently show
associations with body dissatisfaction and disordered eating behaviors (e.g.,
Griffiths & Stefanovski, 2019; Holland & Tiggemann, 2017), often mediated
by appearance comparisons (e.g., Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). To our
knowledge, only one study on the topic has included adolescents, finding that
participants with a diagnosed eating disorder were more than twice as likely to
view fitness-related social media content, and consumption of such content
was highest among adolescent girls relative to boys and young adult women
(Carrotte et al., 2015).

Social Media Content Encouraging Eating Disorders

Taken to the extreme, some social media content is dedicated to promoting
and encouraging eating disorders. This content, often referred to “pro-ED”
(pro-eating disorder), “pro-ana” (pro-anorexia nervosa), or “pro-mia”
(pro-bulimia nervosa), facilitates community discussion by individuals
with these disorders to maintain their disordered eating behaviors and cogni-
tions. The majority of followers of pro-ED profiles are adolescent girls
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(Bert et al., 2016). Content includes images of emaciated figures to inspire
extreme thinness, challenges and competitions for caloric restriction, tech-
niques for avoiding treatment, and anti-recovery messages (Arseniev-
Koehler et al., 2016; Bert et al., 2016; Ging & Garvey, 2018). Eating disorders
may be acquired or exacerbated through social learning processes. Indeed,
research on group treatments for adolescent eating disorders demonstrates
that patients may bond over their weight loss goals, share tricks for preventing
effective care, vomit together, or compete with one another for the most severe
case presentation (McGilley, 2006; Vandereycken, 2011). Whereas in clinical
contexts, trained clinicians are able to monitor and address these phenomena,
such an opportunity is unavailable on social media. Adolescents who are most
at risk for disordered eating and who are more easily impressionable may
be especially at risk for valuing the potential social support these pro-ED
platforms provide (Arseniev-Koehler et al., 2016). At a developmental stage
when peer evaluation and feedback is of paramount importance, these plat-
forms pose a dangerous threat for encouraging and exacerbating adolescent
eating disorders.

Body Positivity Social Media Content

In response to the increased popularity of appearance-focused photo and
video sharing on social media (Anderson & Jiang, 2018), there has been an
emergence of body positive content that focuses on challenging the unrealistic
beauty standards depicted on social media by reconceptualizing body accept-
ance. More specifically, the social movement known as “the body positivity
movement” has developed on social media with the intention of increasing
body acceptance through broad definitions of beauty and the depiction of a
greater range of body types and appearances, along with limited photo editing
and manipulation (Cohen, Irwin, et al., 2019; Lazuka et al., 2020; Tylka &
Wood-Barcalow, 2015; Webb et al., 2017). Indeed, content analyses indicate
that posts related to body positivity present varying constructs of beauty
(Lazuka et al., 2020), and have gained popularity on mainstream online
communities (see Rodgers et al., 2020). Research has begun to examine the
potential benefits of exposure to this content, with recent experimental studies
finding associations between young women’s exposure to body positive images
and boosts in body satisfaction and body appreciation, when compared to
viewing thin-ideal images (Cohen, Fardouly, et al., 2019; Williamson &
Karazsia, 2018). Despite this promising evidence, there is debate regarding
how body positive content may continue to place value on physical appear-
ance and may increase shame for individuals who have lower body acceptance
(see Cohen et al., 2020). Consistent with this critique, studies have found that
despite women’s frequently encouraging responses to body positive images,
such exposure is associated with higher levels of self-objectification and sali-
ence of physical appearance (e.g., describing the self through the lens of
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physical appearance rather than other attributes; Betz & Ramsey, 2017;
Cohen, Fardouly, et al., 2019). The numerous negative outcomes associated
with self-objectification (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) pose the possibility
that body positive posts may have long-term negative impacts that need to be
further investigated.

From a theoretical standpoint, there are also potential benefits of body
positive social media. For example, the tripartite influence model
(Thompson et al., 1999) offers another framework for evaluating the relation-
ship between body positive social media content and body image concerns.
Exposure to a more diverse range of bodies may lead to a decrease in the
internalization of media’s unrealistic appearance ideals (i.e., the thin and
muscular ideals), improving viewers’ body image. Additionally, it is possible
that social media users’ engagement in social comparisons with more inclusive
and realistic social media targets may positively affect body image outcomes.
Since much is currently unknown regarding the impacts of body positive
content, future research should investigate the short- and long-term benefits
and consequences associated with exposure to body positive social media
content, especially among adolescent girls, who may be distinctly vulnerable
to these associated effects.

Future Directions, Implications, and Conclusions

Social media has transformed the lives of adolescents. Although
research is mixed regarding the overall effect of social media on adolescents’
well-being, extant research suggests that the highly visual nature of social
media may lead to body image concerns and disordered eating. It may be
useful to assess the ways in which an adolescent is using social media, and
whether it is causing disruption to their well-being or body image. Given the
ubiquity of social media use among adolescents, it is imperative that scholars
and mental health care providers consider the effect of social media on
adolescents’ body image and disordered eating.

While many novel social media behaviors have been linked to body dissatis-
faction and disordered eating, social media is constantly evolving. New
behaviors and opportunities beyond posting and viewing others’ posts are
rapidly becoming central for adolescent social media use. For example, many
adolescents now have two Instagram accounts — one on which they post
polished posts fit for a more public audience and another — a “finsta” or fake
Instagram — where they post more private, personal topics and photos
(McGregor & Li, 2019). Additionally, Snapchat, a social media site used by
approximately 70% of adolescents (Anderson & Jiang, 2018), allows for
ephemeral sending where, unlike on more permanent platforms, photos are
seen by interaction partners but then immediately deleted (Bayer et al., 2016).
With the increasing popularity of TikTok, video-based sites also require
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increased research attention. It is unclear how these sites may affect adoles-
cents’ body image and disordered eating behaviors, and more research is
needed to investigate the role of these novel behaviors.

An additional key priority for future research includes applying intersec-
tionality theory (Crenshaw, 1989) when investigating the relationship between
photo activity on social media and body image concerns. To this point, the
majority of literature in this area focuses heavily on presumably heterosexual
White cisgender girls, despite social media use being ubiquitous among all
adolescents, regardless of gender, racial/ethnic identity, and sexual orienta-
tion. Future research should examine the unique intersection of marginalized
identities across race/ethnicity, class, gender, and sexual identity to determine
social media’s particular effects on specific populations, such as Black girls
and young women.

Conclusion

This chapter describes theoretical and empirical work on adolescents’ social
media use, body image, and disordered eating. Although a few examples
highlight the potential benefits of social media for adolescents’ body image,
the majority of work in this area underscores the role of social media in
perpetuating and encouraging body dissatisfaction and disordered eating
behaviors, particularly among adolescent girls, by overemphasizing physical
attractiveness and body ideals on HVSM. Many of the social media behaviors
and experiences described in this chapter are normative and thus insidious in
potentially causing harm. Others, such as pro-ED sites, are more flagrant.
Adolescents, their parents, and clinicians should be made aware of the poten-
tial detriments and dangers of these platforms. Future research should con-
tinue to investigate these processes and develop intervention, prevention, and
dissemination strategies to foster adolescents’ healthy body image and eating
behaviors across development.
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