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Abstract 

Social networking site (SNS) activities that entail exposure to idealised images 

of attractive women and men, or high investment in photo feedback through likes and 

comments, may reinforce feelings of inadequacy and negative body image. Given that 

young adults are the highest users of SNSs (Pew Research, 2019; Sensis, 2018), and 

that body dissatisfaction can increase further during the transition to young adulthood 

(Bucchianeri et al., 2013), the general purpose of this thesis was threefold. The first 

purpose was to identify pathways between appearance-related SNS use and negative 

body-related outcomes relevant to each gender, the second was to examine the 

mechanisms by which self-compassion affects the strength of these associations, and the 

third was to examine whether an intervention that aims to increase self-compassion 

helps reduce body concerns. 

Four studies were conducted to address four research aims. The studies were 

grounded in three main theoretical frameworks (a) objectification theory (Fredrickson & 

Roberts, 1997) (b) social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954), and (c) Neff’s (2003) 

conceptualisation of self-compassion. The first aim was to examine the associations 

between three appearance-related SNS uses (viewing or following of celebrity, fashion, 

beauty/grooming content [CFB/G], viewing or following of fitspiration content, and the 

importance placed on likes and comments [ILC]) and body concerns separately for each 

gender. Specifically, part one of the first aim was to test a revised objectification-social 

comparison model on the associations between the three appearance-related activities 

and body concerns (body dissatisfaction and drive for thinness) in women. Part two of 

the first aim was to test a revised objectification model on the same three SNS uses and 

two indices of men’s drive for muscularity (attitudes and behaviour).  
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 The second aim was to examine the six facets of self-compassion as potential 

moderators of the links between SNS use and body-related outcomes in each gender. 

The third aim was to qualitatively explore how trait self-compassion is used by this age 

group as a strategy to alleviate appearance-related distress. The fourth aim, given that 

body concerns are experienced differently, are more common, and more severe in 

young women than young men (Grogan, 2008; Murnen, 2011), was to evaluate the 

effectiveness of a brief Mindful Self-Compassion workshop (Neff & Germer, 2013), 

followed by a 2-week discussion group on the SNS platform, Facebook, on improving 

body image in young women.  

 These aims were fulfilled by collecting data from three samples of young adult 

undergraduates aged 17–25 years. Study 1and 1a comprised 338 women, and Study 2 

and 2a comprised 303 men. Study 3 comprised 30 selected participants from Studies 1 

and 2, and Study 4 comprised 76 women (42 = intervention, 34 = waitlist control).  

 In Study 1, structural equation modelling supported a serial mediation model 

that comprised significant paths from two SNS activities (CFB and ILC) through, in 

turn, upward appearance comparison, body surveillance, and social appearance anxiety, 

to drive for thinness and body dissatisfaction. A direct effect on body concerns was 

found for use of fitspiration. In Study 1a, the three compassionate facets were shown to 

buffer the effects of fitspiration use on drive for thinness, while self-kindness buffered 

the fitspiration and upward appearance comparison link. The uncompassionate facets of 

isolation and overidentification strengthened the link between ILC and upward 

appearance comparison, and fitspiration and body dissatisfaction. 

 In Study 2, structural equation modelling supported a serial mediation model 

that comprised significant paths from CFG and ILC through, body surveillance, then 
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social appearance anxiety, and finally to attitudinal drive for muscularity. Fitspiration 

use was directly associated with attitudinal and behavioural drive for muscularity. In 

Study 2a, the uncompassionate facets of self-judgement and overidentification 

strengthened the associations between CFG and ILC and body surveillance. 

In Study 3, descriptive/confirmative analyses revealed that, for participants with 

high trait self-compassion, only self-kindness was utilised to alleviate appearance-

related distress. Most participants with low trait self-compassion engaged in self-

judgement, with some expressing a fear of self-kindness. The concept of common 

humanity was acknowledged by all, but not used as an affect regulation strategy. Most 

participants engaged in forms of overidentification.  

In Study 4, a series of ANCOVAs showed that, relative to a waitlist control, the 

intervention group reported lower upward appearance comparison, social appearance 

anxiety, body dissatisfaction, and drive for thinness, and higher body appreciation and 

self-compassion, at posttest and 1-month follow-up. All effects, except those for body 

dissatisfaction, held at 3-month follow-up. Additionally, regression analysis showed 

that common humanity predicted gains in body appreciation from pretest to posttest. 

In sum, findings revealed gender similarities on the type of appearance-related 

SNS used and pathways through which these uses could lead to relevant body-related 

issues. However, gender differences regarding how the facets of self-compassion may 

be understood, and thus utilised in protective ways were revealed, suggesting further 

research is required in this area. Encouragingly, a brief Mindful Self-Compassion 

program complemented by a Facebook discussion group was shown to improve body 

image and self-compassion in young women, suggesting that the use of SNSs can be 

harnessed in constructive and supportive ways. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Overview of the Thesis 

 Social media have become an indispensable part of most young adults’ lives 

globally (Pew Research, 2019; Sensis, 2018), propagating most aspects of their social 

interaction. One salient aspect of social media is the use of social networking sites 

(SNSs), defined as internet or application (app) services that provide individuals an 

enclosed system within which they can create profiles and communicate with other 

users (e.g., Facebook, Instagram) (boyd & Ellison, 2008). Of particular salience in this 

context is appearance-related SNS use such as the viewing of idealised images and the 

ability to comment on one another’s photos. However, a growing body of research has 

shown that this type of appearance-related SNS use is associated with, or can produce, 

short term, negative body-related outcomes (e.g., Brown & Tiggemann, 2016; 

Butksowski et al., 2019; Cohen et al., 2017; Fardouly et al., 2018; Fardouly & 

Vartanian 2015; Tiggemann et al., 2018). These associations are of major concern in 

young adults, as this is a group vulnerable to disordered eating, risky exercise 

behaviours, and eating disorders (Eisenberg et al., 2011; Lipson & Sonneville, 2017; 

Neighbors & Sobal, 2007; Yager et al., 2017). 

 Notwithstanding the flourishing body of work in this area, the current research 

aimed to address several gaps within the literature. First, research has mostly examined 

the effects of single appearance-related SNS uses, such as the passive viewing of 

celebrities, engagement with fitspiration content, or the interactive use of comments, on 

young adult’s body-related outcomes (e.g., Brown & Tiggemann, 2016; Butkowski et 

al., 2019; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015), but no known study has simultaneously 

examined the unique effects of multiple such uses. Given that most young adults engage 
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in several types of appearance-related SNS use, investigating whether some, or all, of 

these aspects predict body concerns may help tease apart varying direct and indirect 

pathways. Second, the large majority of research has focused on adolescent girls or 

young adult women; thus, it remains unclear whether similar types of appearance-

related SNS uses are detrimental to emerging adult men.  

 Third, one of the most accepted frameworks for explaining the links between 

media, body image, and eating behaviours is objectification theory (Fredrickson & 

Roberts, 1997) (see Chapter 2 for review). Although objectification variables have been 

assessed within the SNS context, no known study has examined one of the core 

mediational models (see Chapter 2 for details) to show whether one series of events 

proposed by objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) explains the links 

between appearance-related SNS use and body-related outcomes relevant to women and 

men. Indeed, on the basis of reviews (e.g., Karsay et al., 2018; Moradi & Huang, 2008), 

and mixed findings (Daniel & Bridges, 2010; Heath et al., 2016), further investigation 

of the objectification framework needs to be conducted with men to help establish 

whether it explains the media and body concern link in the same way it has been shown 

to do so in women. Relatedly, given the visual, interactive, and evaluative nature of 

SNSs, the current research aims to test a revised version of the objectification 

framework. This revision involves replacing one variable, the intrapersonal fear of not 

measuring up to societal standards (i.e., trait appearance anxiety), with another, the 

interpersonal fear of being negatively evaluated by others based on one’s appearance 

(i.e., social appearance anxiety). Fourth, researchers have begun to show the 

incremental value of appearance comparisons within objectification frameworks in 

women (Fitzsimmons-Craft et al., 2014; Linder et al., 2012; Tylka & Sabik, 2010), yet 
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such an integrated model has not been examined within the SNS context. The current 

research tested the validity of an integrated model in a sample of young women, in part 

because of a conviction that combining different theories contributes to deeper 

understanding of the multifaceted processes associated with women’s body concerns.  

 Fifth, calls have been made to investigate factors related to resilience and 

adaptation within the objectification and social comparison frameworks (Linder et al., 

2012), and one factor that has been shown to guard against objectification processes, 

appearance comparisons, and body concerns is self-compassion (see Chapter 2 for 

review), yet only two studies have explored the moderating role of self-compassion 

within the SNS context (Modica, 2017; Wang et al., 2019). Moreover, neither of these 

studies investigated the mechanisms by which self-compassion operates as a moderating 

factor on the links between SNS uses and body-related outcomes. The current research 

aimed to quantitatively examine these effects. Additionally, research has yet to 

investigate if or how trait self-compassion is used as a protective factor during 

appearance-related distress; thus, a further aim of the current research was to 

qualitatively explore this phenomenon.  

Finally, research shows that young women’s self-compassion levels are lower 

than men’s (Yarnell et al., 2019; Yarnell et al., 2015), and that body concerns are 

experienced differently, are more common, and more severe in young women than 

young men (Cafri & Thompson, 2004; Grogan, 2008; Murnen, 2011). Given that body 

image intervention studies show that self-compassion is a teachable skill (e.g., Neff & 

Germer, 2013), the final aim was to evaluate the effectiveness of a brief in-person self-

compassion workshop followed by a 2-week discussion group on the SNS platform, 

Facebook, on improving body image and self-compassion in young women with body 
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concerns. Part of this aim was to investigate positive ways in which women can use 

their SNSs that may provide alternative avenues to help women improve their body 

image. 

 The remainder of this chapter is divided into two main sections, namely, reviews 

of the literature pertaining to (a) appearance-related SNS use and body image, and (b) 

the role of self-compassion. The first section provides an overview of body image in 

young adults, followed by SNS use and body image, and the rationale for choosing 

three specific appearance-related SNS uses. These sections are followed by an 

introduction to the theoretical frameworks (objectification and social comparison 

theories) examined. The second section provides an overview of the facets of self-

compassion which will be (a) examined as potential moderators of the links between 

appearance-related SNS use and body-related outcomes, and (b) explored qualitatively 

as self-support strategies during appearance-related distress. This section also includes 

an overview of the self-compassion intervention. The chapter concludes with a preview 

of the studies and chapters within this thesis. 

Appearance-Related SNS Use and Body Image 

Body Image in Young Adults 

 Body image is the perception of how one’s body looks and feels. It is a 

multifaceted construct shaped by emotions and physical sensations that can vary relative 

to mood, experience, and environment (Cash, 2011; Croll, 2015). According to Menzel 

et al. (2011), there are four major dimensions of body image that pertain to attitudinal 

assessments: global satisfaction, which taps into one’s overall subjective evaluation of 

one’s body; affective distress regarding appearance (e.g., anxiety); cognitive aspects 

(e.g., distorted thoughts or beliefs about one’s body); and behavioural aspects (e.g., 
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body checking behaviours). However, the attitudinal assessments just described mostly 

tap into the assessment of negative body image, without much regard to the assessment 

of positive body image (Tylka, 2011). Researchers have shown that characteristics of 

positive body image are unique and not simply the opposite to negative body image 

(e.g., Avalos et al., 2005; Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2015b). Body appreciation is often 

assessed as a measure of positive body image and reflects one’s ability to accept one’s 

body regardless of weight or shape, respect one’s body by attending to its needs and 

nourishing it, and protect one’s body by rejecting unrealistic media images (Avalos et 

al., 2005; Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2015a).  

 Studies suggest that body image plays a central role for many individuals, 

including many emerging adult undergraduates, as they negotiate the challenges of new 

social demands and obligations in a competitive environment (Liss & Erchull, 2015; 

Lowery et al., 2005; Neighbors & Sobal, 2007). Unfortunately, findings from a 10-year 

longitudinal study (Bucchianeri et al., 2013) indicate that diverse male and female 

participants become progressively more dissatisfied with their bodies from mid- to late 

adolescence, with body dissatisfaction increasing further during the transition to young 

adulthood. Such findings highlight the continuing importance placed on appearance as 

young adults begin to explore more intimate and more serious relationships than they 

did during mid- to late adolescence and consolidate their personal and social identity 

(Arnett, 2000). Although body concerns can affect both young adult women and men, 

they are typically considered gender specific. Whereas for women, a desire to attain the 

thin and toned body seems to be the dominant body concern, men’s concerns seem to 

reflect a desire to be both lean and muscular (Murnen, 2011). Throughout this thesis, 

body concerns for women have been characterised by body dissatisfaction and drive for 
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thinness, and for men, body concerns have been characterised by attitudes toward, and 

physical behaviours aimed at, obtaining a muscular physique. Table 1.1 includes a 

summary of definitions for all key variables.   
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Table 1.1 
Definitions of Appearance-Related SNS Uses, Body Concerns, Objectification/Social 

Comparison Variables, and Body Appreciation 

Variables Definitions 

Appearance-related SNS uses (predictors) 

Celebrity, fashion, 
beauty/grooming 
 

Viewing, images of actors, singers, models, reality stars, fashion, and 
beauty/grooming influencers via advertisements, by reading their posts, or by 
following them. 

Fitspiration content Viewing or reading posts about becoming fit, weight loss or diets (women), 
muscle-gain (men), overall health and well-being, and following fitspiration 
personalities or athletes and sports stars.  

Importance placed on 
likes and comments 

A “like” is an action that can be made by a Facebook or Instagram user, 
whereby instead of writing a comment, a user can click the like button as a 
quick way to show approval. Comments can include messages or opinions. 

  Body Concerns (outcome variables) 

Body dissatisfaction Subjective negative evaluations of one’s own body, or parts thereof (Garner, 
2004).   
 Drive for thinness Preoccupation with weight concerns and a primary behavioural indicator of the 
characteristics of eating disorders (Garner, 2004). 

Drive for muscularity 
attitudes 

Desire for increased muscularity (McCreary & Sasse, 2000). 

Drive for muscularity 
behaviours 
 

Engagement in muscularity-enhancing behaviours (McCreary & Sasse, 2000). 

 

 Objectification Variables (mediators) 

Body surveillance Habitual body monitoring related to concerns about how one’s body appears to 
other people (McKinley & Hyde, 1996). 

Social appearance 
anxiety 

The fear of being negatively evaluated by others based on one’s appearance 
(Hart et al., 2008). 

  

 
Social Comparison Variable (mediator for women) 

Upward appearance 
comparison 

The comparison of oneself with another/others deemed to be more physically 
attractive (O’Brien et al., 2009). 

Positive Body Image (intervention outcome variable) 

Body appreciation Acceptance of, respect for, and gratitude toward one’s body (and its unique 
features), and conceptualising beauty as broad and inclusive (Tylka & Wood-
Barcalow, 2015a). 
 
 Note. Social appearance anxiety is also an outcome variable in the intervention study  

 Sadly, a large body of research indicates that women’s desires for a thin body 

and men’s pursuit of the muscular physique can lead to deleterious mental and physical 
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health outcomes. Women’s body dissatisfaction and drive for thinness are considered 

risk factors for the development of clinical (e.g., anorexia nervosa) and subclinical 

eating disorders (Garner, 2004), of which the peak age of onset appears to be around 16 

to 20 years of age (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Striegel-Moore et al., 

2003). Although some level of men’s drive for muscularity may be considered a healthy 

venture given worldwide obesity trends (see, e.g., World Health Organization, 2020), an 

excessive commitment to attaining the muscular physique may lead to potentially 

unhealthy and dangerous muscle-building strategies, such as extreme exercise regimes 

and the use of steroids (Dawson & Hammer, 2019; McCreary, 2012), and disordered 

eating (Blashill, 2011). Additionally, for both women and men, these gender-specific 

body concerns have been associated with depression (Quick et al., 2013). Thus, 

understanding contributing factors to women’s and men’s body concerns is imperative. 

Social Networking Sites and Body Image 

 Although a complex network of factors contributes to young adults’ body 

concerns, media is one of the most salient influences (Levine & Murnen, 2009). In 

support of the notion that exposure to mass media (e.g., magazines, television) depicting 

the thin-ideal body is related to, or affects, women’s vulnerability to body concerns, 

meta-analyses have continuously revealed small to moderate effect sizes (Holmstrom, 

2004; Grabe et al., 2008; Groesz et al., 2002; Huang et al., 2020). Similarly, meta-

analyses have shown that media exposure leads to muscularity concerns in men, with 

small to moderate effect sizes (Barlett et al., 2008; Huang et al., 2020).  

 The ubiquity of SNS use among young adults suggests it may be a salient 

contributor to body concerns. In the U.S.A., 79% and 67% of young adults use 

Facebook and Instagram, respectively (Pew Research, 2019), with these figures being 
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93% and 66% in Australia (Sensis, 2018). Furthermore, in Australia, approximately 

69% of women and 53% of men use their SNSs up to five times per day (Sensis, 2018). 

These statistics underscore the constant stream of access to various appearance-related 

material on SNSs. Indeed, given that social media have become an indispensable part of 

most young adults’ lives globally (Pew Research, 2019; Sensis, 2018), research has 

recently shifted attention from representations of attractiveness on traditional media 

(e.g., magazines, television) formats to SNSs such as Facebook and Instagram, and the 

potential consequences that these new media formats have on body image. 

 There are a several unique features of SNSs that may contribute to the effect 

they may have on body image. First, there is a plethora of appearance-related media 

(e.g., latest celebrity news, fashion events, beauty or grooming reviews) that users can 

collect and showcase on their own social media wall. Second, hashtags can be added to 

images so that they can be searched for. Third, SNSs enable the generation of push 

notifications, which are messages that can alert users to updates from sites promoting 

idealised imagery and likes or comments received on their own photos. Fourth, users 

can access sites that purport to encourage fitness and well-being, yet these types of sites 

typically promote an idealised body as the representation of fitness and health 

(Deighton-Smith & Bell, 2018). Fifth, SNSs provide highly visual settings that 

encourage users to upload only the most attractive images of themselves (which are 

often edited) to their profile and delete images they deem to be unattractive (Chua & 

Chang, 2016; Manago et al., 2008). Relatedly, the interactive format promotes an 

environment that encourages users to collect high numbers of likes and appearance-

affirming comments on photos of themselves (Fox & Vendemia, 2016). In short, SNSs 

provide users with opportunities to observe idealised (and sexualised) imagery, gauge 
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social norms, and evaluate one’s appearance (Karsay, 2018; Lewallen & Behm-

Morawitz, 2016).  

Appearance-Related SNS Uses and Body Image 

 A main concept within the first two studies of this thesis is appearance-related 

SNS use. Although there are various types of appearance-related SNS use (e.g., taking, 

editing and uploading selfies [self-photos], commenting on others’ photos), for the 

current research, the term has been conceptualised, piloted, and, through factor analysis, 

shown to comprise three specific aspects: (a) the viewing or following of celebrities, 

fashion, and beauty for women; the viewing or following of celebrities, fashion, and 

grooming for men, (b) the viewing or following of gender specific fitspiration content 

for women and men and (c) the importance women and men place on likes and 

comments on photos of themselves.  

 There are several reasons why the three types of appearance-related SNS uses 

were chosen. First, idealised images are often portrayed by celebrities and/or fashion 

models either on their own SNS accounts, on others’ accounts, or on advertisements, 

and with the interactive format of SNSs, users can search for these images, follow them 

and stay updated with their perspectives on the latest trends. Although associations 

between the viewing of celebrities and body concerns in women have been shown in 

correlational (Fardouly et al., 2018) and experimental studies (Brown & Tiggemann, 

2016), idealised imagery on SNSs can also include fashion and beauty that is not 

necessarily endorsed by celebrities. That is, influencers (individuals who consider 

themselves experts in an area) on SNSs can discuss, review, or promote the latest 

fashion and beauty/grooming trends using idealised images or videos that portray how 

one can achieve an idealised image, all of which may also be associated with body 
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concerns. Thus, assessment of the predictor variable, celebrities, fashion, and 

beauty/grooming, in the current research, moves beyond simply browsing images of 

celebrities to reading about or following celebrities. Furthermore, this predictor was 

operationalised to include reading fashion or beauty/grooming posts and following 

personalities who promote fashion and beauty/grooming on SNSs.  

 Second, the SNS trend known as fitspiration (a portmanteau of fitness and 

inspiration) is intended to promote health and fitness through exercise routines and 

clean eating. Content analysis shows that fitspiration is mostly accessed by young adults 

with post-high school education, and that many of the images used on these sites depict 

idealised thin-athletic female body types and lean and muscular or hypermuscular male 

body types (Raggatt et al., 2018). With “appearance” as one of the largest content 

categories in fitspiration (Santarossa et al., 2019), such images may suggest that health 

and fitness can only be achieved when bodies reflect these attributes. Indeed, findings 

by Raggatt et al. (2018) revealed that individuals who viewed these sites did not appear 

to realise that they had conflated their appearance ideal with optimal health. Further 

compounding these findings, research shows that exercise motivated by appearance is 

associated with negative body image (Prichard & Tiggemann, 2008; Strelan et al., 

2003).  

Correlational studies indicate a positive association between frequency of 

viewing fitspiration sites and body concerns in women and men (e.g., Cohen et al., 

2017; Fatt et al., 2019), and experimental studies show that acute exposure to 

fitspiration images can increase short-term body dissatisfaction among undergraduate 

women (Prichard et al., 2018; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). However, for the most 

part, correlational studies have assessed fitspiration-related content via one item that 
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asks about the frequency of use of terms such as “health and fitness” (Cohen et al., 

2017), and “fitspiration images” (Fardouly et al., 2018). Although Fardouly et al. (2018) 

defined fitspiration images as, “photos of fit people, people in the gym, photos of 

healthy foods, and inspirational quotes relating to fitness and diet” (p. 1384), one item 

cannot assess frequency of each of the items included in the description. Furthermore, 

Raggatt et al. (2018) revealed that the type of fitspiration content accessed by 

individuals also included trainers, athletes, weight loss, body building, and fitspiration 

posts. Thus, assessment of fitspiration content within the current research included 

items pertaining to frequency of viewing posts about becoming fit, weight loss or diets 

(women), muscle-gain (men), health, and athletes, and following fitspiration 

personalities/trainers or athletes and sports stars. 

 Third, the interactive component of social networking sites is what distinguishes 

their use from traditional media (Perloff, 2014). Thus, investigating the importance to 

young people of others’ appraisals of photos of themselves seems warranted. SNS 

platforms are used by university students primarily for self-presentation or promotion, 

which includes documenting their lives to viewers and increasing their popularity 

among peers (Ryan & Xenos, 2011; Seidman, 2013; Sheldon & Bryant, 2016). One way 

to increase their popularity on SNSs is by accumulating a high number of “likes” (a 

symbol that indicates approval) and positive comments on one’s photo. Likes and 

comments have become a type of social media metric that allows individuals to evaluate 

their own standing by comparing their metrics with those of others.  

 To put social media metrics into perspective, over 95 million photos and videos 

are shared each day on Instagram and those images and videos garner more than 4.2 billion 

“likes” (Davis, 2020). In combination with comments, likes may become an important 
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process of validation on how one looks. Indeed, emerging adulthood is a heightened 

time for identity exploration (Arnett, 2000) and engagement in like-seeking behaviour 

on SNSs, such as taking and posting pictures to gain likes, may act as an important tool 

to help young people try on and gain feedback about new facets of their developing 

identities (Dumas et al., 2017). Although research has examined the frequency with 

which individuals take, edit, and post photos of themselves online (e.g., Cohen et al., 

2018; Meier & Gray; 2014; Mills et al., 2018), taking and editing a photo is not a stand-

alone act because it takes on broader repercussions when it is shared on SNSs. Indeed, 

Ridgeway and Clayton (2016) assert that selfie posting frequency is associated with 

greater body satisfaction, potentially due to the generally positive and reinforcing nature 

of appearance-oriented feedback. This suggestion was supported through an fMRI study 

by Sherman et al. (2016) that showed that adolescents who viewed photos with a lot of 

likes had greater activity in the regions of the brain associated with reward processing 

and attention. Perhaps then, the lengths that some young adults may go to in order to 

attain the best photo are based purely upon approval-seeking behaviour. Of course, if 

social media metrics do not meet user expectations, young adults may develop harmful 

body-related attitudes and behaviours, with the aim of emulating others whose photos 

have accumulated higher metrics. In the current research, the importance of likes and 

comments was assessed as receipt from peers, family, and other unknown users. 

Theoretical Frameworks 

 Although evidence supports the positive relationships between appearance-

related activities on SNSs and body concerns (see Holland & Tiggemann, 2016; Huang 

et al., 2020 for reviews), these associations are more complex and often mediated by 
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additional variables. Two processes that assist in understanding the role of appearance-

related SNS uses on users’ body image are objectification and social comparison. 

 Objectification refers to the evaluation of an individual exclusively on the basis 

of one’s body rather than on one’s full identity. Objectification theory was 

conceptualised by Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) to provide a framework that explores 

the consequences of living in a society where women’s bodies are often viewed as 

merely sexual objects to be gazed upon. As a consequence of being evaluated in this 

way by others, girls and women may begin to view themselves as objects to be admired, 

and thus engage in self-objectification. One of the core mediational models of 

objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) that has received support (e.g., 

Calogero, 2009; Tiggemann & Kuring, 2004) posits that self-objectification manifests 

as body surveillance, which then leads to trait appearance anxiety, finally leading to 

eating-disorder symptomatology. Individuals with trait appearance anxiety experience 

concern about how they think they should look and may think about ways to 

camouflage perceived flaws (Veale et al., 2014) which, as proposed by objectification 

theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) and supported in studies (Tiggemann & Kuring 

2004), is shown to be an intrapersonal emotional consequence of body surveillance.  

Notwithstanding the validity of this intrapersonal perspective, it may not apply 

so well to highly “social” contexts such as SNS use, which are based upon the user 

creating a profile and include uploading photos of themselves for others to view. Given 

that emerging adulthood is a time of identity exploration, and that young adults may 

seek approval for their appearance, placing value on others’ validations may be 

associated with social appearance anxiety. Social appearance anxiety is the fear of being 

evaluated negatively by others based solely on one’s appearance (Hart et al., 2008) and 
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has been identified as an important vulnerability factor for eating disorders (Koskina et 

al., 2011; Levinson & Rodebaugh, 2016, Turel et al., 2018). Thus, to progress 

objectification research within the new media contexts, the current research examined a 

revised objectification model in which trait appearance anxiety was replaced by social 

appearance anxiety.  

 Although, objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) was originally 

developed for the specifically female consequential experiences of objectification, 

evidence shows that men’s bodies are increasingly subjected to a similar cultural system 

that promotes objectified images of the mesomorphic ideal (i.e., well-developed chest 

and shoulders tapering down to a narrow waist and hips) in the mass media 

(Fredrickson et al., 1998; Morrison et al., 2003; Raggatt et al., 2018). Thus, frequent 

exposure to idealised images of men on SNSs may trigger body surveillance and social 

appearance anxiety as young men begin to view themselves as objects to be evaluated, 

based on their body tone and muscularity. Although a large body of research has shown 

strong support for the framework of objectification theory to explain links between 

exposure to media and body concerns in women (see Moradi & Huang, 2008, for 

review), evidence that the framework can be used to explain the effect of media on 

men’s muscularity concerns is mixed (e.g., Aubrey, 2006; Davids et al., 2019). This 

evidence suggests that the objectification framework may require revision, such as the 

replacement of trait appearance anxiety with social appearance anxiety and the inclusion 

of more specific muscularity behaviours and attitudes.  

 The highly visual nature of SNSs also gives rise to comparison processes. Social 

comparison is the process by which individuals cognitively evaluate their own traits, 

abilities, and attitudes, by comparing themselves with others. Social comparison theory 
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(Festinger, 1954) (see Chapter 2 for focused review) posits that people engage in 

comparisons with others to fulfil a basic human need for self-evaluation in the absence 

of objective criteria. However, comparison processes may differ between women and 

men. For example, when women compare themselves to idealised images of celebrities 

and models, they are likely to engage in upward appearance comparisons and, given 

they are likely to fall short of the thin ideal body shape (i.e., a woman who possesses a 

slender, feminine physique with a small waist and little body fat), the direction of this 

comparison process often leaves women feeling inadequate and body dissatisfied 

(Strahan et al., 2006). In contrast, when men compare themselves to others they deem to 

be more attractive, they seem to engage in upward appearance comparison as a means 

for self-improvement, inspiration, and motivation, which is not likely to induce feelings 

of negativity toward their body (e.g., McNeill & Firman 2014; Morrison et al., 2003; 

Raggatt et al., 2018).  

 Although objectification and social comparison processes have long been 

recognized as individual contributors to body concerns and disordered eating in women, 

researchers have begun to demonstrate that objectification and upward appearance 

comparison practises are likely two parts of the same process (Lindner et al., 2012; 

Tylka & Sabik, 2010). Thus, this thesis reports the development, and testing in two 

parallel studies, of a model integrating upward appearance comparison and a revised 

objectification model in a sample of young women (see Figure 1.1), and a revised 

objectification model in a sample of young men (see Figure 1.2), within the SNS 

context. Mediating variables in the first model (women) comprised upward appearance 

comparison, body surveillance, and social appearance anxiety. Mediating variables in 

the second model (men) comprised body surveillance and social appearance anxiety.  
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Figure 1.1 
Proposed Revised Objectification-Social Comparison Model (women) 
 

 

 
 
Figure 1.2 
Proposed Revised Objectification Comparison Model (men) 
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The Role of Self-Compassion 

 Despite the association between body concerns and SNS use, some young adults 

who regularly use SNSs remain satisfied with their bodies and appearance. As 

recommended by Lindner et al. (2012), in order to understand why these individuals 

remain relatively unaffected by objectification and/or comparison processes, and to 

develop more comprehensive methods for the prevention and treatment of body 

concerns, research should focus on factors that promote resilience and adaptation. One 

such protective factor is self-compassion. A growing body of research indicates that 

self-compassion may guard against appearance comparison processes (Braun et al., 

2016; Turk & Waller, 2020; Tylka et al., 2015), body surveillance (Daye et al., 2014; 

Wollast et al., 2019) and body concerns (Braun et al., 2016; Turk & Waller, 2020) in 

women, however gaps remain in the literature. First, there is limited research regarding 

self-compassion in young men. Second, only two known studies have examined the 

moderating role of self-compassion in the SNS context (Modica, 2017; Wang et al., 

2019). Third, only two known studies in the body image field (Geller et al., 2014; 

Rodgers et al., 2017), and no known study in the SNS context, have examined the 

mechanisms through which self-compassion moderates the relationship between 

predictors and outcomes. To address these gaps, the current research examined self-

compassion facets as potential moderators of the links between appearance-related SNS 

use and body-related outcomes relevant to women and men. Six facets of self-

compassion are introduced below and are reviewed in detail in Chapter 2.  

Facets of Self-compassion 

 According to Neff (2003), self-compassion comprises six distinct yet 

interrelated facets (see Table 1.2 for definitions) that can also be grouped into three 
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pairs of opposing facets: (self-kindness versus self-judgement, common humanity 

versus isolation, and mindfulness versus overidentification). The three pairs of opposing 

facets enable more detailed examination of the different ways that individuals 

emotionally respond to pain and failure (with kindness or judgement), cognitively 

understand their problem (as part of the human experience or as isolating), and become 

aware of their pain (in a mindful or overidentified manner). This is particularly relevant 

when seeking to understand the mechanisms by which self-compassion can either 

weaken or strengthen associations between variables. The current research sought to 

investigate whether the three pairs of opposing facets interacted with appearance-related 

SNS uses to increase or decrease body-related outcomes. 

Table 1.2 

Definitions of Self-Compassion Facets According to Neff (2003) 

Variables                         Definitions 

Compassionate Facets    

Self-kindness The ability to be understanding, gentle and supportive of oneself  

Common humanity The ability to recognise that failure and imperfections are part of the shared 
human experience 

Mindfulness The ability to become aware of painful feelings with clarity and balance 

Uncompassionate Facets 

Self-judgement Berating oneself with harsh self-criticism for personal shortcomings 

Isolation The feeling that pain or personal shortcomings are unique to the individual 

Overidentification Becoming enmeshed with an exaggerated storyline of one’s perceived 
inadequacy or painful experience 
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Self-Compassion Intervention  

 Relative to young men, young women experience body concerns more 

frequently and more intensely (Cafri & Thompson, 2004; Grogan, 2008; Murnen, 2011) 

and are also more likely to have low levels of self-compassion (Yarnell et al., 2019). 

Thus, developing innovative ways to help young women improve how they feel about 

their body and increase their levels of self-compassion is imperative. Although a recent 

meta-analytic review, by Turk and Waller (2020), on the impact of self-compassion 

interventions on body image demonstrated small to moderate effect sizes across 16 

studies that included control groups, the authors revealed that the use of self-

compassion as a treatment approach is still relatively new and merits further attention 

and development in treatment settings. Turk and Waller (2020) also recommended that 

self-compassion treatments should address body concerns that are emotionally-driven 

and maintained.    

 Given the role that negative emotions (e.g., inadequacy, self-criticism, anxiety) 

play in body concerns (Strahan et al., 2006), and given that self-compassion involves an 

emotional response to painful emotions (Neff, 2003, 2016a), it is surprising that only 

one known intervention study (Voelker et al., 2019) has investigated the use of self-

compassionate strategies during appearance-related distress. Although an important 

initiative, the intervention conducted by Voelker et al. (2019) was blended with a 

cognitive dissonance component, thereby making it difficult to establish the efficacy of 

self-compassion strategies alone. Additionally, studies have yet to investigate the 

effectiveness of self-compassion strategies in reducing negative body-related emotions 

such as social appearance anxiety, which is an important, yet overlooked, vulnerability 
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factor for eating disorders (Koskina et al., 2011; Levinson & Rodebaugh, 2016; Turel et 

al., 2018). 

 On the grounds of a review of school-based interventions, Yager et al. (2013) 

recommended using existing programs that have been found to be effective to help 

strengthen the quality and breadth of the evidence-base for effective programs within 

university settings. One such program is the Mindful Self-Compassion program (Neff & 

Germer, 2013) (reviewed in Chapter 2) which has been found to improve life 

satisfaction, anxiety, and depression for up to one year in intervention participants 

relative to a waitlist control. More pertinent to the current research, one component of 

this program, the body scan meditation, has been found to improve body image and 

self-compassion for up to three months. However, this meditation exercise has been 

found to be effortful for many participants (Toole & Craighead, 2016). Thus, examining 

mindful self-compassion strategies that may be less effortful and can be used during 

moments of body-related distress is warranted.  

 Finally, on the grounds of a review of university-based interventions, Yager and 

O’Dea (2008) recommended the inclusion of internet-based components, given that 

students are skilled at using these technologies and find them convenient (Kvavik et al., 

2004). Indeed, online interventions involving interactive discussions among group 

members have shown promising results with groups at risk of developing eating 

disorders (e.g., Celio et al., 2000; Zabinski et al., 2004). Of particular importance, 

including an online component as part of a larger intervention may be advantageous 

when researching sensitive issues such as body image as it allows participants to choose 

those aspects of their experience that they are comfortable disclosing. Given the high 
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frequency of SNS use among young women, it is important to develop novel ways of 

using such platforms in productive and comforting ways. 

Overview of Studies 

 Four studies are presented within this doctoral thesis to address four main aims. 

 Studies 1 and 2 (published articles). Both studies addressed the first aim of 

examining serial mediation models within the SNS context using structural equation 

modelling. That is, Study 1 tested the integrated and revised objectification-social 

comparison model of the links between appearance-related SNS use and body concerns 

in women; Study 2 tested the revised objectification model of the links between 

appearance-related SNS use and muscularity concerns in men.  

 Studies 1a and 2a. Both studies are part of Studies 1 and 2, however, 

moderation analyses regarding self-compassion were not reported within the Study 1 

and 2 publications and are thus presented as separate chapters in this thesis. To address 

the second aim, Studies 1a and 2a investigated the mechanisms by which self-

compassion moderates the links between appearance-related SNS use and body-related 

outcomes in women and men using path analysis.  

 Study 3 (manuscript submitted for publication). The third aim is addressed in 

Study 3 which qualitatively explored if or how women and men use trait self-

compassion during appearance-related distress.  

 Study 4 (published article). To investigate the fourth aim, Study 4 evaluated the 

effectiveness of an in-person self-compassion workshop (based on the Mindful Self-

Compassion program), followed by a discussion forum on the SNS, Facebook, on 

improving body image and self-compassion in young women with body concerns. An 

overview of the proposed aims and studies can be seen in Figure 1.3.    
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Overview of Thesis Chapters 

 This doctoral thesis reports four main empirical studies. This chapter presented 

the thesis aims, contributions, and research designs, as well as an overview of each of 

these studies. Chapter 2 outlines the theoretical foundations of the thesis, provides a 

focused review of the selected literature, and the rationale for specific details of the four 

studies. Chapters 3 (Study 1), 5 (Study 2), 7 (Study 3), and 8 (Study 4), are presented as 

journal articles, three of which have been accepted for publication, and one of which 

was submitted for publication, at the time of thesis submission. To keep Studies 1 and 2 

within journal article word limits and provide a single clear message, moderation 

analyses involving self-compassion were not reported within these publications. For this 

reason, they are presented as separate chapters in this thesis. That is, Chapter 4 presents 

Study 1a, and Chapter 6 presents Study 2a, however data for these studies were 

obtained as part of Studies 1 and 2, respectively. The thesis concludes with a general 

discussion in Chapter 9 that reviews findings, implications, and contributions to the 

field. 
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Figure 1.3  
Aims of the Thesis, Papers, and Studies Within the Thesis 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Study 1 
Purpose: To examine whether a combined 
theoretical framework helps explain the link 
between three SNS uses and body concerns in 
young women. 
Design: Cross-sectional (N = 338) 
Framework: Revised objectification model (i.e., 
body surveillance ® social appearance anxiety 
[instead of trait appearance anxiety]), combined 
with social comparison model (using upward 
appearance comparison) 
Thesis Aim: 1 

Study 1a 
Purpose: To examine each of the six facets of self-
compassion as possible moderators of the links 
between the three SNS uses and upward appearance 
comparison, as well as the links between 
fitspiration-related content and body concerns in 
women. 
Design & Framework: As in Study 1 
Thesis Aim: 2 
 
 

Study 4 
Purpose: To evaluate a novel intervention that incorporated the 
use of Facebook to improve body image in young women with 
pre-existing body concerns. 
Design: Experimental (N = 42 intervention; N = 34 waitlist 
control) 
Framework: Mindful Self-Compassion Program (Neff & 
Germer, 2013) 
Thesis Aim: 4 

Study 2 
Purpose: To examine whether objectification 
theory helps explain the link between three 
SNS uses and muscularity concerns in young 
men. 
Design: Cross-sectional (N = 303) 
Framework: Revised objectification model 
(i.e., body surveillance ® social appearance 
anxiety [instead of trait appearance anxiety]). 
Thesis Aim: 1 
 

Study 3 
Purpose: To examine whether, and how, selected 
female and male participants from Studies 1 and 2 
(i.e., those with high trait self-compassion and 
positive body image, or low self-compassion and 
negative body image) understand and use each of the 
six facets of self-compassion during appearance-
related distress 
Design: Qualitative (N = 30) 
Framework: Neff’s (2003) self-compassion model 
Thesis Aim: 3 

Study 2a 
Purpose: To examine each of the six facets 
of self-compassion as possible moderators of 
the links between the three SNS uses and 
body surveillance, as well as the links 
between fitspiration-related content and 
muscularity concerns in men. 
Design & Framework: As in Study 1 
Thesis Aim: 2 
 
 

Social Networking Sites and Body Image in Young Adults: The Role of Self-Compassion 
 

Aim 1: To investigate new mediating links between three appearance-related SNS uses and body concerns in young women and men.  
Aim 2: To examine the mechanisms by which self-compassion acts as a moderator on the links between three SNS uses and body-related outcomes for women and men. 
Aim 3: To explore if and how trait levels of self-compassion are utilised during appearance-related distress.  
Aim 4: To examine whether self-compassion can improve body image in young women, and whether improvements can be enhanced by a more constructive use of a SNS. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Theoretical Foundations and Focused Literature Review 

 One aim of this chapter is to specify and define the relevant theoretical 

foundations of this thesis: objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997), social 

comparison theory (Festinger, 1954), and self-compassion (Neff, 2003). Two further 

objectives are to provide a focused review of the selected literature, as well as provide 

the rationale for specific details of the four studies. In terms of objectification theory, 

the literature review for women and men is centred around the types of online situations 

where self-objectification/objectification can occur. The rationale for revising a core 

mediational model within the objectification framework is presented. Similarly, with 

regards to social comparison theory, the literature review is focused on the direction of 

comparison (i.e., upward appearance comparison) and how this comparison process 

differs between women and men. Self-compassion, as conceptualised by Neff (2003), is 

also described in detail. The literature review includes a discussion of the Self-

Compassion Scale (Neff, 2003) and the rationale for using this scale within the current 

research, as well as the moderating role of self-compassion and its affect regulation 

properties.  

Objectification Theory  

  Objectification theory, as conceptualised by Fredrickson and Roberts (1997), 

provides a theoretical framework that explores the consequences of living in a society 

where women’s bodies are often viewed as merely sexual objects to be gazed upon. 

Objectification can occur within three areas: (a) interpersonal or social encounters (e.g., 

leering, whistling, evaluative commentary), (b) visual media that depicts such 

interpersonal encounters (e.g., fragrance advertisements), and (c) visual media that 
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spotlights bodies and body parts (e.g., films, music videos, magazines) (Fredrickson & 

Roberts, 1997). To highlight the impact that visual media has over time, following a 2-

year longitudinal study, Aubrey (2006) concluded that duration of exposure to sexually 

objectifying messages on television, music videos, or through advertising, is less 

damaging than how frequently such messages are viewed over time. In addition, Aubrey 

(2006) showed that conforming to a thin body ideal was considered crucial to sexual 

attractiveness by women.    

 Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) also detail the experiential consequences that 

objectification can have in women’s lives over time. A central tenet of objectification 

theory is that the cultural environment of objectification functions to socialise girls and 

women to, at some level, view themselves as objects to be gazed upon and evaluated. In 

turn, they begin to value appearance attributes in themselves over personal 

characteristics, such as competence. In other words, to varying degrees, women begin to 

self-objectify. Sadly, evidence suggests that when women engage in self-objectification, 

they also become self-conscious and begin to habitually monitor their body’s outward 

appearance (Moradi & Huang, 2008). Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) argue that this 

habitual monitoring of one’s appearance – referred to as body surveillance – is a 

manifestation of self-objectification that could be viewed as a strategy employed by 

women to determine how they will be treated by others. This is perhaps unsurprising 

given that the vast majority of people tend to view the female body in terms of its 

aesthetic appeal rather than its function (Franzoi, 1995).  

 Accumulated evidence supports the notion that self-objectification or body 

surveillance leads to various negative consequences for women. More specifically, the 

evaluation of one’s body from an observer’s perspective can lead to body shame and 
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appearance anxiety (Muehlenkamp & Saris-Baglama, 2002), particularly as most 

women fail to meet the narrow standards of societal body ideals (Strahan et al., 2006). 

Additionally, the habitual self-monitoring can disrupt flow or peak motivational states 

(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Objectification theory posits that disordered eating, as 

well as depression and sexual dysfunction, may emerge as women manage how their 

body appears to others (e.g., through dieting) in order to minimise body shame or 

appearance anxiety (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). 

Core Mediational Models 

 The core mediational models of objectification theory posit that areas in which 

objectification can occur trigger self-objectification that manifests as body surveillance, 

which leads to parallel mediators of body shame, trait appearance anxiety, disruption of 

peak motivational states, and insensitivity to bodily cues, and finally to eating disorder 

symptomatology, depression, and/or sexual dysfunction (see Figure 2.1).  
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Figure 2.1  

Core Mediational Models of Objectification Theory 

 

Note. Figure has been redrawn and adapted from “Trait self-objectification in women: Affective 

and personality correlates,” by K. Miner-Rubino, J. M. Twenge, and B. L. Fredrickson, 2002, 

Journal of Research in Personality, 36(2), p. 150 (https://doi.org/10.1006/jrpe.2001.2343).  

 

 One of the most tested and supported mediational models within the body image 

literature includes only one of the parallel mediators, namely body shame (e.g., 

Calogero et al., 2005; Fredrickson et al., 1998; Butkowski et al., 2019; Noll & 

Fredrickson, 1998; Rolnik et al., 2010; Schaeffer et al., 2018; Sun, 2018; Tiggemann & 

Boundy, 2008; Wang et al., 2019). Body shame has been shown to mediate pathways 

between objectification variables and drive for thinness (e.g., Calogero et al., 2005; 

Ferreira et al., 2013), however only one known study (Sun, 2018) has assessed and 

found support for body shame as a mediator of the link between body surveillance and 

body dissatisfaction. Interestingly, Lindner et al. (2012) examined body shame and 

body dissatisfaction as parallel mediators in a model testing the links between self-

objectification and eating disorder symptomatology. The authors found a significant 

conceptual overlap between body shame and body dissatisfaction such that they re-
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specified their measurement model by combining the two variables to yield a single 

latent construct. Unlike Lindner et al. (2012), Sun (2018) did not report results of the 

measurement model, thus, it is difficult to establish whether conceptual differences of 

body shame and body dissatisfaction exist in their study. In the current research, body 

dissatisfaction was measured using the same scale as Lindner et al. (2012) and, thus, to 

avoid possible conceptual overlap, body shame was not included as a mediator in the 

objectification model tested in women.  

Proposed Revised Model  

 Although tested less frequently than body shame, trait appearance anxiety has 

been found to mediate the pathways between self-objectification and eating disorder 

symptomatology in samples of men and women (e.g., Fitzsimmons-Craft & Bardone-

Cone, 2012; Tiggemann & Kuring, 2004; Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001; Tiggemann & 

Williams, 2012). However, the evaluative, or “gazing”, nature of objectification 

suggests that appearance anxiety typically arises from social or interpersonal sources. 

Indeed, young adults are generally concerned with how their body appears to others 

(Liimakka, 2014; Thomas et al., 2014), with many reporting a feeling of pressure to 

embody culturally constructed and imposed forms of feminine or masculine 

attractiveness (Barry & Martin, 2016; Slater & Tiggemann, 2015). Thus, assessing 

appearance anxiety from an interpersonal perspective (i.e., “I am anxious because I’m 

not meeting others’ expectations of societal standards”), rather than from the traditional 

intrapersonal perspective ( i.e., “I am anxious because I’m not meeting my 

understanding of societal standards“), may be an important yet overlooked component 

in the causal chain from objectification to body concerns.  
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 This interpersonal perspective is captured in the concept of social appearance 

anxiety. Social appearance anxiety is the fear of being negatively evaluated by others 

based on one’s appearance (Hart et al., 2008). Clinical and non-clinical studies have 

found that social appearance anxiety is positively related to drive for thinness and body 

dissatisfaction and have suggested that it could be an important vulnerability factor for 

eating disorders (Koskina et al., 2011; Levinson & Rodebaugh, 2016, Turel et al., 

2018). Thus, the novel approach of replacing the anxiety variable most commonly 

assessed within an objectification perspective, namely trait appearance anxiety, with 

(the more state-like) social appearance anxiety may provide new insights into the 

objectification process. Figure 2.2 shows the revised objectification model underlying 

the current research. 

Figure 2.2 

Proposed Revised Objectification Mediational Model 

 

  

Objectification Theory and Men’s Body Image 

 As discussed earlier, objectification theory was originally developed by 

Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) to help explain how the patriarchal power structure 
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fostered a culture that normalises the reduction of women’s self-worth to a notion based 

merely on their appearance. Thus, it is important to note that although evidence suggests 

that men’s bodies are becoming increasingly objectified within mainstream media (Pope 

et al., 2001; Thompson & Cafri, 2007), men retain the dominant status within the 

patriarchal culture. Indeed, studies have shown that levels of self-objectification and 

body surveillance are higher in women than in men (Calogero, 2009). Nonetheless, a 

culture of muscularity has emerged in the media over the last 40 years, compared with 

similar images prior to the 1970s (Tod & Lavallee, 2010). Men have been increasingly 

exposed to media images of male bodies that reflect the mesomorphic ideal (broad, 

muscular shoulders tapering down to a narrow waist) (Barry & Martin; 2016; Gültzow 

et al., 2020; Leit et al., 2001). As argued within objectification theory (Fredrickson & 

Roberts, 1997), exposure to visual media that perpetuates a societal ideal may not only 

lead to young men’s preoccupation with their appearance, but also to the valuing of 

appearance standards, such as muscularity, as indicators of success and attractiveness 

(Baird & Grieve, 2006; Edwards et al., 2017; Frederick et al., 2007).  

 A growing body of research suggests that some men desire a muscular physique 

to the point that appearance has become more valued than functionality. For 

example, studies have shown that men who reported higher levels of self-objectification 

were more likely to report exercising for appearance enhancement, and show a desire 

for a significantly more muscular body shape, than men who reported lower levels of 

self-objectification (Oehlhuf et al., 2009; Strelan & Hargreaves, 2005). Further, 

researchers have found that men with higher levels of self-objectification evidenced 

more symptoms of muscle dysmorphia (e.g., steroid use, excessive dieting, and 

impaired social functioning) and greater internalisation of muscular media ideals, 
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compared to men who scored low on measures of self-objectification (Grieve & 

Helmick, 2008; Morry & Staska, 2001). Experimental research has also shown that 

when men were asked to wear a Speedo bathing suit, they experienced similar levels of 

self-objectification to those previously found for women (Hebl et al., 2004; Martins et 

al., 2006).  

 Although limited studies have tested the core mediational models proposed by 

objectification theory in samples of men, some studies have used objectification theory 

to explain disordered eating, finding moderate support for its utility in boys and men 

(Calogero, 2009; Tiggemann & Kuring, 2004; Tiggemann & Slater, 2010). However, 

despite evidence showing the associations between media exposure and men’s 

muscularity concerns (Agliata & Tantleff-Dunn, 2004; Blond, 2008; Smolak & Stein, 

2006), the use of objectification theory to explain these associations has received 

limited attention and yielded mixed results. Neither body surveillance nor body shame 

were found to mediate the links between internalised media ideals and drive for 

muscularity (Daniel & Bridges, 2010; Parent & Moradi, 2011). Furthermore, an 

experimental study demonstrated that exposure to muscular-idealised imagery of men 

did not induce body surveillance, social physique anxiety, body shame, or drive for 

muscularity, although the authors suggested that the images used may have been 

considered within the upper extreme category of muscularity, and thus portrayed an 

unrealistic physique (Michaels et al., 2013). Indeed, previous experimental effects have 

been found for muscular dissatisfaction when men were exposed to images of 

moderately muscular men but not hyper muscular men (Arbour & Martin Ginis, 2006).  

 In contrast to the aforementioned studies that found no support for 

objectification theory, Aubrey (2006) found that exposure to sexually objectifying 
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images on television and in magazines was associated with high levels of body 

surveillance in young men in a 2-year longitudinal study. Using a revised objectification 

model, Heath et al. (2016) replaced body shame with muscular dissatisfaction and found 

that muscular dissatisfaction and body surveillance together mediated the link between 

internalisation of the mesomorphic ideal and muscle dysmorphia characteristics. Thus, 

there is some support for the mediating role of body surveillance in the link between 

media images and muscularity concerns among men. Body surveillance was thus 

assessed in Study 2 of the current research, as one of two possible mediators within a 

revised mediational model of objectification theory.  

 Several reasons could help explain the mixed findings regarding objectification 

theory and men’s drive for muscularity. One possible reason is that the mesomorphic 

physique promoted by the media may be associated with appearance, as well as with 

performance and competence, possibly conflating the two. Another possible 

explanation, as suggested by Heath et al. (2016), is that body shame may be more 

salient to thinness-related body concerns in women and may not fully capture the 

emotional experiences that underlie muscularity-related concerns in men. Indeed, in 

their seminal study, Fredrickson et al. (1998) found that, relative to women, when 

trying on a swimsuit (to induce self-objectification), men reported feeling more 

awkward and foolish and less disgusted and revolted. Findings by Fredrickson et al. 

(1998) suggest that the men may have felt the temporary tomfoolery of embarrassment 

rather than the intense self-deficiency experienced during shame (Miller & Tangney, 

1994). Perhaps, in terms of objectification, men are more concerned with how they are 

evaluated by others than by how they view themselves in comparison with idealised 

images.  
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 A third reason lies with the measurement of drive for muscularity. Based on a 

review in the field, Tod and Edwards (2015) propose that the Drive for Muscularity 

Scale (McCreary & Sasse, 2000) be broken down into its two dimensions: (a) the 

Attitudes subscale, which measures one’s desire for increased muscularity, and (b) the 

Behavioural subscale, which measures one’s engagement in muscularity-enhancing 

behaviours. Given that many previous studies (e.g., Daniel & Bridges, 2010; Parent & 

Moradi, 2011) have used the composite scale, it remains unknown whether 

objectification variables predicted behavioural or attitudinal (or both) aspects of drive 

for muscularity. Thus, part of the aim within the current research was to assess each 

component of the Drive for Muscularity Scale (McCreary & Sasse, 2000) as separate 

constructs to determine whether objectification theory is applicable to either or both 

attitudinal and behavioural drive for muscularity.  

Measures of Self-Objectification 

 Although self-objectification is a core element of the objectification model, 

controversy regarding its assessment has emerged over the years (Betz & Ramsey, 

2017; Calogero, 2011; Daniel & Bridges, 2010; Lindner et al., 2012; Parent & Moradi, 

2011). Specifically, the Self-Objectification Questionnaire (SOQ; Noll & Fredrickson, 

1998) measures the extent to which individuals consider five observable appearance-

based body attributes (i.e., weight, sex appeal, physical attractiveness, muscle tone, 

measurements) to be more important than five non-observable competence-based body 

attributes (i.e., physical coordination, health, strength, energy level, physical fitness 

level). However, referring to the non-observable attributes as competence-based may 

not sufficiently qualify the attributes as referring to physical competence. This is 

particularly so for men who often view their physique from an appearance and 
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performance perspective (Calogero, 2011; Davids et al., 2019). As a consequence of 

this possibly blurred distinction, participants are often confused by this scale’s 

instructions. In addition, its rank-order format and a scoring system that does not allow 

for standard estimates of internal consistency mean that the internal reliability of the 

SOQ has not been well established in the empirical literature. Although Daniel et al. 

(2014) subsequently developed another scale, the Male Assessment of Self-

Objectification, issues pertaining to the rank order format, scoring, and confusion 

regarding the instructions were not resolved in this newer scale.  

 Instead of measuring self-objectification using problematic scales such as the 

above, some researchers have used measures of body surveillance as proxies for self-

objectification. In their review of objectification theory, Moradi and Huang (2008) 

revealed that, across studies that examined self-objectification and body surveillance 

together, body surveillance was linked uniquely and consistently with body concern 

criterion variables (e.g., Greenleaf & McGreer, 2006; Slater & Tiggeman, 2002; 

Tiggemann & Kuring, 2004; Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001; Tiggemann & Slater, 2002), 

whereas self-objectification was linked uniquely only to some criterion variables, in 

some subsamples (Greenleaf & McGreer, 2006; Slater & Tiggeman, 2002). Thus, in 

line with previous studies (e.g., Kozee & Tylka, 2006; Rolnik et al., 2010; Slater & 

Tiggemann, 2010), in the current research, body surveillance was assessed as a 

manifestation of, and proxy for, self-objectification, rather than assessing self-

objectification per se.  

Appearance-Related SNS Use and Objectification 

 Given that the visual media is an area in which objectification can occur 

(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997), it is likely that the highly visual nature of SNS 
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platforms provide extensive opportunities for young adults to be exposed to idealised 

and objectified imagery (Bair et al., 2013; Karsay et al., 2018). Images or videos of 

attractive celebrities on SNSs are likely to be one such area. Celebrities (e.g., singers, 

footballers, models, reality stars) consistently hold the most widely followed and 

influential Instagram accounts (Statista: Clement, 2020), setting unrealistic and 

idealised standards for how women’s and men’s bodies should be represented. It 

follows that users who are exposed to these images and who desire both to emulate 

these standards and to be seen as fashionable may be vulnerable to body concerns. In 

support of this assertion, Cohen et al. (2017) found that young women’s following of 

celebrity accounts on Instagram was associated with body surveillance and drive for 

thinness. Qualitative findings by Swenson and Allen (2019) also revealed that young 

adult men are heavily influenced by the idealised body promoted by celebrities and 

athletes on social media with many stating they feel they will never be muscular 

enough. Furthermore, given the interactivity afforded by SNSs, many celebrities use 

SNSs to reach out to fans and do so by creating favourable impressions of themselves 

(Chung & Cho, 2017). This type of celebrity engagement may be associated with body 

concerns in young adults. Indeed, Ho et al. (2016) found positive relationships between 

celebrity involvement on SNSs and drive for muscularity in men, and body 

dissatisfaction and drive for thinness in women.  

 Social networking sites have also created a new type of celebrity known as 

“micro-celebrities” or “influencers” (Khamis et al., 2016). Their identities are based 

upon the recognition, admiration, and aspiration of their followers (Kutthakaphan & 

Chokesamritpol, 2013) and many endorse, discuss, and review fitness, fashion, beauty 

or grooming products, most of which are associated with presenting an idealised 
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appearance. One type of influencer is a fashion blogger. Fashion bloggers or influencers 

post images of fashion-forward individuals from public spaces (e.g. sidewalks, parks, 

and outdoor cafés). Content analytic work has shown that the main characteristics of 

individuals (non-models) presented on fashion bloggers’ SNSs included thinness for 

women and leanness for men (Kraus, 2014). Furthermore, Kraus (2014) found that, 

relative to men, women’s images were positioned in accordance to ritualisation of 

subordination (e.g., sitting or lying in alluring poses and looking up at the camera). As 

these individuals were not professional models, their choice of pose was likely 

attributed to internalisation of objectified advertising over time. But perhaps more 

alarming is that portrayals of “normal people”, in addition to those of celebrities and 

models, that align with sexual stereotypes might reach many more viewers via SNSs 

and teach them to subscribe to corresponding attitudes about women and men. In fact, 

the idea of sexual attractiveness seems to be gaining momentum on SNSs. A recent 

study by Bell et al. (2018) revealed that women typically received more likes on their 

objectified self-images than their non-objectified images. Similarly, a recent content 

analysis revealed that men’s images on Instagram depicted high levels of muscularity 

and leanness and that posts depicting men adhering to this specific body type received 

significantly more likes and comments (Gültzow et al., 2020).  

 Another SNS trend in which objectification is likely to occur is fitspiration. In 

support, numerous content analyses have revealed that fitspiration content comprises a 

large percentage of objectified images. For example, Tiggemann and Zaccardo (2018) 

found that the majority of fitspiration images, of women and men, also featured at least 

one objectifying feature (e.g., abdominal muscles or legs) rather than the whole body. 

Similarly, Deighton-Smith and Bell (2018) and Santarossa et al. (2019) found that 
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individuals in fitspiration posts were often depicted in objectifying poses exposing their 

arms, chest, abdomen, legs, back and/or buttocks, omitting their faces or adopting 

passive poses (e.g., selfies). Nonetheless, although the viewing of fitspiration sites has 

been found to be associated with body concerns in women (Cohen et al., 2017) and 

internalisation of the muscularity ideal in men (Fatt et al., 2019), findings have been less 

clear on the association between fitspiration and objectification variables. Some studies 

show no association between fitspiration and body surveillance (Cohen et al., 2017) or 

self-objectification (Fardouly et al., 2018), whereas another study shows a positive link 

between the athletic ideal (a body type portrayed on fitspiration sites that is toned, with 

defined body parts such as abdominals and upper arms) and body surveillance (Betz et 

al., 2019). Given the amount of objectification identified in fitspiration content for both 

women and men, and the mixed findings regarding the impact of this SNS content, 

further investigation in this area is warranted. 

 In addition to visual media, another area in which objectification can occur is 

interpersonal or social encounters. These encounters traditionally have occurred in face-

to-face contexts that involve conversations about appearance or evaluative commentary 

from others, both of which have been shown to be associated with body concerns for 

women (Engeln-Maddox et al., 2012; Fuller-Tyszkiewicz et al., 2019) and muscularity 

concerns for men (Engeln et al., 2013). However, with the advent of SNSs, 

interpersonal encounters in which individuals can engage in appearance-related 

commentary are increasingly occurring online. In online contexts, they frequently take 

the form of likes and comments. Consistent with the aforementioned studies showing 

positive relationships between in-person appearance conversations and body concerns, 
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Butkowski et al. (2019) showed that young women’s investment in likes and comments 

was associated with body dissatisfaction and drive for thinness via body surveillance.  

 Although some researchers have found associations between photo activity (e.g., 

frequency of taking selfies, editing, sharing photos) and objectification variables (Cohen 

et al., 2017; Cohen et al., 2018; Meier & Gray, 2014), other research suggests that it is 

the feedback received in response to uploaded photos that may be most closely 

associated with objectification variables. For example, Bell et al. (2018) found that 

receipt of more likes on objectified self-images, relative to non-objectified self-images, 

was associated with the frequency of posting objectified self-images. Additionally, 

Ramsey and Horan (2018) found that although self-objectification was not associated 

with the act of posting sexualised photos online, it was associated with desiring 

attention on, and basing one’s self-worth in, social media. Perhaps the taking and 

posting of selfies/photos to social media give rise to the anticipation of responses, which 

in turn triggers feelings of self-consciousness and/or fear of negative evaluation by 

others. It appears that SNS users may display photos in order to seek social approval 

(Siibak, 2009; Zhao et al., 2008), however this feedback-seeking behaviour that attracts 

evaluative commentary is considered an area likely to evoke in users, body-checking 

behaviours and anxiety about how others view them.  

Social Comparison Theory  

 Social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) posits that people engage in 

comparisons with others to fulfil a basic human need for self-evaluation in the absence 

of objective criteria. Comparison processes are cognitive judgements that people make 

about their own attributes compared to those of others. The theory differentiates 

between three types of social comparison: upward (comparison with others who are 
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perceived to be better than oneself), downward (comparison with others deemed worse 

than oneself), and lateral (comparison with similar others to oneself) (Festinger, 1954; 

Morrison et al., 2004; Taylor & Lobel, 1989). Festinger (1954) proposed that upward 

comparisons were likely to produce negative consequences, such as decreased self-

esteem, whereas downward comparisons were likely to produce positive consequences, 

such as increased self-esteem. Festinger also argued that the quest for self-evaluation 

drives individuals to seek out comparisons with similar rather than dissimilar others.  

 The vast majority of body image research among young women, however, 

indicates that some of the central tenets of social comparison theory may not hold 

(Myers & Crowther, 2009). For example, although the theory argues that individuals are 

most likely to compare themselves to similar others, women compare themselves to 

unrealistic thin media images of women just as frequently as they compare themselves 

to more relevant peers (Engeln-Maddox, 2006; Strahan et al., 2006). Second, although 

the theory argues that people will not continue to make unfavourable comparisons (i.e., 

upward comparisons) given the negative consequences, women frequently (intentionally 

or automatically) make upward appearance comparisons (Leahey et al., 2007; Want 

2009) and do so even when they experience detrimental consequences (Strahan et al., 

2006). Indeed, women’s upward appearance comparisons to media images have been 

associated with high levels of body dissatisfaction and body monitoring (Ridolfi et al., 

2011) and shown to mediate the link between Instagram use and body surveillance 

(Feltman & Szymanski, 2018). 

 Although social comparison and objectification theories are two distinct and 

valuable perspectives from which to understand women’s body concerns, social 

comparison may play a role in perpetuating the “circle of objectification” (Strelan & 
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Hargreaves, 2005) that leads to body image disturbance (Linder et al. (2012; Tylka & 

Sabik, 2010). In other words, when women see themselves, and other women, as objects 

to be admired (i.e., engage in self-objectification and objectification), they are also 

likely, albeit unconsciously, engaging in comparison processes that can exacerbate body 

monitoring behaviours and negative body image. Thus, as shown in Figure 1.1 (Chapter 

1), the aim of Study 1 was to use an integrated objectification-social comparison model 

to test whether upward appearance comparison, body surveillance, and social 

appearance anxiety serially mediate each of the three SNS uses and body concerns in 

young undergraduate women. 

 In terms of social comparison theory and men’s body image, research 

consistently shows that the relationship between social comparison and body 

dissatisfaction is stronger for women than for men (Myers & Crowther, 2009; Strahan et 

al., 2006; Thompson & Heinberg, 1993). This may be explained, at least in part, by the 

fact that most previous studies with men included assessments of body dissatisfaction 

based on thinness concerns rather than muscle-related aspects of one’s body. However, 

some studies have shown no association between appearance comparisons and men’s 

drive for muscularity (e.g., Ho et al., 2016; Karazsia & Crowther 2010; Sohn, 2010). 

With regards to visual media, Ho et al. (2016) found that the relationship between social 

comparison with celebrities on SNSs and men’s drive for muscularity was non-

significant, yet a positive association was found between comparison with celebrities on 

SNSs and women’s body dissatisfaction and drive for thinness. Similarly, Sohn (2010) 

showed that upward appearance comparisons to media figures did not predict actual-

ideal discrepancy among men, yet this association was positive in women.  
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 Qualitative findings suggest that, although men acknowledge that celebrity and 

fitness images on social media are unrealistic, unobtainable, and can lead to negative 

body image, many still engage in upward comparisons. Reasons for doing so include 

learning new fitness tips, having something to aim for, being inspired, and knowing 

what is attractive to the opposite sex (e.g., Flannery et al. 2020; McNeill & Firman 

2014; Morrison et al., 2003; Raggatt et al., 2018). In sum, it seems that upward 

appearance comparisons with media images may be related to shape and weight 

concerns in women, but self-improvement or social benefits, rather than negative body 

image, in men. Thus, as shown in Figure 1.2 (Chapter 1), in Study 2, upward 

appearance comparison was not included in the revised objectification model used to 

examine links between SNS uses and muscularity concerns in men. 

The Role of Self-Compassion 

 Studies 1 and 2 have multiple objectives. Fundamentally, they were geared 

toward the processes of objectification and social comparison (for women), so as to 

understand the associations between appearance-related SNS use and negative body 

image in emerging adults. In addition, consistent with calls to focus on factors related to 

resilience and adaptation (e.g., Linder et al., 2012; Tylka & Kroon Van Diest, 2015), 

these studies examined factors that are protective against possible adverse impacts of 

appearance-related SNS use. Understanding why some individuals remain relatively 

unaffected when using appearance-related SNSs may provide clearer paths for the 

development of prevention and treatment methods. One such protective factor may be 

self-compassion. As discussed in Chapter 1, the current research examines the 

moderating role of self-compassion via its facets; thus, the following section describes 

the function of each facet in accord with Neff’s (2003) concept of self-compassion. 
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The Facets of Self-Compassion 

 Several models and measures of self-compassion exist, yet there is a lack of 

consensus in the field on how to define or measure compassion for self or others 

(Gilbert et al., 2017; Gilbert et al., 2004; Strauss et al., 2016). One prominent 

perspective is that of  Neff (2003), who defines self-compassion as consisting of six 

distinct yet interrelated components that can also be grouped as three pairs of opposing 

facets: (a) self-kindness versus self-judgement; (b) a sense of common humanity versus 

isolation; and (3) mindfulness versus overidentification.  

 Self-Kindness vs Self-Judgement. Self-kindness entails the ability to show 

oneself understanding and comfort during times of failure or suffering, whether these 

situations are self-inflicted or out of one’s control (Neff, 2003). Indeed, the inner 

conversation is gentle and encouraging, reflective of how one might treat a friend in a 

similar situation. Self-kindness involves acknowledging one’s problems or 

shortcomings, but without judgement, so that one is able to provide oneself the 

necessary support to deal with the situation (Germer & Neff, 2013). Self-judgement is 

the act of being harshly self-critical or berating and blaming oneself for one’s failure or 

disappointment. When life circumstances become stressful, rather than taking a moment 

to offer oneself comfort and understanding, a self-judgemental person is likely to try to 

immediately control or fix the problem, which can exacerbate any negative feelings 

(Germer & Neff, 2013).  

 Common Humanity vs Isolation. Common humanity involves the recognition 

that humans are flawed and, indeed, that the human condition is imperfect; thus, one is 

not alone in one’s suffering (Neff, 2003). It is a shared human experience to feel that 

one’s expectations have not been reached, or that one wishes to be someone else or have 
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something else. Indeed, one’s own flawed condition connects one to the shared human 

condition of imperfection, so that features of the self are considered from a broad, 

inclusive perspective (Germer & Neff, 2013). However, when people experience 

suffering or failures as aberrations from the shared human condition, they may feel that 

other people experience happier lives and, thus, feel a sense of isolation. 

 Mindfulness vs Overidentification. Mindfulness requires the ability to become 

aware of painful emotions without suppression or avoidance (Neff, 2003). Although it is 

necessary to bring attention to the pain in order to extend compassion toward the self, it 

is important to do so in a balanced and grounded way that prevents one becoming 

enmeshed with the situation driving the pain (Neff & Germer, 2013). It is important to 

note that the type of mindfulness within self-compassion is narrower in scope than 

general mindfulness. There are two distinct differences. First, the mindfulness facet of 

self-compassion refers to balanced awareness of the negative thoughts and feelings 

involved in personal suffering. Mindfulness in general refers to the ability to pay 

attention to any experience, whether positive, negative, or neutral, with acceptance and 

equanimity (Neff & Germer, 2013). Second, self-compassionate mindfulness focuses on 

oneself as the “experiencer” of the painful emotions rather than focusing solely on the 

experience of emotions, which is what mindfulness in general entails (Neff & Germer, 

2013, p. 29). Indeed, when distressing experiences arise, it is this focus on the self as 

experiencing the painful emotions that allows one to extend comfort and recognition 

that such experiences are part of being human (Neff & Germer, 2013).  

In contrast to mindfulness, overidentification refers to ruminating over negative 

emotions and becoming enmeshed with the situation that caused the distress. This type 

of rumination on negative feelings can narrow one’s focus and create a negative self-
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concept (Nolen-Hoeksema, 1991). Also distinct from the practise of mindfulness is the 

process of avoiding or supressing one’s negative feelings which can lead to feelings of 

loneliness (Srivastava et al., 2009). 

Interrelations Between the Facets 

 According to Neff (2003), the six facets of self-compassion are experienced 

differently and are conceptually distinct, but they also tend to engender one another. For 

example, the balanced approach of mindfulness toward negative experiences lessens 

self-judgment. Conversely, when one takes a moment to stop berating oneself to 

experience some degree of understanding, the impact of negative emotional experiences 

will be blunted, allowing for a clearer perspective of one’s emotions. Similarly, 

recognising that painful emotions and disappointments are shared with others reduces 

the need to blame or criticise oneself, just as being less self-judgemental can soften 

feelings of isolation. In other words, Neff (2003) defines overall self-compassion as a 

state of mind involving increased self-kindness and reduced self-judgment, increased 

common humanity and reduced isolation, increased mindfulness and reduced over-

identification (Neff, 2016a, 2016b). Indeed, self-compassion is assessed in this way 

when using the composite Self-Compassion Scale (Neff, 2003).  

Criticisms of the Self-Compassion Scale 

 Although the construct validity of the Self-Compassion Scale (SCS; Neff, 2003) 

is not the focus of this thesis, controversy regarding its structure has recently emerged. 

Given that the SCS and the Self-Compassion Scale Short-Form (SCS-SF; Raes et al., 

2011) are used within the current research, the controversy surrounding the use of these 

scales must be addressed. Operationalisation of self-compassion within the SCS (Neff, 

2003) was based on compassion for others as broadly conceptualized in Buddhist 
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philosophy. The SCS was developed and validated in a sample of U.S. undergraduates 

and confirmatory factor analyses supported an adequate fit for a six-factor 

intercorrelated model and a higher-order factor model (Neff, 2003). The scale consists 

of 26 items, half of which are designed to assess compassionate self-responding (i.e., 

self-kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness) and half of which assess 

uncompassionate self-responding (i.e., self-judgement, isolation, and 

overidentification). To examine each subscale separately, subscale scores are computed 

by calculating the mean of subscale item responses. To calculate the total score, the 

uncompassionate subscales are reverse scored before calculating subscale means, then 

the grand mean of all six subscales is computed. Given that the SCS-SF (Raes et al., 

2011) should only be used as a total score, the uncompassionate items must be reverse 

scored before calculating the total self-compassion score.  

 Critics of the SCS (Neff, 2003) argue that the negative components of the SCS 

are more strongly linked to psychopathology than the positive components, and 

therefore should not be included in a total SCS score because they inflate the link 

between self-compassion and well-being (e.g., Muris et al., 2018; Muris et al., 2016; 

Muris & Petrocchi, 2017). Additionally, social mentality theory (Gilbert, 1998, 2005) 

posits that compassionate behaviour is associated with activity in the parasympathetic 

nervous system, whereas uncompassionate behaviour is linked with activity in the 

sympathetic nervous system, and since they tap into different underlying physiology, 

only the compassionate facets should be included in the total score (Gilbert et al., 2011).   

 However, Neff et al. (2019) argue that, if the overall SCS (Neff, 2003) excludes 

the measure of reduced uncompassionate self-responding, “the implication would be 

that how self-critical, isolated, and overidentified individuals are in times of struggle 
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has little bearing on how self-compassionate they are.” (p. 29). Furthermore, they argue 

that the degree to which individuals display uncompassionate behaviour toward 

themselves during times of disappointment or suffering is central to the process of 

understanding how self-compassionate they are overall (Neff et al., 2019). Consistent 

with over 30 published studies since its initial development (see Neff et al., 2019, for 

list), recent findings from an examination of the factor structure of the SCS (Neff, 2003) 

across 20 (English and non-English speaking) countries including community, student 

and clinical samples (Neff et al., 2019), have generally demonstrated an excellent fit for 

the six-factor correlated model and a single bi-factor model using confirmatory factor 

analyses and structural equation modelling.  

 Thus, it seems that there is merit in using the SCS (Neff, 2003) either as a 

measure of six specific self-compassion facets or as a measure of a single composite 

construct (compassionate responding plus [following reverse-scoring] reduced 

uncompassionate responding). The current Studies 1a and 2a examined the mechanisms 

by which self-compassion acts as a moderator of the links between SNS use and body-

related variables. In these studies, each subscale score was computed by calculating the 

mean of the responses to the relevant subscale items. Furthermore, to better understand 

the different ways that individuals emotionally respond to pain and failure, in these two 

studies, each pair of opposing facets (e.g., self-kindness versus self-judgment) was 

included in a separate moderation analysis. In contrast, in Study 4, given that the focus 

was on improvement in overall self-compassion, which includes reductions in the 

uncompassionate items, the total score of the SCS-SF (Raes et al., 2011) was calculated 

after reverse scoring the uncompassionate facets.  

Self-Compassion and Body Image  
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 Alongside the vast body of literature showing that self-compassion is related to 

many aspects of psychological well-being (Neff et al., 2007; Neff & Vonk, 2009; 

Smeets et al., 2014), a growing body of research has examined the links between self-

compassion and body image. A recent meta-analysis (Turk & Waller, 2020), conducted 

on 59 studies, showed higher self-compassion was associated with lower eating 

pathology, reduced body concerns, and greater positive body image, with medium to 

strong effect sizes (r = −0.34, r = −0.45, r = 0.52 respectively). In particular, studies 

have substantiated the negative associations between self-compassion and body 

dissatisfaction, (Albertson et al., 2015; Moffit et al., 2018; Seekis et al., 2017), drive for 

thinness (Ferreira et al., 2013), body surveillance (Liss & Erchull 2015; Mosewich et 

al., 2011; Wang et al., 2020), and appearance comparison (Tylka et al., 2015), as well as 

the positive association between self-compassion and body appreciation (Albertson et 

al., 2015; Seekis et al., 2017; Toole & Craighead, 2016). Daily diary studies have also 

shown that, on days when participants reported higher levels of appearance-related self-

compassion, they also reported lower levels of disordered eating (Brienes et al., 2014), 

body surveillance and body shame (Daye et al., 2014), and higher levels of body 

appreciation (Kelly et al., 2016).   

 Each of the different facets of self-compassion may play a role. First, the facet 

of self-compassion that involves showing kindness and understanding towards oneself 

(self-kindness), in a similar way to how one might provide comfort to a distressed 

friend, is consistent with body appreciation and inconsistent with the negative self-

evaluation and criticism of body dissatisfaction. Second, rather than focusing on one’s 

individual identity or problem, the self-compassionate facet that involves recognition 

that all humans experience appearance-related inadequacies and imperfections 
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(common humanity) may facilitate a connection to others during difficult times. This 

facet of self-compassion might also help individuals avoid the pitfalls of isolation and 

self-pity that could exacerbate appearance-related anxiety. The third facet of self-

compassion, encouraging a non-judgemental and balanced attitude towards negative 

thoughts and emotions that may arise about one’s body image (mindfulness), can help 

individuals acknowledge their pain and understand it without becoming overwhelmed. 

Furthermore, self-compassion may enhance aspects of positive body image such as 

body appreciation by providing alternative ways of valuing and accepting oneself rather 

than striving to emulate societal appearance standards (Rodgers et al., 2018; Webb et 

al., 2015).  

Self-Compassion as an Affect Regulation Process 

  Within the current research, self-compassion was examined as both a protective 

factor that may interact with risk factors to weaken their effect on body-related 

outcomes, and as a self-regulating strategy that may reduce negative emotions and 

improve body image and self-compassion. Given that self-compassion involves 

fostering a nurturing and compassionate view of one’s self and body, as well as the 

capacity to respond to environmental threats or stressors (e.g., appearance-related 

distress) in a non-judgmental way (Ferreira et al., 2013), it may be considered an affect 

regulation strategy. Gilbert and Irons (2005) suggest that self-compassion enhances 

well-being because it helps people feel a greater sense of relatedness and security. 

Social mentality theory—a model based on principles of evolutionary biology, 

neurobiology, and attachment theory (Gilbert, 1989)— posits that self-compassion 

deactivates the threat system (associated with feelings of insecurity, defensiveness, and 

the limbic system) and activates the self-soothing system (associated with feelings of 
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secure attachment, safeness, and the oxytocin-opiate system). In support of this 

proposition, Rockcliff et al. (2008) found that a brief self-compassion exercise lowered 

individuals’ levels of the stress hormone cortisol. Alternatively, Neff (2016a, 2016b) 

posits that self-compassion might reduce dysfunctional attempts at regulating emotions. 

For example, self-compassionate people are less likely to engage in avoidance or 

suppression of negative emotions because those emotions are acknowledged as valid 

and important (Neff, 2016a, 2016b).  

 From the perspective of objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts 1997), 

SNSs can provide areas for objectification to occur, which may involve habitual body 

monitoring and/or appearance comparisons. Indeed, objectifying and comparison 

processes can lead to feelings of inadequacy or the fear of being negatively evaluated by 

others. Because self-compassion involves adopting an understanding and accepting 

approach to oneself, it may interact with a risk factor to interrupt their negative effect on 

body-related emotions, attitudes, and behaviours. Consistent with this, self-compassion 

has been shown to buffer the links between body surveillance and restrictive/critical 

caregiving eating messages (Daye et al., 2014), body surveillance and negative eating 

attitudes (Liss & Erchull, 2015; Wollast et al., 2019), body talk (i.e., appearance 

conversations) on SNSs and body shame (Wang et al., 2019), and body mass index and 

eating disorder pathology (Kelly et al., 2014). Similarly, Homan and Tylka (2015) 

found that the negative relationships between social comparison and appearance-

contingent self-worth and body appreciation were weakened by high levels of self-

compassion among community women.  

 Despite the evidence supporting the existence of six distinct, yet interrelated, 

facets of self-compassion, most studies that have examined the moderating effect of 
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self-compassion on body image have used either the overall Self-Compassion Scale-

Short Form (SCS-SF; Raes, et al., 2011) (e.g., Homan & Tylka, 2015; Stutts et al., 

2018; Tylka., et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2019), or adaptations of this scale (e.g., Breines 

et al., 2014; Kelly et al., 2016), and only one known study (Rodgers et al., 2017) has 

used the compassionate facets of the Self-Compassion Scale (SCS; Neff, 2003). 

Furthermore, only one known study (Geller et al., 2014) has assessed the effects of all 

six facets on the relationship between weight and shape concerns and disordered eating. 

In this study, Geller et al. (2014) found main effects of self-judgement and isolation on 

shape and weight concern, and overidentification on disordered eating, but only 

mindfulness buffered the link between distress and disordered eating. However, 

interpretation of these findings is clouded by doubts over the way in which the SCS was 

scored. Of particular relevance to the current research is that Geller et al. (2014) initially 

used the global score as a moderator and, if the interaction that included self-

compassion was significant, proceeded to examine the moderating role of each facet. 

This would suggest that each subscale was reverse scored to calculate the global score, 

but there is no information within the analysis to show whether each subscale remained 

reverse scored in the follow-up analyses and was thus measured as reduced 

uncompassionate self-responding rather than uncompassionate self-responding. Given 

the ambiguity of the subscale scoring, it is difficult to establish whether 

uncompassionate self-responding may have strengthened any of the associations.  

  Findings such as these suggest further investigation into the mechanisms 

through which self-compassion operates as a moderator of the associations between 

appearance-related variables is warranted. The current research, therefore, examined the 

moderating role of the subscales from the SCS (Neff, 2003) without reverse scoring the 
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uncompassionate facets, on the links between appearance-related SNS use and body-

related outcomes relevant to young women and men. In accord with Neff’s (2003) 

conceptualisation of self-compassion as comprising three pairs of opposing facets, and 

as a further contribution to the literature, the current research investigated the 

moderating roles of these subscales by pairing them into the three bipolar dimensions 

(self-kindness vs self-judgement, common humanity vs isolation, mindfulness vs 

overidentification). 

A Qualitative Approach  

 Although there has been substantial research on the protective role of self-

compassion in body image and eating pathology, previous quantitative studies are 

limited in a number of ways. For example, most studies have exclusively focused on 

women (e.g., Daye et al., 2014; Homan & Tylka, 2015), few have assessed state self-

compassion (e.g., Slater et al., 2017), and seldom have prior studies addressed how 

compassionate and/or uncompassionate self-responding are utilised by women and men 

during appearance-related distress. Such limitations are suited to qualitative studies 

where participants can provide in-depth responses and where researchers can ask 

follow-up questions to clarify and enrich the data. Indeed, comparing the genders, levels 

of trait self-compassion, and types of body image, can help identify how self-

compassionate strategies may benefit the development of preventative or treatment 

intervention programs, while also highlighting areas that require attention. Thus, Study 

3 qualitatively examined whether, and how, selected participants from Studies 1 and 2 

with high trait self-compassion and positive body image used self-compassion during 

appearance-related distress. Similarly, Study 3 also examined if and how selected 

participants from Studies 1 and 2 with low self-compassion and negative body image 
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used uncompassionate self-responding, as well as what prevented them from using self-

compassion during appearance-related distress. Contributing factors to the development 

of self-compassion (or lack thereof) were also explored. 

Interventions to Increase Self-Compassion  

 Given research evidence suggesting strong links between self-compassion and 

well-being, several intervention programs have been developed to teach people how to 

be more self-compassionate in daily life. Three examples of such interventions can be 

given. First, loving-kindness meditation (LKM; Hofmann et al., 2011) focuses on 

developing feelings of kindness and warmth through the repetition of phrases that 

convey a wish for happiness and the end of suffering. A 7-week study of LKM 

demonstrated increases in daily positive emotions (e.g., gratitude), purpose in life, and 

social support, as well as decreased illness symptoms, relative to a waitlist control 

(Fredrickson et al., 2008).  

 A second example of a self-compassion intervention is Gilbert’s (2010) 

compassion-focused therapy (CFT), which aims to help individuals understand 

emotional reactions such as self-criticism and shame. Research suggests that CFT helps 

reduce depressed mood, anxiety, and stress (Judge et al., 2012), and aid recovery from 

eating disorders (Gale et al., 2014). Third, Neff and Germer (2013) developed a self-

compassion training program called Mindful Self-Compassion (MSC), which involves 

discussions, experiential exercises (such as letter-writing), and contemplative 

meditations designed to increase awareness and practise of self-compassion in daily life. 

Neff and Germer (2013) showed that, relative to a wait-list control, the MSC program 

participants showed increased self-compassion and life satisfaction, as well as decreases 

in depressive symptoms, anxiety, stress, and emotional avoidance, with gains 
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maintained for up to one year. This evidence suggests that self-compassion is a 

teachable skill that can meaningfully promote healthy attitudes and behaviour.  

However, one pragmatic limitation with many of these programs is the length of 

time required to complete them. For example, CFT and MSC programs typically 

comprise 2-3-hour weekly sessions that can run between eight and nine weeks 

(Cuppage et al., 2017; Neff & Germer, 2013). Such lengthy interventions may be not be 

feasible, thus the efficacy of shorter versions should be evaluated. As part of the current 

research, Study 4 sought to do so. 

Self-Compassion Interventions in Body Image 

 Researchers have emphasized the need for intervention efforts tailored 

specifically to the needs of young adults, as levels of body dissatisfaction are at their 

highest during this developmental stage (e.g., Bucchianeri et al., 2013; Yager & O’Dea, 

2008). The accumulated evidence showing that self-compassion is a teachable skill with 

effective outcomes on body image and eating pathologies has been supported by a 

recent meta-analysis (Turk & Waller, 2020). These authors revealed that, of the 13 

studies with control groups (seven of which had an active control), self-compassion 

interventions for eating pathology and body image were effective and superior to 

control groups (Hedge’s g = 0.58, g = 0.39, respectively). Of particular relevance to the 

current research, seven of the 13 intervention studies included in this meta-analysis 

specifically targeted body image, of which four were conducted on young adult women 

undergraduates (Rodgers et al., 2018; Seekis et al., 2017; Toole & Craighead, 2016; 

Zeimer et al., 2019). This finding offers support both for the feasibility of teaching self-

compassion, and for its effectiveness in improving body image in young adult women.   
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 Researchers have examined the effectiveness of a variety of self-compassion 

practises for reducing negative body image and increasing positive body image and self-

compassion. These practises include (letter) writing exercises, meditations, and digital 

application (app) formats (e.g., BodiMojo: Rodgers et al., 2018). Of these practises, the 

most tested and supported are writing exercises and meditations. For example, relative 

to neutral writing tasks, brief writing exercises aimed at inducing self-compassion have 

been shown to reduce body dissatisfaction and increase body appreciation for up to two 

weeks in young adult undergraduate women (Seekis et al., 2017), reduce weight and 

appearance dissatisfaction and bodily distress (Moffit et al., 2018), and increase body 

satisfaction and positive affect in college women (Stern & Engeln, 2018). Furthermore, 

Zeimer et al. (2018) showed that self-compassion writing, when compared with 

traditional expressive writing, increased self-compassion, and increases in self-

compassion were positively associated with increases in positive body image in 

undergraduate women. In terms of meditation, Mantzios and Wilson (2015) found that 

meditation practises aimed at inducing a self-compassionate mindset showed reductions 

in weight loss for up to six months. Relative to waitlist controls, a 3-week meditation 

intervention showed reductions in body dissatisfaction, appearance-contingent self-

worth, and body shame, and increases in body appreciation and self-compassion for up 

to three months (Albertson et al., 2015). In a briefer version of the Albertson et al. 

(2015) study, Toole and Craighead (2016) found that, relative to a waitlist control, 

appearance-contingent self-worth, body surveillance, and self-criticism decreased, while 

body appreciation increased, at 1-week posttest.  

 One program designed to foster self-compassion in daily life through meditation 

practises, group discussions, and experiential/writing exercises is Mindful Self-
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Compassion (MSC; Germer & Neff, 2013). Thus far, the meditation component (body 

scan meditation) has been examined to assess its utility in reducing body-related 

distress and increasing positive body image in non-clinical samples (e.g., Albertson et 

al., 2015; Toole & Craighead, 2016). Although use of the meditation podcasts has 

shown reductions in body dissatisfaction and gains in body appreciation and self-

compassion for up to 3 months, with moderate effect sizes, relative to a waitlist control, 

follow-up phases have been subject to high attrition rates (e.g., Albertson et al, 2015).  

 One possible explanation of the lack of continued engagement observed in some 

meditation programs is that participants find the requirement to practise the prescribed 

exercises inconvenient and time consuming (e.g., Toole & Craighead, 2016). Indeed, 

some scholars have found that self-compassion practises that can be used during 

stressful situations, or “in-the-moment”, may be more beneficial (e.g., Bluth et al., 

2015; Voelker et al., 2019) than making time later to foster self-compassion. Despite the 

MSC program including other strategies that complement meditation practises and can 

be used momentarily, no known study has sought to examine whether these strategies in 

combination provide more flexibility than meditation practise alone in improving body 

image. Thus, the current research (Study 4) evaluates the effectiveness of (online) group 

discussions using experiential/writing exercises, in addition to the body scan meditation, 

included in the Mindful Self-Compassion program (Neff & Germer, 2013) for 

improving body image and self-compassion in young undergraduate women with body 

concerns. 

Mindful Self-Compassion Using a SNS Platform 

 Approximately 41% of women use their SNSs more than five times per day in 

Australia (Sensis, 2018), and although studies have shown an association with body 
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concerns (Holland & Tiggemann, 2016), the rate with which women have continued to 

use SNSs has increased from 2016 (Sensis, 2018). SNSs can also be used as a platform 

to promote a positive perspective on body image. Indeed, recent research shows that 

exposure to body positive content on social media may contribute to improvements in 

women’s body image (Cohen et al., 2019), perhaps partly due to the notion that body-

positive content is also well-received by others, or that others share similar experiences 

in overcoming body concerns. Additionally, online interventions involving interactive 

discussions among group members have shown promising results with groups at risk of 

developing eating disorders (e.g., Celio et al. 2000; Voelker et al., 2019; Zabinski et al., 

2004). 

 A major contribution of Study 4 was to incorporate an online discussion group, 

using the SNS platform, Facebook, where participants could share their experience of 

using some or all of the Mindful Self-Compassion strategies during difficult body-

related situations, as well as in times of non-distress and positive appearance-related 

experiences. Although self-compassion has received early support as a useful 

framework within which to ground online interventions (e.g., Rodgers et al., 2018, 

Voelker et al., 2019), the majority of these interventions have been disseminated for 

individual use (e.g., meditations, apps, and writing tasks), which may be helpful in 

developing self-kindness and mindfulness, but less so in highlighting the concept of 

common humanity. By including an online discussion group following a face-to-face 

workshop, participants have the opportunity to see, and appreciate, that others share 

similar body-related emotions and experiences, regardless of body shape, thus, 

providing experiential understanding of common humanity.  
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 Although undergraduate men also experience body image disturbance (see 

Blashill, 2011, for review), these experiences appear qualitatively different, occur more 

commonly, and are more severe for undergraduate women (Cafri & Thompson, 2004; 

Grogan, 2008; Murnen, 2011). Additionally, reviews conducted on body-related 

interventions have consistently shown that men are underrepresented within samples 

(e.g., Alleva et al., 2015; Yager & O’Dea, 2008), suggesting potential difficulties in 

recruiting adequate numbers of men with body image disturbance. For these reasons, 

Study 4 evaluated a brief Mindful Self-Compassion intervention aimed at improving 

body image and increasing self-compassion in young women. 

Overview of the Following Chapters 

 Three of the next six chapters are presented as peer reviewed journal articles and 

one as an article submitted for publication; that is, Chapter 3 (Study 1), Chapter 5 

(Study 2), Chapter 7 (Study 3) and Chapter 8 (Study 4). As mentioned in Chapter 1, 

Chapter 4 (Study 1a) is part of Chapter 3 (Study 1) and Chapter 6 (Study 2a) is part of 

Chapter 5 (Study 2). Chapter 3 (Study 1) investigated the use of an integrated and 

revised objectification-social comparison model to explain the associations between 

three appearance-related SNS uses and body concerns in women. Chapter 4 (Study 1a) 

examined the mechanisms by which self-compassion acts as a moderator, via three pairs 

of opposing facets, on the links between three appearance-related SNS uses and (a) 

upward appearance comparison and (b) body concerns in women. Chapter 5 (Study 2) 

investigated the use of a revised objectification model to explain the associations 

between three appearance-related SNS uses and attitudinal and behavioural drive for 

muscularity in men. Chapter 6 (Study 2a) examined the mechanisms by which self-

compassion acts as a moderator, via three pairs of opposing facets, on the links between 
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three appearance-related SNS uses and (a) body surveillance and (b) attitudinal and 

behavioural drive for muscularity in men.  

 Utilising participants selected from the samples in Studies 1 and 2, Chapter 7 

(Study 3) qualitatively explored how young adults with high trait self-compassion and 

positive body image, and others with low self-compassion and negative body image, 

understand and/or use facets of self-compassion during appearance-related distress. 

Chapter 8 (Study 4) evaluated the effectiveness of a brief Mindful Self-Compassion 

workshop complemented by a Facebook discussion group for improving body image 

and self-compassion in young women with body concerns. Finally, Chapter 9 discusses 

the key findings from the four studies, and presents several theoretical and practical 

implications, as well as strengths, limitations, and directions for future research.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Appearance-Related Social Networking Sites and Body Image in Young Women: 

Testing a Revised Objectification-Social Comparison Model  

 Chapter 3 presents Study 1, which is a published journal article. Although 

English U.K. spelling has been used throughout this thesis, use of English U.S. has been 

used in this journal article. Written as a stand-alone piece, this chapter necessarily 

contains (a small amount of) repetition of introductory content. As is the case for the 

chapters comprising published papers, the reference list has been omitted for reasons of 

parsimony (see pp. 322–377 of this thesis for a full list of references cited).  

 In this cross-sectional study, data were collected from a sample of 338 young 

adult undergraduate women, aged 17-25 years, from an urban Australian university. 

Data were then analysed with the aim to investigate direct and indirect pathways 

between three appearance-related social networking site (SNS) uses and body concerns. 

Using the theoretical perspectives of objectification (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) and 

social comparison (Festinger, 1954), Study 1 contributed to Aim 1 of this thesis by 

testing an integrated and revised model of these mediation pathways. A specific focus 

within this model is the testing of upward appearance comparison as a consequence of 

SNS uses and a predictor of body surveillance. Furthermore, the study tested the role of 

a new variable, social appearance anxiety, as a negative emotional outcome of body 

surveillance, and a mediator of the relationship between body surveillance and body 

concerns.
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Study 1 

Abstract 
 

In this study, we drew on an integrated model of objectification and social comparison 

theories to test the associations between young women’s use of social networking sites 

and their body image concerns. A sample of 338 undergraduate women, aged 17–25 

years, completed online questionnaire measures of engagement in three social 

networking site activities (browsing or following celebrity, fashion, and beauty sites, 

browsing or following fitspiration-related content, and placing importance on online 

“likes” and comments). Also assessed were upward appearance comparison, body 

surveillance, social appearance anxiety, and two indices of body image concerns (drive 

for thinness and body dissatisfaction). Structural equation modeling was used to test 

two competing models, both of which posited social appearance anxiety as the 

immediate precursor to body image concerns. In line with the integrated objectification-

social comparison model, results supported a serial mediation model that comprised 

significant paths from two of the social networking site activities (browsing or 

following celebrity, fashion, and beauty sites, and placing importance on online “likes” 

and comments) through, in turn, upward appearance comparison, body surveillance, and 

social appearance anxiety, to drive for thinness and body dissatisfaction. Viewing 

fitspiration-related content was associated with body image concerns directly, rather 

than indirectly. Findings highlight objectification and appearance comparison factors as 

targets for future interventions regarding appearance-related social networking site use. 

 

Keywords: objectification, social comparison, social networking sites, body image 

concerns, social appearance anxiety
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Appearance-Related Social Networking Sites and Body Image in Young Women: 

Testing an Objectification-Social Comparison Model 

 Digital media in the form of social networking sites (SNSs; e.g., Facebook, 

Instagram) have provided a popular platform for channeling appearance-related imagery 

(Bair et al., 2012). However, SNS activities that entail exposure to idealized images of 

attractive women (e.g., celebrities) or fitness-related imagery (which focuses on body 

tone) have been associated with body surveillance (a preoccupation with one’s 

appearance), appearance comparisons, and body image concerns among young women 

(Betz et al., 2019; Brown & Tiggemann, 2016). Furthermore, high investment in photo 

feedback on SNSs (i.e., “likes” and comments) has been linked with body surveillance, 

body dissatisfaction, and drive for thinness (Butkowski et al., 2019). Such associations 

lie within tenets of two theories prominent in this field, objectification theory 

(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) and social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954). 

However, the correlates of viewing idealized images of women that emphasize the 

body, and placing importance on evaluative feedback on SNSs, have yet to be tested 

within an integrated model comprising objectification processes and appearance 

comparisons.  

 In the current study, we propose an extended objectification-social comparison 

model and apply this model to further knowledge of possible associations between SNS 

use and body image concerns (e.g., Fitzsimmons-Craft et al., 2014; Lindner et al., 2012; 

Tylka & Sabik, 2010). First, we compare the associations between three appearance-

related SNS uses (browsing or following celebrity, fashion, and beauty [CFB] sites, 

browsing or following fitspiration-related content, and placing importance on likes and 

comments received on one’s photos [ILC]) and women’s body image concerns (body 
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dissatisfaction and drive for thinness). Second, we examine three potential serial 

mediators (i.e., upward appearance comparisons, body surveillance, and social 

appearance anxiety) of the links between the three SNS activities drive for thinness and 

body dissatisfaction. Attempting to understand the relationships between these types of 

SNS uses and body image concerns may highlight objectification and appearance 

comparison factors as targets for future interventions. 

Objectification Theory 

 Objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) provides a theoretical 

framework for exploring the consequences of living in a society where women’s bodies 

are often viewed as merely objects to be evaluated or gazed upon. In accord with the 

theory, girls from a young age learn, both directly and vicariously, that other people’s 

observations and evaluations of their appearance can contribute to rewarding social and 

economic outcomes (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Indeed, women who satisfy 

expectations of femininity and beauty (i.e., facial symmetry, thin, or average weight) are 

more likely to receive a job offer or take a leadership role than women who do not meet 

these standards (Haas & Gregory, 2005). These experiences can induce feelings of 

societal pressure in women to present, improve, and maintain an attractive appearance 

(Moradi, 2010). Objectification can occur in situations ranging from exposure to media 

images depicting women’s bodies as objects to be gazed upon to, often unsolicited, 

comments evaluating another’s body or appearance (e.g., “that dress looks a little 

tight”). Such comments may remind women that they are not complying with the 

societal beauty ideal and that they should therefore try to alter or improve their 

appearance (Tylka & Sabik, 2010). In fact, dieting and restrained eating (often assessed 
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as drive for thinness) may be strategies used by women to control the objectification of 

their bodies (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). 

 Over time, girls and women may begin to value appearance attributes in 

themselves over personal characteristics such as competence. In other words, women, to 

varying degrees, begin to self-objectify (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Body 

surveillance, which involves the habitual monitoring of one’s appearance, can be 

viewed as a behavioral manifestation or consequence of self-objectification (Calogero, 

2011). In line with this definition, several authors have used body surveillance as a 

proxy of self-objectification, rather than attempting to assess self-objectification per se 

(e.g., Kozee & Tylka, 2006; Rolnik et al., 2010; Slater & Tiggemann, 2010). We also 

adopt this approach in the current study. 

Social Comparison Theory 

 Social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) proposes that people have a drive to 

determine their progress and standing in life, consequently searching out other people 

who are similar on key dimensions (e.g., age or gender) with whom they can compare 

themselves. Although social comparison theory suggests that individuals are most likely 

to compare themselves to similar others, Myers and Crowther (2009) argue that women 

compare themselves to unrealistic, thin media images of women just as frequently as 

they compare themselves to similar peers (Engeln-Maddox, 2005), and do so despite 

detrimental consequences to their body image (Strahan et al., 2006). Given that 

comparisons are often unintentional and automatic (Ridolfi et al., 2011; Want, 2009), 

most women appraise themselves as falling short of these idealized images. 

 Evidence suggests that upward comparisons (comparisons to others deemed to 

be more attractive) may play a mediating role in the links between idealized images of 
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women and body image concerns. Feltman and Szymanski (2018) for example, found 

that upward, but not downward (comparisons to others deemed to be less attractive), 

appearance comparison mediated the link between Instagram use and body surveillance. 

Other studies have utilized ecological momentary assessments to establish naturally 

occurring appearance comparisons. For example, Leahey and Crowther (2008) found 

that body-satisfied women experienced less appearance esteem following upward 

comparisons with media images than when they engaged in upward comparisons with 

peers. Relative to downward appearance comparisons, Ridolfi et al. (2011) found that 

women’s upward appearance comparisons to media images were associated with greater 

body dissatisfaction and body monitoring. Taken together, the research indicates that 

engaging in upward, but not downward, appearance comparisons to media ideals is 

related to the unrealistic nature of idealized media imagery, and likely to engender body 

monitoring and appearance dissatisfaction in most women (Strahan et al., 2006). 

 Researchers have begun to identify the benefit of including social comparison 

processes within the objectification framework. Tylka and Sabik (2010) proposed and 

tested a model that included pathways from self-objectification (assessed as receipt of 

verbal and non-verbal feedback regarding one’s appearance) and self-esteem to body 

surveillance, and then to general appearance comparisons, body shame, and finally 

disordered eating. The authors found an incremental benefit of appearance comparison 

relative to an alternative model tested by Augustus-Horvath and Tylka (2009), which 

excluded appearance comparison. Similarly, Lindner et al. (2012) found a model that 

integrated self-objectification, objectification of others, and social comparison as 

contributors to body image disturbance and disordered eating behavior was a better fit 

to the data than a rival model without social comparison. Finally, Fitzsimmons-Craft et 
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al. (2014) found a significant indirect effect between thin-ideal internalization and body 

dissatisfaction when body surveillance and appearance comparison were included as 

parallel mediators. In sum, evidence suggests that incorporating appearance 

comparisons into the objectification framework may provide deeper insight into the 

mechanisms that contribute to women’s body image concerns. 

Social Appearance Anxiety 

 Social appearance anxiety can be defined as the fear that one will be negatively 

evaluated by others because of one’s appearance (Hart et al., 2008). Clinical and non- 

clinical studies have found that social appearance anxiety is positively related to drive 

for thinness and body dissatisfaction and have suggested that it could be an important 

vulnerability factor for eating disorders (Koskina et al., 2011; Levinson & Rodebaugh, 

2016; Turel et al., 2018). Objectification theory highlights the role of appearance 

anxiety as a psychological consequence of habitual body monitoring, and research has 

shown that trait appearance anxiety mediates the pathways between self-objectification 

or body surveillance and eating disorder symptomatology (e.g., Tiggemann & Kuring, 

2004; Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001; Tiggemann & Williams, 2012). Although these 

relations are well established, the role of social appearance anxiety remains untested, 

which is surprising given that the evaluative or “gazing” nature of objectification occurs 

within interpersonal and social contexts (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Perhaps 

appearance anxiety should be assessed from an interpersonal (social) perspective (i.e., 

“I am anxious because I’m not meeting others’ expectations of societal standards”), 

rather than from the usual intrapersonal perspective (i.e., “I am anxious because I’m not 

meeting my understanding of societal standards”). Indeed, Fredrickson and Roberts 
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(1997) argued that fundamental to women’s experience is the knowledge that their body 

will be subject to others’ evaluations based on cultural ideals. 

 In the context of SNSs where women can access objectified images of other 

women, compare themselves to these images, and present themselves for the purpose of 

public viewing and evaluation (Holland & Tiggemann, 2016), social appearance anxiety 

is likely to play a critical role and be a valuable addition to the objectification-social 

comparison model. Although an experimental study found that exposure to idealized 

images leads to increased social appearance anxiety among college women (Monro & 

Huon, 2005), it is unknown whether this relationship involves body surveillance and 

upward appearance comparisons. Thus, in the current research, we tested an 

objectification-social comparison model in which the intrapersonal emotion of trait 

appearance anxiety was replaced by the interpersonal perspective of social appearance 

anxiety. 

SNS Viewing of Images of Celebrities, Fashion, and Beauty 

 One use to which SNSs are put is the viewing of images of celebrities, fashion, 

and beauty, a usage that potentially provides extensive opportunities for exposure to 

idealized images of women. This exposure may be intensified by way of SNSs’ capacity 

to generate push notifications, which are messages that can alert users to updates from 

sites promoting idealized imagery (e.g., celebrity, beauty, fashion) and likes or 

comments received on their own photos. Celebrities hold the most widely followed and 

influential Instagram accounts (Statista, 2019), setting unrealistic and idealized 

standards for how women’s bodies should be represented. It follows that users who are 

exposed to these images and who desire both to emulate these standards and to be seen 

as fashionable may be vulnerable to body image concerns.  
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 Numerous studies provide support for this proposition. Vandenbosch and 

Eggermont (2012), for example, found that the more adolescent girls reported observing 

sexually objectifying content on their Facebook newsfeed, the more they endorsed 

Western beauty ideals, primarily based their self-worth on appearance, and reported 

engaging in body surveillance. Additionally, Cohen et al. (2017) found that young 

women’s following of celebrity accounts on Instagram was associated with body 

surveillance and drive for thinness. Research also suggests that women’s favorite 

celebrities may influence their body image by serving as unrealistic targets of social 

comparison. When compared to travel images, Brown and Tiggemann (2016) found that 

exposure to Instagram images of attractive celebrities led to greater body dissatisfaction 

in undergraduate women, a relationship that was mediated by appearance comparison. 

Furthermore, Fardouly and Vartanian (2015) found that it was upward appearance 

comparison to celebrity images that mediated the relationship between Instagram use 

and body image concerns in undergraduate women.  

 Although there has been some movement toward body diversity, objectified 

poses used in beauty and fashion imagery are often edited to promote unrealistic 

standards of flawless skin, a toned, smooth body, crystal clear eyes, and a sultry pout 

(British Youth Council, 2017; Wolf, 1991). Given the large selection of available image 

editing software (e.g., PhotoFiltre), adolescent girls may also post images similar to 

those of models and celebrities (Meier & Gray, 2014). For women and adolescent girls, 

the frequent viewing of such images on SNSs may reinforce the notion that they are 

being evaluated by others based on their appearance, increasing the likelihood of body 

image concerns. 

SNS Exposure to Fitness-Inspired Imagery  
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 A second SNS use that may expose users to objectified imagery is the browsing 

or following of fitspiration-related content. Fitspiration (a portmanteau of fitness and 

inspiration) is a popular movement within SNSs that is purportedly intended to promote 

healthy eating and exercise (Boepple & Thompson, 2016). However, frequency of 

viewing fitspiration images on Instagram has been associated with drive for thinness 

and body dissatisfaction (Cohen et al., 2017; Fardouly et al., 2018; Lewallen & Behm-

Morawitz, 2016). Similarly, experimental research has demonstrated that, among 

undergraduate women, viewing fitspiration images results in greater body 

dissatisfaction than does viewing travel images, a relationship that was mediated by 

appearance comparison (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). Fardouly et al. (2018) also 

found that appearance comparisons (particularly in an upward direction) mediated the 

links between fitspiration and body image concerns. 

 A further issue regarding fitspiration images of women is that they are often 

presented as objectified and sexualized. In other words the women may be positioned in 

inactive poses (such as mirror selfies), and there is typically emphasis on the idealized 

look of their full toned body (often faceless) and body parts such as the stomach and 

buttocks (Deighton- Smith & Bell, 2018; Raggatt et al., 2018; Santarossa et al., 2019). 

Although viewing fitspiration sites has been linked to body image concerns and to some 

of the variables currently proposed to be precursors to these concerns, the evidence is 

less clear with respect to the role of these sites in promoting self-objectification or body 

surveillance. Some correlational studies have shown that viewing fitspiration sites is 

associated with neither body surveillance (Cohen et al., 2017) nor self-objectification 

(Fardouly et al., 2018), yet one experimental study indicates that young women exposed 

to fitspiration images report heightened self-objectification (Prichard et al., 2018). 
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 Of note, most fitspiration images of women emphasize toned body parts and can 

thus be viewed as a type of idealized athletic image (Santarossa et al., 2019). In other 

words, images of the athletic ideal, whether or not classified as fitspiration, still function 

to promote fitness, and can still be associated with or lead to body surveillance. 

Consistent with this, Betz et al. (2019) found that social comparison mediated the link 

between the athletic ideal and body surveillance, and Betz and Ramsey (2017) found 

that exposure to athletic ideal images of women accompanied by a message such as “A 

fit, healthy body - that is the best fashion statement” increased body surveillance more 

than did exposure to thin ideal images of women accompanied by a message such as 

“nothing tastes as good as skinny feels” (see Appendix A, p. 29). Thus, there are at least 

some grounds to suggest an association between fitspiration-related content and body 

surveillance. 

Appearance-Related Feedback on SNSs  

 The third SNS use that may be related to objectification processes and social 

comparisons is the importance placed on likes and comments. Given that SNSs are a 

visual platform, users frequently post photos of themselves alone or with others. These 

images often elicit comments from viewers who may include evaluative remarks on the 

individual’s appearance, with the number of likes a photo receives being a symbolic 

form of validation from others (Chua & Chang, 2016; Manago et al., 2008). However, 

likes and comments can (inadvertently) promote an idealized concept of how women, or 

adolescent girls, should portray themselves online, and acceptance of this idealized 

concept may trigger varying degrees of self-objectification (Vandenbosch & 

Eggermont, 2012; Vandenbosch et al., 2015). Indeed, Bell et al. (2018) found that 

young women frequently post objectified self-photos (i.e., exposed body parts or 
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sexually suggestive poses), as these images garner more likes relative to non- 

objectified self-photos.  

 Evidence shows that young women who highly value likes and comments are 

likely to experience drive for thinness and body dissatisfaction, especially if they 

engage in body surveillance (Butkowski et al., 2019). Additionally, Tiggemann et al. 

(2018) revealed that investment in others’ Instagram likes was positively associated 

with appearance comparisons. Thus, it appears that the importance placed on likes and 

comments as a response to one’s online photos can have negative body image 

consequences, which is in accord with objectification theory’s proposition that 

evaluative feedback can draw attention to external appearance. 

The Current Study 

 The current study sought to build upon existing objectification-social 

comparison models. First (H1), we hypothesized that each of the three SNS activities 

would be positively correlated with two indices of body image concerns, drive for 

thinness and body dissatisfaction. In accord with objectification theory, we assessed 

body surveillance as a potential mediator of the links between each of the three SNS 

uses and body image concerns. However, departing from past models, we took an 

interpersonal rather than intrapersonal perspective, and examined social appearance 

anxiety rather than general appearance anxiety, and we replaced general appearance 

comparison with upward appearance comparison. Second, we therefore predicted (H2) 

that each of the three SNS activities would be positively correlated with upward 

appearance comparison, body surveillance, and social appearance anxiety.  

 Third, in line with prior integrated models, we hypothesized (H3) that (a) 

viewing CFB sites and (b) ILC would have indirect effects, via upward appearance 
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comparisons, body surveillance, and social appearance anxiety, on both drive for 

thinness and body dissatisfaction. Given the mixed findings regarding the links between 

fitspiration-related content and body surveillance (Betz et al., 2019; Cohen et al., 2017), 

and the consistent findings of the associations between fitspiration content and drive for 

thinness/body dissatisfaction (Cohen et al., 2017; Fardouly et al., 2018; Lewallen & 

Behm-Morawitz, 2016), we hypothesized (H4) that, in addition to its (a) indirect 

relationships, viewing fitspiration-related content would have a direct effect on both (b) 

drive for thinness and (c) body dissatisfaction. 

 Finally, we compared the fit of two plausible models of the processes that 

mediate the relationships between SNS use and body image concerns. As shown in 

Figures 1 and 2, the difference between these alternative models lies in the relative 

positioning of upward appearance comparison and body surveillance. Although Tylka 

and Sabik (2010) tested a model in which body surveillance preceded appearance 

comparison (Figure 2), objectification theory’s proposition that body surveillance 

manifests as appearance anxiety suggests a reverse order (Figure 1). Thus, we 

hypothesized (H5) that the model shown in Figure 1 would provide a superior fit to the 

data than that shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 1 

First Hypothesized Structural Model.  

 

Note. Tenets of objectification and social comparison theories are combined whereby upward appearance 

comparison precedes body surveillance. 

 

Figure 2 

Second Hypothesized Structural Model.  

 

Note. Tenets of objectification and social comparison theories are combined whereby body surveillance 

precedes upward appearance comparison. 

Method 

Participants  

 Participants were 338 female Australian undergraduates, aged 17-25 years (Mage 

= 19.12, SD = 2.10), who were enrolled in a first-year psychology course and 
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participated for course credit. Participants identified as 80% (n = 270) Australian, 9% 

(n = 30) Asian, 6% (n = 20) European, 2% (n = 8) African, and 3% (n = 10) other. 

Height (in cm) and weight (in kg) was also self-reported. Mean BMI was 22.55 (SD = 

3.68), with 8% (n = 27) underweight (BMI < 18.5), 74% (n = 250) normal weight (BMI 

≥ 18.5 < 24.9), 17% (n = 57) overweight (BMI ≥ 25 < 29.9), and 3% (n = 9) obese 

(BMI ≥ 30), based on World Health Organization BMI cut-offs (de Onis et al., 2007). 

All participants were users of SNSs. The SNSs used most often were Instagram (44% of 

respondents, n = 148, used this site more than any other), Snapchat (29%, n = 97), and 

Facebook (24%, n = 83). Only 3% of respondents (n = 10) used other sites (e.g., 

Pinterest, Tumblr) most often. 

Procedure 

 Following approval from the University Human Research Ethics Committee, 

female undergraduates aged 17–25 years were invited to participate in the study. Using 

a secure website, participants were informed that the questionnaire was about their SNS 

use, and their feelings and attitudes about their body. They also read a definition of the 

term “SNS” and then completed measures of appearance-related SNS activities, upward 

physical appearance comparison, body dissatisfaction, body surveillance, social 

appearance anxiety, and drive for thinness, in that order. 

Measures 

 Appearance-related SNS measures. Two pilot studies were conducted, with 

separate groups of female university students, to develop measures of appearance-

related SNS activities. Items were adapted from existing measures (e.g., Facebook 

Questionnaire; Meier & Gray, 2014). Following completion of pencil and paper 

questionnaires, participants in the first pilot study (n = 23) engaged in a focus group 
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where suggestions were made to improve item wording. The revised questionnaire was 

then completed by participants in the second pilot study (n = 22), followed by further 

group discussion and scale refinement. Responses to the final set of items were 

averaged to produce a score ranging from 1 (Never) to 5 (Daily) for each of the CFB 

and fitspiration-related content subscales, and 1 (Not at all) to 5 (Extremely) for the ILC 

subscale, with higher scores indicating higher usage/importance.  

 Exploratory factor analyses, using principal axis factoring and oblique rotation, 

were conducted to establish structural validity for our appearance-related SNS use 

measures on the data obtained from the current sample of 338 undergraduate women. 

To determine the number of factors to be extracted and rotated for the final solution, we 

applied five tests: (a) parallel analysis, (b) Velicer’s minimum average partial (MAP) 

test, (c) exclusion of factors with fewer than 3 items, (d) a factor loading cutoff of 0.40 

or cross-loadings less than 0.15 difference of an item’s highest loading, and (e) 

percentage of total variance explained by each factor (Kahn, 2006; Worthington & 

Whittaker, 2006). 

 Results of the parallel analysis and Velicer’s MAP test, using O'Connor (2000) 

programs for SPSS, both indicated a three-factor solution that accounted for 66% of the 

variance. All celebrity, fashion, or beauty related items loaded on Factor 1 (eigenvalue 

= 6.21) and accounted for 36% of the variance. All items pertaining to likes and 

comments loaded on Factor 2 (eigenvalue = 2.89), accounting for 17% of the variance. 

All fitness/health/diet related items loaded on Factor 3 (eigenvalue = 2.14) and 

accounted for 13% of the variance. Table 1 shows the items, factor loadings, 

communalities (h2), and standard deviations for the means, appearance-related SNS 

measures. Factor loadings ranged from 0.75 to 0.86 for the celebrity/fashion/beauty 
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subscale, 0.72 to 0.83 for the importance of likes and comments subscale, and 0.73 to 

0.93 for the fitspiration-related subscale. 
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Table 1 
Factor Analysis of the Social Networking Appearance-Related Scale. 

Note. Questionnaire instructions: “The term social networking sites refers to internet services which enable users to create a profile and interact online with other users. 
This term has been abbreviated to SNSs. Examples include Facebook and Instagram.” SNSs = social networking sites. Factor loadings above .40 are in bold. 

Item No. Item Loadings  h2 M (SD) 
  Factor 

1 

Factor 

2 

Factor 

3 

   
Celebrity/fashion/beauty items       
4 I use my SNSs to read posts or ads on fashion .75 –.02 .14 .66 3.68 1.19 
5 I use my SNSs to read posts or ads on beauty .80 .01 .04 .67 3.77 1.22 
6 I use my SNSs to read posts about female celebrities (e.g., actresses, singers, models) .83 .03 –.04 .67 3.63 1.21 
9 I use my SNSs to follow fashion personalities/influencers .85 –.03 .07 .77 3.38 1.42 
10 I use my SNSs to follow beauty (e.g., make-up, skincare, hair) personalities/influencers .86 .03 –.06 .71 3.61 1.39 
11 I use my SNSs to follow female celebrities (e.g., actresses, singers, models) .82 –.01 –.06 .64 3.64 1.33 
Importance of likes and comments items       
12 When using your SNSs, how important are the comments you receive from peers on photos of yourself? .05 .82 –.03 .69 2.91 .99 
13 When using your SNSs, how important are the comments you receive from family members on photos of 

yourself? 

–.04 .73 .07 .53 2.82 1.02 
14 When using your SNSs, how important are the comments you receive from strangers, or followers you don’t 

know, on photos of yourself? 

–.01 .72 .11 .57 1.89 1.03 
15 When using your SNSs, how important are the number of likes you receive from peers on photos of yourself? .05 .83 –.11 .67 2.86 1.10 
16 When using your SNSs, how important are the number of likes you receive from family members on photos of 

yourself? 

–.04 .81 –.08 .62 2.47 1.10 
17 When using your SNSs, how important are the number of likes you receive from strangers, or followers you 

don’t know, on photos of yourself? 

.01 .77 .05 .62 2.04 1.10 
Fitspiration-related items       
1 I use my SNSs to read posts or ads on how to keep fit –.03 .03 .85 .74 2.96 1.47 
2 I use my SNSs to read posts or ads on female sports stars or athletes –.10 –.04 .93 .79 2.95 1.39 
3 I use my SNSs to read posts or ads on weight loss (e.g., diets, supplements, superfoods) .12 .13 .73 .63 2.76 1.34 
7 I use my SNSs to follow fitness and/or health personalities/influencers .18 –.01 .77 .73 3.05 1.54 
8 I use my SNSs to follow female sports stars or athletes .001 –.04 .87 .74 2.76 1.52 
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Upward Physical Appearance Comparison. The 10-item Upward Physical 

Appearance Comparison Scale (UPACS: O’Brien et al., 2009) was used to assess 

tendencies to make upward physical appearance comparisons. A sample item is “I find 

myself comparing my appearance with people who are better looking than me”. The 

response format ranged from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). Responses 

were averaged, with higher scores indicating a greater tendency to compare oneself with 

targets considered more physically attractive. The scale authors reported high internal 

consistency (α = .95) and cited evidence of convergent validity with measures of 

appearance evaluation and eating attitudes.  

 Body Surveillance. The 8-item Body Surveillance subscale from the Objectified 

Body Consciousness Scale (McKinley & Hyde, 1996) was used to assess the extent to 

which self-objectification manifests as watching or thinking about how one’s body 

appears to others rather than how one’s body feels. An exemplar item is “I often worry 

about whether the clothes I am wearing make me look good”. Response options range 

from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). Scores were averaged (after 

positively-worded items were reverse-scored), with higher scores indicating greater 

body surveillance. McKinley and Hyde (1996) reported high internal consistency (a = 

.89) and good test-retest reliability at two weeks (r = .79). Convergent validity was 

demonstrated as the subscale was related to measures of public self-consciousness (r = 

.73). 

 Social Appearance Anxiety. The 16-item Social Appearance Anxiety 

Scale (SAAS; Hart et al., 2008) was used to measure anxiety about being negatively 

evaluated by others because of one’s overall appearance, including body shape. An 

exemplar item is “I am concerned people would not like me because of the way I look”. 
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Response options ranged from 1 (Not at all) to 5 (Extremely). Scores were averaged, 

with higher scores indicating greater social appearance anxiety. The scale authors 

reported high internal consistency (α = .94) and test-retest reliability at one month (r = 

.84), and cited evidence of convergent validity with other measures of social anxiety 

and body image disturbance. 

 Drive for Thinness. The 7-item Drive for Thinness subscale from the Eating 

Disorders Inventory-3 (EDI; Garner, 2004) is considered a primary behavioral indicator 

of characteristics associated with eating disorders. An exemplar item is “I am 

preoccupied with the desire to be thinner”, with respondents rating their agreement to 

each item on a 6-point scale from 1 (Never) to 6 (Always). Scores were averaged, with 

higher scores indicating a greater drive for thinness. Garner (2004) reported good 

internal consistency (α = .83). Scale validity is demonstrated by positive correlations 

with measures of dietary restraint and with the Eating Attitudes Test (EAT; Garner & 

Garfinkel, 1979). 

 Body Dissatisfaction. The 10-item Body Dissatisfaction subscale from the 

Eating Disorders Inventory-3 (EDI-3; Garner, 2004) was used to assess body 

dissatisfaction. A sample item is “I think that my thighs are too large”, with response 

options ranging from 1 (Never) to 6 (Always). Scores were averaged (after positively-

worded items were reverse-scored), with higher scores indicating greater dissatisfaction 

with one’s body. Garner (2004) reported high internal consistency (α = .94). Validity 

was demonstrated via high correlations with measures of body preoccupation and eating 

disordered behavior. 

Overview of the Analyses 
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 Analyses were conducted in three main stages. First, the psychometric properties 

of the multi-item scales were assessed, and descriptive statistics and correlations were 

computed. Second, structural equation modelling (SEM) was used to evaluate the 

absolute and incremental fit of the two hypothesized structural models. Third, serial 

mediation analysis was conducted to estimate the indirect effects of appearance-related 

SNS use on body image concerns via upward appearance comparison, body 

surveillance, and social appearance anxiety. Power analyses were conducted to 

determine the minimum sample size needed for adequate power to test each of the two 

models. As recommended by Raykov and Marcoulides (2006), a minimum sample size 

would be at least 10 times the number of free model parameters, referred to as the  

N: q ≥ 10 rule. Given the number of free parameters (n = 31) in each proposed 

model, the estimated minimum sample size based on this recommendation was 310 

participants. The final sample of 338 participants was thus considered adequate for the 

analyses. 

Preliminary Analyses 

 To screen out respondents who were not responding with due diligence, five 

attention check items were placed randomly throughout the questionnaire. Examination 

of responses to these items identified 35 respondents who answered two or more items 

incorrectly. These participants were excluded from the sample (final n = 338). There 

were no missing data. Mahalanobis Distance values were calculated using SPSS 

Version 25 for the three predictor variables (celebrities/fashion/beauty [CFB], 

fitspiration-related content, and importance of likes and comments [ILC]). All values 

were less than the p > .001 critical value with three degrees of freedom, indicating that 

no multivariate outliers were present (Tabachnick & Fidel, 2007). Means, standard 
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deviations, reliability levels, and intercorrelations for all measures, including BMI, are 

displayed in Table 2. All multi-item scales had satisfactory levels of internal 

consistency. Exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses provided evidence of the 

convergent/divergent validity of all previously established multi-item scales, with 

composite reliabilities (CRs) > .86 and average variance extracted (AVEs) values > .68.  

 Inspection of Table 2 reveals that all three appearance-related SNS use variables 

were positively correlated with drive for thinness and body dissatisfaction, showing 

support for H1. Consistent with H2, CFB, fitspiration-related content, and ILC were 

positively associated with upward appearance comparison and social appearance 

anxiety. CFB and ILC were positively correlated with body surveillance, but, contrary 

to H2, fitspiration-related content was not. Of the three SNS use variables, ILC had the 

strongest correlations with all body-related variables with the exception of body 

dissatisfaction, which was more strongly correlated with CFB. BMI was only correlated 

with body dissatisfaction and drive for thinness.   

Structural Equation Modeling  

 All SEM was performed using maximum likelihood estimation techniques 

within AMOS Version 25 (Arbuckle, 2017). Latent variables were constructed using 

parcels in concordance with recommendations by Little et al. (2002). Item responses 

were entered into principal axis factor analyses using oblique rotation and were then 

assigned to one of three or four parcels per scale, based on the size of the factor 

loadings, so as to distribute weights evenly across the parcels. Standardized factor 

loadings associated with the observed indicators of the latent variables were as follows: 

the three item parcels for each of the three appearance-related SNS use variables loaded 

between 0.72 and 0.91; the four parcels for upward physical appearance comparison 
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loaded between 0.86 and 0.95; the four parcels for social appearance anxiety loaded 

between 0.93 and 0.94; the four parcels for body dis-satisfaction loaded between 0.73 

and 0.84; and the four parcels for drive for thinness loaded between 0.82 and 0.90.  

 Indices used to assess model fit were based on recommendations by Hu and 

Bentler (1999): (a) small and non-significant chi-squared values (χ2), (although, in large 

samples, χ2 will almost always be significant),  (b) root mean square error of 

approximation (RMSEA), where good model fit is suggested by values of .05 or lower 

and reasonable fit indicated by values between .05 and .08; (c) comparative fit index 

(CFI), for which values of .90 indicate adequate fit and .95 indicate good fit; (d) non-

normed fit index (NNFI), where values of .95 and above indicate good fit and (e) 

standardized root mean square residual (SRMR), for which values below .10 are 

considered good.  

 As shown in Figure 3, the first hypothesized model, in which upward 

appearance comparison precedes body surveillance, provided an adequate fit, χ2(364) = 

771.83 (p < .001), RMSEA = .057 (90% confidence interval [CI]: .052, .063), CFI = 

.96, NNFI = .92, and SRMR = .07. As shown in Figure 4, the second hypothesized 

model, in which upward appearance comparison follows body surveillance, did not 

improve the fit, χ2(364) = 813.04 (p < .001), RMSEA = .061 (90% CI: .055, .066), CFI 

= .95, NNFI = .91, and SRMR = .09. In both models, between 47% and 50% of the 

variance was explained in the body image concern variables.  

 Bayesian information criterion (BIC) values were used to test an approximation 

of significant difference between the two non-nested models, whereby DBIC = 6 is 

taken as strong and DBIC > 10 is taken as very strong evidence that the model with the 

smaller BIC value fits better than the alternative model (Raftery, 1995). By integrating a 
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penalty term depending on the number of independent parameters, BIC tends to favor 

parsimonious models (Lin, Huang, & Weng, 2017). The first model showed a smaller 

BIC value (1185.3) than the second model (1226.5), DBIC = 41.2. Thus, H5 was 

supported.  

 To test the fit of a more fully saturated model, paths were added to the model 

(Figure 3) from (a) body surveillance to each body image concern variables, (b) upward 

appearance comparison to each body image concern variables, and (c) upward 

appearance comparison to social appearance anxiety. This saturated model provided a 

significantly better fit than the hypothesized model (Figure 3), D χ2(5) = 19.31, although 

only one of the five added paths (from upward appearance comparison to social 

appearance anxiety) was significant. As the other four added paths were neither 

consistent with objectification theory nor significant in this sample, they were removed, 

and the model was retested with only the one additional path. This revised model did 

not provide a better fit than the hypothesized model, D χ2(1) = 3.51. Thus, the more 

parsimonious (hypothesized) model was retained (Kline, 2005).  
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Table 2  

Mean Scores, Standard Deviations, and Reliability Levels of, and Correlations Between, Study Variables 

Note. SD = standard deviation; α = Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient; BMI = body mass index.*p < .05. **p < .01 

 

 

 

 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 M SD a 

1.Celebrities, fashion, beauty  .52** .27** .29** .31** .23** .25** .30** .02 3.81 1.05 

1.07 

 .91 

2.Fitspiration-related content   .26** .06 .24** .12* .28** .22** .11 3.00 1.15 .89 

3.Importance of likes and comments      .35** .41** .37** .30** .24** .06 2.10 .61  

1.61 

.86 

4.Body surveillance     .63** .60** .47** .49** .05 4.02 .79 .85 

5.Upward appearance comparison      .57** .49** .51** .05 3.67 .84 .95 

6.Social appearance anxiety       .62** .64** .08 3.19 1.02 .95 

7.Drive for thinness        .70** .27** 3.13 1.03 .93 

8.Body dissatisfaction         .33** 3.75   .95 .86 

9.BMI          22.6 3.68  
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Figure 3 

Standardized Direct Effects and Percentage of Variance Explained in the First 

Hypothesized Structural Model  

 

Note. Dashed lines represent non-significant pathways. For clarity, details of the measurement model 

have been omitted. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

Figure 4 

Standardized Direct Effects and Percentage of Variance Explained in the Second 

Hypothesized Structural Model  

 

Note. Dashed lines represent non-significant pathways. For clarity, details of the measurement model 

have been omitted. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Mediation Analyses 

 Multiple serial mediation analysis based on 5000 bootstrapped samples and 95% 

confidence intervals was conducted to estimate the indirect effects of the three 

exogenous SNS variables (i.e., CFB, fitspiration-related content, and ILC) on two 

indices of body image concerns (i.e., drive for thinness and body dissatisfaction), via, in 

turn, upward appearance comparison, body surveillance, and social appearance anxiety. 

To ensure that estimates of the hypothesized direct effects of fitspiration-related content 

on the body image concern variables were not spuriously inflated by their association 

with the other two exogenous variables, direct paths were added to the model from each 

of CFB and ILC to each of drive for thinness and body dissatisfaction. This model 

provided an adequate fit to the data, χ2(360) = 766.49 (p < .001), RMSEA = .058 (90% 

confidence interval [CI]: .052, .064), CFI = .95, NNFI = .91, and SRMR = .07. The 

direct, indirect, and total effects, together with standard errors (SE) and the 

corresponding 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals (CIs), were then estimated for 

each of drive for thinness (see Table 3) and body dissatisfaction (see Table 4). In the 

terms of traditional regression-based mediation analyses (Baron & Kenny, 1986), the c׳ 

path is here referred to as the direct path, the a ´ b path is the indirect path, and the sum 

of these is the total path.   

 Analyses revealed that the serial-mediation indirect effects that emanated from 

CFB (H3a) and ILC (H3b) were significant on each of drive for thinness and body 

dissatisfaction. The serial-mediation indirect effects emanating from fitspiration-related 

content to each of the body image concerns were not significant, thus H4a was not 

supported. Finally, in support of H4b and H4c, fitspiration-related content had direct 
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effects on both body image concern variables, with a stronger effect on drive for 

thinness than on body dissatisfaction. 
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Table 3 

Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects of Three Appearance-Related SNS Variables on Drive for Thinness 

Appearance-Related SNS Use Direct Effects              Indirect Effects                                 Total Effects 

    Via UPAC, BSurv, & SAA    

 B (SE) 95% CI  B (SE) 95% CI  B (SE) 95% CI 

Celebrities, fashion, beauty -.031 (.053) -.137, .071  .063 (.022)** .024, .118  .032 (.057) -.083,  .143 

Fitspiration-related content .217 (.052)*** .117,  .322  .021 (.019) -.016, .062  .237 (.058)*** .129,   .362 

Importance of likes & comments .015 (.087) -.159, .182  .186 (.042)*** .116, .280  .201 (.098)** .010,   .383 

Note. SNS = social network site; UPAC = upward physical appearance comparison; BSurv = body surveillance; SAA = social appearance anxiety; CI = confidence 

interval. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Table 4 

Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects of Three Appearance-Related SNS Variables on Body Dissatisfaction 

Note. SNS = social network site; UPAC = upward physical appearance comparison; BSurv = body surveillance; SAA = social appearance anxiety; CI = confidence 

interval. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

 

 

 

 

Appearance-Related SNS Use Direct Effects  Indirect Effects                                   Total Effects 

    Via UPAC, BSurv, & SAA    

 B (SE) 95% CI  B (SE) 95% CI  B (SE) 95% CI 

Celebrities, fashion, beauty   .077 (.059)  -.038, .193   .062 (.022)**      .023, .121  .139 (.068)*   .013, .275 

Fitspiration-related content  .102  (.049)*  .009,  .198   .020 (.019)    -.016, .059  .122 (.057)*   .013,  .229 

Importance of likes & comments -.079 (.087) -.245, .096  .182 (.042)***      .111, .282  .103 (.099)  -.075,  .305 
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Discussion 

 One lens through which to examine women’s body image concerns in the 

context of media imagery and appearance feedback is objectification theory 

(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997), as complemented by social comparison theory 

(Festinger, 1954). Drawing from prior objectification-social comparison models 

(Fitzsimmons-Craft et al., 2014; Lindner et al., 2012; Tylka & Sabik, 2010), in this 

study we applied a revised objectification-social comparison model, using a cross-

sectional design, to a SNS context. We revised past models by including upward 

appearance comparison as a mediating variable and social appearance anxiety as a 

predictor of body image concerns, and tested this revised model using three SNS uses as 

proximate predictors of body surveillance and distal predictors of body image concerns. 

Overall, we found both indirect and direct effects of SNS activity on our two indices of 

body image concern. Specifically, the relationships between two SNS activities 

(viewing CFB content and ILC) and drive for thinness and body dissatisfaction were 

serially mediated by upward appearance comparison, body surveillance, and social 

appearance anxiety. In contrast, our third SNS variable (viewing fitspiration-related 

content) had only direct effects on drive for thinness and body dissatisfaction.  

 As expected, bivariate correlations showed that all three SNS activities (CFB, 

fitspiration-related content, and ILC) were moderately and positively correlated with 

both body dissatisfaction and drive for thinness (H1). Although the scales measuring 

SNS activity were developed for the current study, and thus differ from those previously 

used to assess appearance-related SNS use, findings are consistent with prior studies 

(e.g., Cohen et al., 2017; Holland & Tiggemann, 2016). Thus, current findings add 

support to a growing body of research indicating that engagement in appearance-related 
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SNS use is positively associated with body image concerns. The three appearance-

related SNS uses also showed moderate positive correlations with upward comparison 

and social appearance anxiety. Findings regarding the relationships between the SNS 

uses and upward appearance comparison are also consistent with previous research 

(e.g., Butkowski et al., 2019; Fardouly & Vartanian, 2015; Fardouly et al., 2018). 

However, this is the first known study to show a positive relationship between these 

appearance-related SNS uses and social appearance anxiety. 

 Additional bivariate correlations indicated that CFB and ILC had moderate 

positive associations with body surveillance, which is consistent with prior studies 

(Butkowski et al., 2019; Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2012). However, the viewing of 

fitspiration-related content showed no such association. Findings thus provided only 

partial support for H2, which predicted that all three SNS activities would be positively 

correlated with the three mediating variables. Quite possibly, the emphasis on body 

functionality within some fitspiration images may have contributed to the weak 

relationship between fitspiration and body surveillance in that the depiction of bodies 

physically doing something may be associated more with fitness and strength than with 

static appearance, and consequent body surveillance (e.g., Fardouly et al., 2018). 

Another consideration is that we used multiple items to assess different types of health 

and fitness content (e.g., sports stars, fitness personalities, weight loss) in an attempt to 

improve content validity over the single item measures of fitspiration used in past 

studies (e.g., Cohen et al., 2017). Assessing fitspiration-related use with items such as “I 

use my SNSs to follow female fitness personalities” may evoke not so much idealized 

images of these individuals, but rather the types of diets they advocate and motivational 

tips they use while exercising. To test this possibility, researchers may need to isolate 
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discrete types of fitspiration content, such as imagery of bodies versus diets and 

exercise. 

 Objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) posits that variables such 

as body surveillance and appearance anxiety mediate the relationship between self- 

objectification and body image concerns. In our model, and consistent with this 

proposition, CFB and ILC uniquely and indirectly predicted body image concerns via 

upward appearance comparison, body surveillance, and social appearance anxiety, 

supporting H3a and H3b. Of particular note, within the context of the serial mediation 

models, neither CFB nor ILC directly predicted drive for thinness or body 

dissatisfaction despite moderate bivariate correlations between these variables. Thus, 

current findings support previous research (Koskina et al., 2011; Levinson & 

Rodebaugh, 2016; Turel et al., 2018) that showed associations between social 

appearance anxiety and body image concerns, and extend prior research that assessed 

the mediating role of general (rather than upward) appearance comparison (e.g., Brown 

& Tiggemann, 2016; Fardouly & Vartanian, 2015). The findings also support prior 

objectification-social comparison models (Fitzsimmons-Craft et al., 2014; Lindner et 

al., 2012; Tylka & Sabik, 2010) by confirming that both upward appearance comparison 

and body surveillance play important roles in linking SNS viewing of idealized media 

imagery (e.g., celebrities) and receipt of appearance-related feedback (i.e., likes and 

comments), with body image concerns. By highlighting the roles played by upward 

appearance comparison and social appearance anxiety, the findings demonstrate ways in 

which the objectification framework can be extended beyond those variables (e.g., body 

shame and trait appearance anxiety) that have been examined in previous studies (e.g., 

Manago et al., 2015; Tiggemann & Williams, 2012). 
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 Frequency of browsing or following of fitspiration-related content did not 

indirectly predict body image concerns, thereby offering no support for H4a. 

Contributing to this non-significant total indirect path was the non-

significant association between fitspiration and body surveillance, as discussed above. 

However, findings supported our prediction that higher frequency of viewing 

fitspiration-related content would be associated with higher levels of drive for thinness 

(H4b) and body dissatisfaction (H4c). These findings contribute to a growing body of 

research demonstrating that the more young women view these sites, the less favorable 

their body image tends to be (Cohen et al., 2017; Fardouly et al., 2018; Lewallen & 

Behm-Morawitz, 2016). 

 The findings in relation to fitspiration-related content can be interpreted in 

several ways. A first possibility is that there is, in reality, only a direct effect between 

these variables, with any influence of this type of SNS activity occurring in an 

automatic, non-contemplative manner, without consideration of social comparisons, 

body checking behaviors, or fears of others’ evaluations. A second possibility is that an 

indirect effect exists, but not via the variables investigated as mediators in the current 

study. As shown in past research, internalization of appearance ideals may mediate the 

relationship between fitspiration images and body image concerns (Fardouly et al., 

2018). Alternatively, perhaps mediation occurs through self-improvement mechanisms 

such as by promoting exercise, diet, and other health or social benefits that were not 

directly assessed in the current research. 

 An important contribution of the current study is that social appearance anxiety 

was strongly and positively correlated with body surveillance. As predicted (H5), the 

first model (Figure 3), with upward appearance comparison preceding body 
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surveillance, displayed a better fit to the data than did the alternative model in which the 

order of these mediators was reversed. Indeed, 10% more variance in social appearance 

anxiety was explained in the former than in the latter model. This finding supports the 

notion within objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) that body checking 

behaviors may manifest directly as appearance anxiety (e.g., Tiggemann & Kuring, 

2004; Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001; Tiggemann & Williams, 2012). Moreover, neither 

body surveillance nor upward appearance comparison had direct effects on either of the 

body image concerns, adding further support to the mediation pathways suggested by 

objectification theory and by the integrated objectification-social comparison model. 

Practise Implications  

 Results from this study can inform media/social media literacy programs that 

target body image concerns. Such programs teach individuals to critically analyze 

media images and messages, and although they address detrimental effects of 

comparison processes, there is room for their expansion. Indeed, based on current 

findings that the more young women engage in upward appearance comparisons, the 

more they monitor their bodies and fear others’ evaluations of their appearance, 

programs could address the undue value young women often place on their appearance 

by highlighting the harmful effects (e.g., social appearance anxiety) of self-

objectification. Notably, if future research provides evidence of causal processes, each 

of the variables that have been shown here to intervene between SNS use and body 

image concerns can be seen as a potential target for intervention. Additionally, our 

findings suggest that programs should address the potential effects of social media 

metrics (i.e., likes and comments) by highlighting the deleterious consequences of 

pursuing, and seeking to maximize, public affirmations on one’s photos. Furthermore, 
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fitspiration’s association with body image concerns suggests that social media literacy 

programs could include guidelines for the constructive use of this type of content. For 

example, viewing fitspiration imagery with self-compassionate messages could offer a 

practical avenue for attenuating the effect of this type of content on women’s body 

satisfaction (Slater et al., 2017).  

 Current findings also have practical implications for therapists and university 

campus counselors. By understanding the type of SNS activities that may lead to body 

image concerns, these professionals could also target the underlying mechanisms that 

perpetuate these associations. In their daily practise, they may work with clients to 

collaboratively set realistic goals in reducing frequency of this type of SNS use by, for 

example, encouraging clients to enable screen time tracking on their devices and set 

time limits on daily use of appearance-related apps, which, in turn, may curb 

engagement in comparison processes and body monitoring behaviors. They may also 

ask clients to think critically about the type of content they follow, and if the content is 

heavily focused on appearance, clients could be encouraged to add some nature or travel 

content to their SNS consumption mix (Brown & Tiggemann, 2016). 

 Finally, our results can inform policymakers. Although a small number of 

countries have removed the public tally of likes on photos posted to Instagram and 

Facebook in an attempt to reduce social comparison processes, other countries have yet 

to follow suit. Further research is required to determine the effectiveness of removing 

likes from public view, however, current findings suggest that, in addition to likes, 

comments may also leave young women vulnerable to the detrimental effects of 

appearance comparisons. In line with campaigns such as “Scroll Free September” 

(Royal Society for Public Health, 2018) that address mental health issues associated 
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with the use of social media, perhaps an initiative such as “Metric Free May” could help 

reduce the negative body image outcomes linked with placing importance on likes and 

comments. Furthermore, regulation restricting the promotion of unattainable idealized 

bodies as aspirational in order to increase the desirability of products or lifestyles must 

also be implemented to help reduce the impact on young women’s body image. 

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research 

 This research used a cross-sectional design that generated correlational data 

only, thus limiting any claims of causation. Although statistical modeling showed that 

CFB and ILC indirectly predicted body image concerns via upward appearance 

comparisons, then body surveillance, and finally social appearance anxiety, it is 

plausible that reversed effects hold. Additionally, we did not control for total SNS use 

despite the possibility that those who use SNSs most extensively also engage more 

often in the appearance-related SNS uses examined here. The current study also 

assessed two competing models and showed that the data better fitted a model in which 

upward appearance comparison preceded body surveillance. However, longitudinal 

studies are necessary to strengthen conclusions regarding the directionality of these 

relationships.  

 To compare their contributions to the objectification model, future research 

should examine the unique and additive effects of both the intrapersonal emotion of trait 

appearance anxiety and the interpersonal emotion of social appearance anxiety. 

Furthermore, research could assess whether a different type of body surveillance is 

revealed when the focus is on the role of fitspiration-related content in leading women 

to monitor their bodies for possible self-improvement opportunities, such as via weight 

reduction or enhanced body-tone. In line with this suggestion, future research could also 
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assess the association between fitspiration-related SNS use and women’s drive for 

muscularity. 

 At the time this study was conducted, “likes” were visible to other viewers on 

Instagram and Facebook. However, in Australia, as of July and September 2019, likes 

were removed from Instagram and Facebook posts, and the number of likes received is 

available only to the person who owns the profile. The decision to remove visible likes 

was taken to improve comfort to express oneself and reduce judgment while using the 

sites (Bogle, 2019). Although SNS-use in the current study was not limited to Instagram 

and Facebook, and our items assessed how important the likes and comments were to 

the participant, if other users cannot see the number of likes on these platforms, this 

metric may not remain as important. It follows that findings for this SNS activity may 

have limited international generalizability. The current study assessed only upward 

appearance comparisons however, general appearance comparisons have also been 

linked with SNS use (e.g., Brown & Tiggemann, 2016). Thus, future research could 

examine differences in objectification variables and both general and directional 

appearance comparisons between countries which do (e.g., USA and UK) and do not 

(Australia, Canada) enable likes to be visible to other users.  

 Although the sample exclusively comprised Australian female students aged 17–

25 years, thereby potentially limiting generalizability, sampling from an undergraduate 

population is appropriate as university students are among the highest users of SNSs 

(Sensis, 2018) and both body image concerns and eating disorders often develop during 

this period (Taylor et al., 2006). Nonetheless, future research should seek to replicate 

these findings utilizing adolescents, and more diverse samples in terms of ethnicity, 

sexual orientation, and gender identity.  
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 Our three appearance-related SNS measures were developed through two pilot 

studies specifically for this research and have not been extensively validated. One of 

several established SNS-use scales (e.g., Facebook Questionnaire; Meier & Gray, 2014) 

could have been used, however, the items comprising these scales do not pertain to the 

currently investigated types of appearance-related sites or to the importance placed on 

likes and comments. Although attention check items filtered respondents who were not 

responding diligently, filler items were not included, and the body image measures were 

not counter-balanced. Thus, the self-report data may have been affected by consistency 

and social desirability response tendencies. The transparency of the study aims to the 

participants, and the possible impact of this limitation on participant responses need to 

be considered when assessing the contribution of the study. 

Conclusion 

 Our findings contribute to understanding of the links between appearance- 

related SNS use and women’s body image concerns. In particular, the findings highlight 

the role played by anxiety over being negatively evaluated by others, and the possible 

influence on this anxiety of upward comparisons with other women. Combining 

different theories can help us better understand the multifaceted processes associated 

with body image concerns and eating disorder symptomology. In the current study, the 

use of an expanded and integrated model suggested ways in which preventative SNS, 

and body image interventions can better target the mechanisms that may perpetuate 

body image concerns. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Study 1a 

How Self-Compassion Moderates the Links Between SNS-Use and Body-Related 

Outcomes in Young Women 

 This chapter presents Study 1a. It ties in with the published work presented in 

Chapter 3 and is thus a part of Study 1. Although Studies 1 and 1a used the same data 

set, the research questions reported in this chapter were not examined in the paper 

published in Psychology of Women Quarterly.   

 Study 1a examined the mechanisms by which self-compassion moderates the 

links between appearance-related SNS use and body-related outcomes, thus contributing 

to Aim 2 of this thesis. Based on Neff’s (2003) conceptualisation of self-compassion, 

this study utilised a novel approach by testing the moderating roles of the three pairs of 

opposing facets (i.e., self-kindness versus self-judgement, common humanity versus 

isolation, and mindfulness versus overidentification). To conduct these moderation 

analyses, as mentioned in Chapter 2, each subscale score was computed by calculating 

the mean of subscale item responses. That is, the uncompassionate facets (self-

judgement, isolation, and overidentification) were not reverse-scored. Analysing the 

subscale scores in this way enabled examination of whether the links between SNS use 

and negative body-related outcomes are dependent upon the facets of compassionate or 

uncompassionate self-responding. 
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How Self-Compassion Moderates the Links Between SNS-use and Body-Related 

Outcomes in Young Women 

 Social networking sites (SNSs), such as Facebook and Instagram, are the most 

commonly used form of media among young adults (Bair et al., 2012; Bell & Dittmar, 

2011), with approximately 41% of women using their SNSs more than five times per 

day in Australia (Sensis, 2018). However, a growing body of research indicates that, for 

many young women, appearance-related SNS use (e.g., viewing of celebrity and 

fitspiration sites) is, directly or indirectly, associated with negative body image (see 

Study 1, Chapter 3). As discussed in Study 1, social comparison and objectification 

models highlight the role the media plays in the development and maintenance of body 

concerns and posit that appearance comparisons may be partly responsible for this 

association (e.g., Fitzsimmons-Craft et al., 2014: Tylka & Sabik, 2010). Indeed, SNS 

research (e.g., Fardouly & Vartanian, 2015) provides evidence for the importance of 

appearance comparisons, particularly in the upward direction (i.e., comparing oneself to 

others deemed to be more attractive), as an underlying mechanism between some 

appearance-related SNS usage and women’s body concerns.  

 Despite the positive associations between appearance-related SNS-use, upward 

appearance comparisons, and body concerns, some women who frequently use 

appearance-related SNSs remain satisfied with their bodies and appearance, suggesting 

that protective factors may be at play. As discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, one such 

protective factor may be self-compassion, which involves the ability to hold distressing 

feelings in awareness, with kindness and a sense of shared humanity (Neff, 2003). 

Although systematic reviews (e.g., Braun et al., 2016) and meta-analyses (e.g., Turk & 

Waller, 2020) have shown self-compassion’s protective utility against negative body 
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image, limited studies (e.g., Wang et al., 2019) have examined its inhibitory effect 

within the SNS context. Furthermore, only two known studies (Geller et al., 2014; 

Rodgers et al., 2017) have examined the mechanisms by which self-compassion acts as 

a protective factor against body- or eating-related outcomes. Thus, a main aim of the 

current study was to contribute to the limited research on self-compassion within the 

SNS and body image context. Based on the same objectification-social comparison 

model and hypothesised pathways as in Study 1, the second aim of the thesis was to 

examine the mechanisms by which self-compassion operates as a protective factor 

against threats to body image in young women.  

The Facets of Self-compassion 

 As described in Chapter 2, and according to Neff (2003), self-compassion is 

comprised of six distinct yet interrelated facets, half of which are compassionate facets 

(self-kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness) and half of which are 

uncompassionate facets (self-judgement, isolation, and overidentification). To better 

understand the different ways that individuals emotionally respond to pain and failure, 

the six facets have been conceptualised as comprising three pairs of opposing responses: 

(a) self-kindness versus self-judgment (i.e., showing oneself understanding and comfort 

or engaging in harsh self-criticism); (b) common humanity versus isolation (i.e., 

understanding that flaws and disappointments are a shared human experience or seeing 

flaws as unique); and (c) mindfulness versus overidentification (i.e., observing painful 

emotions from an objective stance or suppressing, or ruminating on, them). Thus, the 

additional and novel aim of this study was to examine the three pairs of opposing facets 

as moderators of the links between appearance-related SNS use and body-related 

outcomes in women. 
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Three SNS uses, Upward Appearance Comparisons, and Body Concerns 

 As elaborated in Study 1 (Chapter 3), three specific appearance-related SNS 

uses were selected as either direct or indirect predictors of body concerns. Given the 

growing body of research indicating that idealised media images of women on social 

media platforms are associated with upward appearance comparisons and body 

concerns (e.g., Feltman & Szymanski, 2018; Holland & Tiggemann), the first of these 

SNS uses was the viewing or following of celebrity, fashion, and beauty sites (CFB). 

Another appearance-related trend growing in popularity on social media is fitspiration 

(a portmanteau of fitness and inspiration). Although these sites purport to endorse 

healthy eating and exercise, research has shown that the promotion of idealised fitness 

images of thin and toned women (Boepple & Thompson 2016), and the diets and 

exercise they promote (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2018), are associated with appearance 

comparisons and body concerns (Easton et al., 2018; Fardouly et al., 2018). Finally, the 

visual and interactive platform of SNSs encourages users to frequently post photos of 

themselves to elicit likes or comments from other users. However, undue importance 

may be placed on these social media metrics. Indeed, the more importance individuals 

place on such online metrics the more likely they are to engage in appearance 

comparisons and experience body concerns (Chua & Chang, 2016; Manago et al., 

2008). In sum, although these SNS uses differ slightly in how they highlight 

appearance, they have all been associated with feelings of inadequacy, negative body 

evaluations, and eating behaviours. 

Objectification-Social Comparison Model 

 As described in Study 1, the hypothesized serial mediation model comprised 

paths from three SNS uses (celebrities, fashion, and beauty [CFB], fitspiration-related 
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content, and importance placed on likes and comments [ILC]) through, in turn, upward 

appearance comparison, body surveillance, and social appearance anxiety, to drive for 

thinness and body dissatisfaction. In addition, given studies have consistently shown 

fitspiration sites to be associated with body concerns (Cohen et al., 2017; Fardouly et 

al., 2018), direct paths from fitspiration-related content to drive for thinness and body 

dissatisfaction were also hypothesised. As discussed in Study 1, this serial mediation 

model was based on prior models (Fitzsimmons-Craft et al., 2014; Lindner et al., Tylka 

& Sabik, 2010) that integrated objectification and social comparison theories. The 

current study extended this model by including direct and moderating effects associated 

with each of the six facets of self-compassion. 

The Moderating Role of Self-Compassion  

 As discussed in Chapter 2, because self-compassion involves adopting an 

understanding and accepting approach to oneself, it may interact with risk factors to 

interrupt their negative effect on body-related emotions, attitudes, and behaviours. For 

example, Tylka et al. (2015) found that self-compassion buffered the relationships 

between media thinness-related pressure and each of disordered eating and thin-ideal 

internalization among community women. However, Tylka et al. (2015) reported that 

when self-compassion interacted with media thinness-related pressure to predict thin-

ideal internalization and disordered eating, the percentages of variance accounted for by 

the interactions were relatively low. Furthermore, the authors found that self-

compassion failed to moderate the link between interpersonal (friends, family, and 

partners) thinness-related pressures to thin-ideal internalization and disordered eating. 

Wang et al. (2019) showed that the relationship between body talk on SNSs and body 

shame was weakened by self-compassion among undergraduate women, however the 



SOCIAL MEDIA, BODY IMAGE, SELF-COMPASSION                                                                                      

 

105 

interaction between self-compassion and body talk on SNSs failed to guard against 

body surveillance. These set of findings suggest that although self-compassion has been 

shown to buffer links between body-related variables, it does so in relation to only a 

subset of the dependent variables investigated. 

 Some studies have shown the buffering effect of self-compassion on the 

relationships between appearance comparisons and body concerns. For example, 

Homan and Tylka (2015) found that, among a sample of community and undergraduate 

women, the inverse relationship between body comparison and body appreciation was 

non-significant at high levels of self-compassion, but significant at low levels of self-

compassion. Nonetheless, Homan and Tylka (2015) noted that effect sizes in that study 

were small, which is unsurprising given the known difficulty in finding interaction 

effects in non-experimental designs (McClelland & Judd, 1993). More specific to the 

upward direction of appearance comparisons, Ntoumanis et al. (2020) found that the 

indirect relationship between upward appearance comparisons and body image 

discrepancy, via appearance evaluation, was significant at low, but not high, levels of 

appearance self-compassion in young adolescents, however effect sizes were not 

reported in that study. From a fitness perspective, qualitative findings (Berry et al., 

2010) revealed that self-compassionate women exercisers recognized that the idealised 

thin and toned body promoted by fitness media is unrealistic, and thus did not engage in 

upward appearance comparisons.  

 In contrast to this evidence of significant moderating effects, Modica (2019) 

failed to find self-compassion as a moderator of the relationship between Facebook 

appearance comparison and body surveillance among community women. Although, the 

moderating effects in that study did not approach significance, Modica (2019) 
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acknowledged that the finding should be interpreted with caution given the low 

statistical power was insufficient to find small effects. More specifically, Rodgers et al. 

(2017) found that, among adolescent girls, none of the compassionate facets (i.e., self-

kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness) buffered the mediated relationship 

between perceived overweight status and lower appearance esteem via appearance 

comparison. However, self-compassion levels for adolescent girls in the study by 

Rodgers et al. (2017) were low and may have inhibited a buffering effect. Additionally, 

Rodgers et al. (2017) assessed only the compassionate facets; thus, it is difficult to 

establish whether uncompassionate self-responding may have strengthened any of the 

associations.  

 As discussed in Chapter 2, only one known study (Geller et al., 2014) has 

examined each of the six facets of self-compassion as moderators of the link between 

weight and shape concerns and disordered eating, showing that only mindfulness 

buffered the link between distress and disordered eating. However, interpretation of 

these findings is clouded by doubts over the way in which the Self-Compassion Scale 

(SCS; Neff, 2003) was scored. That is, although Geller et al. (2014) initially used the 

global score of the SCS as a moderator, which would include reverse scoring of the 

uncompassionate facets, it is unknown whether each subscale remained reverse scored 

in the follow-up analyses. If indeed the subscales remained reverse-scored, reduced 

uncompassionate self-responding rather than uncompassionate self-responding were 

examined as moderating variables, making it difficult to establish whether 

uncompassionate self-responding may have strengthened any of the associations. Given 

that Neff et al. (2019) argue that the degree to which individuals display 

uncompassionate behaviour toward themselves during times of disappointment or 
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suffering is central to the process of understanding how self-compassionate they are 

overall, examination of the uncompassionate facets seems as important as the 

compassionate facets.  

 Thus, a further consideration is that some forms of uncompassionate self-

responding may be related to body- and eating-related outcomes or social evaluative 

commentary. For example, two studies showed that the association between body shame 

and binge eating was mediated by self-criticism in samples of both community and 

college women (Duarte et al. 2014; Duarte & Pinto-Gouveia, 2017). Moreover, Toole 

and Craighead (2016) evaluated the effectiveness of a self-compassion meditation for 

improving body image and self-compassion in undergraduate women, and although 

overall self-compassion did not improve, self-criticism was reduced at posttest. From a 

neurobiological perspective, an fMRI study by Parrish et al. (2018) showed that 

individuals high in self-judgement harshly criticise themselves following social 

evaluation, and thus up-regulate their negative affect. These findings provide 

preliminary evidence of the importance of understanding uncompassionate self-

responding.  

 In sum, the majority of evidence supports the moderating role of self-

compassion as a protective factor against negative body image (see Braun et al., 2016 

for review, and Turk & Waller, 2020, for meta-analysis). However, given the dearth of 

studies examining the mechanisms through which self-compassion operates as a 

moderating factor on the links between body-related variables, it is difficult to establish 

whether some or all of the compassionate facets play a role, particularly when 

uncompassionate self-responding is entered into the mix.  

The Current Study 
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 The current study had four main aims. Accumulated evidence shows that 

upward appearance comparison is a process through which appearance-related SNS use 

leads to body concerns (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2015). Additionally, most studies have 

shown that individuals who are high in self-compassion may be shielded from the 

negative effects of appearance comparisons (Berry et al., 2010; Tylka et al., 2015). 

Thus, based on the objectification-social comparison model from Study 1, and using the 

same hypothesised pathways, the first study aim was to assess the mechanisms through 

which self-compassion operates as a protective factor by examining each of the 

compassionate facets as a potential moderator of the links between each of the SNS uses 

and upward appearance comparisons, as shown in Figures 4.1–4.3. 

 The following hypotheses were tested: 

H1: Self-kindness will buffer the links between (a) CFB, (b) fitspiration-related 

content, and (c) ILC and upward appearance comparison.  

H2: Common humanity will buffer the links between (a) CFB, (b) fitspiration-related 

content, and (c) ILC and upward appearance comparison.  

H3: Mindfulness will buffer the links between (a) CFB, (b) fitspiration-related 

content, and (c) ILC and upward appearance comparison.  

 In addition to the links between appearance-related SNS-use and appearance 

comparisons, research consistently shows a positive direct association between 

viewing fitspiration sites and body concerns (e.g., Fardouly et al., 2018). Indeed, as 

shown in Study 1, the links between (a) CFB and (b) ILC and body concerns were 

indirect, whereas the link between fitspiration and body concerns was direct. Although 

studies have yet to examine the moderating role of self-compassion on these 

relationships, findings by Slater et al. (2017) show that women who viewed a 
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combination of fitspiration and self-compassion images reported higher body 

satisfaction than women who viewed only fitspiration images. Based on Slater et al.’s 

(2017) preliminary findings and the concept of self-compassion (Neff, 2003), the 

second aim of this study was to examine the buffering role of the compassionate 

facets on the links between fitspiration-related content and the two body concerns of 

drive for thinness and body dissatisfaction (see Figures 4.1–4.3).  

The following hypotheses were tested: 

H4: Self-kindness will buffer the links between fitspiration-related content and (a) 

drive for thinness and (b) body dissatisfaction. 

H5: Common humanity will buffer the links between fitspiration-related content 

and (a) drive for thinness and (b) body dissatisfaction. 

H6: Mindfulness will buffer the links between fitspiration-related content and (a) 

drive for thinness and (b) body dissatisfaction. 

 Although findings show that women engage in varying degrees of self-

criticism in relation to their bodies (e.g., Duarte & Pinto-Gouveia, 2017; Strahan et al., 

2006), the uncompassionate facets (self-judgement, isolation, overidentification) have 

yet to be examined as potential (strengthening) moderators of the relationships 

between SNS-uses, upward appearance comparison, and body concerns. To address 

these issues, two research questions were investigated. The third aim was thus, to 

address the question of whether the uncompassionate facets reinforce the associations 

between each of the three SNS uses and upward appearance comparison. The 

following research question was explored: 
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RQ1. Do self-judgement, isolation, and/or overidentification, strengthen the links 

between (a) CFB, (b) fitspiration-related content and (c) ILC and upward appearance 

comparisons? 

 The fourth aim was to investigate the related question of whether the 

uncompassionate facets reinforce the links between viewing fitspiration-related 

content and body concerns, as shown in Figures 4.1–4.3. Thus, the following research 

question was also explored:  

RQ2. Do self-judgement, isolation, and/or overidentification, strengthen the links 

between fitspiration-related content and (a) drive for thinness and (b) body 

dissatisfaction? 
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Based on Neff’s (2003) conceptualization of self-compassion as comprising 

three pairs of opposing facets, Figure 1 shows self-kindness (bold lines) and self-

judgment (dashed lines) as potential moderators of the links between CFB, 

fitspiration-related content, and ILC, and upward appearance comparison. Figure 4.1 

also shows the potential moderating effects of self-kindness (bold lines) versus self-

judgment (dashed lines) on the links between fitspiration-related content and drive for 

thinness and body dissatisfaction. 

Figure 4.1 

Hypothesised Model with Proposed Moderating Effects of Self-Kindness vs. Self-

Judgement 

 

Note. CFB = celebrity, fashion, beauty; ILC = importance of likes and comments. Solid 

lines from self-kindness represent H1a/b/c and H4a/b. Dashed lines from self-

judgement represent RQ1a/b/c, and RQ2a/b.
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 Again, based on Neff’s (2003) conceptualization of self-compassion, Figure 2 

shows common humanity (bold lines) and isolation (dashed lines) as potential 

moderators of the links between CFB, fitspiration-related content, and ILC, and 

upward appearance comparison. Figure 4.2 also shows the potential moderating 

effects of the same self-compassion facets on the links between fitspiration-related 

content and drive for thinness and body dissatisfaction 

 

Figure 4.2 

Hypothesised Model with Proposed Moderating Effects of Common Humanity and 

Isolation 

 

Note. CFB = celebrity, fashion, beauty; ILC = importance of likes and comments. Solid 

lines from common humanity represent H2a/b/c and H5a/b. Dashed lines from 

isolation represent RQ1a/b/c, and RQ2a/b 
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 Similarly, and again based on Neff’s (2003) conceptualization of self-

compassion, Figure 4.3 shows moderating effects of mindfulness (bold lines) versus 

overidentification (dashed lines) that parallel those shown in Figures 4.1 and 4.2. 

Figure 4.3 

Hypothesised Model with Proposed Moderating Effects of Mindfulness and 

Overidentification 

 

Note. CFB = celebrity, fashion, beauty; ILC = importance of likes and comments. Solid 

lines from mindfulness represent H3a/b/c and H6a/b. Dashed lines from 

overidentification represent RQ1a/b/c, and RQ2a/b. 

Method 

Participants 

The sample used in this study was the same as in Study 1 (N = 338).  

Procedure 

The procedure was the same as in Study 1. However, in addition to measures of 

appearance-related SNS activities, upward physical appearance comparison, body 

surveillance, social appearance anxiety, drive for thinness, and body dissatisfaction, a 

measure of self-compassion was included.  
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Measures 

 The information about demographic characteristics collected in Study 1 was also 

used in this study. Appearance-related SNS measures pertaining to CFB, fitspiration-

related content, and ILC were the same as those used in Study 1. Similarly, measures 

pertaining to upward physical appearance comparison, body surveillance, social 

appearance anxiety, drive for thinness, and body dissatisfaction were the same as those 

used in Study 1. 

 Self-Compassion Scale (SCS; Neff, 2003). This 26-item measure comprises six 

subscales: three comprise the compassionate facets and three comprise the 

uncompassionate facets. For the compassionate facets, a 5-item subscale measures self-

kindness (e.g., ‘I try to be understanding and patient toward aspects of my personality I 

don’t like’), a 4-item subscale measures common humanity (e.g., ‘I try to see my 

failings as part of the human condition’), and a 4-item subscale measures mindfulness 

(e.g., ‘When something painful happens I try to take a balanced view of the situation’). 

For the uncompassionate facets, a 5-item subscale measures self-judgement (e.g., ‘I’m 

disapproving and judgmental about my own flaws and inadequacies’), a 4-item subscale 

measures isolation (e.g., ‘When I think about my inadequacies it tends to make me feel 

more separate and cut off from the rest of the world’), and a 4-item subscale measures 

overidentification (e.g., ‘When I’m feeling down I tend to obsess and fixate on 

everything that’s wrong.’). Responses are given on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 

(Almost never) to 5 (Almost always). Neff (2003) reported very good internal 

consistency (a = .92), as well as excellent test–retest reliability (r = .93) over a three-

week interval, in a sample of undergraduate students. More specifically, each subscale 

has demonstrated good internal consistency (self-kindness: a = .78; common humanity: 
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a = .80; mindfulness: a = .75; self-judgment: a = .77; isolation: a = .79; and 

overidentification: a = .81), and good test–retest reliability (self-kindness: r = .88; 

common humanity: r = .80; mindfulness: r = .85; self-judgment: r = .88; isolation: r = 

.85; and overidentification: r = .88) over a three-week interval, in samples of university 

students. Neff (2003) reported that the SCS was found to be negatively correlated with 

the Self-Criticism subscale of the Depressive Experiences Questionnaire (Blatt et al., 

1976), and positively correlated with the Social Connectedness Scale (Lee & Robbins, 

1995), thereby demonstrating divergent and convergent validity, respectively. 

Overview of Analyses 

 Analyses were conducted in five main stages. First, the psychometric properties 

of the multi-item scales were assessed, and descriptive statistics and correlations were 

computed. Structural equation modelling (SEM) was then used to evaluate the absolute 

and incremental fit of the hypothesized path model (from Study 1). Thus, the second 

stage involved adding the main effects of the moderator variables and the third stage 

involved further adding of the interaction terms that involved these variables. The fourth 

stage involved the use of specific fit indices to compare the non-nested models (i.e., 

each of the three main effects models were compared with each of the three 

hypothesised models). Two fit indices were reported: (a) χ2/df ratio, which indicates 

good fit when it produces 2 or a smaller value while indicating an acceptable value 

when it produces a value of 3 (Schermelleh-Engel & Moosbrugger, 2003) and (b) 

Akaike information criterion (AIC; Akaike, 1974) which is preferable to the Bayseian 

information criterion (BIC; Shwarz, 1978) when the true model is too complex to 

estimate parametrically (Shao, 1997), and where the lower value indicates a better fit. 

By using these procedures, the models in this study were evaluated to determine their 
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overall model fit and their parsimony. All variables were treated as observed, rather 

than latent.  

 Fifth, given that the six individual facets of self-compassion are theoretically 

paired into opposing facets of compassionate and uncompassionate responding (Neff, 

2003), tests were conducted of the moderating effect of each pair of facets (self-

kindness versus self-judgment, common humanity versus isolation, and mindfulness 

versus overidentification) on the relationships between (a) each of the SNS variables 

(CFB, fitspiration-related content, and ILC) and upward appearance comparison and (b) 

fitspiration-related content and the two body concern dependent variables (drive for 

thinness and body dissatisfaction). Each of the models included only one pair of 

compassionate and uncompassionate facets, and their associated main and moderating 

effects, because to include all three pairs (or six facets) would have rendered the model 

unmanageably complex (that is, instead of 16 paths being added to the Study 1 model, 

48 paths would have needed to be added). 

Power analyses were conducted to determine the minimum sample size needed 

to test the hypothesized path model with the added moderator and interaction term 

variables. As recommended by Raykov and Marcoulides (2006), a minimum sample 

size would be at least 10 times the number of free model parameters, referred to as the 

N: q ≥ 10 rule. Given the number of free parameters (n = 32) in each proposed path 

model, the estimated minimum sample size based on this recommendation was 320 

participants. Thus, the final sample of 338 participants in this study was adequate for 

the analyses. 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 
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 As reported in Study 1, five attention check items identified 35 respondents who 

answered two or more items incorrectly and these participants were excluded from the 

sample (final n = 338). There were no missing data. All Mahalanobis Distance values 

were less than the p > .001 critical value with three degrees of freedom, indicating that 

no multivariate outliers were present (Tabachnick & Fidel, 2007). Means, standard 

deviations, reliability levels, and intercorrelations for all measures are displayed in 

Table 4.1. All multi-item scales had satisfactory levels of internal consistency.  

 In addition to the correlations shown in Chapter 3 when reporting Study 1, 

inspection of Table 4.1 reveals that only CFB and ILC were positively correlated with 

the compassionate facets (self-kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness).  

Fitspiration-related content was not significantly correlated with any of the 

compassionate facets. In contrast, CFB, fitspiration-related content, and ILC were all 

negatively correlated with the uncompassionate facets (self-judgement, isolation, and 

overidentification). Additionally, upward appearance comparison, drive for thinness and 

body dissatisfaction were all negatively associated with the compassionate, and 

positively associated with the uncompassionate, facets. 
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Table 4.1  
Means, Standard Deviations, and Reliability Levels of, and Correlations Between, Study Variables 

Note. CFB = celebrity, fashion, and beauty; ILC = importance of likes and comments; UPAC – upward appearance comparison; SAA =  social appearance 

anxiety; BMI = body mass index. Correlations of compassionate and uncompassionate facets are in bold. M = mean; SD = standard deviation; a = internal 

consistency/reliability levels 
* p < .05. ** < .01. 

 

 

 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 M SD a 

1. CFB  .52** .27** .29** .31** .23** .25** .30** -.15** -.16** -.18** .24** .25** .27** .02 3.62 1.07 

1.07 

 .91 

2. Fitspiration content   .26** .06 .24** .12* .28** .22** -.08 -.004 -.06 .21** .23** .14** 

8 

.11 2.82 1.21 .89 

3. ILC      .35** .41** .37** .30** .24** -.18** -.11* -.11* .27** .30** .35** .06 2.50 .61  

1.61 

.86 

4. Body surveillance     .63** .60** .47** .49** -.43** -.28** -.28** .53** .45** .50** .05 4.02 .81 .85 

5. UPAC      .57** .49** .51** -.36** -.14** -.25** .56** .48** .51** .05 3.68 .79 .95 

6. SAA       .62** .64** -.45** -.27** -.35** .67** .59** .58** .08 2.95 .88 .95 

7. Drive for thinness        .70** -.41** -.25** -.32** .67** .57** .53** .27** 3.70 .98 .93 

8. Body dissatisfaction         -.51** -.31** -.34** .63** .52** .51** .33** 3.87 1.32 .86 

9. Self-kindness          .62** .69** -.58** -.44** -.47** -.10 2.84 .75 .86 

10. Common humanity           .58** -.31** -.28** -.30** -.10 3.08 .70 .76 

11. Mindfulness            -.38** -.31** -.45** -.09 3.05 .67 .77 

12. Self-judgement             .76** .76** .11* 3.50 .82 .85 

13. Isolation              .69** .11* 3.35 .84 .82 

14. Overidentification               .10 3.43 .83 .78 

15. BMI                22.6 3.68  
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Structural Equation Modelling 

 SEM analyses were conducted using the same procedures and fit statistics as in 

Study 1. In this second stage of the analyses, the structural equation model tested in 

Study 1 was elaborated, in separate models, by including main effects from one of the 

pairs of self-compassion facets to each of upward appearance comparison, drive for 

thinness, and body dissatisfaction. 

Moderation Analyses 

Fit of Main and Moderation Effect Models 

 The third stage of analyses involved testing the study hypotheses through the 

addition of interaction terms to the models tested in stage two. Hypotheses were tested 

using Edwards and Lambert’s (2007) path analytic procedures for moderated indirect 

effects models. All effects were tested using bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals 

from 5,000 bootstrapped estimates (Shrout & Bolger, 2002). Findings pertaining to the 

hypothesised model are reported in the left column of data in Tables 4.2 (effects on 

upward appearance comparison) and 4.3 (effects on the body concern dependent 

variables).  

 Given that the hypothesised models include predictors of upward appearance 

comparison and the body concern variables other than the self-compassion interaction 

terms, it is possible that the co-presence of these other predictors could change the size 

and significance of the moderation effects. For example, an interaction effect that was 

not significant in the stage three model may become so in a model that included fewer 

predictors of the dependent variable. To test this possibility, in the final stage of the data 

analysis, each of the stage three models was modified in two ways and the fit of the 

modified models was then examined. The first of these modifications involved 
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removing the paths from one of the pair of self-compassion interaction terms; the 

second modification involved the additional removal of the paths from the two SNS 

variables that were not part of the particular interaction. Thus, in the second set of these 

modified models, there were only three predictors of upward appearance comparison 

(one SNS variable, one self-compassion variable, and the interaction involving these 

two variables), and there were four predictors of the body concern variables (social 

appearance anxiety, plus the three variables used in the prediction of upward appearance 

comparison). With this approach, an assessment could be made as to whether the self-

compassion variables moderated the SNS effects under conditions of varying model 

complexity. Findings are reported in the middle and right columns of data, respectively, 

in Tables 4.2 and 4.3. All hypotheses predicted directional outcomes. Therefore, one-

tailed p values were used.
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Table 4.2 

Standardised Coefficients for the Moderated Effects of Each Self-Compassion Facet on the Links Between Three SNS Uses and UPAC  

Self-Compassion Moderator 
Variable 

SNS 
Exogenous 
Variable 

DV/ 
Endogenous 

Variable 

With Both Self-Compassion 
Variables as Moderators 

(The hypothesised model) 

With Only this Self-
Compassion Variable as a 

Moderator 

With Only this S-C Variable as 
a Moderator, & Only this S-C 
Variable & this SNS Variable 

Directly Predicting UPAC 
β p β p β p  

 Self-Kindness CFB UPAC .05 .12 .03 .25 .03 .17 

Self-Judgement CFB UPAC .07 .06 .04 .13 .001 .49 
         Self-Kindness Fitspo UPAC -.08 .02* -.04 .19 -.02 .31 

Self-Judgement Fitspo UPAC -.07 .06 -.02 .32 -.04 .12 
         Self-Kindness ILC UPAC .06 .10 .05 .07 .05 .06 

Self-Judgement ILC UPAC .06 .08 .10 .003** .09 .002** 

         
         Common Humanity CFB UPAC .05 .12 .02 .34 .01 .38 

Isolation CFB UPAC .01 .37 .004 .46 -.03 .21 
         Common Humanity Fitspo UPAC -.02 .16 -.05 .19 -.006 .44 

Isolation Fitspo UPAC -.06 .39 .005 .46 -.04 .12 
         Common Humanity ILC UPAC .02 .27 .06 .08 .05 .13 

Isolation ILC UPAC .09 .02* .11 .001*** .10 .001*** 

         Mindfulness CFB UPAC -.06 .10 -.04 .22 -.03 .24 
Overidentification CFB UPAC -.02 .28 -.01 .38 -.05 .09 

         Mindfulness Fitspo UPAC -.04 .23 -.005 .46 -.01 .38 

Overidentification Fitspo UPAC -.07 .09 -.06 .12 -.06 .12 
         Mindfulness ILC UPAC .001 .49 .03 .25 .01 .35 

Overidentification ILC UPAC .11 .008** .10 .008** .12 <.001*** 

Note.  SNS = social networking site; DV = dependent variable;  S-C = self-compassion;  CFB = celebrity, fashion, beauty; Fitspo = fitspiration-related 
content; ILC = importance of likes and comments; UPAC = upward appearance comparison. Significant effects are highlighted in bold. * p < .05. ** p < .01.  
*** p < .001. p is one-tailed.  



SOCIAL MEDIA, BODY IMAGE, SELF-COMPASSION                                                                                      

 

122 

Table 4.3 
Standardised Coefficients for the Moderation Effects of Each Self-Compassion Facet on the Links Between Three SNS Uses and Drive for Thinness, and Body 

Dissatisfaction  

Self-Compassion 
Moderator Variable 

SNS 
Exogenous 

Variable 

DV/ 
Endogenous 

Variable 

With Both Self-Compassion 
Variables as Moderators 

(The Hypothesised Model) 

With Only this Self-
Compassion Variable as a 

Moderator 

With Only this S-C Variable as 
a Moderator, & Only this S-C 
Variable & this SNS Variable 

Directly Predicting the DV 

β p β p β P 
 

Self-Kindness Fitspo DT -.11 .003** -.08 .008** -.09 .007** 

Self-Judgement Fitspo DT -.05 .15 .03 .16 .03 .17 
  DT       Self-Kindness Fitspo BD .003 .47 .02 .27 .02 .27 

Self-Judgement Fitspo BD -.02 .29 -.01 .35 -.01 .35 
         
         

Common Humanity Fitspo DT -.07 .02* -.08 .008** -.08 .008** 

Isolation Fitspo DT .004 .45 .02 .24 .02 .24 
  DT       Common Humanity Fitspo BD -.03 .21 -.008 .41 -.008 .42 

Isolation Fitspo BD .08 .01* .03 .10 .03 .10 

         
         

Mindfulness Fitspo DT -.09 .002** -.08 .01* -.08 .01* 

Overidentification Fitspo DT .02 .33 .02 .25 .02 .25 
  DT       Mindfulness Fitspo BD -.05 .10 -.02 .33 -.02 .33 

Overidentification Fitspo BD .08 .02* .05 .09 .05 .16 
Note.  SNS = social networking site; DV = dependent variable; S-C = self-compassion; Fitspo = fitspiration-related content; DT = drive for thinness; BD = 
body dissatisfaction. Significant effects are highlighted in bold.  * p < .05. ** p < .01. p is one-tailed. 
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 In stage two of the analysis, the model from Study 1 was modified to include six 

paths from self-kindness and self-judgement directly to each of upward appearance 

comparison, drive for thinness, and body dissatisfaction, however it provided a less than 

adequate fit to the data, χ2(17) = 89.36 (p < .001), RMSEA = .112 (90% confidence 

interval [CI]: .090, .136), CFI = .96, NNFI = .95, and SRMR = .03. In this main effects-

only model, self-kindness, but not self-judgement, was significantly (and negatively) 

related to upward appearance comparison and drive for thinness. Neither of these self-

compassion facets was related to body dissatisfaction.  

 In stage three of the analysis, the first hypothesised model (shown in Figure 4.1) 

involved the further addition of the six interaction terms representing self-kindness and 

self-judgement ´ each of the three exogenous (SNS) variables to upward appearance 

comparison, and the four interaction terms representing self-kindness and self-

judgement ´ fitspiration to each of drive for thinness and body dissatisfaction. Thus, in 

total, this third stage of the analysis involved the addition of ten paths representing 

moderation effects (see Figure 4.4). Consistent with the first hypothesis, this model 

fitted the data adequately, χ2(37) =133.98 (p < .001), RMSEA = .088 (90% confidence 

interval [CI]: .072, .105), CFI = .97, NNFI = .96, and SRMR = .03.  

 In the fourth stage of the analysis the overall fit of the main effects model (χ2/df) 

had a value of 5.26 and the parsimony fit measure for AIC was 165.36. The overall fit 

of the hypothesized model (χ2/df) had a value of 3.63 and the parsimony fit measure for 

AIC was 331.98. Based on these results, it is difficult to establish the better fitting 

model. That is, although the hypothesised model showed a better overall fit than the 

main effects model, the main effects model had the smaller AIC value as it applies a 
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penalty for non-parsimony. Retention of the hypothesised model (see Figure 4.4) 

however, was defensible on both theoretical and empirical grounds (Kelloway, 1995).  
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Figure 4.4 

Hypothesised Model with Self-Kindness and Self-Judgement as Moderators 

 

Note. SK = self-kindness; SJ = self-judgement; CFB = celebrity, fashion beauty; ILC = importance of likes and comments; Fit = fitspiration-related 

content. Standardised direct effects and percentage of variance explained, are shown. For clarity, significant covariances between all exogenous 

variables have been omitted. Dashed lines represent non-significant pathways. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 
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As in the previous second stage of the analysis, when the model from Study 1 

was modified to include the six direct paths from common humanity and isolation to 

each of upward appearance comparison, drive for thinness, and body dissatisfaction, the 

model provided a less than adequate fit to the data, χ2(17) = 95.09 (p < .001), RMSEA = 

.117 (90% confidence interval [CI]: .094, .140), CFI = .95, NNFI = .94, and SRMR = 

.04. In this main effects-only model, common humanity was significantly related to 

upward appearance comparison, isolation was significantly related to drive for thinness, 

and both these self-compassion facets were significantly related to body dissatisfaction. 

All significant relationships were in a negative direction. 

As in the previous third stage of the analysis, the second hypothesised model 

(shown in Figure 4.2) involved the further addition of the six interaction terms 

representing common humanity and isolation ´ each of the three exogenous variables to 

upward appearance comparison, and the four interaction terms representing common 

humanity and isolation ´ fitspiration to each of drive for thinness and body 

dissatisfaction. Consistent with the second hypothesis, the model (see Figure 4.5) fitted 

the data adequately, χ2(37) = 127.58 (p < .001), RMSEA = .084 (90% confidence 

interval [CI]: .069, .102), CFI = .96, NNFI = .95, and SRMR = .03.   

 The overall fit of the main effects model (χ2/df) had a value of 5.59 and the 

parsimony fit measure for AIC was 171.09. The overall fit of the hypothesized model 

(χ2/df) had a value of 3.45 and the parsimony fit measure for AIC was 325.58. As 

previously noted, based on these fit indices, it is difficult to establish the better fitting 

model. As in the previous model however, retention of the hypothesised model was 

defensible on both theoretical and empirical grounds (Kelloway, 1995).  
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Figure 4.5 

Hypothesised Model with Common Humanity and Isolation as Moderators  

 

Note. CH = common humanity; ISO = isolation; CFB = celebrity, fashion, beauty; ILC = importance of likes and comments; Fit =  fitspiration-related 

content. Standardised direct effects and percentage of variance explained, are shown. For clarity, significant covariances between all exogenous 

variables have been omitted. Dashed lines represent non-significant pathways. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
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As a final part of stage two of the analysis, when the model from Study 1 was 

modified to include the six direct paths from mindfulness and overidentification to 

upward appearance comparison, drive for thinness, and body dissatisfaction, it provided 

less than adequate fit to the data, χ2(17) = 74.91 (p < .001), RMSEA = .101 (90% 

confidence interval [CI]: .078, .124), CFI = .97, NNFI = .96, and SRMR = .04. In this 

main effects-only model, mindfulness and overidentification were significantly (and 

negatively) related to upward appearance comparison, and neither of these self-

compassion facets was associated with either body concerns.  

 As a final part of stage three of the analysis, the third hypothesised model 

(shown in Figure 4.3) involved the further addition of the six interaction terms 

representing mindfulness and overidentification ´ each of the three exogenous variables 

to upward appearance comparison, and the four interaction terms representing 

mindfulness and overidentification ´ fitspiration to each of drive for thinness, and body 

dissatisfaction. Consistent with the third hypothesis, the model (see Figure 4.6) fitted 

the data adequately, χ2(37) = 105.73 (p < .001), RMSEA = .074 (90% confidence 

interval [CI]: .0.58, .091), CFI = .987, NNFI = .97, and SRMR = .03.  

 As a final part of the fourth stage of the analysis, the overall fit of the main 

effects model (χ2/df) had a value of 4.41 and the parsimony fit measure for AIC was 

134.19. The overall fit of the hypothesized model (χ2/df) had a value of 2.85 and the 

parsimony fit measure for AIC was 289.43. As previously noted, based on these fit 

indices, it is difficult to establish the better fitting model. As in the previous model, 

retention of the hypothesised model was defensible on both theoretical and empirical 

grounds (Kelloway, 1995). Of note, although none of the main effects-only models 

provided adequate fit to the data, the main effects plus moderation effects 
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(hypothesised) model that included mindfulness and overidentification provided the best 

overall fit of the three the main effects plus moderation effects (hypothesised) models 

tested. 
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Figure 4.6 

Hypothesised Model with Mindfulness versus Overidentification as Moderators 

                                              

Note. Mind = Mindfulness; OID = overidentification; CFB = celebrity, fashion, beauty; ILC = importance of likes and comments; Fit = fitspiration-related 

content. Standardised direct effects and percentage of variance explained, are shown. For clarity, significant covariances between all exogenous variances have 

been omitted. Dashed lines represent non-significant pathways. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
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Specific Moderation Effects within the Self-Kindness vs. Self-Judgement Model  

 In the first hypothesised model, in contrast to H1(a, c) self-kindness did not 

moderate the links between (a) CFB, b = .05, SE = .05, p = .12, or (c) ILC, b = .06, SE 

= .04, p = .10, and upward appearance comparison. However, as predicted in H1b, self-

kindness moderated the link between fitspiration-related content and upward appearance 

comparison, b = –.08, SE = .04, p = .02, such that it weakened this link (see Figure 4.7). 

Of note, as shown in Table 4.2, this effect was not maintained in either of the modified 

models that involved fewer predictors of upward appearance comparison. In support of 

H4a, and as shown in Figure 4.8, self-kindness moderated the link between fitspiration-

related content and drive for thinness, b = –.11, SE = .04, p = .003, such that self-

kindness weakened this link. No moderation effect of self-kindness on the link between 

fitspiration-related content and body dissatisfaction, b = .003, SE = .05, p = .47, was 

found, thus, H4(b) was not supported. 

 Addressing RQ1, in the hypothesised model, self-judgement did not moderate 

the links between (a) CFB, b = .07, SE = .05, p = .06, (b) fitspiration-related content, b 

= -.07, SE = .05, p = .06, or (c) ILC, b = .06, SE = .05, p = .08, and upward appearance 

comparison, although all three of these effects approached significance (all ps ≤ .08). 

With regards to RQ2, self-judgement did not moderate the links between fitspiration-

related content and (a) drive for thinness, b = -.05, SE = .04, p = .15, or (b) body 

dissatisfaction, b = -.02, SE = .05, p = .29.  
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Figure 4.7 

Interaction Between Self-Kindness and Fitspiration-Related Content on Upward 
Appearance Comparison 

 

Figure 4.8 

Interaction Between Self-Kindness and Viewing Fitspiration-Related Content on Drive 
for Thinness. 
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Specific Moderation Effects within the Common Humanity vs. Isolation Model  

 In respect of the second hypothesised model, results showed that common 

humanity did not moderate the links between (a) CFB, b = .05, SE = .04, p = .12, (b) 

fitspiration-related content, b = –.015, SE = .05, p = .16, or (c) ILC, b = .02, SE = .04, p 

= .27, and upward appearance comparison, thus, H2(a, b, c) were not supported. In 

support of H5a, common humanity moderated the association between fitspiration-

related content and drive for thinness, b = –.07, SE = .04, p = .02, such that it weakened 

this link (see Figure 4.9). As shown in the right-hand columns of Table 4.3, this effect 

was also significant in both modified models, suggesting a robust effect. However, 

common humanity did not moderate the link between fitspiration and body 

dissatisfaction, b = -.03, SE = .04, p = .21, showing no support for H5b.  

Figure 4.9 

Interaction Between Common Humanity and Fitspiration-Related Content on Drive for 
Thinness 

 
 Regarding RQ1, isolation did not moderate the links between either (a) CFB, b 

= .01, SE = .04, p = .37, or (b) fitspiration-related content, b = .01, SE = .04, p = .39, 
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and upward appearance comparison. However, isolation did moderate the link between 

(c) ILC and upward appearance comparison, b = .09, SE = .04, p = .02, such that it 

strengthened this link (see Figure 4.10). As shown in Table 4.2, this effect was also 

significant (and indeed increasingly so) in both modified models. Addressing RQ2, 

there was no moderating effect of isolation on the association between fitspiration-

related content and (a) drive for thinness, b = –.004, SE = .03, p = .45, however 

isolation moderated the link between fitspiration-related content and (b) body 

dissatisfaction, b = -.08, SE = .04, p = .01, such that it strengthened this link (see Figure 

4.11). However, as shown in Table 4.3 this effect was not maintained in either of the 

modified models. 

Figure 4.10 

Interaction Between Isolation and the Importance of Likes and Comments on Upward 
Appearance Comparison 
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Figure 4.11 

Interaction Between Isolation and Fitspiration-related Content on Body Dissatisfaction 
 

 

Specific Moderation Effects within the Mindfulness vs. Overidentification Model  

 In respect of the third hypothesised model, and in contrast to H3, mindfulness 

did not moderate the links between (a) CFB, b = –.06, SE = .05, p = .10, (b) fitspiration-

related content, b = –.04, SE = .05, p = .23, or (c) ILC, and upward appearance 

comparison, b = .001, SE = .04, p = .49. As shown in Figure 4.12, mindfulness 

significantly moderated the link between fitspiration-related content and drive for 

thinness, b = –.09, SE = .04, p = .009, such that it weakened this link, showing support 

for H6(a). As shown in Table 4.3 this effect was also significant in both modified 

models. However, mindfulness did not moderate the link between fitspiration content 

and body dissatisfaction, b = –.05, SE = .04, p = .10, showing no support for H6(b).
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Figure 4.12 

Interaction Between Mindfulness and Fitspiration-Related Content on Drive for 

Thinness 

 

 Regarding RQ1, overidentification did not moderate the link between (a) CFB,  

b = -.02, SE = .05, p = .28, or (b) fitspiration-related content, b = -.07, SE = .05, p = .09, 

and upward appearance comparison. However, overidentification did moderate the link 

between (c) ILC and upward appearance comparison, b = .11, SE = .05, p = .009, 

whereby it strengthened this association, as shown in Figure 4.13. The right-hand 

columns of Table 4.2 show that this effect was highly significant in the modified 

models. In addressing RQ2, overidentification did not moderate the link between 

fitspiration content and (a) drive for thinness, b = .02, SE = .04, p = .33. However, 

overidentification moderated the link between fitspiration content and (b) body 

dissatisfaction, b = .08, SE = .04, p = .02, such that it strengthened this relationship (see 
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Figure 4.14). As shown in Table 4.3 this effect was not maintained in either of the 

modified models. 

Figure 4.13  

Interaction Between Overidentification and the Importance of Likes and Comments on 
Upward Appearance Comparison 
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Figure 4.14 

 
Interaction Between Overidentification and Fitspiration-related Content on Body 
Dissatisfaction 

 

Discussion 

 Self-compassion has been shown in past research to protect against negative 

body image (Tylka et al., 2015) and its precursors, such as upward appearance 

comparison (Ntoumanis, 2020). However, the mechanisms of its protective effect have 

remained unclear, as have answers to questions regarding whether the uncompassionate 

facets reinforce negative body image outcomes. This is the first known study to 

examine the moderating roles of compassionate (i.e., self-kindness, common humanity, 

and mindfulness) versus uncompassionate (i.e., self-judgement, isolation, and 

overidentification) self-responding on the associations between three appearance-related 

SNS uses (i.e., CFB, fitspiration content, and ILC) and upward appearance 

comparisons. Additionally, given fitspiration’s association with body concerns 

(Fardouly et al., 2018), this study also examined whether the links between fitspiration-
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related content and body concerns were moderated by compassionate versus 

uncompassionate self-responding.  

 The study provides support for viewing self-compassion as a moderator of the 

adverse effects of these SNS uses. Notably, eight (27%) of the 30 interactions were 

significant, well above the 5% rate that would have occurred by chance, and all were in 

the expected (buffering or strengthening) direction. Given that four of the significant 

effects pertained to compassionate self-responding, with the other four pertaining to 

uncompassionate self-responding, uncompassionate self-responding may be just as 

important as compassionate self-responding in understanding how self-compassion 

protects against adverse appearance-related outcomes. This point has seldom been 

demonstrated in past research and seems to apply particularly to the SNS activities of 

viewing fitspiration-related content and the importance placed on likes and comments.  

All facets of self-compassion, except for self-judgement, were involved in at 

least one significant interaction effect. The most robust moderation effects pertained to 

the buffering role of compassionate self-responding on the fitspiration and drive for 

thinness relationship. However, isolation and overidentification also demonstrated 

robust moderation effects on the links between fitspiration and body dissatisfaction as 

well ILC and upward appearance comparison. Overall, findings suggest that self-

kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness may protect young women from 

thinness-related attitudes and behaviours when viewing fitspiration-related content. 

Conversely, feelings of isolation and engaging in overidentification may bolster 

women’s participation in harmful comparison processes or negative body evaluations 

when viewing fitspiration-related content or placing importance on likes and comments.  
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Compassionate Versus Uncompassionate Facets as Moderators of the Links 

Between SNS Use and Upward Appearance Comparison 

 In contrast to H1a/b/c and H3a/b/c, the three compassionate facets did not 

moderate the relationships between CFB or ILC and upward appearance comparison. 

These findings are generally consistent with those of Rodgers et al. (2017) who found 

that the association between perceived weight status and general appearance 

comparison was not buffered by any of the facets of compassionate self-responding in 

adolescent girls. However, current findings are contrary to other studies (e.g., Tylka et 

al., 2015) showing that overall self-compassion may guard against appearance 

comparison and, in particular, upward appearance comparisons (e.g., Ntoumanis et al., 

2020). 

 One possibility that may explain why the compassionate factors failed to buffer 

the link between CFB or ILC and upward appearance comparisons may lie with the 

uncompassionate facets. Indeed, RQ1 addressed the issue of whether uncompassionate 

self-responding may affect the strength of the relationships between appearance-

related SNS use and body-related outcomes. Women experience varying degrees of 

self-criticism in relation to their bodies (Duarte & Pinto-Gouveia, 2017), particularly 

when comparing themselves to celebrities and fashion models (Strahan et al., 2006). 

Thus, for many women, self-judgement may be a more familiar or common approach 

to evaluating one’s body than self-kindness (see Study 3, Chapter 7), and this may 

have inhibited any buffering effect of self-kindness from emerging. Current findings 

show that, when compared with self-kindness, although self-judgement was not found 

to strengthen the CFB to upward appearance comparison link, it did approach 

significance. Furthermore, although self-judgement did not moderate the link between 
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ILC and upward appearance comparison when self-kindness was included, self-

judgement strengthened the association between ILC and upward appearance 

comparison when self-kindness was excluded. These findings suggest that with a larger 

sample size and more power (McClelland & Judd, 1993), self-judgement may have 

been found to strengthen those relationships when compared with self-kindness.  

 RQ1 explored whether the uncompassionate facets (when compared with 

opposing compassionate facets) strengthened the links between (a) CFB, (b) 

fitspiration-related content, and (c) ILC and upward appearance comparisons. Current 

findings showed that the link between ILC and upward appearance comparison was 

strengthened by isolation rather than buffered by common humanity, just as this link 

was strengthened by overidentification rather than buffered by mindfulness. When 

individuals experience failure, they may indulge in self-pity which can promote feelings 

of disconnection from others (Neff, 2003). Moreover, when individuals become 

engrossed by their own problems and forget that others in the world are experiencing 

similar (or perhaps worse) difficulties, they may also exaggerate the extent of their own 

personal suffering (Bennett-Goleman, 2001). In line with these ideas, and as current 

findings show, when young women experience isolation rather than common humanity 

or engage in overidentification rather than mindfulness, the anticipation of receiving or 

the disappointment of not receiving enough likes or appearance-affirming comments in 

response to photos of themselves may increase their need to compare themselves with 

others whose photos have received higher numbers of likes. Perhaps, women’s levels of 

isolation and overidentification interact with the importance they place on social media 

metrics to increase upward appearance comparisons because they feel their relative 
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online standing is challenged. These suggestions are, of course, speculative and future 

experimental research would be needed to establish these casual links. 

 As expected for H2a, self-kindness buffered the fitspiration-related content and 

upward appearance comparison link. This novel finding extends current literature (e.g., 

Easton et al., 2018; Fardouly et al., 2018; Raggatt et al., 2018) indicative of positive 

associations between fitspiration and upward appearance comparisons, by showing that 

self-kindness may protect against harsh comparison processes when viewing these sites. 

Perhaps women who are kind to themselves are able to tolerate times of fitness-related 

setbacks and understand that engaging in comparison processes will undermine their 

ability to self-soothe. Nonetheless, the buffering effect of self-kindness must be 

interpreted with caution. As shown in Table 4.2, when the hypothesised model was 

modified to include only self-kindness as a potential moderator on the fitspiration and 

upward appearance comparison link, it no longer showed a buffering effect. Thus, the 

effect of self-kindness may have been due to its correlation with, and thus inflated by, 

other predictors subsequently excluded from the model.  

 As was the case for H1b/c and H3b/c, no support was found for H2b/c, as 

neither common humanity nor mindfulness buffered the relationship between 

fitspiration-related content and upward appearance comparison. Similarly, in terms of 

RQ1, neither isolation nor overidentification strengthened these links. Perhaps, when 

women view fitspiration-related content and automatically compare themselves to the 

type of physique they would like to achieve, they are not thinking about a struggle or 

disappointment that is shared with others or even that the struggle is unique to them. 

Similarly, the link between fitspiration-related content and upward appearance 

comparison may not trigger in women the type of negative emotion that could be 
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exaggerated or suppressed. Overall, uncompassionate self-responding does not seem to 

account for the increase in upward appearance comparison when young women view 

fitspiration-related content. However, some forms of uncompassionate self-responding 

may account for the increase in upward appearance comparison when young women 

place importance on social media metrics.  

Compassionate Versus Uncompassionate Facets as Moderators of the Links 

Between Fitspiration and Body Concerns 

 In support of H4a, H5a, and H6a, self-kindness, common humanity, and 

mindfulness, buffered the links between fitspiration-related content and drive for 

thinness. In terms of mindfulness, results from this study parallel those of Geller et al. 

(2014) where high levels of mindfulness buffered the link between distress and 

disordered eating. Current findings also offer an important contribution to the sparse 

current literature (e.g., Slater et al., 2017) on fitspiration and self-compassion, by 

showing that all three compassionate facets can guard against drive for thinness when 

viewing fitspiration-related content. This is an important preliminary finding given that 

young women may experience a sense of failure or distress if exercise regimes or diets 

are broken (Raggatt et al., 2018), which, in turn, may impede their goal of becoming 

thinner. Alternatively, for women who are self-compassionate, perhaps the aim is not to 

become thin per se, but to become stronger, which opens the path for future research to 

investigate women’s drive for fitness or muscularity.  

 Self-kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness, however, did not moderate 

the link between fitspiration-related content and body dissatisfaction, showing no 

support for H4b, H5b, and H6b. This finding is perhaps illustrative of young women’s 

“normative discontent” toward their bodies (Rodin et al., 1984) due to the saturation of 
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thin idealised images of women in today’s society (Wolf, 1991). Furthermore, the 

fitspiration trend adds body and muscle tone to the prescription of thinness, 

compounding the unrealistic expectations set by society. Such imagery also carries the 

implication that only a certain body type can be fit and healthy (Tiggemann & 

Zaccardo, 2015). Given that body dissatisfaction is sensitive to social context 

(Tiggemann, 2001) and the idealised stereotype (Tantleff-Dunn et al., 2011), there is 

general agreement in the literature that the negative evaluation of one’s body has 

become normalised, such that compassion toward the self may seem foreign.  

 Perhaps more specific to the findings showing no support for H4b, H5b, and 

H6b is that the Body Dissatisfaction Subscale of the EDI-3 (Garner, 2004) assesses 

women’s subjective evaluations of specific body parts, whereas the Drive for Thinness 

Subscale of the EDI-3 (Garner, 2004) assesses women’s general behaviour and attitude 

toward the importance of weight. As current findings suggest, it may be easier to be 

self-compassionate when addressing behaviours and attitudes toward overall weight 

(i.e., drive for thinness) than when addressing specific body parts that women perceive 

as unchangeable through diet and exercise alone. Paradoxically, given the normative 

discontent women seemingly feel toward parts of their body, it could be expected that 

common humanity (H5b) might have weakened the link between fitspiration-related 

content and body dissatisfaction, however this hypothesis was not supported. This raises 

the possibility that although women might be aware that body dissatisfaction is 

normative, common humanity may not be activated as a source of regulating one’s 

negative body-related emotions. This possible discrepancy between awareness and 

activation of common humanity is explored further in Study 3 (Chapter 7).    
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 In a similar trend to that evident in the RQ1 data, results from RQ2 also showed 

that both isolation and overidentification strengthened the link between fitspiration-

related content and body dissatisfaction. This is the first known study to show this 

effect. Current findings contribute to, and extend, prior research (e.g., Cohen et al., 

2017; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015) that indicates an association between viewing 

idealised fitness images of women and body dissatisfaction, by showing that this link 

may be strengthened when women experience feelings of isolation and/or 

overidentification. Indeed, some women confess to recognizing that feelings of 

disappointment and pressure are associated with viewing fitspiration content (Easton et 

al., 2018), while others question their worth if they fail to meet their perceived ideal 

fitness goal (Raggatt et al., 2018). Given that body dissatisfaction is normative among 

young women (Rodin et al., 1984; Tantleduff-Dunn et al., 2011), this dissatisfaction 

may be more resistant to compassionate self-responding, as shown by the non-supported 

hypotheses above. Perhaps there is a link between the findings for RQ1 and RQ2. 

Engaging with fitspiration-related content or placing importance on likes and comments 

both rely on some sort of goal attainment, be it a fitter body or the number of likes 

received on one’s photo. Perhaps it is this results-driven function of how these 

particular SNS uses operate that interacts with levels of isolation (i.e., the notion that 

flaws or failures are unique to the individual) and overidentification (i.e., ruminating on 

negative emotions) to increase levels of negative comparison processes and body 

evaluations.  

 Self-judgement, however, did not strengthen the link between fitspiration and 

either drive for thinness or body dissatisfaction. This is an interesting finding given the 

high correlations between self-judgement and isolation. Perhaps the functional aspect of 
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the health and fitness content within these sites (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2018) may not 

be reliant on self-judgment per se, but rather perseverance and dedication towards 

achieving a desired goal of health and fitness (Raggatt et al., 2018). In other words, 

although the imagery on fitspiration sites may be idealised (i.e., thin and toned) in a 

similar way to CFB sites (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2018), fitspiration images are also 

attached to instructional health and fitness regimes that may inhibit the strengthening 

effect of self-judgement simply because women feel they are at least attempting a 

healthier lifestyle. Alternatively, as indicated in prior qualitative research (Easton et al., 

2018), by realising the effort (and, often, the expense) involved in achieving the bodies 

of fitspiration women, levels of self-judgement may be considered futile. As mentioned 

earlier, these suggestions are speculative and, thus, require experimental investigations 

to establish causal links. 

Implications 

 The results of this study have important theoretical and practical implications. In 

particular, they suggest that self-kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness may be 

the mechanisms through which self-compassion works to buffer the relationship 

between viewing fitspiration content and drive for thinness. Given the inadequacy many 

women feel when viewing fitspiration content (Easton, 2018; Raggatt et al., 2018), and 

that drive for thinness is considered a risk factor for eating disorders (Garner, 2004), 

this finding highlights the importance of incorporating self-compassion into 

preventative or treatment SNS-based body image interventions. Additionally, based on 

the novel findings that isolation and overidentification reinforce the links between (a) 

ILC and upward appearance comparison and (b) fitspiration and body dissatisfaction, 

the usefulness of a self-compassionate perspective is further encouraged.  
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 This suggestion is further supported based on findings showing that self-

compassion is a teachable skill (Neff & Germer, 2013; Kelly et al., 2016) and that 

inducing compassionate self-responding may reduce uncompassionate self-responding 

(e.g., Neff, 2016a, 2016b). Although prior intervention studies (e.g., Albertson et al., 

2015; Seekis et al., 2017) have demonstrated the effectiveness of inducing a self-

compassionate mindset in reducing body concerns and increasing positive body image, 

studies in the body image field are encouraged to examine whether they reduce the 

uncompassionate self-responding facets. Perhaps the reason for the apparent absence of 

research examining reductions in uncompassionate self-responding is that some 

intervention studies assess overall improvements in self-compassion, which may 

indicate reduced levels of uncompassionate self-responding (e.g., Albertson et al., 

2015). Nonetheless, on the basis of the current findings, future intervention studies 

could seek to modify all the facets of self-compassion separately to provide more robust 

findings regarding the function of self-compassion.  

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Research Directions 

 Strengths of the current study include examination of the moderating effect of 

self-compassion via its six facets grouped as three pairs of opposing facets, and the 

testing of moderation effects using models of varying complexity. The study also 

presented a number of limitations. The cross-sectional, correlational design precludes 

conclusions regarding causal direction. Experimental studies, as well as longitudinal 

research investigating associations between use of fitspiration-related sites and drive for 

thinness are needed before self-kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness are 

confirmed as protective factors against drive for thinness. Similarly, experimental and 

longitudinal designs are needed to establish whether isolation and overidentification 
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reinforce the links between ILC and upward appearance comparison and fitspiration and 

body dissatisfaction. Given the emotion-regulating benefits of self-compassion (Gilbert, 

2005), future research using qualitative designs may also be able to elucidate how the 

mechanisms of self-compassion operate as protective factors during appearance-related 

distress (see Study 3, Chapter 7). 

 Moderation effects were tested using bias-corrected confidence intervals 

however, the use of manifest variables incorporates the assumption that variables are 

measured without error. In order to perform moderation analyses with latent variables, 

so as to take measurement error into account (Bollen, 2002; Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1996), 

and based on the N: q ≥ 10 rule (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2006), a sample size > 1000 

would have been required, which was not feasible for the current research. On a related 

note, the fit indices comparing the main effects-only and hypothesised models were 

inconclusive. These results suggest that the best fitting models were ones that included 

some, but not all, of the interaction terms. However, given the models are data-driven, 

the fit of these models may be partly due to chance and would thus need to be 

confirmed in a new sample. For these reasons, current findings should be interpreted 

with caution. Additionally, the current study only sought to investigate the moderating 

effect of the self-compassion facets on the links between certain types of SNS use and 

three body-related outcomes. Given that self-compassion has been found to be 

correlated with body shame and body surveillance (Daye et al., 2014), and disordered 

eating (Breines et al., 2014), future research could test the interaction effects with other 

possible SNS uses as predictors and body concerns as the dependent variables. Notably, 

only the facets of self-compassion were examined in this study, therefore, future 

research could test the moderating effects of self-compassion as a whole, in addition to 
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its specific facets. Finally, the current Australian female undergraduate sample was 

predominantly White, therefore it remains unknown whether relations between the 

study variables generalise to more ethnically and educationally diverse samples, 

adolescents, men, and/or clinical samples.  

Conclusion 

This study makes an important contribution to the growing literature exploring 

self-compassion and body image. Current findings offer incremental yet preliminary 

insight into the mechanisms by which self-compassion may protect against upward 

appearance comparison and drive for thinness when viewing fitspiration-related content, 

as well as the mechanisms by which uncompassionate self-responding may reinforce 

detrimental appearance-related associations. A clearer understanding of these 

mechanisms can contribute to the development of intervention programs that target 

body concerns and can inform studies that seek to evaluate these interventions 

(Albertson et al., 2015; Seekis et al., 2020c). Overall, the study joins others (Homan & 

Tylka, 2015; Tylka et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2020) to collectively support the role of 

self-compassion as a shield against negative body image in young women.
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CHAPTER 5 
 

Study 2 

Social Networking Sites and Men's Drive for Muscularity: Testing a Revised 

Objectification Model 

 This chapter presents Study 2 of the thesis, which is a published journal article. 

Although APA 7th has been used throughout this thesis, this journal article was 

published using APA 6th. Similarly, although English U.K. spelling has been used 

throughout this thesis, use of English U.S. has been used in this journal article. Written 

as a stand-alone piece, this chapter necessarily contains (a small amount of) repetition 

of introductory content. As is the case for the chapters comprising published papers, the 

reference list has been omitted for reasons of parsimony (See pp. 322–377 of this thesis 

for a full list of references cited).  

 In this cross-sectional study, data were collected from a sample of 303 young 

adult undergraduate men, aged 17-25 years, from an urban Australian university. The 

study investigated direct and indirect pathways between three appearance-related social 

networking site (SNS) uses and drive for muscularity attitudes and behaviours. Utilising 

the framework of objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997), Study 2 

contributed to Aim 1 of this thesis by testing a revised model to test these pathways. A 

specific focus within this model is testing the role of a new mediating variable, social 

appearance anxiety, as the negative emotional consequence of body surveillance and as 

a predictor of the two indices of drive for muscularity.   
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Abstract 

 The contribution of social media to men’s drive for muscularity (DM) has 

received limited research attention. This study drew on a revised objectification theory 

to predict attitudes and behaviors pertaining to DM that arise from using social 

networking sites (SNSs). A sample of 303 undergraduate men, aged 17–25 years, 

completed online questionnaire measures of engagement in three SNS activities 

(browsing or following celebrity, fashion, and grooming sites, browsing or following 

fitspiration sites, and placing importance on online “likes” and comments). Also 

assessed were body surveillance, social appearance anxiety, and two indices of DM 

(attitudes and behavior). Structural equation modeling was used to test an 

objectification theory-based model of the antecedents of DM. Results supported a serial 

mediation process comprising paths from two of the SNS activities (browsing or 

following celebrity, fashion, and grooming sites and placing importance on online 

“likes” and comments) through, in turn, body surveillance and social appearance 

anxiety, to DM attitudes but not to DM behaviors. Viewing fitspiration sites predicted 

DM behaviors and attitudes directly, rather than indirectly. Findings extend 

objectification theory as a useful framework for identifying the influence of some SNS 

uses on young men’s DM and suggest strategies through which the negative effects of 

SNS use on excessive DM may be curtailed. 

 

Public Significance Statement  

Findings suggest that certain types of appearance-related social networking site use may 

reinforce the idealised masculine body, heightening young men’s desires to become 

more muscular. Given that habitual appearance monitoring and social appearance 
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anxiety were found to be important contributors to some of these relationships, their 

inclusion in future intervention programs may reduce, in particular, attitudes toward 

muscularity. Additionally, such interventions may address fitness-related content on 

social networking sites to prevent excessive exercise and use of supplements. 

Keywords: social networking sites, body surveillance, social appearance anxiety, drive 

for muscularity 
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 Social Networking Sites and Men’s Drive for Muscularity: Testing a Revised 

Objectification Model 

 The mesomorphic body type (well-developed chest and shoulders tapering down 

to a narrow waist and hips) represents characteristics synonymous with hegemonic 

masculinity, such as strength, power, dominance, success, and competitiveness 

(Morrison, Morrison, & Hopkins, 2003; Pope, Olivardia, Borowiecki, & Cohane, 2001). 

This body type is increasingly valued in popular culture and increasingly visible in 

traditional media such as magazines, where depictions of men have become more 

muscular over time, and the male body is often presented in objectifying states of 

undress (Baghurst, Hollander, Nardella, & Haff, 2006; Ricciardelli, Clow, & White, 

2010). In recent years, social networking sites (SNSs), for example Facebook and 

Instagram, have provided users with constant access to objectifying images of men and 

have allowed users to send and receive evaluations of these and other images through 

“likes” and comments (Raggatt et al., 2018; Siibak, 2010). The ubiquity of idealized 

mesomorphic images on appearance-related SNSs is likely to increase men’s awareness 

of, and anxiety about, their appearance (Barry, 2015). Indeed, such images may have 

contributed to the high proportion, estimated to be 70–90%, of Western men who want 

to become more muscular (Frederick et al., 2007; Holmqvist Gattario et al., 2015). 

 For many men, the mesomorphic physique is both aspirational and often 

unachievable through healthy means. In fact, concern about, and desire for, muscularity, 

have been shown to be risk factors for a range of unhealthy behaviors and body image 

pathologies in males including disordered eating (Blashill, 2011), use of performance-

enhancing drugs (e.g., anabolic steroids; Murray, Griffiths, Mond, Kean, & Blashill, 

2016; Olivardia, Pope, Borowiecki, & Cohane, 2004), and exercise dependence 
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(Dawson & Hammer, 2019). Given that young adults are the highest consumers of 

SNSs (Pew Research, 2018; Sensis, 2018), these platforms provide an important context 

to assess men’s vulnerability to objectified images and evaluations (Manago, Ward, 

Lemm, Reed, & Seabrook, 2015).  

 One framework to help understand the relationship between men’s appearance-

related SNS use and the drive for muscularity (DM) is objectification theory 

(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). This theory proposes that the process of body 

surveillance, and states of body shame and appearance anxiety, mediate the relationship 

between self-objectification and body image concerns (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). 

Researchers have attempted to test the specific intrapersonal emotion of body shame 

(i.e., a negative feeling that occurs as a response to a discrepancy between one’s 

idealized and one’s actual body) as a mediator of the relationship between 

objectification processes and DM; however, results have been mixed. In some studies, 

body shame failed to mediate the relationship between self-objectification and DM 

(Daniel & Bridges, 2010; Parent & Moradi, 2011). In contrast, other studies have shown 

that, although body shame mediated the link between self-objectification and DM 

(Davids, Watson, & Gere, 2019), it did not mediate the link between body surveillance 

and DM (Hallsworth, Wade, & Tiggemann, 2005). 

 One possibility for the mixed findings may be in the assessment of an 

intrapersonal emotion (i.e., body shame) rather than an interpersonal emotion (e.g., 

social appearance anxiety). Indeed, in their seminal study, Fredrickson, Roberts, Noll, 

Quinn, and Twenge (1998) found that, relative to women, when trying on a swimsuit (to 

induce self-objectification), men reported feeling more awkward and foolish and less 

disgusted and revolted. Perhaps, in terms of objectification, men are more concerned 
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with how they are evaluated by others than by how they view themselves in comparison 

with idealized images. 

 Another explanation may be the assessment of DM. The distinction between 

attitudes toward DM (e.g., “I think that my arms are not muscular enough”) and 

behavioral DM involving active pursuit of muscularity (e.g., “I lift weights to build up 

muscle”) is an important one. Previous correlational studies within the objectification 

framework have treated DM as a composite attitude–behavior variable (Davids et al., 

2019; Parent & Moradi, 2011). However, on the basis of a review of the field, Edwards, 

Tod, and Molnar (2014) recommended that the attitudinal and behavioral items be 

treated separately. Indeed, based on their meta-analysis, Tod and Edwards (2015) 

suggested that best practise for interpreting and comparing results is to think of (a) the 

Attitudes subscale as a desire for increased muscularity, (b) the Behavioral subscale as 

engagement in muscularity-enhancing behaviors, and (c) the total DM score as a 

commitment to the muscular ideal. Despite this recommendation, no known study has 

assessed both DM factors separately, within either the objectification framework or the 

SNS context, and thus it is unknown whether objectification theory variables predict 

behavioral and/or attitudinal aspects of DM. 

 The current study contributes to the literature in three ways. First, objectification 

theory is applied within the social media context to predict men’s attitudinal DM and 

behavioral DM. In doing this, it assesses the contribution of three appearance-related 

SNS uses: (a) browsing or following celebrity, fashion, and grooming (CFG) sites, (b) 

browsing or following fitspiration sites, and (c) placing importance on photo feedback 

in the form of likes and comments (ILC). Second, in addition to body surveillance, it 

examines the role of the interpersonal emotion of social appearance anxiety, a 
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previously under-researched potential mediator of the relationship between appearance-

related SNS use and the two aspects of DM. Third, it investigates different mechanisms, 

both direct and indirect, through which SNS uses may predict attitudinal and behavioral 

DM. 

Objectification Theory and Men’s Body Image  

 Objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) was originally developed 

to help understand the types of psychological and physical consequences women face as 

a result of living in a culture that objectifies their bodies. Given the constant scrutiny 

women receive via others’ gazing and appearance feedback, they may subsequently 

learn to view themselves as objects to be evaluated based on appearance rather than 

competence. That is, women learn to self-objectify, to varying degrees (Fredrickson & 

Roberts, 1997). Objectification theory posits that self-objectification manifests as body 

surveillance (i.e., a habitual preoccupation with monitoring one’s appearance), which 

leads to negative emotions such as body shame, appearance anxiety, and a reduction in 

motivational peaks. These processes, in turn, result in symptoms of eating disorders 

such as body dissatisfaction, drive for thinness, and low body esteem (Calogero, Davis, 

& Thompson, 2005; McKinley, 1999; Moradi, Dirks, & Matteson, 2005; Tiggemann & 

Kuring, 2004; Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001). 

 Although self-objectification has most commonly been measured using Noll and 

Fredrickson’s (1998) Self-Objectification Questionnaire, this instrument has been 

criticized for reliability issues pertaining to the rank order format (i.e., observable 

appearance-based attributes vs. non-observable competence-based attributes), the 

scoring system, and completion instructions (Betz & Ramsey, 2017; Calogero, 2011; 

Daniel & Bridges, 2010; Parent & Moradi, 2011). Concerns have also been raised about 
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its applicability to men’s body image issues (Heath, Tod, Kannis-Dymand, & Lovell, 

2016). To address the latter concern, Daniel, Bridges, and Martens (2014) developed the 

Male Assessment of Self- Objectification; however, issues pertaining to the rank order 

format, scoring, and confusion regarding the instructions to complete the scale were not 

resolved. Furthermore, and similar to the Self-Objectification Questionnaire, references 

in the Male Assessment of Self-Objectification to non-observable attributes as 

competence based does not clarify whether the attributes are based on physical 

competence rather than appearance. For example, it is unclear whether responses to 

health, strength, and physical fitness level are based on the appearance or functions of 

muscles (Daniel et al., 2014). Given this, the current study did not seek to measure self-

objectification per se, but rather, in line with other researchers (Rolnik, Engeln-Maddox, 

& Miller, 2010; Slater & Tiggemann, 2010), assessed body surveillance as the 

manifestation of self-objectification. 

 Although men may experience others’ evaluations of their appearance to a lesser 

degree than women (Strelan & Hargreaves, 2005), they are increasingly subjected to a 

similar cultural system that promotes an ideal physique (Fredrickson et al., 1998; 

Morrison et al., 2003; Raggatt et al., 2018). Because men are replete with objectified 

images of the mesomorphic ideal in the mass media, they are also likely to adopt this 

ideal as the only types of physique to be valued. Indeed, among undergraduate men, 

self-objectification has been found to be positively correlated with a desire for a 

significantly more muscular body shape (Oehlhof, Musher-Eizenman, Neufeld, & 

Hauser, 2009). Furthermore, investment in idealized images may trigger body 

surveillance in men as they begin to view themselves as objects to be evaluated, based 

on their body tone and muscularity. Recently, research has drawn attention to the role of 
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social media in promoting objectification in men. For example, Manago et al. (2015) 

found that investment in, and passive use of, Facebook were moderately and positively 

associated with body surveillance. Furthermore, two studies, one in the United States 

(Manago, 2013) and the other in Estonia (Siibak, 2010), demonstrated that young men 

are not only likely to post sexually alluring self-photographs on SNSs but also to show 

concern about how these sexually alluring photos will be evaluated by others. 

Social Appearance Anxiety 

 Social appearance anxiety is defined as the fear that one will be negatively 

evaluated by others because of one’s overall appearance (Hart et al., 2008). In line with 

Gleeson and Frith’s (2006) argument that the perception of one’s body is inherently 

social and that body image research should consider the complexity of the ways in 

which people perceive and evaluate their bodies in different (imagined) contexts, it is 

important to consider social appearance anxiety as a predictor of body image concerns. 

Within objectification theory, the focus of emotional consequences has primarily been 

on intrapersonal experiences (e.g., body shame, appearance anxiety). Given that young 

men are generally concerned with how their body appears to others (Thomas, Tod, 

Edwards, & McGuigan, 2014), it is important to understand the emotional experiences 

that arise from concerns over how others view their appearance. 

 One context that may trigger such interpersonal emotions are appearance-related 

SNSs. These sites include appearances of celebrities, models, and sports stars promoting 

fashion and grooming products, as well as men cultivating a fit and healthy lifestyle 

through fitspiration sites. Furthermore, SNSs encourage evaluative feedback on images 

of physical appearance through likes and comments. In a qualitative study with young 

men, Barry and Martin (2016) suggested that social media influence young men to 
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value their bodies for the purpose of public viewing, with many men reporting a feeling 

of pressure to embody culturally constructed and imposed forms of masculine 

attractiveness, leading to increased levels of social appearance anxiety. Additionally, an 

experimental study (Ganth, 2017) showed that social appearance anxiety increased in 

young men after exposure to the kinds of attractive images often seen on fashion, 

grooming, and celebrity sites. Building upon previous studies, the present study tested a 

revised model of objectification theory by substituting the mediating role of body shame 

with social appearance anxiety in an attempt to capture the interpersonal emotional 

consequences of body surveillance among males with muscularity-related concerns. 

Celebrity, Fashion, and Grooming Imagery on SNSs 

 SNSs provide a platform for male celebrities, models, and influencers to set 

body shape and grooming standards for their millions of viewers (Neoreach, 2018). 

However, for many adolescent boys and young men who desire those attributes, 

following or viewing these sites may leave them vulnerable to body dissatisfaction (Ho, 

Lee, & Liao, 2016). Previous studies show that exposure to image-focused traditional 

media (Cramblitt & Pritchard, 2013) and internalizing media ideals (Daniel & Bridges, 

2010; Davids et al., 2019; Smolak & Stein, 2006) predict DM among young men. 

Similarly, experimental studies demonstrate that, relative to neutral images, exposure to 

male idealized images via TV, video, or magazines increases muscle dissatisfaction 

(Agliata & Tantleff-Dunn, 2004; Mulgrew & Volcevski-Kostas, 2014). Furthermore, 

exposure to objectifying images on TV and in magazines has been shown to increase 

body surveillance in men over a 2-year period (Aubrey, 2006). More recently, a meta-

analysis by Karsay et al. (2018) showed that, when compared with TV use, use of 
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online appearance-related media led to stronger self-objectification effects in both 

women and men. 

 SNS users who aspire to the mesomorphic ideal and wish to wear clothes that 

accentuate leanness and/or muscularity (Strubel & Petrie, 2016) may be vulnerable to 

appearance monitoring for fear they will be negatively evaluated by others (Barry & 

Martin, 2016). Men can also be persuaded, generally through objectified images of 

moderately muscular and attractive men in various states of undress (Levene & 

Chapman, 2011; McCreary, 2011), to use appearance-enhancing grooming products 

(e.g., fragrance, hair care) in efforts to meet societal expectations. In fact, men who are 

spending more of their energy and earnings on fashion and grooming also report self- 

and socially imposed body expectations (Gough, Hall, & Seymour-Smith, 2014). Thus, 

the positive associations between CFG images on SNSs and DM attitudes and behaviors 

are likely to be mediated by body surveillance and possibly social appearance anxiety. 

Fitspiration Imagery on SNSs 

 Earlier research shows that exposure to men’s fitness magazines is associated 

with men’s DM (Cramblitt & Pritchard, 2013). More recently, men’s fitness content has 

made an impact on SNSs. Fitspiration (a portmanteau of fitness and inspiration) is a 

popular movement within social media sites that presents fitness-related imagery, often 

accompanied by motivational text, intended to inspire the pursuit of a fit and healthy 

lifestyle (Boepple & Thompson, 2016). In a content analysis and interview study by 

Raggatt et al. (2018), the fitspiration content most frequently accessed by young adults 

was of personal trainers/athletes, clean eating, and fitness challenges, with the expressed 

reasons for doing so found to include inspiration to exercise, to eat healthily, and to gain 

muscle/become stronger. However, the study also revealed that a high proportion of 
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men (and women) admitted to compulsive exercise behaviors, whereas a minority 

reported feelings of inadequacy and a failure to achieve goals. Raggatt et al. suggested 

that the frequency with which individuals access fitspiration content may influence their 

perceptions of the ideal body and impact their health and well-being. These findings 

suggest that the viewing of fitspiration sites may either directly affect one’s body image 

or may do so indirectly via emotional consequences such as fear of evaluation.  

 Correlational (Cohen, Newton-John, & Slater, 2017; Fardouly, Willburger, & 

Vartanian, 2018) and experimental (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015) fitspiration research 

has focused almost exclusively on young women’s body image issues. To date, only 

one study has examined the use of fitspiration sites among men. Fatt, Fardouly, and 

Rapee (2019) found that frequent viewing of fitspiration sites on Instagram had an 

indirect effect on young men’s body satisfaction through internalization of the muscular 

ideal and engaging in appearance comparisons. Given that no known study with men 

has examined whether the viewing of fitspiration sites is associated with objectification 

variables, such as body surveillance and social appearance anxiety, and aspects of DM, 

the current study aims to fill this gap. 

Appearance-Related Feedback on SNSs 

 The visual aspect of SNSs provides a platform that encourages users to 

frequently post photos of themselves alone or with others engaging in various activities. 

The interactive component of SNSs offers viewers the opportunity to comment via 

evaluative remarks, and or, leave a symbol of approval in the form of likes. Such public 

forms of photo feedback can represent acceptance and be viewed as an indicator of 

popularity, peer attention, and validation (Chua & Chang, 2016; Manago, Graham, 

Greenfield, & Salimkhan, 2008). Just as the receipt of both positive and negative 
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appearance-related verbal comments is associated with DM in young men (Nowell & 

Ricciardelli, 2008), so too visual feedback on SNSs where other users can view social 

media metrics, such as likes and comments, is likely to promote a standardized and 

idealized representation of hegemonic masculinity. 

 The limited research in this area for men has produced mixed results. Research 

has shown that young men who post sexually objectifying photos of themselves on 

SNSs are concerned about how the photos would be received and evaluated (Manago et 

al., 2015; Siibak, 2010), and that Facebook investment has a moderate and positive 

association with body surveillance (Manago et al., 2015). Hummel and Smith (2015) 

showed that young adults were more likely to report shape, weight, and eating concerns 

when they received highly negative comments in response to their personally revealing 

Facebook status updates. Contrary to the general trend in these findings, Kim and 

Chock (2015) found no link between liking and commenting on others’ posts and DM. 

One possible resolution of these mixed findings is that men’s DM might result not so 

much from commenting on, or liking, other users’ posts, or from the valence of the 

likes/comments they personally receive, but from the importance men place on the likes 

and comments they receive. 

The Current Study 

 The current study sought to examine the use of appearance-related SNSs and 

two aspects of men’s DM. First, we hypothesized (Hypothesis 1) that each of the three 

SNS activities—that is, viewing (a) CFG and (b) fitspiration sites, and (c) ILC— would 

be positively correlated with two indices of DM, attitudes and behavior. We explored 

these relationships within the context of an objectification theory framework that 

included body surveillance as a correlate of SNS use. In an attempt to capture the 
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interpersonal emotional consequences of self-objectification, we included social 

appearance anxiety in our revised model, replacing the intrapersonal emotion of body 

shame. Thus, we predicted (Hypothesis 2) that each of the three SNS activities would be 

positively correlated with body surveillance and social appearance anxiety. 

 In accord with objectification theory, we expected the relationship between the 

three SNS uses and DM to be mediated by body surveillance, and/or by body 

surveillance and social appearance anxiety. As shown in Figure 1, we hypothesized 

(Hypothesis 3) that (a) viewing CFG sites and (b) ILC will have positive indirect effects 

via body surveillance on DM attitudes and behaviors, and (c) viewing CFG sites and (d) 

ILC will have additional positive indirect effects via body surveillance, then social 

appearance anxiety on DM attitudes and behaviors. 

 To date, based on objectification theory, the pathway from SNS use to DM has 

been described as a negative sequence of events (that is, mechanisms involving 

unhealthy levels of body surveillance and social appearance anxiety). However, it is 

possible that men’s fitspiration sites may not only trigger body surveillance via 

objectified images of muscular and toned men but also trigger an “inspirational” quest 

to attain and maintain muscularity. Thus, the relationship between extent of fitspiration 

use and DM may not be fully captured by the mediating variables currently under 

investigation, and a second direct path may also be evident in our data. Thus, as shown 

in Figure 1, we hypothesize (Hypothesis 4) that, in addition to their positive indirect 

effects (a/b) via body surveillance, and (c/d) via body surveillance and social 

appearance anxiety, viewing fitspiration sites will have a positive direct effect on each 

of DM (e) attitude and (f) behavior. 
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Figure 1 

Hypothesized Structural Model 

 

 

Method 

Participants 

  Participants were 303 male undergraduates aged 17-25 years (Mage = 19.43, SD 

= 2.07) attending an urban Australian university, who were enrolled in a first-year 

psychology course and participated for course credit. Participants identified as 75% (n = 

226) Australian, 12% (n =37) Asian, 9% (n = 26) European, and 5% (n = 14) other, and 

reported their height (in cm) and weight (in kg). Mean body mass index (BMI) was 

23.05 (SD = 2.90), with 4% (n = 12) underweight (BMI < 18.5), 74% (n = 223) normal 

weight (BMI ≥ 18.5 < 24.9), 20% (n = 62) overweight (BMI ≥ 25 < 29.9), and 2% (n = 

6) obese (BMI ≥ 30), based on World Health Organization BMI cut-offs (de Onis et al., 

2007). Almost half the sample (41%, n = 124) had never played a team sport, whereas 

50% (n = 151) engaged in individual sport (such as gym workouts, running, swimming) 

more than three times per week. Approximately half (47.2%, n = 143) used Facebook, 

Instagram, and Snapchat, with 52% (n = 158) using Facebook, 27% (n = 83) using 
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Instagram, and 18% using Snapchat (n = 54) most frequently. Only 3% (n = 8) used 

other sites the most (e.g., Twitter).  

Materials and Procedure 

 Following approval from the University Human Ethics Committee, male 

undergraduates aged 17-25 years were invited to participate in the study. Using a secure 

website, participants completed measures of appearance-related SNS use, body 

surveillance, social appearance anxiety, and DM. The term SNS was defined to 

participants prior to completion of measures. 

 Appearance-related SNS measures. Two pilot studies were conducted to 

develop measures of appearance-related SNS activities for males. Following completion 

of pencil and paper questionnaires, participants in the first pilot study (n = 24) engaged 

in a focus group where suggestions were made to improve items. The revised 

questionnaire was then completed by participants in the second pilot study (n = 22), 

followed by a further group discussion and scale refinement. 

 Responses to the final set of items were averaged to produce a score ranging 

from 1 to 5 for each scale, with higher scores indicating higher usage/importance. Item 

responses were entered into a principal axis factor analysis. Following oblique rotation, 

three dimensions of SNS use, explaining 68% of the variance, were evident: (a) 

frequency of browsing or following of celebrity, fashion, and grooming images or sites 

(CFG; eigenvalue = 7.72) accounting for 45% of the variance, (b) the importance placed 

on likes and comments received (ILC; eigenvalue = 2.40) accounting for 14% of the 

variance, and (c) frequency of browsing or following of fitspiration sites (i.e., fitness, 

health, and diet/muscle gain content; eigenvalue = 1.40) accounting for 9% of the 

variance. 
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 Celebrity, fashion, and grooming sites. This scale consists of six items, each 

beginning with the stem “I use my SNSs to . . .,” that address how often participants 

browse or follow fashion, grooming, or celebrity images and sites (e.g., “Read posts or 

ads on fashion,” “Follow male celebrities”). Response options range from 1 (never) to 5 

(daily). 

 The importance of likes and comments. This scale consists of six items, each 

beginning with the stem “When using your SNSs, how important are. . .,” that address 

the importance placed on the likes and comments received from peers, family, and 

strangers or followers (e.g., “The Comments you receive from peers on photos of 

yourself?”, “The number of Likes you receive from strangers or followers you don’t 

know on photos of yourself?”). Response options range from 1 (not at all important) 

to5 (extremely important). 

 Fitspiration sites. Using the same stem (“I use my SNSs to ... ”), the five items 

forming this scale address how often participants browse or follow fitness, sports-

related, and health images and sites (e.g., “Read posts or ads on muscle-enhancement”, 

“Follow male fitness personalities”). Response options range from 1 (Never) to 5 

(Daily).   

 Body Surveillance. This 8-item subscale from the Objectified Body 

Consciousness Scale (McKinley & Hyde, 1996) assesses the extent to which self-

objectification manifests as watching or thinking about how one’s body appears to 

others rather than how one’s body feels. Exemplar items are “I am more concerned with 

what my body can do than how it looks” (reverse scored) and “During the day, I think 

about how I look many times”. Responses range from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 

(Strongly Agree). Scores were averaged (after positively-worded items were reverse-
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scored), with higher scores indicating greater body surveillance. McKinley and Hyde 

(1996) reported high internal consistency (a = .89) and good test-retest reliability at two 

weeks (r = .79). Convergent validity was demonstrated as the subscale was related to 

measures of public self-consciousness (r = .73). 

 Social Appearance Anxiety. The 16-item Social Appearance Anxiety 

Scale (SAAS; Hart et al., 2008) measures anxiety about being negatively evaluated by 

others because of one’s overall appearance, including body shape. An exemplar item is 

“I am concerned people would not like me because of the way I look”. Response 

options range from 1 (Not at all) to 5 (Extremely). One positively worded item was 

reverse-scored, and scores were then averaged, with higher scores indicating greater 

social appearance anxiety. The scale authors reported high internal consistency (α = .94) 

and test-retest reliability at one month (r = .84), and cited evidence of convergent 

validity with other measures of social anxiety and body image disturbance. 

 Drive for Muscularity. The 15-item Drive for Muscularity Scale (DMS; 

McCreary & Sasse, 2000) comprises two subscales. Seven items assess attitudes and 

seven items assess behaviors, with one item assessing anabolic steroid use which does 

not load onto either subscale and was, thus, excluded (McCreary & Sasse, 2000). The 

attitudes subscale reflects an evaluation of one’s body in terms of muscularity. An 

exemplar item is “I wish that my arms were more muscular”. The behavioral subscale 

assesses one’s behavior in terms of achieving muscularity. A sample item is “I lift 

weights to build muscle”. The response format comprises 1 (Never) to 6 (Always). In 

this study, as shown in Table 1, each subscale was assessed separately, with higher 

scores indicating greater attitudinal DM and behavioral DM, respectively. McPherson, 

McCarthy, McCreary, and McMillan (2010) reported high internal consistency for the 
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attitudinal subscale (α = .92), and the behavioral subscale (α = .85), and test-retest 

reliability at one month (r = .92 and r = .86, respectively) . Support for the validity of 

the scale is demonstrated by negative associations with measures of self-esteem and 

positive associations with the Eating Attitudes Test (EAT; Garner & Garfinkel, 1979). 

Overview of Analyses 

 Analyses were conducted in four stages. First, descriptive statistics and 

correlations were computed. Second, the psychometric properties of the multi-item 

scales were assessed. Seven latent variables (that is, three appearance-related SNS uses, 

body surveillance, social appearance anxiety, DM attitudes, and DM behaviors) were 

constructed using parcels in accordance with recommendations by Little, Cunningham, 

Shahar, and Widaman (2002). Item responses were subjected to principal axis factoring 

with oblique rotation and then assigned to parcels based on distributing the average 

loading of items equally across three to four parcels. Standardized factor loadings 

associated with the observed indicators of the latent variables were as follows: The three 

item parcels for each of the appearance-related SNS use latent constructs loaded 

between .65 and .90; the four parcels for body surveillance loaded between .49 and .84; 

the four parcels for social appearance anxiety loaded between .89 and .92; the three 

parcels for DM attitudes loaded between .65 and .95; and the three parcels for DM 

behaviors loaded between .54 and .86. 

 Third, structural equation modelling (SEM) was used to evaluate the absolute 

and incremental fit of the hypothesized structural model. All SEM was performed using 

maximum likelihood estimation techniques within AMOS version 25 (Arbuckle, 2017). 

Indices used to assess model fit were: (a) a small and non-significant chi-squared values 

(χ2) (although, in large samples, χ2 will almost always be significant);  (b) root mean 
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square error of approximation (RMSEA), where good model fit is suggested by values 

of .05 or lower, and reasonable fit is indicated by values between .05 and .08; (c) 

comparative fit index (CFI), for which values of between .90 and .95 indicate adequate 

fit and values of .95 and above indicate good fit; (d) non-normed fit index (NNFI), 

where values of .95 and above indicate good fit; and (e) standardized root mean square 

residual (SRMR), for which values below .10 are considered good (Byrne, 2010).  

 Fourth, mediation analysis was conducted to estimate the indirect effects of 

appearance-related SNS uses on body image concerns via body surveillance, and via 

body surveillance and social appearance anxiety, in sequence. Power analyses were 

conducted to determine the minimum sample size needed for adequate power to test the 

proposed model. Raykov and Marcoulides (2006) recommend that a minimum sample 

size would be at least 10 times the number of free model parameters, referred to as the 

N: q ≥ 10 rule. Based on this recommendation, the number of free parameters (n = 30) 

in the proposed model would require an estimated minimum sample size of 300 

participants. The final sample of 303 participants was, therefore, considered adequate 

for the analyses. 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

 To screen out respondents who were not responding with due diligence, six 

attention check items were placed randomly throughout the questionnaire. Examination 

of responses identified 44 respondents who answered two or more of these items 

incorrectly. These participants were excluded from the sample of 347 participants (final 

n = 303). Given the forced response format of the online questionnaire, there were no 

missing data. Mahalanobis Distance values were calculated using SPSS Version 25 for 
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the three predictor variables (celebrities/fashion/grooming [CFG], fitspiration, and 

importance of likes and comments [ILC]). All values were less than the p > .001 critical 

value with three degrees of freedom, indicating that no multivariate outliers were 

present (Tabachnick & Fidel, 2007). Means, standard deviations, reliability levels, and 

intercorrelations for all measures are displayed in Table 1. All multi-item scales had 

satisfactory levels of internal consistency. Exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses 

provided evidence of the convergent/divergent validity of all multi-item scales with all 

critical ratios (CRs) > .86, average variances extracted (AVEs) > .63, and maximum 

shared variance (MSVs) less than AVEs.   

 Inspection of Table 1 reveals that all three appearance-related SNS variables 

were positively correlated with each of DM attitudes and behaviors, showing support 

for Hypothesis 1. Although the three SNS variables displayed similarly moderate 

correlations with DM attitudes, fitspiration had the strongest correlation with DM 

behaviors. Consistent with Hypothesis 2, all three SNS variables were positively 

correlated with body surveillance and with social appearance anxiety. 
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Table 1 

Mean Scores, Standard Deviations, Reliability Levels, and Correlations Between Study Variables 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
**p < .01. 

 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Mean 2.82 3.09 2.28 4.39 2.41 3.35 3.05 

SD 1.02 1.20 .89 1.06 1.02 .97 1.35 

a .91 .87 .85 .85 .95 .89 .89 

1.Celebrities, fashion, grooming  .61** .54** .46** .42** .40** .26** 

2.Fitspiration   .37** .29** .26** .43** .56** 

3.Importance of likes and comments    .42** .42** .43** .22** 

4.Body Surveillance     .59** .48** .17** 

5.Social appearance anxiety      .50** .07 

6.Drive for muscularity (attitudes)       .57** 

7.Drive for muscularity (behavior)        
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Structural Equation Modeling 

 The hypothesized model (see Figure 2) provided a good fit, χ2 (237) = 417.4 (p < 

.001), RMSEA = .050 (90% confidence interval [CI]: .042, .058), CFI = .97, NNFI = 

.94, and SRMR = .060. To test the fit of a more fully saturated model, four additional 

paths were added to the hypothesized model, namely, paths from each of CFG and ILC 

to each of DM attitudes and DM behaviors. This model provided a good fit to the data, 

χ2 (233) = 408.2 (p < .001), RMSEA = .050 (90% confidence interval [CI]: .042, .058), 

CFI = .97, NNFI = .94, and SRMR = .057. However, it did not provide a significantly 

better fit than the hypothesized model,  D χ2(4) = 9.2, ns. 

Figure 2 

Standardized Direct Effects and Percentage of Variance Explained in the Hypothesized 

Structural Model.  

 

Note. Dashed lines represent non-significant pathways.  

*p < .05; **p < .01. *** p < .001. 
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Mediation Analyses 

 Multiple serial mediation analysis based on 5000 bootstrapped samples and 95% 

confidence intervals was conducted using the hypothesized model to estimate the 

indirect effects of the three exogenous SNS variables (i.e., CFG, fitspiration, and ILC) 

on DM attitudes and behaviors via, body surveillance, and also via body surveillance 

and social appearance anxiety. The model used in these analyses included the pathways 

from each of CFG and ILC to each of DM attitudes and behaviors. This was to ensure 

that estimates of the hypothesized direct effects of fitspiration on the DM variables were 

not spuriously inflated by their association with the other two exogenous variables (i.e., 

CFG and ILC). The direct, indirect, and total effects, together with standard errors (SE) 

and the corresponding 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals (CIs), were then 

estimated for each of DM attitudes (see Table 2) and behaviors (see Table 3). In the 

terms of traditional regression-based mediation analyses, the c׳ path is here referred to 

as the direct path, the a ´ b ´ c path is the indirect path, and the sum of these is the total 

path.   

 Analyses revealed that the indirect effects from CFG and ILC, through body 

surveillance, were significant only on DM attitudes, as shown in Table 2, showing 

partial support for Hypothesis 3a and 3b, respectively. Similarly, the serial-mediation 

indirect effects from CFG and ILC, through body surveillance and then social 

appearance anxiety, were significant only on DM attitudes, showing partial support for 

Hypothesis 3c and 3d. Unexpectedly, as shown in Table 3, CFG had significant direct 

and total effects on DM behavior. All indirect effects, and serial-mediation indirect 

effects, that emanated from fitspiration (Hypothesis 4a, 4b, 4c, 4d) on DM attitudes (see 

Table 2) and behaviors (see Table 3) were not significant. Finally, in support of 
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Hypothesis 4e and 4f, fitspiration had direct effects on both DM attitudes and DM 

behaviors with a stronger effect on behaviors than on attitudes. Figure 2 presents the 

standardized direct effects for all paths in the model that were significant.
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Table 2 

Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects of Three Appearance-Related SNS Variables on Drive for Muscularity Attitudes 

Note. SNS = social network sites. CFG = celebrity, fashion, and grooming. ILC = importance of likes and comments. BSurv = body surveillance. SAA 

= social appearance anxiety. CI = confidence intervals 

*p < .05.  ***p < .001. 

 

 

 

 

 

SNS Use Direct Effects Indirect Effects Total Effects 

                Via BSurv                                Via BSurv and SAA  

       B (SE)     95% CI B (SE)    95% CI      B (SE)    95% CI     B (SE)   95% CI 

CFG -.016 (.090) -.194, .162 .119 (.042)*** .054, .222 .088 (.029)*** .043, 162 .191 (.102)* .006, .392 

Fitspiration .142 (.069)* .007, .275 -.004 (.024) -.052, .043 -.003 (.018) -.042, .029 .134 (.082) -.024, 322 

ILC .101 (.085) -.073, .267 .120 (.046)*** .048, .230 .089 (.029)*** .043, .161 .310 (.094)*** .124, .497 
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Table 3 

Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects of Three Appearance-Related SNS Variables on Drive for Muscularity Behaviors 

SNS Use Direct Effects Indirect Effects Total Effects 

               Via BSurv                                    Via BSurv, SAA  

 B (SE) 95% CI B (SE) 95% CI B (SE) 95% CI     B (SE)     95% CI 

CFG -.249 (.098)** -.447, -.061 .028 (.031) -.019, .104 -.022 (.016) -.065, .003 -.243 (.091)** -.427, -.068 

Fitspiration .622 (.077)*** .472, .775 .001 (.008) -.008 .015 -.001 (.005) -.025, .010 .622 (.077)*** .474, .744 

ILC .136 (.093) -.043, .323 .028 (.030) -.022, .100 -.022 (.016) -.065, .003 .142 (.090) -.029, .328 

Note. SNS = social network sites. CFG = celebrity, fashion, and grooming. ILC = importance of likes and comments. BSurv = body surveillance. SAA 

= social appearance anxiety. CI = confidence intervals 

**p < .01.   ***p < .001. 
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Discussion 

 The growing presence of an idealized mesomorphic physique on social 

networking sites arguably contributes to young men’s aspirations for a muscular body 

that is often unattainable via healthy means (Holmqvist Gattario et al., 2015). One 

framework to help understand the relationship between men’s appearance-related SNS 

use and DM is objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). This is the first 

known study to test a revised objectification model within the SNS context among 

young men. Specifically, we predicted that the frequency with which men view (a) 

celebrity, fashion, and grooming (CFG) and (b) fitspiration sites, and (c) the importance 

placed on likes and comments (ILC), would each have an indirect effect on attitudinal 

and behavioral DM via body surveillance and social appearance anxiety. Additionally, 

we expected to find a direct link between viewing fitspiration sites and both attitudinal 

and behavioral DM. 

 As expected, all three SNS uses were positively correlated with DM attitudes 

and DM behaviors (Hypothesis 1). Relationships between the three SNS uses and DM 

attitudes were all moderate in strength, whereas fitspiration had a strong association 

with DM behaviors. Although Fatt et al. (2019) did not assess DM specifically, they did 

find a positive correlation between men’s fitspiration viewing frequency and the extent 

to which they internalized the muscular ideal. Thus, current findings contribute to the 

limited research in this area. In support of Hypothesis 2, all three SNS uses were 

positively correlated with body surveillance and with social appearance anxiety. 

Findings support and extend previous studies showing men’s investment in, and passive 

use of, Facebook was positively and moderately correlated with body surveillance 

(Manago et al., 2015) and other studies showing exposure to online images of the 
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idealized male physique led to social appearance anxiety (Barry & Martin, 2016; Ganth, 

2017). 

 Objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) posits that body 

surveillance and appearance anxiety mediate the relationship between self-

objectification and body image concerns. Consistent with this proposition, CFG 

(Hypothesis 3a, 3c) and ILC (Hypothesis 3b, 3d) uniquely and indirectly predicted DM 

attitudes, via body surveillance and social appearance anxiety. Moreover, neither CFG 

nor ILC directly influenced DM attitudes despite moderate correlations between the 

variables. Notably, men’s DM attitudes, that is, the desire to increase muscularity (Tod 

& Edwards, 2015) but not their DM behavior, that is, engagement in muscularity 

enhancing behaviors (Tod & Edwards, 2015), displayed the expected effects of the 

objectification variables. Findings suggest that it is the images that CFG sites portray, 

and the value that men place on others’ evaluations of their photos on SNSs, that 

manifest as habitual appearance monitoring, that then lead to fear of others’ negative 

evaluations of their appearance, and that ultimately to the development of attitudes that 

favor a DM. 

 In attempts to emulate the mesomorphic ideal, investment in social media 

metrics (i.e., likes and comments) pertaining to men’s own online images may increase 

salience of their appearance and the fear of others’ negative evaluations. It follows that 

when these emotional consequences of objectification manifest, men may be more 

evaluative of their body (“I wish that my arms were more muscular”) contributing to a 

desire to increase one’s muscularity, rather than feel driven to pursue behavioral (DM) 

changes. Indeed, given the negative pathway between social appearance anxiety and 

DM behavior, men who are fearful of others’ evaluations may be afraid of exercising in 
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front of others, or simply feel they could never achieve the ideal body. Finally, given 

the mixed findings of past research regarding body shame (Daniel & Bridges, 2010; 

Davids et al., 2019; Hallsworth et al., 2005; Parent & Moradi, 2011), current findings 

seem consistent with the view that for men (Fredrickson et al., 1998), interpersonal 

emotions (i.e., social appearance anxiety), rather than intrapersonal emotions (i.e., body 

shame), may better capture their desire to increase muscularity.  

 Although not hypothesized, the direct (and total) effect from CFG to DM 

behavior was negative. This was an unexpected finding, given the weak positive 

correlation between CFG and DM behavior. One possible explanation for this finding 

involves the operation of a suppressor effect. Given the moderate correlations between 

the predictors, the negative CFG effect may reflect an association not with DM behavior 

per se, but with whatever aspects of DM behavior are not explained by Fitspiration or 

ILC (Ludlow & Klein, 2014). Although this finding captures a statistical outcome, it 

may not be indicative of a true causal relation, and thus should be interpreted 

cautiously. 

 In contrast to our predictions (Hypothesis 4a, 4b, 4c, and 4d), the frequency with 

which men browse or follow fitspiration sites did not indirectly predict either DM 

attitudes or behaviors. However, in support of Hypothesis 4e and 4f, frequent viewing 

of fitspiration sites had a direct, albeit weak, effect on DM attitudes and a strong direct 

effect on DM behaviors. There are a few possible explanations for this pattern of 

results. The way we assessed the viewing of fitspiration sites may not have been 

predictive of body surveillance. The presence of clean eating and fitness challenges 

within fitspiration sites may prompt men to engage in such DM behaviors as consuming 

protein shakes and supplements, and actively exercising. Thus, the direct path from 
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fitspiration to DM behavior and attitudes may be health or maintenance driven, without 

consideration of appearance-related body monitoring or fears of others’ evaluations and, 

in this study, we did not measure variables that would capture this more health-oriented 

process. Isolating discrete types of fitspiration content, such as imagery of bodies versus 

clean eating and fitness challenges, may provide a more valid and sensitive basis for 

testing the effects of objectification. In line with past thematic analyses (Deighton- 

Smith & Bell, 2018; Raggatt et al., 2018), men who follow these sites may also enjoy 

the benefits of social connection and interaction offered by the online fitspiration 

community. Unfortunately, there is an absence of a measure of belongingness in the 

current study, thus future research could include this measure to assess support for this 

possibility. 

 Raggatt et al. (2018) also revealed that a high proportion of men who 

frequently view fitspiration sites engage in compulsive exercise behaviors, which 

may help explain the stronger effects of fitspiration site usage on DM behaviors than 

on DM attitudes. Indeed, the strength, power, and success represented by the 

hegemonic masculine ideal on fitspiration sites (Raggatt et al., 2018) may induce in 

men not only a need to be fit and strong, but also to go beyond their limits to achieve 

the gains consistent with the “ripped” ideal. Similarly, Deighton-Smith and Bell 

(2018) suggested that motivational text on men’s fitspiration sites such as “Don’t 

limit your challenges, challenge your limits” emphasize the high level of intensity 

one must endure during training. Although body monitoring may be used, this may 

be more about the gains made in isolated muscle-groups rather than the body 

checking behavior that emphasizes overall appearance over performance. In sum, 

men who frequently view fitspiration sites may be more performance driven than 
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appearance driven, and thus fitspiration effects are not well explained by core 

objectification theory concepts. 

Implications 

 A number of important theoretical and practical implications regarding the 

development of intervention programs can be drawn from this study’s findings. 

Notably, social appearance anxiety was shown to play an important incremental role 

(i.e., in addition to body surveillance) within the objectification model to help predict 

DM attitudes (but not DM behavior), and the consequences of specific types of SNS 

use. With regard to future interventions, understanding that (a) men’s interpersonal 

emotions are relevant to DM attitudes, and (b) men’s fitspiration sites may have a 

detrimental effect on DM behavior, can help inform programs aimed at reducing DM 

attitudes and behavior. For example, current media literacy programs (which are mostly 

tailored to adolescents) teach individuals to critically analyze media images and 

messages. Such programs may also be tailored to young men, perhaps as an online tool, 

and expanded to include body image positivity that could help ameliorate detrimental 

effects of SNS use. Such content could highlight healthy masculinity and discuss the 

undue value placed on hegemonic masculinity (Carabello, 2019). In  other words, 

helping young men understand body acceptance, how to be honest with themselves 

about their feelings, needs, and desires, how to redefine masculinity by acknowledging 

that size, strength, and power are not mandatory social attributes, and how to cope with, 

and rise above, reactions from others that are based narrowly on hegemonic 

masculinity, may provide important breakthroughs toward intervention efficacy. 

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research 
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 As with all studies, the current findings need to be considered in the context of 

limitations. Although structural equation modeling can test the strength of pathways 

assumed on the basis of underlying theoretical frameworks (here, objectification 

theory), it is still essentially a correlational technique and thus precludes causal 

conclusions. Reverse, reciprocal, and spurious effects cannot be completely discounted: 

For example, a desire for muscularity may promote exposure to fitspiration sites rather 

than, or in addition to, the reverse. Longitudinal designs that assess postulated 

predictors and consequences over time are required.   

 At the time this study was conducted, likes were visible to other viewers on 

Instagram and Facebook. However, in Australia, as of July and September 2019, 

respectively, the number of likes received on these SNSs became available only to the 

person who owns the profile. The decision to remove visible likes in Australia was 

made to improve individuals’ comfort in expressing themselves and to reduce judgment 

while using the sites (Bogle, 2019). Notably, our items assessed how important the likes 

and comments were to the participant. However, if others cannot see the number of 

likes on this platform, this metric may not remain as important for attitudinal DM. 

Future research could examine differences in body surveillance and social appearance 

anxiety between countries that have (e.g., United States and United Kingdom) and have 

not (Australia, Canada) enabled likes to be visible to other users. Additionally, future 

research could seek to identify the more “positive” body-related variables, such as body 

appreciation, that mediate what is currently considered a direct effect between the 

viewing and following of fitspiration sites and DM attitudes and behaviors.  

 The SNS scales were developed specifically for this study via pilot testing and, 

although they were shown to be reliable and (through factor analyses) unidimensional, 
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further assessment of their concurrent and divergent validity is warranted. The sample 

comprised Australian undergraduate men aged 17–25 years, limiting generalizability. 

Although unhealthy behaviors such as exercise dependency and muscle-enhancing drug 

use may develop during the early adult years (McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2003; Mc- 

Creary & Sasse, 2000), adolescence is also a critical period for body image 

development (McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2003), and hence research should investigate 

whether similar pathways exist for adolescent males. Future research should seek to 

replicate these findings using more diverse samples in terms of ethnicity, sexual 

orientation, and gender identity. Although attention check items filtered respondents 

who were not responding diligently, filler items were not included; thus, the self-report 

data may have incurred limitations such as susceptibility to consistency and social 

desirability response tendencies. 

Conclusion 

 Despite these limitations, the present study has made an important start in 

examining the types of appearance-related SNS uses that may influence men’s DM and 

the mechanisms through which these effects potentially occur. Given the appearance-

focused format of many SNSs, these mechanisms represent a growing cultural trend in 

which young Western men not only feel compelled to conform to hegemonic 

masculinity but also to quantify their physical appearance based on social media 

metrics. Thus, testing the objectification framework within the SNS context where 

objectifying images of men, and others’ evaluations, are integral parts of the system, 

and distinguishing between DM attitudes and DM behaviors, may help elucidate how 

the process of objectification is related to men and their body image. 



SOCIAL MEDIA, BODY IMAGE, SELF-COMPASSION                                                                                      

 

185 

CHAPTER 6 

Study 2a 

How Self-Compassion Moderates the Links Between SNS-use and Body-Related 

Outcomes in Young Men 

 Chapter 6 presents Study 2a of the thesis. This chapter ties in with the published 

work presented in Chapter 5 and is thus a part of Study 2. The research questions 

reported in this chapter were not examined in the paper published in Psychology of Men 

and Masculinities. This chapter necessarily contains (a small amount of) repetition of 

introductory content as in Chapter 4 (Study 1a). 

 This cross-sectional study uses the same data collected in Study 2. In this study, 

data were analysed with the aim to examine the mechanisms by which self-compassion 

moderates the links between appearance-related SNS use and body-related outcomes, 

thus contributing to Aim 2 of this thesis. Based on Neff’s (2003) conceptualisation of 

self-compassion, this study utilised the same novel approach as in Study 1a by testing 

the moderating roles of the three pairs of opposing facets (i.e., self-kindness versus self-

judgement, common humanity versus isolation, and mindfulness versus 

overidentification). To conduct these moderation analyses, as mentioned in Chapter 2, 

each subscale score was computed by calculating the mean of subscale item responses. 

That is, the uncompassionate facets (self-judgement, isolation, and overidentification) 

were not reverse scored. By analysing the subscale scores in this way, Study 2a enabled 

examination of whether the links between SNS use and negative body-related outcomes 

are dependent upon compassionate and/or uncompassionate self-responding.  
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How Self-Compassion Moderates the Links Between SNS-use and Body-Related 

Outcomes in Young Men 

The use of social networking sites (SNSs), such as Facebook and Instagram, has 

become integral to the lives of young adults (Pew Research, 2019; Sensis, 2018), with 

approximately 26% of men using their SNS more than five times per day (Sensis, 2018) 

and a further 27% using them between 1-4 times per day. However, the increasing 

popularity of these sites (e.g., Instagram) is disproportionately driven by image-centric 

platforms relative to other information content (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2015). Indeed, 

among young men, exposure to the mesomorphic ideal (a well-developed chest and 

shoulders tapering down to a narrow waist and hips) on SNSs has been found to be 

associated with internalisation of the muscular ideal (Fatt et al., 2019), a desire for 

increased muscularity, and engagement in muscularity-enhancing behaviours (see Study 

2, Chapter 5). Furthermore, as shown in Study 2, the link between exposure to idealised 

images of men on celebrity, fashion, and grooming sites, and the desire for increased 

muscularity has been shown to occur via body surveillance and social appearance 

anxiety (Barry & Martin, 2016; Swenson & Allen, 2019). Importantly, researchers have 

found that men’s commitment to the muscular ideal is a risk factor for a range of 

unhealthy behaviors and body-related pathologies including disordered eating (Blashill, 

2011), use of performance-enhancing drugs (e.g., anabolic steroids) (Murray et al.,, 

2016; Olivardia et al., 2004), and exercise dependence (Dawson & Hammer, 2020). 

Taken together, examining protective factors that may help weaken these links is 

warranted.  

 One protective factor that has been shown to guard against body concerns is 

self-compassion (see Braun et al., 2016; Turk & Waller, 2020, for reviews). Neff (2003) 
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conceptualised self-compassion as the ability to recognise one’s pain from a balanced 

perspective, soothe and comfort oneself as one would a friend, and acknowledge that 

painful emotions are a shared human experience. Indeed, the acceptance and kindness 

towards one’s imperfections that are inherent within a self-compassionate perspective 

highlight the role that this perspective can play in addressing the challenges posed by 

appearance-related threats (Moffit et al., 2018; Seekis et al., 2017).  

 Although studies have shown self-compassion’s protective utility against 

negative body image in young women (Tylka et al., 2015), only one known study has 

shown its inhibitory effect within the SNS context among both women and men (i.e., 

Wang et al., 2019). Furthermore, only Rodgers et al. (2017) examined the mechanisms 

by which self-compassion acts as a protective factor against appearance comparison in 

adolescent boys. In fact, given that men’s trait self-compassion has been consistently 

shown to be higher (albeit with a small effect size) than women’s (see Yarnell et al., 

2015, for a meta-analysis), the dearth of studies examining the moderating role of self-

compassion in men’s body image is surprising, especially given that an estimated 70-

90% of Western men want to become more muscular (Frederick et al., 2007; Holmqvist 

Gattario et al., 2015). Thus, the first aim of the current study was to contribute to the 

limited research on men’s self-compassion in the field of body image. Based on the 

same revised objectification model and hypothesized pathways as in Study 2, the second 

aim was to examine the mechanisms by which self-compassion operates as a 

moderating factor of body-related associations in young men.  

The Facets of Self-Compassion 

As described in Chapters 2 and 4 (Study 1a), according to Neff (2003) there are 

six distinct yet interrelated facets of self-compassion comprising both compassionate 
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(self-kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness) and uncompassionate (self-

judgement, isolation, and overidentification) facets. Furthermore, these six facets have 

been conceptualised as three pairs of opposing facets to better understand the different 

ways that individuals emotionally respond to pain and failure. As discussed in Chapters 

2 and 4, Neff (2016a, 2016b) stresses that knowing the degree to which individuals are 

uncompassionate toward themselves is central to the assessment of their overall self-

compassion, however studies have yet to examine the facets of uncompassionate (in 

addition to compassionate) self-responding in young men as possible moderators of 

negative body-related associations. Thus, this study examined the three pairs of 

opposing facets as moderators of the links between appearance-related SNS use, body 

surveillance, and attitudinal and behavioural drive for muscularity in men.   

Three SNS Uses, Body Surveillance, and Muscularity Concerns 

 As elaborated in Chapter 1 and in Study 2 (Chapter 5), three specific 

appearance-related SNS uses were selected as either direct or indirect predictors of 

drive for muscularity. Given the abundance of objectifying portrayals of men on SNSs 

(Karsay, 2018; Raggatt et al., 2018) that have been found to be related to body 

surveillance and muscularity concerns among men (Barry & Martin, 2016), the first of 

the three SNS uses was the viewing or following of celebrity, fashion, and grooming 

sites. A second appearance-related SNS trend is fitspiration (a portmanteau of fitness 

and inspiration). Although these increasingly popular sites are intended to inspire the 

pursuit of a fit and healthy lifestyle (Boepple & Thompson, 2016), content analyses 

show that a vast majority of images on these sites are portrayed in an objectified manner 

(i.e., focusing on specific toned and muscular body parts), which may be associated 

with muscularity concerns (Raggatt et al., 2018). Finally, young men often post photos 
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of themselves (either alone or in a group) in part to attract like and comments from 

other viewers. Unfortunately, men may place undue importance on how their photos 

will be received by other viewers (Barry & Martin, 2016; Manago et al., 2015; Siibak, 

2010), which may lead to body surveillance and muscularity concerns (Seekis et al., 

2020b). In sum, although these SNS uses differ slightly in how they highlight 

appearance, they have all been associated with body checking behaviours and 

muscularity concerns. 

Objectification Model 

 As described in Study 2, the serial mediation model currently under 

investigation comprises paths from three SNS uses (CFG, fitspiration-related content, 

ILC) through, in turn, body surveillance and social appearance anxiety, to attitudinal 

and behavioural drive for muscularity. In addition, given that studies have begun to 

show that fitspiration sites are associated with internalisation of muscularity (Fatt et al., 

2018), direct paths from fitspiration-related content to each of attitudinal and 

behavioural drive for muscularity were also hypothesised. As discussed in Chapters 2 

and 5, the development of this serial mediation model was based on a revised 

objectification model whereby body shame and trait appearance anxiety were replaced 

with social appearance anxiety, and two facets of drive for muscularity were examined 

as outcomes. Similar to Study 1a (see Chapter 4), the current study extends this model 

by including moderation effects of each of the six self-compassion facets on the 

relationships between each SNS use and men’s body surveillance and muscularity 

concerns. 

The Moderating Role of Self-Compassion on Body Surveillance and Body 

Concerns 



SOCIAL MEDIA, BODY IMAGE, SELF-COMPASSION                                                                                      

 

190 

As discussed in Study 1a, the majority of studies indicating that self-compassion 

may protect against body surveillance or body concerns have been conducted with 

women. However, the mechanisms by which self-compassion operated as a protective 

factor in those previous studies remain unclear. Only two known studies have examined 

the moderating role of self-compassion on body surveillance within the SNS context 

(Modica, 2019; Wang et al., 2019). Neither study found a buffering effect. In the first 

study by Modica (2019), despite self-compassion’s negative association with Facebook 

appearance comparison and body surveillance, self-compassion did not moderate this 

link in a sample of community women. However, the study lacked the requisite power 

to reliably detect interaction effects.  

In the second study, Wang et al. (2019) revealed that self-compassion buffered 

the link between body talk on SNSs and body shame but failed to moderate the link 

between body talk on SNSs and body surveillance in undergraduate men and women. 

Perhaps, the SNS contexts examined in each of those studies may activate 

uncompassionate self-responding in individuals such as self-judgement, which 

potentially conflict with, or inhibit, any buffering effect of the compassionate facets. 

Thus, within the SNS context where people may be influenced to monitor their own 

appearance, examining the three pairs of opposing facets may provide further 

understanding of how the compassionate versus the uncompassionate facets operate as 

moderators of the links between SNS use and body-related outcomes. 

Research has yet to explore the moderating effect of the uncompassionate facets 

on men’s body image, however two studies have shown preliminary findings that allude 

to a possible moderating effect of uncompassionate self-responding. The first study, by 

Duarte and Pinto-Gouveia (2017), showed that when men have feelings of self-
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criticism that are focused on inadequacy, the link between their memories of being 

body shamed and eating pathology was strengthened. The second study, centred 

around sport, showed that relative to women, men’s testosterone and cortisol response 

was positively associated with competitive will performance (i.e., the willingness to 

endure discomfort in an attempt to be a winner) (Casto et al., 2020). This latter finding 

suggests that some uncompassionate self-responding may potentially be at play in order 

to achieve fitness/sport goals. For example, and in line with the three interrelated 

processes of uncompassionate self-responding (Neff, 2003), competitive will may 

involve a sense of overidentification with extreme perseverance and discomfort in order 

to achieve success. In turn, the stress-related emotions associated with competitiveness 

(and winning) may lead to feelings of isolation and moments of self-judgement if 

doubts arise about achieving the fitness/sport goals. On the basis of these propositions, 

levels of uncompassionate self-responding may interact with appearance-related SNS 

use when men (a) feel inadequate relative to idealised images of men (Barry & Martin, 

2016), (b) push themselves to achieve socially expected fitness goals (Raggatt et al., 

2018), and/or (c) are concerned about others’ validation of photos of themselves 

(Manago, 2015; Siibak, 2010).  

The Current Study 

 Given that most body image studies investigating the protective quality of self-

compassion have focused on women (e.g., Tylka et al., 2015), the first aim was to 

contribute to the limited body image research (e.g., Wang et al., 2019) examining the 

buffering effect of self-compassion in young adult men. Evidence suggests that body 

surveillance is a process through which idealized imagery and validation seeking 

behaviour on appearance-related SNS use leads to muscularity concerns (Barry & 
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Martin, 2016; Manago et al., 2015; Seekis et al., 2020b). Additionally, most studies 

have shown that individuals high in self-compassion may be shielded from the 

negative effects of body surveillance (Kelly et al., 2016) and body concerns (Tylka et 

al., 2015). Thus, based on the revised objectification model from Study 2, the second 

study aim was to assess the mechanisms through which self-compassion operates as a 

protective factor by examining each of the compassionate factors as a potential 

moderator of the links between each of the SNS uses and body surveillance, as shown in 

Figures 6.1–6.3.  Specifically, the following hypotheses were tested: 

H1: Self-kindness will buffer the links between (a) viewing celebrity, fashion and 

grooming sites (CFG), (b) viewing fitspiration content, and (c) placing importance on 

likes and comments (ILC) and body surveillance.  

H2: Common humanity will buffer the links between (a) viewing CFG, (b) viewing 

fitspiration content, and (c) placing ILC and body surveillance.  

H3: Mindfulness will buffer the links between (a) viewing CFG, (b) viewing 

fitspiration-related content, and (c) placing ILC and body surveillance.  

 In addition to the links between appearance-related SNS-use and body 

surveillance, research consistently shows a positive association between viewing 

fitspiration sites and body concerns in women (e.g., Fardouly et al., 2018), and 

muscularity concerns in men (Fatt et al., 2019; Seekis et al., 2020b). As mentioned in 

Chapter 4 (Study 1a), studies have yet to assess the moderating role of self-

compassion within the context of fitspiration use, however findings by Slater et al. 

(2017) showed that women who viewed a combination of fitspiration and self-

compassion images reported higher body satisfaction, than women who viewed only 

fitspiration images. Based on those preliminary findings, the buffering role of the 
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compassionate facets on the links between fitspiration content and men’s commitment 

to muscularity ideals was examined (see Figures 6.1-6.3). Thus, the following 

hypotheses were formulated: 

H4: Self-kindness will buffer the links between fitspiration content and (a) 

attitudinal drive for muscularity and (b) behavioural drive for muscularity. 

H5: Common humanity will buffer the links between fitspiration content and (a) 

attitudinal drive for muscularity and (b) behavioural drive for muscularity. 

H6: Mindfulness will buffer the links between fitspiration content and (a) attitudinal 

drive for muscularity and (b) behavioural drive for muscularity. 

 Men’s competitive nature, particularly when it comes to sports and athletics 

(Casto et al., 2020), and feelings of self-criticism that are focused on body-related 

inadequacy (Duarte & Pinto-Gouveia, 2017), may also be associated with 

uncompassionate self-responding. Indeed, feelings of inadequacy have been 

highlighted as contributors to men’s body surveillance when viewing idealized 

imagery of men on social networking sites (Karsay, 2018). However, studies 

investigating the proposition that the uncompassionate facets may reinforce links 

between appearance-related SNS use and men’s body surveillance or muscularity 

concerns have not yet been reported. The third aim, as in Chapter 4 (Study 1a), was to 

address this gap by investigating two research questions, namely:  

RQ1. Do self-judgement, isolation, or overidentification, strengthen the links between 

(a) CFG, (b) fitspiration content, (c) ILC and body surveillance? 

RQ2. Do self-criticism, isolation, or overidentification, strengthen the links between 

fitspiration content and (a) attitudinal drive for muscularity and (b) behavioural drive 

for muscularity. 
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 Based on Neff’s (2003) conceptualization of self-compassion as comprising 

three pairs of opposing facets, Figure 6.1 shows self-kindness (bold lines) versus self-

judgment (dashed lines) as potential moderators of the links between CFG, 

fitspiration, and ILC, and body surveillance. Figure 1 also shows the potential 

moderating effects of self-kindness (bold lines) and self-judgement (dashed lines) on 

the links between fitspiration and attitudinal and behavioural drive for muscularity. 

Figure 6.1 

Hypothesised Model with Proposed Moderating Effects of Self-Kindness vs. Self-

Judgement 

 

Note. CFG = celebrity, fashion, grooming; ILC = importance of likes and comments. 

Solid lines from self-kindness represent H1a/b/c, and H4a/b. Dashed lines from self-

judgement represent RQ1a/b/c, and RQ2a/b.
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 Based on the same conceptualisation of self-compassion, Figure 6.2 shows 

common humanity (bold lines) versus isolation (dashed lines) as potential moderators 

of the links between CFG, fitspiration, and ILC, and body surveillance, and these 

same self-compassion facets as having moderating effects on the links between 

fitspiration and attitudinal and behavioural drive for muscularity. 

Figure 6.2 

Hypothesised Model with Proposed Moderating Effects of Common Humanity vs. 

Isolation 

 

Note. CFG = celebrity, fashion, grooming; ILC = importance of likes and comments. 

Solid lines from common humanity represent H2a/b/c, and 5/b. Dashed lines from 

isolation represent RQ1a/b/c, and RQ2a/b. 



SOCIAL MEDIA, BODY IMAGE, SELF-COMPASSION                                                                                      

 

196 

 Similarly, and again based on Neff’s (2003) conceptualization of self-

compassion, Figure 6.3 shows moderating effects of mindfulness (bold lines) versus 

overidentification (dashed lines) that parallel those shown in Figures 6.1 and 6.2. 

Figure 6.3 

Hypothesised Model with Proposed Moderating Effects of Mindfulness vs. 

Overidentification 

 

Note. CFG = celebrity, fashion, grooming; ILC = importance of likes and comments. 

Solid lines from mindfulness represent H3a/b/c, and H6a/b. Dashed lines from 

overidentification represent RQ1a/b/c, and RQ2a/b. 

Method 

Participants  

The sample used in this study was the same as in Study 2 (N = 303).  

Materials and Procedure 

The procedure was the same as in Study 2. However, in addition to the measures 

of appearance-related SNS activities, body surveillance, social appearance anxiety, 

attitudinal and behavioural drive for muscularity reported in Study 2, participants also 

completed a measure of self-compassion.  
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Measures 

 The information about demographic characteristics collected in Study 2 was also 

used in this study. Self-compassion was assessed using the Self-Compassion Scale 

(Neff, 2003), that is, the same scale used in the study of women’s self-compassion 

reported in Chapter 4 (Study 1a). 

Overview of Analyses 

 Analyses were conducted in five stages. First, the psychometric properties of the 

multi-item scales were assessed, and descriptive statistics and correlations were 

computed. Structural equation modelling (SEM) was then used to evaluate the absolute 

and incremental fit of the hypothesised path model (from Study 2). Thus, the second 

stage involved adding the main effects of the moderator variables and the third stage 

involved further adding of the interaction terms that involved these variables. The fourth 

stage involved the use of specific fit indices to compare the non-nested models (i.e., 

each of the three main effects models was compared with each of the three hypothesised 

models). As in Study 1a, two fit indices were reported: (a) χ2/df ratio, which indicates 

good fit when it produces 2 or a smaller value while indicating an acceptable value 

when it produces a value of 3 (Schermelleh-Engel & Moosbrugger, 2003) and (b) 

Akaike information criterion (AIC; Akaike, 1974), where the lower value indicates a 

better fit. By using these fit indices, the models in this study were evaluated to 

determine their overall model fit and their parsimony. All variables were treated as 

observed, rather than latent. Fifth, given that the six individual facets of self-compassion 

are theoretically paired into opposing facets of compassionate and uncompassionate 

responding (Neff, 2003), tests were conducted of the moderating effect of each pair of 

facets (self-kindness versus self-judgment, common humanity versus isolation, and 
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mindfulness versus overidentification) on the relationships between (a) each of the SNS 

variables (CFG, fitspiration, and ILC)  and body surveillance, and (b) fitspiration and 

the two drive for muscularity dependent variables (attitudinal and behavioural). As in 

Study 1a (Chapter 4), each of the models included only one pair of compassionate and 

uncompassionate facets, and their associated main and moderating effects, because to 

include all three pairs (or six facets) would have rendered the model unmanageably 

complex (that is, instead of 16 paths being added to the Study 1 model, 48 paths would 

have needed to be added). Consistent with Study 1a power analyses were conducted 

according to recommendations by Raykov and Marcoulides (2006). Thus, the final 

sample of 303 participants in this study was adequate for the analyses. 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

  As reported in Study 2, six attention check items identified respondents who 

answered two or more items incorrectly and these participants were excluded from the 

sample (final n = 303). There were no missing data. All Mahalanobis Distance values 

were less than the p > .001 critical value with three degrees of freedom, indicating that 

no multivariate outliers were present (Tabachnick & Fidel, 2007). Means, standard 

deviations, reliability levels, and intercorrelations for all measures are displayed in 

Table 6.1. All multi-item scales had satisfactory levels of internal consistency.  

 In addition to the correlations shown in Chapter 5 when reporting Study 2, 

inspection of Table 6.1 reveals that, in terms of the compassionate facets, only CFG and 

ILC were positively correlated with self-kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness. 

Fitspiration was not significantly correlated with any of the compassionate facets. 

Attitudinal drive for muscularity was negatively correlated with self-kindness only 
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whereas behavioural drive for muscularity was positively correlated with self-kindness. 

Additionally, all three compassionate facets were negatively correlated with body 

surveillance. CFG, fitspiration content, and ILC were all positively correlated with all 

three uncompassionate facets. The uncompassionate facets were also positively 

associated with body surveillance and drive for muscularity attitudes and behaviours. 
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Table 6.1  

Means, Standard Deviations, Reliability levels, and Correlations Between Study Variables 

Note. Correlations involving self-compassion are in bold. All other correlations are identical to those reported in Chapter 5 *p < .05; **p < .01. . 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Mean 2.82 3.09 2.28 4.39 2.41 3.35    3.05 2.94 3.05 3.28 3.20 3.11 3.03 23.05 

SD 1.02 1.20 .89 1.06 1.02 .97 1.35 .73 .72 .68 .92 .95 .92 2.90 

a .91 .87 .85 .85 .95 .89 .89 .82 .74 .76 .87 .84 .82  

1. Celebrities, fashion, grooming  .61** .54** .46** .42** .40** .26** -.17** -.13* -.21** .36** .33** .40** -.11* 

2. Fitspiration   .37** .29** .26** .43* .56** -.02 .001 -.05 .21** .19** .18** .12* 

3. Importance of likes and 

comments 

   .42** .42** .43** .22** -.17** -.13* -.19** .44** .40** .48** -.18** 

4. Body Surveillance     .59** .48** .17** -.29** -.18** -.30** .51** .43** .47** .05 

5. Social appearance anxiety      .50** .07 -.46** -.20** -.34** .72** .64** .66** .02 

6. Drive for muscularity (attitudes)       .57** -.19** .07 -.10 .53** .44** .45** -.03 

7. Drive for muscularity (behavior)        .11* .07 .07 .13* .11* .13* .04 

8. Self-kindness         .57** .64** -.52** -.47** -.43** .06 

9. Common humanity          .59** -.18** -.21** -.21** .04 

10. Mindfulness           -.34** -.40** -.40** .04 

11. Self-judgement            -.81** .80** -.06 

12. Isolation             .81** -.06 

13. Overidentification              -.13* 

14. BMI               
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Structural Equation Modeling 

 SEM analyses were conducted using the same procedures and fit statistics as in 

Study 2. In this second stage of the analyses, the structural equation model tested in 

Study 2 was elaborated, in separate models, by including main effects from one of the 

pairs of self-compassion facets to each of body surveillance and attitudinal and 

behavioural drive for muscularity.   

Moderation Analyses 

Fit of Main and Moderation Effect Models 

 The third stage of analyses involved testing the study hypotheses through the 

addition of interaction terms to the models tested in stage 2 using Edwards and 

Lambert’s (2007) path analytic procedures for moderated indirect effects models. All 

effects were tested using bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals from 5,000 

bootstrapped estimates (Shrout & Bolger, 2002). Findings pertaining to the 

hypothesised model are reported in the left column of data in Tables 6.2 and 6.3.  

 As in Study 1a, two modifications were made to the models. The first of these 

modifications involved removing the paths from one of the pair of self-compassion 

interaction terms (e.g., removing the paths from the self-judgement interaction term to 

body surveillance, leaving only the paths from the self-kindness interaction term to 

body surveillance). The second modification involved the additional removal of the 

paths from the two SNS variables that were not part of the particular interaction. With 

this approach, an assessment could be made as to whether the self-compassion variables 

moderated the SNS effects under conditions of varying model complexity. Findings 

pertaining to these modified models are reported in the middle and right columns of 
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data, respectively, in Tables 6.2 and 6.3. All hypotheses predicted directional outcomes. 

Therefore, one-tailed p values were used. 
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Table 6.2 

Standardised Coefficients for the Moderated Effects of Each Self-Compassion Facet on the Links Between Three SNS Uses and Body Surveillance  
Self-Compassion Moderator 

Variable 
SNS 

Exogenous 
Variable 

DV/ 
Endogenous 

Variable 

With Both Self-Compassion 
Variables as Moderators 

(The Hypothesised Model) 

With Only this Self-
Compassion Variable as a 

Moderator 

With Only this S-C Variable 
as a Moderator, & Only this S-

C Variable & this SNS 
Variable Directly Predicting 

BSurv 
β p β p β p  

 Self-Kindness CFG BSurv .07 .12 .05 .13 –.03 .19 
Self-Judgement CFG BSurv .11 .03* .07 .11 .02 .20 

Self-Kindness Fitspo BSurv –.03 .30 –.04 .18 –.04 .16 

Self- Judgement Fitspo BSurv –.07 .06 .007 .43 –.01 .32 

Self-Kindness ILC BSurv –.05 .13 –.03 .29 –.01 .37 

Self- Judgement ILC BSurv .08 .04* .05 .13 .005 .43 

                  Common Humanity CFG BSurv .009 .42 –.004 .47 –.001 .49 
Isolation CFG BSurv .007 .43 .01 .37 .04 .13 

Common Humanity Fitspo BSurv –.001 .49 –.04 .25 –.02 .29 

Isolation Fitspo BSurv .04 .17 .05 .10 .06 .03* 

         Common Humanity ILC BSurv .05 .14 .04 .25 .01 .35 
Isolation ILC BSurv –.04 .17 .02 .27 .05 .06 

                  Mindfulness CFG BSurv –.004 .37 –.04 .23 –.002 .48 

Overidentification CFG BSurv .14 .005** .14 .002** .08 .006** 

         Mindfulness Fitspo BSurv –.02 .32 –.03 .23 –.02 .22 
Overidentification Fitspo BSurv .004 .47 .02 .13 .03 .12 

         Mindfulness ILC BSurv –.007 .43 –.04 .21 –.02 .28 
Overidentification ILC BSurv .09 .03* .08 .02* –.01 .35 

Note.  SNS = social networking site; DV = dependent variable;  S-C = self-compassion;  BSurv = body surveillance; CFG = celebrity, fashion, grooming; Fitspo = 
fitspiration-related content; ILC = importance of likes and comments; Significant effects are highlighted in bold. * p < .05. ** p < .01. p is one-tailed. 
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Table 6.3 

Standardised Coefficients for the Moderation Effects of Each Self-Compassion Facet on the Links Between Three SNS Uses and Drive for Muscularity 
Attitudes and Behaviours  

Self-Compassion 
Moderator Variable 

SNS 
Exogenous 

Variable 

DV/ 
Endogenous 

Variable 

With Both Self-Compassion 
Variables as Moderators 

(The Hypothesised Model) 

With Only this Self-
Compassion Variable as a 

Moderator 

With Only this S-C Variable as 
a Moderator, & Only this S-C 
Variable, this SNS Variable, & 
SAA, Directly Predicting the 

DV 
β p β p β P 

 
Self-Kindness Fitspo DMA –.002 .48 –.01 .37 –.01 .37 

Self- Judgement Fitspo DMA .006 .45 .02 .35 .02 .35 
  DT       Self-Kindness Fitspo DMB –.03 .31 –.02 .33 –.02 .33 

Self- Judgement Fitspo DMB .002 .48 .003 .48 .003 .48 

                  Common Humanity Fitspo DMA –.04 .17 –.02 .35 –.02 .35 

Isolation Fitspo DMA .05 .12 .04 .18 .04 .18 
  DT       Common Humanity Fitspo DMB –.02 .37 –.04 .22 –.04 .22 

Isolation Fitspo DMB .06 .10 .06 .10 .06 .10 

         
  DT       Mindfulness Fitspo DMA .001 .49 –.009 .42 –.009 .42 

Overidentification Fitspo DMA .01 .40 .02 .33 .02 .33 
  DT       Mindfulness Fitspo DMB –.04 .19 –.01 .38 –.01 .38 

Overidentification Fitspo DMB .06 .11 .05 .13 .05 .13 

Note.  SNS = social networking site; DV = dependent variable; S-C = self-compassion; SAA = social appearance anxiety; Fitspo = fitspiration; DMA = drive 
for muscularity attitudes; DMB = drive for muscularity behaviours. 
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In stage two of the analyses, when the model from Study 2 was modified to 

include paths from self-kindness and self-judgement directly to each of body 

surveillance, attitudinal drive for muscularity, and behavioural drive for muscularity, it 

provided a less than adequate fit to the data, χ2(10) = 35.88 (p < .001), RMSEA = .093 

(90% confidence interval [CI]: .061, .126), CFI = .98, NNFI = .97, and SRMR = .03. In 

this main effects-only model, self-kindness was significantly (and negatively) related to 

body surveillance, and drive for muscularity attitudes and behaviour, while self-

judgement was significantly (and positively) related to the same three variables.  

In stage three of the analyses, the first hypothesised model (shown in Figure 6.1) 

involved the further addition of the six interaction terms representing self-kindness and 

self-judgement ´ each of the three exogenous variables to body surveillance, and the 

four interaction terms representing self-kindness and self-judgement ´ fitspiration to 

each of attitudinal drive for muscularity and behavioural drive for muscularity. 

Consistent with the first hypothesis, the addition of these ten paths in the model (see 

Figure 6.4) fitted the data well, χ2(24) = 56.70 (p < .001), RMSEA = .067 (90% 

confidence interval [CI]: .045, .090), CFI = .99, NNFI = .98, and SRMR = .02.  

 In the fourth stage of the analysis, the overall fit of the main effects model 

(χ2/df) had a value of 3.59 and the parsimony fit measure for AIC was 105.88. The 

overall fit of the hypothesized model (χ2/df) had a value of 2.36 and the parsimony fit 

measure for AIC was 248.70. Based on these fit indices, it is difficult to establish the 

better fitting model. That is, although the hypothesised model showed a better overall fit 

than the main effects model, the main effects model had the smaller AIC value as it 

applies a penalty for non-parsimony. As in Study 1a, retention of the hypothesised 
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model, however, was defensible on both theoretical and empirical grounds (Kelloway, 

1995).  
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Figure 6.4 

Hypothesised Model with Self-Kindness and Self-Judgement as Moderators 

 

Note. SK = self-kindness; SJ = self-judgement; CFB = celebrity, fashion beauty; ILC = importance of likes and comments; Fit = fitspiration-related 

content. Standardised direct effects and percentage of variance explained are shown. For clarity, significant covariances between all exogenous 

variables have been omitted. Dashed lines represent non-significant pathways. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 

 



SOCIAL MEDIA, BODY IMAGE, SELF-COMPASSION                                                                                      

 

208 

As in the previous second stage of the analysis, when the model from Study 2 

was modified to include paths from common humanity and isolation directly to each of 

body surveillance, attitudinal drive for muscularity, and behavioural drive for 

muscularity, it provided a less than adequate fit to the data, χ2(10) = 42.38 (p < .001), 

RMSEA = .104 (90% confidence interval [CI]: .073, .137), CFI = .97, NNFI = .96, and 

SRMR = .03. In this main effects-only model, isolation, but not common humanity, was 

significantly (and positively) related to body surveillance. Common humanity was 

significantly (and negatively) related to drive for muscularity attitudes and behaviour, 

whereas isolation was significantly (and positively) associated with drive for 

muscularity attitudes only.   

As in the previous third stage of the analysis, the second hypothesised model 

(shown in Figure 6.2) involved the further addition of the six interaction terms 

representing common humanity and isolation ´ each of the three exogenous variables to 

body surveillance, and the four interaction terms representing common humanity and 

isolation ´ fitspiration to each of attitudinal drive for muscularity and behavioural drive 

for muscularity. Consistent with the first hypothesis, this model (see Figure 6.5) fitted 

the data well, χ2(24) = 57.58 (p < .001), RMSEA = .068 (90% confidence interval [CI]: 

.046, .091), CFI = .98, NNFI = .97, and SRMR = .02.  

 As in the previous fourth stage of the analysis, the overall fit of the main effects 

model (χ2/df) had a value of 4.24 and the parsimony fit measure for AIC was 112.38. 

The overall fit of the hypothesized model (χ2/df) had a value of 2.40 and the parsimony 

fit measure for AIC was 249.58. As previously noted, based on these fit indices, it is 

difficult to establish the better fitting model. As in the previous model, retention of the 
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hypothesised model was defensible on both theoretical and empirical grounds 

(Kelloway, 1995).  
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Figure 6.5 

Hypothesised Model with Common Humanity and Isolation as Moderators 

 

Note. CH = common humanity; ISO = isolation; CFG = celebrity, fashion grooming; ILC = importance of likes and comments; Fit = fitspiration 

content. Standardised direct effects and percentage of variance explained are shown. For clarity, significant covariances between all exogenous 

variables have been omitted. Dashed lines represent non-significant pathways. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 
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As a final part of stage two of the analysis, when the model from Study 2 was 

modified to include paths from mindfulness and overidentification directly to each of 

body surveillance, attitudinal drive for muscularity, and behavioural drive for 

muscularity, it provided a less than adequate fit to the data, χ2(10) = 39.40 (p < .001), 

RMSEA = .100 (90% confidence interval [CI]: .067, .132), CFI = .97, NNFI = .96, and 

SRMR = .03. In this main effects-only model, mindfulness was significantly (and 

negatively) related to body surveillance and drive for muscularity attitudes and 

behaviour, while overidentification was significantly (and positively) related to the 

same three variables. 

As a final part of stage three of the analysis, the third hypothesised model 

(shown in Figure 6.3) involved the further addition of the six interaction terms 

representing mindfulness and overidentification ´ each of the three exogenous variables 

to body surveillance, and the four interaction terms representing mindfulness and 

overidentification ´ fitspiration to each of attitudinal drive for muscularity and 

behavioural drive for muscularity. Consistent with the first hypothesis, this model (see 

Figure 6.6) fitted the data well, χ2(24) = 56.64 (p < .001), RMSEA = .067 (90% 

confidence interval [CI]: .045, .090), CFI = .98, NNFI = .97, and SRMR = .02.  

 As a final part of stage four of the analysis, the overall fit of the main effects 

model (χ2/df) had a value of 3.94 and the parsimony fit measure for AIC was 109.40. 

The overall fit of the hypothesized model (χ2/df) had a value of 2.36 and the parsimony 

fit measure for AIC was 248.64. Again, based on these fit indices, it is difficult to 

establish the better fitting model. As in the previous model, retention of the 

hypothesised model, however, was defensible on both theoretical and empirical grounds 

(Kelloway, 1995). Of note, the main effects-only model that included self-kindness and 
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self-judgement provided the best fit of the three main effects-only models tested. All 

three main effects plus moderation effects (hypothesised) models fitted the data 

approximately equally as well as each other. 
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Figure 6.6 

Hypothesised Model with Mindfulness and Overidentification as Moderators 

 

 

Note. Mind = mindfulness; OID = overidentification; CFG = celebrity, fashion grooming; ILC = importance of likes and comments; Fit = fitspiration 

content. Standardised direct effects and percentage of variance explained are shown. For clarity, significant covariances between all exogenous 

variables have been omitted. Dashed lines represent non-significant pathways. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 
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Specific Moderation Effects within the Self-Kindness vs. Self-Judgement Model  

 In the hypothesised model, in contrast to H1(a, b, c) self-kindness did not 

moderate the links between (a) CFG, b = .07, SE = .06, p = .11, (b) fitspiration, b = –

.03, SE = .05, p = .30, or ILC, b = –.05, SE = .04, p = .13, and body surveillance. Thus, 

H1(a, b, c) were not supported. Similarly, self-kindness did not moderate the link 

between fitspiration and (a) attitudinal drive for muscularity, b = -.002, SE = .05, p = 

.48, or (b) behavioural drive for muscularity, b = -.03, SE = .05, p = .31. Thus, H4(a, b) 

were not supported.  

 Addressing RQ1, in the hypothesised model, self-judgement moderated the link 

between (a) CFG, b = .11, SE = .05, p = .03 and (c) ILC, b = .08, SE = .05, p = .04, and 

body surveillance (see Figures 6.7 and 6.8), strengthening both these links. Of note, as 

shown in Table 6.2, this effect was not maintained in either of the modified models that 

involved fewer predictors of body surveillance. There was no moderation effect by self-

judgement on the association between (b) fitspiration, b = .02, SE = .05, p = .37, and 

body surveillance. With regards to RQ2, self-judgement did not moderate the links 

between fitspiration and either (a) attitudinal drive for muscularity, b = .006, SE = .05, p 

= .45, or (b) behavioural drive for muscularity, b = .002, SE = .06, p = .48. 
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Figure 6.7  
 
Interaction Between Self-Judgement and Viewing Celebrity, Fashion, Grooming 
Content on Body Surveillance.  

 

Figure 6.8  
 
Interaction Between Self-Judgement and the Importance Placed on Likes and 
Comments on Body Surveillance.  
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Specific Moderation Effects within the Common Humanity vs. Isolation Model  

 In the hypothesised model, in contrast to H2, common humanity did not 

moderate the links between (a) CFG, b = .009, SE = .05, p = .42, (b) fitspiration, b = –

.001, SE = .04, p = .49, or (c) ILC, b = .05, SE = .04, p = .14, and body surveillance. 

Thus, H2(a, b, c) were not supported. Similarly, with regards to H5, common humanity 

did not moderate the associations between fitspiration and (a) attitudinal drive for 

muscularity, b = -.04, SE = .04, p = .17, or (b) behavioural drive for muscularity, b = –

.02, SE = .05, p = .37, showing no support for H5(a, b).  

 Addressing RQ1, in the hypothesised model, isolation did not moderate the links 

between (a) CFG, b = .007, SE = .05, p = .43, (b) fitspiration, b = .04, SE = .05, p = .17, 

or (c) ILC, b = -.04, SE = .05, p = .17 and body surveillance. However, in the second 

modified model (See Table 6.2), which includes only the interaction between isolation 

and the SNS variable (i.e., fitspiration) that is part of the interaction, isolation 

moderated the link between fitspiration and body surveillance, strengthening this link. 

Regarding RQ2, there was no moderating effect of isolation on the association between 

fitspiration and either (a) attitudinal drive for muscularity, b = .05, SE = .04, p = .12, or 

(b) behavioural drive for muscularity, b = .06, SE = .05, p = .10.  

Specific Moderation Effects within the Mindfulness vs. Overidentification Model  

 In the hypothesised model, in contrast to H3, mindfulness did not moderate the 

links between (a) CFG, b = –.004, SE = .05, p = .47, (b) fitspiration, b = -.02, SE = .04, 

p = .32, or (c) ILC, b = -.007, SE = .04, p = .43, and body surveillance. Similarly, 

mindfulness did not moderate the links between fitspiration and either (a) attitudinal 

drive for muscularity, b = .001, SE = .05, p = .49, or (b) behavioural drive for 

muscularity, b = -.04, SE = .05, p = .19, showing no support for H6. 
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 Addressing RQ1, in the hypothesised model, overidentification moderated the 

links between (a) CFG, b = .14, SE = .06, p = .005 and (c), ILC, b = .09, SE = .05, p = 

.03, and body surveillance (see Figures 6.9 and 6.10), strengthening both these links. Of 

note, as shown in Table 6.2, this effect was maintained for CFG in both of the modified 

models that involved fewer predictors of body surveillance, whereas the effect for ILC 

was maintained in only the first modified model. Overidentification did not moderate 

the links between fitspiration and body surveillance, b = .004, SE = .05, p = .47. 

Regarding RQ2, in the hypothesised model, overidentification did not moderate the 

links between fitspiration and either (a) attitudinal DM, b = .01, SE = .05, p = .40, or (b) 

behavioural drive for muscularity b = .06, SE = .05, p = .11. 

Figure 6.9  
 
Interaction Between Overidentification and the Viewing of Celebrity, Fashion, and 
Grooming content on Body Surveillance.  
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Figure 6.10  
 
Interaction Between Overidentification and the Importance Placed on Likes and 
Comments on Body Surveillance.  

   

Discussion 

 The majority of past research indicating the protective qualities of self-

compassion against negative body image (e.g., Tylka et al., 2015) and its precursors 

such as body surveillance (e.g., Daye et al., 2014) have been conducted with female 

samples. Although most studies have shown a buffering effect of self-compassion on 

negative body-related links, the mechanisms by which it offers protection remain 

unclear. In particular, it remains unknown whether the uncompassionate facets of self-

compassion strengthen the links between negative body image variables. This is the first 

known study to examine the moderating roles of compassionate (i.e., self-kindness, 

common humanity, and mindfulness) versus uncompassionate (i.e., self-judgement, 

isolation, and overidentification) self-responding on the associations between three 

appearance-related SNS-uses (i.e., celebrity/fashion/grooming sites [CFG], fitspiration 

content, and importance of likes and comments [ILC]) and body surveillance in young 
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adult men. Additionally, given fitspiration’s association with muscularity concerns (Fatt 

et al., 2019), this study also examined whether the links between fitspiration and 

attitudinal, and behavioural, drive for muscularity were moderated by the three pairs of 

facets comprising compassionate versus uncompassionate self-responding.  

 This study provides limited support for viewing self-compassion as a moderator 

of the adverse effects of these SNS uses. Only four (13%) of the 30 interactions were 

significant. This modest evidence for the existence of moderation effects should be 

interpreted in the context of the well-known difficulty associated with detecting 

moderator effects in cross-sectional designs (McClelland & Judd, 1993). All significant 

moderation effects in the hypothesised models were in the expected strengthening 

direction, and all pertained to the reinforcing roles of self-judgement and 

overidentification on the relationships between (a) CFG and (b) ILC and body 

surveillance. In addition, a modified model (see Table 6.2) with fewer predictors of 

body surveillance showed that isolation strengthened the link between fitspiration and 

body surveillance. Overall, findings suggest that, within the SNS context, self-kindness, 

common humanity, and mindfulness do not offer protection against body surveillance or 

commitment to the muscular ideal. Rather, the findings suggest that the 

uncompassionate facets may play a more important role than the compassionate facets 

in understanding the role of self-compassion as they relate to men’s levels of body 

surveillance. They also suggest that past research examining the moderating effects of 

self-compassion may have missed an important finding by focussing on either the 

overall scale or just the positive facets of self-compassion.  

Compassionate vs Uncompassionate Facets as Moderators of the Links Between 

SNS Use and Body Surveillance 
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 In contrast to H1a/b/c, H2a/b/c, and H3a/b/c, the three compassionate facets did 

not moderate the relationships between the three SNS uses and body surveillance. The 

current findings are consistent with those of Rodgers et al. (2017), who failed to find a 

moderating effect of self-kindness on the link between perceived weight status and 

appearance comparison among adolescent boys, yet the current findings run counter to 

their results that showed that common humanity and mindfulness mitigated this link. 

More specific to young men within the SNS context, results from this study are 

consistent with previous research in which overall self-compassion failed to moderate 

the links between body talk on SNSs and body surveillance (Wang et al., 2019). 

Perhaps, body talk on SNSs, viewing CFG content, or placing importance on likes and 

comments provide contexts in which men, regardless of their trait levels of the 

compassionate facets, spontaneously scrutinize their own appearance, feel that any 

perceived inadequacies are unique to them, and exaggerate the associated negative 

emotions, ultimately inhibiting the activation, and hence any buffering effect, of the 

compassionate facets. However, the study by Wang et al. (2019) did not examine both 

the compassionate and uncompassionate facets, therefore it is difficult to establish how 

the uncompassionate facets may have interacted with body talk on SNSs.  

 RQ1 addressed the possible roles of the facets of uncompassionate self-

responding as moderators of body-related associations. Findings indicated that both 

self-judgement and overidentification strengthened the links between (a) CFG and (b) 

ILC and body surveillance. More specifically, the interaction between overidentification 

and CFG was the strongest and most robust (across models) of the obtained interaction 

effects. Perhaps, as revealed in previous qualitative research (e.g., Barry & Martin, 

2016; Swenson & Allen, 2019), young men’s exposure to objectified content of other 
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men on SNSs has normalised a disposition of self-consciousness in young men. In 

addition, young men’s use of SNSs and body monitoring behaviours have been shown 

to be centred around appearance maintenance for typical online social interactions (e.g., 

to attract dates or appear successful) (Barry & Martin, 2016), which, as current findings 

show, may be strengthened by self-judgement and overidentification. Indeed, the 

current findings extend past research (e.g., Wang et al., 2019) by showing that 

uncompassionate self-responding, rather than compassionate self-responding, may 

provide a clearer understanding of how the lack of self-compassion reinforces the 

relationship between some SNS uses and body surveillance in young men. Current 

findings resonate with previous research (Barry & Martin, 2016) that revealed that 

men’s self-judgment was often triggered by viewing idealized images of other men 

(e.g., on fashion sites), and by acknowledging that their own online photos would be 

evaluated by others (Manago et al., 2015), that is, two SNS uses that often led to body 

monitoring behaviours. In line with the way the facets may engender one another (Neff, 

2003), and as current findings suggest, men who are likely to criticise themselves may 

also be likely to exaggerate, or overidentify with, the negative emotions associated with 

the self-criticism.  

 Relative to the compassionate facets, the main effects of the uncompassionate 

facets on body surveillance were stronger. Generally, such strong main effects work 

against strong moderation effects, however that does not appear to be the case here. As 

shown in Table 6.2, although self-judgement and overidentification strengthened the 

effects of each of CFG and ILC on body surveillance, when the opposing facets (i.e., 

self-kindness and mindfulness) were excluded from the models, only the moderating 

effect of overidentification remained significant. This finding suggests that the 
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moderating effect of overidentification was solely attributable to this uncompassionate 

facet, however, the moderating effect of self-judgement may have been due to its 

correlation with, and thus inflated by, other predictors subsequently excluded from the 

model.  

 A further finding noteworthy of mention is that of the high correlations (rs > 

.80) between the uncompassionate facets. Although these correlations are consistent 

with prior studies (e.g., Neff et al., 2018), they raise an interesting question: why was 

isolation not found to strengthen the same links as self-judgement and 

overidentification? Even more perplexing is that when the hypothesised models were 

modified to include only fitspiration as a predictor of body surveillance, only isolation 

strengthened this link. The fact that the effect of isolation was significant in this 

modified model suggests that it was correlated with, and its effect thus overwhelmed by, 

other predictors now excluded from the model. Of note, self-judgement and 

overidentification were not found to reinforce these links within the same modified 

models. 

 One possible explanation for the anomalies in moderation effects may relate to 

how each facet engenders the other in appearance-related situations. In other words, 

perhaps all three uncompassionate facets engender one another in various stressful 

situations (e.g., failing an exam), but not in situations that pose threats to appearance. 

As discussed earlier, when men are prone to self-criticism, it may be easier to 

exaggerate the negativity of the situation, and the activation of these two traits might 

strengthen the positive links between each of CFG and ILC and body surveillance. 

However, past research shows that mid-adolescent boys may feel uncomfortable 

discussing appearance with others in that they feel it is a “girl” subject (Hargreaves & 
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Tiggemann, 2006). Thus, perhaps the links between viewing CFG content and ILC and 

body surveillance are not dependent upon the acknowledgement of whether other young 

adult men experience negativity, or whether negative feelings are unique to the 

individual.  

 Although not hypothesised, the modified model (see Table 6.2) with fewer 

predictors of body surveillance showed that isolation strengthened the link between 

fitspiration and body surveillance. Perhaps, in addition to idealised images of toned and 

muscular men, fitspiration sites promote the notion that anyone could achieve such a 

physique in minimal time frames (e.g., “you can achieve this in six weeks”) (Easton et 

al., 2018). Given that men are likely to exercise for competitive reasons (Casto et al., 

2020; Markland & Hardy, 1993) as well as for enjoyment, the link between fitspiration 

and body surveillance may be reinforced by feelings of isolation, whereby failure to 

achieve body improvements in minimum time frames is experienced by men who feel 

isolated as a personal failure rather than one that is probably experienced by many.  

Compassionate vs Uncompassionate Facets as Moderators of the Links Between 

Fitspiration and Body Concerns 

 In contrast to H4(a, b), H5(a, b), and H6(a, b) the three compassionate facets 

(self-kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness) did not buffer the relationships 

between the viewing of fitspiration content and either attitudinal or behavioural drive 

for muscularity. Similarly, with regards to RQ2, the uncompassionate facets failed to 

strengthen those links. As discussed in Study 2 (Chapter 5), the direct path from 

fitspiration to attitudinal and behavioural drive for muscularity may have been health or 

performance driven, rather than simply appearance focused. Perhaps, compassionate 

and uncompassionate self-responding failed to show any moderating effects because the 
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relationship between fitspiration and drive for muscularity was not necessarily 

associated with negative feelings of inadequacy or failure, that is, feelings that the 

compassionate facets could weaken or the uncompassionate facets could strengthen. 

Rather, consistent with a recent study by Gültzow et al. (2020), the fitspiration and drive 

for muscularity link may have been associated with positive feelings of strength, 

function, and self-improvement, which would not necessarily be dependent on an 

emotion-regulating (coping) process such as self-compassion. Indeed, current bivariate 

correlations show that although behavioural drive for muscularity had weak and positive 

links with all three uncompassionate facets, it had a weak and positive association with 

self-kindness, suggesting that men may view efforts to develop or enhance a fit and 

muscular body as a healthy way of being kind to themselves. This finding aligns with 

previous research showing a positive association between exercise and quality of life in 

men (Craft et al., 2014).  

Implications 

 The novel finding that two types uncompassionate self-responding (self-

judgement and overidentification) strengthened links between the SNS uses of (a) 

viewing idealised appearance imagery and (b) placing importance on social media 

metrics and body surveillance highlight the usefulness of assessing both compassionate 

and uncompassionate facets to understand one’s overall level of self-compassion (Neff, 

2016a, 2016b). Indeed, understanding factors that can strengthen the association 

between some SNS uses and body surveillance provides useful target areas that can be 

addressed within media literacy or self-compassion interventions. On the basis of 

current findings, self-compassion interventions aimed at reducing body surveillance in 

men may also need to focus on reducing uncompassionate self-responding. A first step 
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may be to explore, for example, why young men engage in self-judgement rather than 

self-kindness or overidentification rather than mindfulness when engaging in some 

appearance-related SNS uses. A second step could be to interview young men with high 

self-compassion and positive body image, which could provide more details about how 

they use the different facets of self-compassion, for example, how they use self-

kindness to overcome self-judgement during appearance-related distress (see Study 3, 

Chapter 7). Understanding reasons why some men engage in uncompassionate 

behaviour and how others use compassionate self-responding may help with the 

development of intervention programs specifically aimed at men. 

Limitations and Future Research Directions 

 Limitations regarding the revised mediation objectification model used in the 

current study have been presented when discussing Study 2 (Chapter 5). Similarly, the 

current study shares many of the limitations and suggestions for future research 

presented in Study 1a (Chapter 4). However, there are limitations and suggestions for 

future research pertaining only to the current study. The correlational nature of this 

study precludes causal inferences. Thus, experimental studies, using state measures of 

self-compassion, as well as longitudinal research investigating associations between the 

SNS uses of viewing idealised imagery and placing importance on likes and comments 

and body surveillance, are needed to confirm self-judgement and overidentification as 

reinforcing factors of those links. The current study sought to investigate only the 

moderating effect of the self-compassion facets on the links between certain types of 

SNS use and body surveillance or drive for muscularity attitudes and behaviours. In 

addition to muscularity and body weight concerns, men may also be dissatisfied with 

other aspects of their body such as head hair, body hair, and height (Tiggemann et al., 
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2008), thus future research could test the interaction effects with other possible body 

concerns as the dependent variables.  

 As discussed in Chapter 2, self-compassion may also be considered an emotion 

regulation strategy (Gilbert, 2005). Given that some men experience negative affect 

when viewing fitspiration sites (Easton et al., 2018), future research could test other 

possible interaction effects. For example, including measures of positive and negative 

affect or goal-directed behaviours may provide further mediating explanations of the 

links between fitspiration and drive for muscularity, and present an avenue through 

which self-compassion may strengthen or weaken these associations. As in the previous 

studies within the current research, the Australian undergraduate sample of young adult 

men was predominantly White. It therefore remains unknown whether relations between 

the study variables generalise to more diverse samples in terms of ethnicity, sexual 

orientation, and gender identity, or indeed to early adolescents.   

Conclusion 

 This study adds to the limited research examining self-compassion and men’s 

body image. Most notably, the findings offer important, yet preliminary, insight into the 

role played by self-judgement and overidentification in reinforcing harmful associations 

between some appearance-related SNS uses and body surveillance. A clearer 

understanding of the importance of uncompassionate self-responding relative to 

compassionate self-responding may contribute to the development of self-compassion 

intervention programs that not only target men’s body image and their SNS use, but 

also their uncompassionate attitude toward themselves. 
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CHAPTER 7 

Study 3 

How is Trait Self-Compassion Used During Appearance-Related Distress for Late 

Adolescents and Emerging Adults with Positive or Negative Body image? A 

Qualitative Study 

Chapter 7 presents Study 3 of the thesis. It is presented as a version of an article 

that has been submitted for publication in an academic journal. Written as a stand-alone 

piece, this chapter also includes a developmental perspective to help provide a deeper 

understanding of how and why self-compassion is used as a coping strategy by late 

adolescents and emerging adults. U.S. English rather than U.K. English has been used. 

As is the case for the chapters comprising published papers, references have been 

omitted for reasons of parsimony (see pp. 322–377 for a full list). 

In this qualitative study, in-depth interviews were conducted with selected 

participants from Studies 1 and 2 to explore if or how young adults use trait self-

compassion in times of appearance-related distress. Thus, Study 3 contributes to Aim 3 

of the thesis. The sample comprised eight women and seven men who had high trait 

self-compassion and positive body image, and another eight women and seven men who 

had low trait self-compassion and negative body image. A descriptive/confirmative 

approach was used to analyse the data. Based on Neff’s (2003) conceptualisation of 

self-compassion, interview questions were based on the three pairs of opposing facets 

(self-kindness versus self-judgement, common humanity versus isolation, and 

mindfulness versus overidentification) to explore whether individuals reacted to 

appearance-related distress with compassionate or uncompassionate self-responding, 

why they did so, and what contributed to their development of self-compassion (or lack 

thereof).  



SOCIAL MEDIA, BODY IMAGE, SELF-COMPASSION 

 

228 

STATEMENT OF CONTRIBUTION TO CO-AUTHORED PUBLISHED PAPER 

This chapter includes a co-authored paper. The bibliographic details of the published 

chapter of the co-authored paper, including all authors, are: 

Seekis, V., Bradley, G. L., & Duffy, A. L. (2020). How is trait self-compassion used 

during appearance-related distress for late adolescents and emerging adults with 

positive or negative body image? A qualitative study. [Manuscript submitted for 

publication]. School of Applied Psychology, Griffith University, Australia. 

My contribution to the paper involved: 

Conceptualisation and design of the research, facilitation, conducting formal data 

analysis, review and interpretation of the literature, writing the original draft, and 

identifying implications for future research.    

 
 
(Signed)  (Date)______________ 
Veya Seekis 
 
 
(Countersigned)  (Date)______________ 
Corresponding author of paper: Veya Seekis 
 
 
(Countersigned)  (Date)______________ 
Supervisor: Associate Professor Graham Bradley 
 
 
(Countersigned)  (Date)______________ 
Associate Supervisor: Dr Amanda Duffy 
 
 

14/08/2020

14/08/2020

14/08/2020

14/08/2020



SOCIAL MEDIA, BODY IMAGE, SELF-COMPASSION 

 

229 

Abstract 

Having a positive body image contributes to adolescents’ and emerging adults’ 

psychological wellbeing. One approach to protecting one’s body image from 

appearance threats involves adopting a self-compassionate perspective. This study 

explored how six different facets of trait self-compassion are used by late adolescents 

and emerging adults to cope with appearance-related distress. Following Institutional 

Review Board approval, in-depth interviews were conducted with 16 female and 14 

male undergraduates (Mage =18.77 years; SD = 1.77) who reported either positive or 

negative body image and either high or low self-compassion. Adopting a 

descriptive/confirmative approach, data were analysed via an a priori coding system 

based on the facets of self-compassion. Only one self-compassion facet, self-kindness, 

was shown to be used to counteract body-related distress, and only by those with a 

positive body image. Most participants with negative body image engaged in self-

judgement, with some expressing a fear of self-kindness. Despite being acknowledged 

by all, the facet of common humanity was not used for appearance-related affect 

regulation. Participants showed limited practise of the mindfulness facet. Subthemes 

revealed contributing factors to participants’ understanding and use of self-compassion. 

Scope remains for achieving reductions in body image distress and corresponding gains 

in resilience through self-compassion interventions.  
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How is Trait Self-Compassion Used During Appearance-Related Distress for Late 

Adolescents and Emerging Adults with Positive or Negative Body image? A 

Qualitative Study 

 Body concerns and associated eating and weight-related disorders are common 

among young people in many nations (Shagar et al., 2017). Numerous personal and 

contextual factors compound, and can potentially mitigate, these problems. One internal 

resource that has potential for reducing threats to body esteem is self-compassion. Using 

a qualitative approach, the current study examines if, when, and how self-compassion is 

used by late adolescents and emerging adults to reduce appearance-related distress and 

maintain a positive body image.   

Sociocultural Appearance-Related Pressures in Contemporary Youth 

 Late adolescence and emerging adulthood, often marked by the transition from 

secondary to tertiary educational environments, is a distinct period for young people in 

industrialized societies (Arnett, 2000). This developmental period is characterized by 

change and exploration, as young people begin to negotiate normative social demands 

and obligations often including establishing new friendships, finding a partner, leaving 

the family home, and consolidating a personal and social identity (Arnett, 2000). In 

addition to these tasks, by their late teens, the observable physical changes associated 

with puberty are largely behind them, and young people must accept and learn to use 

effectively the body that, at least in general terms, they will have for the remainder of 

their lives (Havighurst, 1953).  

Late adolescents and emerging adults tend to be acutely aware of the importance 

of their physical appearance for social relational success, particularly as the focus on 

romantic and sexual relationships heightens during this period (Dittmar, 2009). Among 
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the challenges faced by many young people are sociocultural pressures (i.e., via media, 

family, peers) to conform to idealized body shapes (Van den Berg et al., 2002; Tylka, 

2011). For women, the ideal body shape revolves around thinness and tone, whereas for 

men, the ideal is aligned with leanness and muscularity (Murnen, 2011). Young people 

of both sexes evaluate how closely their body aligns with these idealized standards and 

consider the personal and social consequences of unfavorable comparisons (Murnen, 

2011).   

 Information about societal appearance standards, and pressures to match these 

standards, are often received through face-to-face social interactions (Jones et al., 2004; 

Menzel et al., 2010) and online forums (Wang et al., 2019). Negative appearance 

comments may consist of cruel comments, disparaging remarks, exhortations to lose 

weight (Berge et al., 2018) or involve feedback that is less directly judgmental in the 

form of “teasing” (Keltner et al., 2001). Such interactions can reinforce, in young 

people, the importance of appearance and the value of conforming to appearance ideals, 

provide the context for attending to and interpreting information relevant to body 

concerns, and, through these various processes, contribute to body concerns (Jones, 

2004). Research shows that late adolescents and emerging adults who frequently 

perceive appearance-related criticism from others present with body dissatisfaction and 

eating disorder symptomatology (e.g., Jones et al., 2004; Menzel et al., 2010). 

 Body dissatisfaction is the subjective negative evaluation of one’s body or parts 

thereof and is a known risk factor for the onset of clinical and sub-clinical eating 

disorders (Garner, 2004). Notably, the peak age at onset of eating disorders appears to 

be around 16 to 20 years old, often attributed to stressful events such as leaving home to 

attend college (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Holmqvist Gattario and Frisén 
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(2019) found that, although most emerging adults overcome their negative body image 

by around 18 years, many do not. In support, findings from a 10-year longitudinal study 

(Bucchianeri et al., 2013) indicate that diverse male and female participants become 

progressively more dissatisfied with their bodies from mid- to late adolescence, with 

body dissatisfaction increasing further during the transition to emerging adulthood. 

Similarly, Slane et al. (2014) found that over a 14-year period, young women’s overall 

disordered eating levels, body dissatisfaction, and weight preoccupation continued to 

increase from 18 to 25 years.  

 Although body dissatisfaction is experienced by both genders, there are notable 

differences. Prevalence rates for body dissatisfaction are typically higher among girls 

and young women than boys and young men (see Shagar et al., 2017, for review). 

Indeed, given that late adolescent girls transitioning into emerging adulthood tend to 

gain weight at higher rates than females in other age groups (Slane et al., 2014), it is 

unsurprising that in order to conform to the thin and toned ideal, body dissatisfaction is 

reflected as a desire to lose weight. Body dissatisfaction among males, however, reflects 

a desire to gain weight or muscle in order to emulate the lean muscular physique 

promoted as the masculine ideal (Roy & Gauvin, 2013). Most past work examining 

body image from a developmental perspective has focused on the causes or 

consequences of body concerns rather than on potential protective factors (Markey, 

2010). In contrast, the main aim of the current study was to explore strategies used by 

young women and men for coping with different kinds and sources of body image 

distress (e.g., negative appearance feedback) at this critical period of life. 

Self-Compassion as a Resource for Combatting Appearance-Related Threats 
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 Resilience can be viewed as a dynamic process by which individuals 

successfully adapt within the context of adversity (e.g., Lee et al., 2013; Luthar et al., 

2000). Thus, resilience can be considered changeable over time, as influenced by a 

range of internal and external factors (Lee et al., 2013; Luthar et al., 2013). One internal 

resource that may promote resilience among adolescents and emerging adults is self-

compassion.  

 Self-compassion can be viewed either as an enduring trait, or as an emotion 

regulation self-response aimed at alleviating one’s own suffering (Neff, 2003). 

According to Neff (2003, 2016), it comprises six distinct yet interrelated facets that can 

also be grouped into three pairs of opposing facets which include compassionate and 

uncompassionate self-responding: self-kindness vs. self-judgment (i.e., an ability to 

soothe and comfort oneself during times of distress, rather than engaging in harsh self-

criticism), common humanity vs. isolation (i.e., recognition that failure is part of the 

human condition, rather than feeling that pain is unique to the individual), and 

mindfulness vs. overidentification (i.e., acknowledgement of distress in a balanced, 

rather than an exaggerated, manner).  

 Self-compassion is likely to be relevant in several ways to the body-related 

pressures experienced by late adolescents and emerging adults. For example, feelings of 

self-acceptance and self-kindness are likely to attenuate harsh judgments when 

individuals confront disliked aspects of their appearance. The ability to frame one’s 

distress in light of the experiences of other people (‘common humanity’) provides a 

sense of interpersonal connectedness that can help with fears of social rejection and 

overcome a sense of uniqueness that can contribute to isolation (Elkind, 1967; Rose et 

al., 2007). The mindful aspect of self-compassion helps prevent young people from 
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obsessively ruminating on negative appearance-related thoughts and emotions, a 

process that often leads to psychological dysfunction (Grabe et al., 2016).  

 Research has generally supported the aforementioned assertions. Relative to 

adolescents and emerging adults low in trait self-compassion, evidence shows that 

young people high in trait self-compassion are more likely to accept and appreciate their 

bodies and less likely to criticize their bodies (Pullmer et al., 2019; Turk & Waller, 

2020). In addition to its typically positive direct relationship with body image, trait-

level self-compassion has been shown in quantitative studies to act as a moderator of 

the impact of appearance-related stressors on body concerns and eating pathology 

(Pullmer et al., 2019). For example, Wang et al. (2019) found that self-compassion 

buffered the links between appearance conversations on social networking sites and 

body shame among emerging adult undergraduates. Similarly, Daye at el. (2014) 

reported that self-compassion buffered the relationship between critical caregiver (e.g., 

parents) messages and habitual body monitoring by undergraduate women. In addition 

to these quantitative studies, qualitative findings by Klingle and Van Vliet (2019) 

revealed that adolescent girls who had experienced negative body image reflected on 

the value of self-acceptance, inherent within a self-compassionate perspective, in 

negating associated negative feelings.  

Most research in the body image field has examined the moderating role of self-

compassion at the (stable) trait level, rather than as a fluctuating (state-like) variable. 

Exceptions include daily diary studies (e.g., Kelly et al., 2016) showing that on days 

when negative appearance-related thoughts and events were approached with self-

compassion, female undergraduates reported lower rates of disordered eating and body 

concerns. These studies suggest that state-level self-compassion acts as a self-soothing 
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strategy that is triggered by stressful events and conditions, and thus, as a characteristic 

that is sensitive to social context. What remains unclear, however, is how young people 

with high trait self-compassion use the different facets of this trait in a state-like manner 

to manage interpersonal appearance-related challenges, reduce distress, and maintain a 

positive body image. Furthermore, research has yet to explore how the self-

uncompassionate traits are utilised during appearance distress, and how use of these 

strategies may impede development of resilience and positive body image.  

Contributing Factors to the Development of Self-Compassion 

 A further under-researched issue relates to factors contributing to the 

development of self-compassion. One important influence seems to be modeling and 

feedback from within the family. For example, maternal support and a close family 

environment have been shown to be associated with greater self-compassion, while 

maternal criticism has been linked to less self-compassion (Neff & McGehee, 2009). 

Other research indicates that choice of peers, and a peer culture that does not define 

attractiveness in terms of narrow societal standards, may contribute to a self-

compassionate perspective. For instance, qualitative research by Wood-Barcalow et al. 

(2010) revealed that choosing peers who were accepting of their own and others’ 

appearance helped emerging adult women to appreciate and accept themselves.  

The Current Study 

Previous research into the role of self-compassion in protecting young people 

against body concerns is limited in three main ways. First, given that resilience can be 

viewed as a dynamic process (Lee et al., 2013), few studies have explored state or 

strategic self-compassion (e.g., Kelly et al., 2016). Second, most have assessed self-

compassion as a global whole, rather than in terms of its specific facets. Third, studies 
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have yet to explore how young people have developed self-compassion (or lack thereof) 

within the context of body image. We sought to overcome all three of these limitations. 

Our study focused especially on the question: which, if any, of Neff’s (2003) facets of 

self-compassion are used, by whom and in what circumstances, to cope with 

appearance-related distress? 

 The design of the study was based on consistent findings showing that high trait 

self-compassion and positive body image, and low trait self-compassion and negative 

body image, are positively correlated in adolescents and emerging adults (Turk & 

Waller, 2020). We aimed to investigate if, and how, late adolescents and emerging 

adults with (a) high trait self-compassion and positive body image, or (b) low trait self-

compassion and negative body image, utilise compassionate and/or uncompassionate 

self-responding during or following appearance-related distress, and how they 

developed a self-compassionate or uncompassionate perspective. By recruiting and 

grouping participants in this way, we respond to recent calls from researchers (e.g., 

Klingle & Van Vliet, 2019) to study individuals who lie at opposite ends of the self-

compassion continuum. By comparing groups of late teens and emerging adults of 

different genders, levels of trait self-compassion, and types of body image, we sought to 

identify how self-compassion or uncompassionate strategies are used during 

appearance-related distress such that findings may inform and improve body-related 

intervention programs targeting this vulnerable population. 

Method 

Participants 

One month prior to the current study, two gender-specific cross-sectional studies 

examined the links between SNS use and body image concerns in a sample of 641 
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Australian undergraduates attending a public university. Participants’ responses were 

used to screen and recruit participants for the current pilot and main studies, with the 

aim of obtaining a gender-balanced sample comprising approximately equal numbers of 

high self-compassion/positive body image, and low self-compassion/negative body 

image, emerging adults.  

In the screening studies, body dissatisfaction was measured, in women, by the 

10-item Body Dissatisfaction subscale of the Eating Disorder Inventory-3 (EDI-3; 

Garner, 2004), and, in men, by the 10-item Self-Evaluation subscale of the Male Body 

Dissatisfaction Scale (MBDS; Ochner et al., 2009). Recruitment of all participants was 

also based on scores on the Body Appreciation Scale-2 (BAS-2; Tylka & Wood-

Barcalow, 2015), and the Self-Compassion Scale (SCS; Neff, 2003). Internal 

consistency for all scales was high (as ≥ .91). Relative to the studies’ larger sample, 

criteria for inclusion in the high self-compassion/positive body image group were: 

scores above the sample 90th percentiles for self-compassion and body appreciation, and 

below the 10th percentile for body dissatisfaction. Criteria for inclusion in the low self-

compassion/negative body image group were: scores above the sample 90th percentiles 

for body dissatisfaction and below the 10th percentiles for self-compassion and body 

appreciation. Mean scale scores for each gender and group are shown in Table 1. For 

the recruitment process, participants were told that they were selected to discuss the 

types of coping strategies they used during times of appearance-related distress. 

Participants were not made aware of the term self-compassion nor were they informed 

of their body image group. 
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Table 1 

Means and Standard Deviations of Trait Scores on Recruitment Variables. 
 

Note. PBI = positive body image; NBI = negative body image 

 

As expected, correlations between self-compassion and body appreciation for 

the women (r = .68) and men (r = .70), were strong, as were the correlations between 

self-compassion and body dissatisfaction for the women (r = -.58) and men (r = -.62). 

Of the four possible quadrants (i.e., high self-compassion/positive body image, high 

self-compassion/negative body image, low self-compassion/positive body image, and 

low self-compassion/negative body image), 98% of the women, and 94% of the men, 

who met the eligibility criteria fell into either the high self-compassion/positive body 

image, or the low self-compassion/negative body image, quadrants.  

The final sample (N = 30) ranged in age from 17 to 22 years. It consisted of 16 

women (N = 8 high self-compassion/positive body image; N = 8 low self-

Self-Compassion 

Facet 

Women (PBI) 

N = 8 

Women (NBI) 

N = 8 

Men (PBI) 

N = 7 

Men (NBI) 

N = 7 

 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 

Body Dissatisfaction 2.03 (0.45) 5.14 (0.51) 2.11 (0.21) 4.30 (0.42) 

Body Appreciation 4.55 (0.33) 1.81 (0.33) 4.81 (0.33) 1.87 (0.47) 

Self-Kindness 4.03 (0.47) 2.23 (0.31) 3.97 (0.34) 2.06 (0.77) 

Common Humanity 3.84 (0.35) 2.38 (0.46) 3.93 (0.19) 2.48 (0.80) 

Mindfulness 3.72 (0.36) 2.24 (0.35) 4.04 (0.55) 2.34 (0.63) 

Self-Judgement 2.07 (0.47) 4.53 (0.28) 1.54 (0.40) 4.37 (0.60) 

Isolation 2.06 (0.53) 4.09 (0.48) 1.39 (0.48) 4.32 (0.43) 

Overidentification 2.09 (0.30) 4.41 (0.42) 1.71 (0.55) 4.07 (0.28) 
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compassion/negative body image), with a mean age of 18.75 years (SD = 2.18), and 14 

men (N = 7 high self-compassion/positive body image; N = 7 low self-

compassion/negative body image) with a mean age of 19.57 years (SD = 2.21). Most 

participants self-identified as White (77%), with 10% self-identifying as Asian, and 3% 

as each of Aboriginal Australian, Middle Eastern, Pacific Islander, and South American. 

Participant demographics are shown in Table 2.  
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Table 2 
 
Participant Demographics and Body Image Group 

 

 

 

Participant 

ID 

Age Gender Ethnicity Body Image 

Group 

P1 18 Female Asian Positive  
P2 19 Male White Negative 
P3 17 Male White Positive 
P4 18 Female White Positive 
P5 18 Female White Negative 
P6 17 Female White Negative 
P7 19 Male White Negative 
P8 18 Male Middle Eastern Positive 
P9 19 Female White Positive 
P10 18 Female White Positive 
P11 18 Male White Positive 
P12 17 Female White Negative 
P13 18 Male White Positive 
P14 22 Female Asian Positive 
P15 18 Female White Negative 
P16 18 Female White Negative 
P17 19 Female Australian Aboriginal Negative 
P18 18 Male White Positive 
P19 17 Female White Positive 
P20 18 Male White Negative 
P21 17 Female White Negative 
P22 22 Female Asian Positive 
P23 19 Male White Positive 
P24 18 Male Pacific Islander Positive 
P25 18 Male White Negative 
P26 19 Male White Negative 
P27 22 Female South American Positive 
P28 22 Male White Negative 
P29 18 Female White Negative 
P30 22 Male White Negative 
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Research Team 
 

At the time of the study, the first author, who is a White female, was a PhD 

candidate under the supervision of the second and third authors both of whom are 

university academics with PhDs in social and developmental (second author), and 

clinical and developmental psychology (third author). The first author has completed 

graduate courses in qualitative designs, facilitated body-related self-compassion 

workshops and focus groups, and was the project co-ordinator responsible for 

participant recruitment, data collection, and analysis. The second author is male, teaches 

quantitative and qualitative research methods, and has conducted qualitative and mixed 

method studies of adolescents and emerging adults. The third author is female and has 

taught research methods and statistics for over 15 years.  

Pilot Study 

 Upon gaining university research ethics clearance, a pilot study was conducted 

by the first author with four participants (2 females; 2 males) who met eligibility 

requirements but were not members of the main study sample. Participants were 

recruited via email and were given the same study information as the main study 

participants. The first author sought feedback from participants following their 

interview via a pencil and paper questionnaire pertaining to the clarity of questions, 

suggestions for procedural improvements, and level of participant comfort. Male 

participants were asked if they would have preferred a male interviewer. All four 

participants shared positive comments, with no suggestions for improvement. Neither 

male expressed a preference for a male interviewer. 

Procedure 
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 Eligible participants for the main study were sent invitations via email. Prior to 

interview, participants were told the purpose of the study was to understand how 

individuals manage negative appearance-related situations. All participants provided 

informed consent. Participants were individually interviewed over a three-week period 

in a private and comfortable setting on a university campus. After rapport was 

established, all interviews were guided by the same schedule. Interviews lasted between 

24 and 42 minutes (Mduration = 34 minutes) and were audiotaped with participant 

permission. Upon conclusion, participants were debriefed, and offered either course 

credit or $10 for participation.  

Semi-Structured Interviews 

A primary purpose of the interviews was to assess and potentially confirm the 

applicability of Neff’s (2003) self-compassion facets in understanding how young 

people respond to threats to their body image. Adopting a descriptive/confirmative 

approach (McIntosh & Morse, 2015), the interview schedule included a combination of 

closed- and open-ended questions designed to elicit thoughts and feelings pertaining to 

how the six facets were understood and applied during appearance-related distress (See 

Appendix A).  

The schedule was divided into three sections. First, to explore self-kindness 

versus self-judgement, a brief scenario was presented that described the participant 

wearing swimwear at a pool party and overhearing a negative comment about his or her 

appearance. Swimwear scenarios have been found to increase perceptions of social-

evaluative threats in college women and men (Lamarche et al., 2012; Lamarche et al., 

2018). Participants were then asked to rate the extent to which they would be self-

critical on a scale of 1-10 (10 being the highest). Subsequent questions explored self-
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criticism (e.g., how was self-criticism expressed? how was this learned?). Self-kindness 

was explored in a similar pattern. Second, to investigate common humanity versus 

isolation, participants were asked whether they thought others of the same gender 

experienced negative appearance-related situations or feelings, and if so, how they were 

aware of this and how this made them feel. Finally, to examine mindfulness versus 

overidentification, participants were asked whether they had been hurt by someone’s 

comment, or felt self-conscious, about their appearance. If they had experienced distress 

as a result of others’ comments or felt self-conscious, they were asked to reflect on the 

emotions elicited at the time, and how they had dealt with those emotions.  

Analysis and Trustworthiness 

 A descriptive qualitative approach (Sandelowski, 2000, 2010) was used to 

provide a detailed summary of participants’ use of the various self-compassion 

strategies during appearance-related threats. Following the guidelines of Fereday and 

Muir-Cochrane (2006) to confirm use of the self-compassion facets, a coding system 

was developed a priori using Neff’s (2003) framework of self-compassion (see Table 3). 

Units of analysis were whole or part answers to single questions. To become familiar 

with the data, the first author transcribed the data verbatim and manually coded 100% of 

the data into codes representing one of the six self-compassion facets, grouped into 

three bipolar pairs. Then she, and a trained second independent male coder with 

experience in qualitative analysis, coded content from 40% (12/30) of the interviews, to 

increase trustworthiness of the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This involved finding 

examples to review, revise and confirm that the codes appeared in the data. Codes were 

then broken into between three and eleven sub-themes per pair of self-compassion 

facets. Inter-rater reliability was calculated in line with strategies described by Morse 
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(2015). Agreement between the two raters was excellent for the use of self-kindness (k 

= 1.00), self-judgment (k = 1.00), and mindfulness (k = 1.00), good for isolation (k = 

.82), and adequate for overidentification (k = .71) and common humanity (k = .73). 

Agreement was good between the raters for the sub-themes (k = .85). Minor 

discrepancies were discussed between the two coders until consensus was reached. 

Member checking was also conducted with participants during the analysis. No 

participant suggested any changes to their transcript.   
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Table 3 

 A Priori Coding System of Definitions, and Examples of Use, of Neff’s (2003) Six 
Facets of Self-Compassion 

 
 

Code 1  

Label Self-Kindness 
Definition Ability to show warmth and understanding toward oneself during 

times of suffering, failure, or feeling inadequate. 
Application/Use By showing oneself warmth and understanding, in a similar way to 

how one would comfort a good friend, the effect of negative 
feedback or disappointment should begin to soften. 

Code 2  

Label Self-Judgement 
Definition Reacting to times of distress, or feelings of inadequacy, with 

coldness or criticism. 
Application/Use Berating oneself for one’s shortcomings as a reaction to negative 

feedback or disappointment. 
Code 3  

Label Common Humanity 
Definition Recognition that suffering and personal inadequacy are part of the 

shared human experience 
Application/Use This recognition should help ease the burden of feeling that one’s 

body image issues are unique to oneself during moments of body 
image distress. 

Code 4  

Label Isolation 
Definition Feeling that painful experiences are unique to the individual. 
Application/Use Thoughts such as “why do these things only happen to me” will 

likely increase one’s feeling of loneliness. 
Code 5  

Label Mindfulness 
Definition Taking a balanced approach to negative emotions so that feelings are 

neither suppressed nor exaggerated. 
Application/Use Acceptance or acknowledgement of negative feelings, without 

dwelling on them. In addition, awareness of one’s pain (e.g., ‘this 
hurts’) should prevent suppression or avoidance of the feelings.  

Code 6  

Label Overidentification 
Definition Being caught up and swept away by negative reactivity or 

suppressing negative emotions.  
Application/Use Thinking about negative reactions and emotions for prolonged 

periods of time creating a harmful connection with them OR 
ignoring or suppressing negative feelings – avoidance. 
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Results and Discussion 

Findings are presented and discussed by each of the three pairs of opposing self-

compassion facets. Under each pair are its sub-themes, and these are sectioned by 

participant group. To retain anonymity, participants are referred to as Participant X 

(e.g., P12). Where responses pertaining to particular subthemes were similar for female 

or male participants in the positive and negative body image group, they are grouped 

together. Where responses differed, they are reported separately. Diverse cases are 

described so as to demonstrate the range of responses received.  

Facet 1. Self-Kindness vs. Self-Judgement 

Young Women in the Positive Body Image Group  

1.1.1 Negative Comments Trigger Self-Doubt. Four of the eight young women 

rated their level of self-criticism as between 2 and 4 on the 10-point scale. For example, 

P4 described her reaction to the swimming pool scenario as: “I wouldn’t be self-critical, 

maybe I’d think about it for a couple of minutes, and be like agh, and maybe like cover 

myself up with a towel, but then I’d be like, who cares?” However, the other four young 

women in this group rated their self-criticism between 6 and 8 and spoke about 

reinforcement of self-doubt. For example, P10 thought that, “hearing comments that 

aren’t directly said to you but they’re about you, makes you more wary of yourself. 

Then you think, oh how many other people agree with that?”  

1.1.2 Beauty Diversity and Supportive Female Role Models. All eight young 

women rated their self-kindness as being between 7 and 9. Thus, even those who rated 

themselves as being self-critical (above) were able to utilize self-kindness. When asked 

how they learned to be self-kind, most mentioned that their acknowledgement of beauty 

diversity comforted them during negative situations, as illustrated by P10 who said, “I 
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guess reminding myself that I don’t have to be attractive to everyone, like it’s kind of 

impossible for everyone to find you attractive and that’s ok because you don’t have to 

fit that mould to be attractive.” 

 Another way the young women learned to be self-kind was through role models. 

Six women mentioned either a positive home environment, female family role models, 

or supportive peer groups. For example, similar to P10 above, P27 described her peer 

environment as “a pretty diverse group of friends in terms of their physical attributes, so 

surrounding myself with such a wide spectrum kind of makes me feel grateful for who I 

am and re-establishes the idea that anything could really be attractive.”  

Young Women in the Negative Body Image Group  

1.2.1 Reinforcing Negative Thoughts. All eight young women rated their 

likelihood of self-criticism as between 7 and 10. Illustrative of this was P16: “it’s so bad 

to hear because you’re already thinking it in your head, but you try to talk yourself 

down thinking that nobody else will notice that, or it’s not as bad as you think.” P5 

stated that she would ask herself, “Why am I even wearing a bikini? I shouldn’t have 

gone to the pool party. I’d criticise everything visible. So, my legs, my stomach, my 

upper body, it’s just everything.” 

1.2.2 High Expectations. The young women discussed relationships with 

female family members and peer groups in relation to their self-criticism. Six women 

discussed challenging relationships with their mothers. P6 said, “My mum is very 

anxious about it, her body and stuff, and so then it makes me think, oh I need to go to 

the gym, and need to get Botox as I can’t have wrinkles,”, whereas P12 said, “My mum 

is quite overweight, and I’ve watched her struggle with her weight growing up. She has 

tried so hard to make sure my sisters and I would never be like her… [becomes tearful] 
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…but that’s just made us so body conscious.” Five young women described difficult 

conversations with peers. For example, P15 stated, “My friends are very hard on 

themselves and it does make me feel like I need to be very hard on myself as well – 

because we all want to look one way.” 

1.2.3 Learning to be Self-kind is Possible for Some, but Unnatural for 

Others. Seven young women rated their self-kindness as being between 1 and 3. All 

seven remarked that they would be supportive of a friend in a similar situation. For 

example, P5 would say, “they’re stupid and they’re crazy because she literally has 

nothing to worry about. She has no reason to feel uncomfortable in her own skin. And 

the fact that they’ve even said that is just petty.” 

When asked whether they thought they could learn to be more self-kind, five 

women said that they could. As an example, P17 said, “Yeah definitely! Like getting 

more comfortable wearing swimsuits because I don’t go to pool parties or the beach, so 

I guess getting comfortable in those situations would definitely help that!” However, 

three young women thought it was unnatural, as expressed by P6 who said, “No, I don’t 

know why, I guess it’s just the way a lot of us are, it’s just easier to be critical.” 

Young Men in the Positive Body Image Group  

1.3.1 Self-Criticism is Futile. Six of the seven young men in this group rated 

themselves as being between zero and 4 in terms of self-criticism. All viewed self-

criticism as futile. P13 said, “I’d probably have a look in the mirror afterwards and just 

think, ‘what’s the problem?’ I wouldn’t feel too bad about it.”  

1.3.2 Self-Kindness is About Self-worth. When these six young men were 

asked how kind they would be to themselves in that scenario, they rated themselves 

between 6 and 8, mostly referring to their high self-worth. P8 stated, “It’s more the self-
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worth I know I have of myself, so I would definitely be very understanding of myself.” 

These young men said they learned self-kindness mostly from parents and/or from 

having a diverse peer group. P3 stated: “Probably parents the most, just teaching us that 

sort of respect for ourselves and acceptance of what we have.”  

1.3.3 Self-Kindness Plays a Minor Role. In contrast to most young men in the 

positive body image group, P11 rated his self-criticism as being an 8. This diverse case 

stated that, “they wouldn’t have to say anything, but if they said it, a comment here and 

there you’d take it to heart, especially if you’re topless at a pool party.” He also rated 

his self-kindness as a 2, stating that, “there’s probably some kind of truth behind it 

because if there wasn’t, they probably wouldn’t say anything…I’d feel like that goal I 

have in my mind of how I want my body to look is unachievable.” Although he 

reportedly would express kindness and support to a friend in a similar situation, he felt 

this played only a minor role in reducing his own self-criticism. 

Men in the Negative Body Image Group  

1.4.1 Not Toned Enough. All seven young men in this group rated themselves 

as being between 7 and 10 on self-criticism with a focus on lack of muscle tone. 

Illustrating this was P20, who stated that, “overall, I’d get quite paranoid about having 

some fat around my chest or stomach. Like, that I didn’t look toned.” In contrast to the 

women in the negative body image group, these young men did not encounter body-

related talk (critical or otherwise) in interactions with family members. Three young 

men mentioned discussions with peers about the relevance of looking “toned” and 

“muscular.”  

1.4.2 Learning to be Self-Kind is Possible. Six young men said they would rate 

their likely self-kindness in the scenario as between 1 and 3. Like the young women in 
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the negative body image group, they stated they would show their friend support. For 

example, P7 stated that he “would say to him that his appearance doesn’t matter, or 

what people think of him on the outside. It’s the quality of his character that actually 

matters.” When asked whether they thought they could show themselves the same 

kindness and support they would show their friend, five young men remarked that they 

could, although they acknowledged it would be difficult.  

1.4.3 It’s all About the Physique. Like one young man from the positive body 

image group, two from the negative body image group commented that self-kindness 

was not sufficient to counter the criticism. Perfectionism was also raised as a barrier to 

self-kindness. P7 admitted to being “a perfectionist, and I always look for the 1% that’s 

wrong, rather than the 99% that’s right…that’s the main challenge I have with showing 

my body the kindness it probably deserves.” P2 expressed similar concerns: “I’m just 

scared that if I do what’s respectful and kind to my body, I will become my version of 

overweight and I won’t look as I desire to look.” 

Discussion of Comments Pertaining to Self-Kindness vs. Self-Judgement  

 Findings show that all young women in the positive body image group used self-

kindness as a response to negative appearance feedback. This finding extends past 

research (Daye et al., 2014; Pullmer et al., 2019) by revealing that, among late 

adolescent girls and emerging adult women, self-kindness may be a mechanism through 

which self-compassion protects against body image distress. Furthermore, this is the 

first known study to show how young women use this trait in dynamic ways to negate 

self-criticism and maintain a positive perspective on their body image.  

 With regards to the development of self-kindness, many young women 

discussed the role played by peers who varied widely in attractiveness and who were 



SOCIAL MEDIA, BODY IMAGE, SELF-COMPASSION 

 

251 

accepting of themselves and others. These findings resonate with those of past 

qualitative research (Holmqvist Gattario & Frisén, 2019; Wood-Barcalow et al., 2010) 

documenting how young people surround themselves with peers who are self-accepting 

and hold broad views of beauty. In addition, many women in the current study 

discussed nurturing, supportive, and positive relationships with their mothers, a finding 

that is consistent with prior research showing maternal support to be associated with 

high self-compassion (Neff & McGehee, 2009).  

 The current findings may also be reflective of secure attachment styles 

(Mayseless & Scharf, 2007). Indeed, extending past research linking attachment style to 

self-compassion (Neff & McGehee, 2009), current findings imply that it may be self-

kindness, rather than overall self-compassion, that is associated with a secure 

attachment. Perhaps, as some scholars suggest, adolescents’ maternal attachments are 

stronger and more important than paternal attachments (e.g., Doyle et al., 2009), and it 

may be this particular bond that contributes to the understanding and nurturing qualities 

of self-kindness that these young women have developed. 

 In contrast to the young women in the positive body image group, responses 

from the young women in the negative body image group indicated high levels of self-

criticism and a narrow view of attractiveness (i.e., thin and toned). As past findings 

suggest (e.g., Tantleff-Dunn et al., 2011), responding with self-criticism to negative 

feedback may be due to the internalization of the narrow standard of attractiveness 

perpetuated within Western society. In terms of Berzonsky’s (1988) social-cognitive 

processing styles, a preference for a normative processing style at this developmental 

stage entails conforming to narrow views imposed by society or family (Berge et al., 

2018), a preference that may contribute to being overly critical of one’s physical 



SOCIAL MEDIA, BODY IMAGE, SELF-COMPASSION 

 

252 

shortcomings. Notably, many of the young women discussed growing up in an 

environment where they were exposed to their mothers’ own appearance-related self-

criticism. This finding supports prior research (Walters et al., 2020) showing that 

mothers acknowledge how their self-critical view of their appearance may be 

transferred to their adolescent daughters. Moreover, some of the young women in this 

study discussed challenging conversations with peers, which is consistent with past 

research (Jones, 2004) showing that appearance conversations during adolescence may 

reinforce the value of conforming to appearance ideals and thus, contribute to self-

criticism and body concerns. 

 For most young men in the positive body image group, self-kindness, rather than 

self-criticism, seemed to be the default response when confronted with an appearance-

related threat. Interestingly, self-criticism was considered futile by almost all the young 

men, yet half of the women in the positive body image group felt self-critical despite 

being able to neutralize it with self-kindness. One possible explanation of this between-

group difference lies within objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) which 

argues that girls from an early age learn, both directly and vicariously, that other 

people’s observations and evaluations of their appearance can contribute to rewarding 

social outcomes. According to Harter (1990), the ability to observe, evaluate, praise, 

and criticize the self must develop through a series of stages that begin with an 

awareness of these abilities in others, which may, in line with objectification theory, 

occur more so in girls than boys in terms of appearance.   

 Another noteworthy difference between the genders in the positive body image 

groups, is the interpretation of self-kindness. Whereas the young women seemingly 

viewed self-kindness through the lens of acceptance and celebration of beauty diversity, 
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the young men described it as a sense of stable self-worth. This finding resonates with 

that of Neff and Vonk (2009) who found that self-compassion predicted stability in 

emerging adults’ self-worth over an 8-month period, suggesting that the men’s self-

worth in the current study is not highly contingent upon others’ evaluations due to their 

trait self-kindness. In a similar pattern to the young women in the positive body image 

group, the young men discussed supportive and healthy family functioning, which, in 

line with past research (Neff & McGehee, 2009), may have contributed to their 

understanding and use of self-kindness.  

 In a similar trend to the young women in the negative body image group, the 

men in the same group felt self-critical, mostly due to perceived physical inadequacies 

in comparison to the lean and muscular ideal. This finding suggests that although young 

men typically experience body dissatisfaction differently from young women (Murnen, 

2011), they may be as susceptible as young women to negative appearance-related 

feedback and cognitively respond in similar ways. Like the young women, the male 

participants may subscribe to a normative processing style (Berzonsky, 1988), believing 

that the socially constructed idea of masculinity aligns only with a muscular physique, 

and thus, judging themselves harshly for not meeting those expectations.   

 Another similarity between some of the young women and men with negative 

body image was their reported aversion to being self-kind. It seems that the near 

impossible appearance standards promoted in Western culture may condition many 

young women and men into thinking that their own bodies are undesirable or 

inadequate (Tantleff-Dunn et al., 2011). Similarly, a few men felt that expressing self-

kindness would lead to a drop in their high, often unrelenting, physical appearance 

standards. Perhaps, some young men consider self-kindness a sign of weakness when 
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contrasted with the strength, success, and competitiveness that characterize the 

culturally endorsed mesomorphic body type (Morrison et al., 2003).  

Facet 2. Common Humanity vs. Isolation 

2.1.1 This is Normal! 

Women in the Positive and Negative Body Image Groups. When asked 

whether other women experienced body image issues, “normality” was one of the most 

common themes to emerge in interviews with all women. Asked what made them 

certain of this, they discussed conversations with friends, advertising, and social media. 

Representative of the women with positive body image, P14 stated, “Because I have, 

and so many other women have – I’ve seen it too. Other people have said to me ‘I hate 

this about myself,’ or ‘I didn’t get enough likes.’ It’s like life. It’s very normal.” 

Similarly, illustrative of women with negative body image, P16 stated, “everyone seems 

to be not happy with themselves, it’s so normal. It’s always in conversation and also 

when you go online, there’s heaps of bodies you want to be like – it just makes 

everyone feel like crap.” 

Men in the Positive and Negative Body Image Groups. A similar theme 

emerged for the men. P23, from the positive body image group, stated, “that’s just the 

way society is. Like sometimes I hear it with some of my friends, like needing to do a 

bit more work on their legs or whatever. But it goes on a lot, just even through social 

media.” Likewise, P25, from the negative body image group, was shocked that, “this 

guy who had a great body was taking steroids, and this was a guy who had lots of 

friends and looked like he didn’t have a care in the world in terms of the way he looks, 

but even he wasn’t happy!”  

2.1.2 A Sense of Sadness and Feeling Less Alone 
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 Women in the Positive and Negative Body Image Groups. Seven women in 

the positive body image group and, and one from the negative body image group, 

discussed feeling sad that most women experience varying degrees of negative body 

image. Illustrative of the positive body image group was P9, who said, “It’s kind of sad 

that we have to feel like there’s pressure on us to do something to our body when no-

one’s genetically the same…we can’t all look like an advertisement that’s telling us to 

look like that.” P21, from the negative body image group, agreed that, “It definitely 

makes me feel better that I’m not alone, but when you know how it feels to yourself, it’s 

sad that other people go through that.” All the women with negative, and two with 

positive, body image also mentioned feeling they were not alone. P15, from the 

negative body image group, proclaimed, “Join the club! [laughs] Yeah, really, just, 

we’re all in this. It’s not a surprise that everybody has it.” 

 Men in the Positive and Negative Body Image Groups. All men expressed 

sadness, and little sense of isolation, that other men experienced negative body image. 

Illustrative of men with positive body image was P24 who stated, “It’s sort of good in 

that you’re not the only male, and it’s sort of like something everybody faces, but it’s 

sort of bad that it affects everyone.” Similarly, P7, from the negative body image group, 

stated, “It makes me feel that like, I’m not the only one …so, I don’t feel isolated in that 

regard.” 

2.1.3 Not Something They Use to Alleviate Distress 

Asked whether they thought about this shared struggle with other people of the 

same gender in times of personal body image challenges, all participants admitted they 

did not. Representative of the positive body image women was P1, who stated, “It’s 

funny, I mean I know it, but I never really think about it if I’m feeling a bit down.” 
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Consistent with the women, illustrative of the men from the negative body image group, 

P2 stated, “it doesn’t really comfort me that much because it’s never something that I 

think about when I’m criticising my own body, even though I logically know that it’s a 

problem for everybody.”  

Discussion of Comments Pertaining to Common Humanity vs. Isolation 

 All participants acknowledged that others of the same gender experience degrees 

of negative body image. Their responses, in keeping with prior quantitative studies (e.g., 

Jones, 2004; Wang et al., 2019), were mostly informed by peer conversations and 

comments made in-person and/or online. Indeed, these responses highlight the value 

young people place in others’ evaluations of their appearance at a time when they are 

consolidating a personal and social identity. Although most young women and men 

acknowledged a feeling of less isolation knowing that the majority of young people in 

their age group also experience body image distress, none of the responses suggested 

that they utilize the concept of common humanity as an affect regulation strategy. In 

other words, they did not appear to think of their own body image issues as a shared 

human experience, but rather as a personal struggle. Although perplexing, perhaps these 

seemingly anomalous findings accord with ideas of adolescents feeling alone in their 

struggle (Elkind, 1967), and with emerging adulthood being a time of continuing 

exploration of identity and independence (Arnett, 2000; Kroger et al., 2010), which may 

also contribute to feelings of uniqueness. It thus seems that, at least for late adolescents 

and emerging adults within the context of body image, there is a difference between 

knowing of others’ shared struggles and utilizing this knowledge in a protective manner.    

Facet 3. Mindfulness vs. Overidentification 

3.1.1 Anxiety and Sadness  
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 Women in the Positive and Negative Body Image Groups. All 16 women 

stated they had either felt self-conscious, and/or been hurt by someone’s comment (in-

person and/or online), regarding their appearance. Representative of the women’s 

consequential emotions was P14, from the positive body image group, who described it 

as, “anxiety mostly, like that feeling in your chest, and your face gets red, that sort of 

feeling.” Illustrative of responses that suggest overidentification was this remark by P15 

from the negative body image group: 

It’s just like giving up! It just kind of all falls on you. It’s like the heaviest weight – all at 

once, and your mind just doesn’t even fight it. If that’s how one person sees me, then 

that’s how everyone sees me, and that’s really hard to get back from because it’s so 

damaging.  

3.1.2 Anxiety Coupled with Renewed Motivation  

 Men in the Positive Body Image Group. All men in this group stated they had 

either been hurt or felt self-conscious because of another’s comment. However, 

comments made by the seven of these eight men implied a determination to improve. P8 

remarked, “It’s more like self-reflection. Sadness, but not like, the whole world hates 

me. It’s more like what made them think this and what can I change?” P11 stated that, 

“if I’m feeling self-conscious, I start to feel a bit anxious. I guess I start thinking about 

what I could do more in the gym.”  

3.1.3 Mixed Intense Emotions   

 Men in the Negative Body Image Group. All men in this group had been hurt 

by others’ comments and often felt self-conscious. Indeed, many of their accounts were 

more alarming than those of the other groups. For example, P26 said he felt 

“embarrassment, and just self-hate. I guess sadness as well, just because you feel like 

you’re not good enough. I mean, I used to self-harm because I hated my body…that’s 
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what others’ opinions can do.” P18 also expressed feelings of “anxiety, and obviously 

sadness which usually comes from the anxiety. But then I also feel anger towards 

myself for not being better. But, also the other person for making the comment.” 

3.1.5 Rumination and/or Avoidant Coping Strategies 

Women in the Positive and Negative Body Image Groups. Four women from 

the positive, and six from the negative, body image groups ruminated on appearance-

related threats. For example, P27 (positive body image group) stated, “It’s so hard not to 

focus on what was said. I’d just get angry and then depressed, and then that sort of leaks 

into everything else.” Four women from the positive, and two from the negative, body 

image groups avoided their negative feelings by distracting themselves. Representative 

of those with positive body image, P4 said, “I don’t know about relieving [the negative 

emotion]? I just push it to the back of my mind and do other things to distract myself. 

Like… go out with friends and try to put myself in a place where I’m happy.” 

Sometimes a combination of strategies was demonstrated. For example, P6 (negative 

body image) stated, “Oh, I would dwell on it, I would, but I would still try and be 

proactive about it, like I’d go to the gym.” Only one woman with positive body image, 

P9, described dealing with her feelings in a balanced way. In so doing, she provided one 

of the clearest examples of mindfulness: “I wouldn’t ignore the sadness I’m feeling, but 

I wouldn’t overthink it either. I think it’s probably important to acknowledge that you 

felt it, and that whatever’s happened has got to you.”  

Men in the Positive and Negative Body Image Groups. Six men with positive 

body image and one with negative body image mentioned they did something positive. 

Representative of these men was P13 (positive body image group) who said he would, 

“go to the gym, go for a run, do something positive really.” Six men with negative body 



SOCIAL MEDIA, BODY IMAGE, SELF-COMPASSION 

 

259 

image commented on distraction and avoidant behaviour such as going out or listening 

to music. P7 said, “I generally like to just, distract myself by… listening to music or 

watching movies, so either of those two let me kind of escape.” P25, with negative body 

image, stated, “when I was in those tougher spots in regard to how I felt about 

myself…I really didn’t know what to do, apart from try to ignore it, and that has now 

left me so self-conscious today.” Notably, P26, who was trying to turn his negative 

body image around, provided an example of mindfulness by stating, “I think that’s why 

I can actually begin to feel a change in how I view my body… because like, rather than 

letting [the negative emotion] grab you, if you can look at it and work with it, then you 

can move past it.” 

Discussion of Comments Pertaining to Mindfulness vs. Overidentification 

 Although all participants identified negative feelings associated with 

appearance-related threats, few viewed these feelings from a balanced or mindful 

perspective. Perhaps, given that adolescence and emerging adulthood are periods of 

construction and exploration of the self, body image and how it is evaluated by others 

are likely to be difficult topics to confront (Morin et al., 2017). Thus, focusing on 

negative emotions associated with appearance may be too overwhelming. Rather than 

responding to these threats in a balanced way, most current participants displayed one 

or both of two seemingly opposing coping strategies. That is, some, perhaps more men 

than women, reported use of distraction strategies (e.g., goal-directed efforts such as 

gym-work that might directly ameliorate the problem), while others, perhaps more 

women than men, ruminated on their problems in a manner more akin to 

overidentification than mindfulness. Similar gender differences in the coping 

preferences of adolescents and emerging adults have been observed in past research 
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(Compas et al., 2017; Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007). And while there is evidence 

that use of disengagement strategies may, in some circumstances, be more appropriate 

than trying to push through emotional pain (Germer & Neff, 2013), rumination, and its 

more social form, co-rumination have been shown to increase depression and anxiety, at 

least in adolescent girls (Rose et al., 2007). In sum, despite half the participants self-

reporting high trait levels of self-compassionate mindfulness, there was little evidence 

of mindfulness being practised as a means of coping with appearance-related distress.  

Implications and Future Research 

 The present qualitative study contributes to knowledge in several practical ways. 

Given that a tendency to draw on one’s capacity for self-kindness is helpful, at least in 

the short-term, body image intervention programs aimed at increasing applications of 

self-compassion may seek to promote self-kindness in ways that best resonate with each 

gender. For young men, that may involve developing activities that discourage them 

from allowing their self-worth to be dependent on others’ opinions. For women, 

activities that center upon beauty diversity may instil a sense of self-appreciation and 

belonging and increase kindness toward their bodies. 

 Although all participants understood the concept of common humanity, many 

mentioned they had either not thought to use this as an emotion-regulation strategy or 

felt that it did not seem to serve an emotion-regulating purpose, during times of 

appearance distress. Given that common humanity has been shown to increase body 

appreciation in emerging adult women (Seekis et al., 2020), it would be worthwhile to 

introduce creative ways to help young people experience common humanity (see for 

example, Seekis et al., 2020), and conduct follow-up in-depth interviews to evaluate the 

usefulness of this facet. Alternatively, future qualitative research could investigate 
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reasons for the neglect of this strategy. Could it be, for example, that as they leave 

adolescence and enter adulthood, young people are highly aspirational and, as such, are 

particularly prone to making (upward) comparisons with their idols and ideals, rather 

than (downward) comparisons with the “masses” of common humanity? Few of the 

participants with high trait mindfulness displayed a capacity to be mindful of unpleasant 

emotions. Indeed, based on the way participants chose their responses, perhaps the 

concept of mindfulness was interpreted as having the ability to control one’s negative 

emotions rather than the ability to become aware of painful emotions without 

suppression or avoidance.  

 Taken together, findings suggest that existing modes of promoting self-

compassion, such as diary and other writing tasks (e.g., Kelly et al., 2016; Seekis et al., 

2017) and digital applications (Rodgers et al., 2018), could be extended to include: (a) 

clear steps to help young people understand the meaning and benefits of each self-

compassion facet, (b) use of gender specific language to help promote self-kindness in 

ways that are relatable, (c) countering the fear of self-kindness by addressing issues 

surrounding normative discontent, perfectionism, and hegemonic masculinity, and (d) 

identifying contextual factors, such as challenging social (in-person and online) 

interactions, that may promote uncompassionate self-responding. Finally, research 

similar to the present study could investigate the use of self-compassion in response to 

other social (e.g., relationship) and task (e.g., study) stressors frequently encountered by 

people of this age. 

Limitations 

 The study had several limitations. First, due to the descriptive and mostly 

deductive approach, we confined our investigation to the utility of compassionate and 



SOCIAL MEDIA, BODY IMAGE, SELF-COMPASSION 

 

262 

uncompassionate self-responding rather than exploring other, potentially idiosyncratic 

ways in which strategies are used during appearance-related distress. Second, we 

excluded individuals with average body image and average trait self-compassion who 

may have shared additional beneficial experiences utilizing self-compassion as a coping 

strategy. Third, although steps were taken to minimize potential bias, such as blinding 

the interviewer to participants’ body image type, these measures do not necessarily 

preclude researcher bias. Finally, our sample comprised undergraduate students who 

were predominately White, thereby limiting generalizability. The study needs to be 

replicated in non-westernized nations where appearance standards, media influences, 

and family and religious supports may be different from those in Australia. 

Conclusion 

 Given that social interactions among young people regularly include comments 

or conversations about the importance of appearance, and that such interactions can 

heighten appearance-related distress, finding ways to build resilience and reduce that 

distress is imperative. Self-compassion may guard against negative body image 

however, it may be best considered not so much a trait-like frame of mind, but a set of 

coping or affect regulation strategies that can be utilised when needed. The current 

findings suggest that these strategies are not widely or effectively practised by late 

adolescents and emerging adults confronted with threats to their body image. As such, 

scope remains for achieving reductions in distress and corresponding gains in resilience 

through interventions that help young people practise self-kindness, acknowledge they 

are not alone in their pain, and adopt a balanced perspective toward their negative 

feelings. 
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CHAPTER 8 

Study 4 

Does a Facebook Enhanced Mindful Self-Compassion Intervention Improve Body 

Image? An Evaluation Study  

 Chapter 8 presents Study 4 of the thesis, which is a journal article that has been 

accepted for publication. Although APA 7th has been used throughout this thesis, this 

journal article was published using APA 6th. Similarly, although English U.K. spelling 

has been used throughout this thesis, use of English U.S. has been used in this journal 

article. Written as a stand-alone piece, this chapter necessarily contains (a small amount 

of) repetition of introductory content. As is the case for the chapters comprising 

published papers, the reference list has been omitted for reasons of parsimony (see pp. 

322–377 of this thesis for a full list of references cited).  

 Contributing to Aim 4 of the thesis, this intervention study evaluated the 

effectiveness of a brief self-compassion workshop and online discussion group for 

improving body image and self-compassion in young women. The intervention was 

based on the Mindful Self-Compassion program (Neff & Germer, 2013), with 42 

participants allocated to the program and 34 to the waitlist control group. Following the 

single-session in-person workshop intervention, participants engaged in a 2-week 

discussion forum on Facebook to talk about their experiences using the Mindful Self-

Compassion strategies. Data were analysed at three time-points: 2-weeks posttest, at 1-

month follow-up, and 3-months follow-up. To assess improvements in overall self-

compassion, as mentioned in Chapter 2, the Self-Compassion Short-Form (Raes et al., 

2011) was used and uncompassionate self-responding items were reverse scored.  
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Abstract 

This study evaluates a brief intervention aimed at improving body image. The 

intervention comprised a Mindful Self-Compassion workshop complemented by a 

group discussion on Facebook. Young women (Mage = 18.31), screened for body 

concerns, were allocated by university campus to a 50-minute workshop intervention (n 

= 42) or a waitlist control (n = 34). Following the workshop, participants in the 

intervention group utilized self-compassion techniques when experiencing appearance 

distress and posted about their experiences on a private Facebook group three times per 

week for two weeks. Findings showed that, relative to control, the intervention group 

experienced lower upward appearance comparison, social appearance anxiety, body 

dissatisfaction, and drive for thinness, and higher body appreciation and self-

compassion, at posttest and 1-month follow-up. All effects, except those for body 

dissatisfaction, were held at 3-month follow-up. Additionally, common humanity 

predicted gains in body appreciation from pretest to posttest. The Mindful Self-

Compassion Intervention involving a Facebook group may have resonated with young 

women as it allowed them to share moments of self-compassionate body image 

experiences in a private and supportive environment. 

Keywords: self-compassion; body concerns; body appreciation; intervention; 

upward appearance comparison 
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1. Introduction 

 Emerging adulthood has been described as a critical period for the development 

of body image (Harter, 1990) and, given the promotion of largely unattainable 

appearance standards in Western society, many young women experience body 

concerns during this time (Wertheim & Paxton, 2011). Indeed, body dissatisfaction––

the subjective negative evaluation of one’s shape, weight, overall appearance, or 

specific body parts (Menzel et al., 2011)––has been shown to increase during the 

transition to young adulthood (Bucchianeri et al., 2013). Young women’s body 

concerns may not only involve body dissatisfaction, but also (a) drive for thinness, 

which entails perceptions, behaviours, and attitudes that pressure one to conform to the 

cultural ideal of thinness (Garner, 2004), and (b) social appearance anxiety, which is 

the fear of being negatively evaluated by others based on one’s overall appearance (Hart 

et al., 2008). Body dissatisfaction, drive for thinness, and social appearance anxiety 

have all been identified as risk factors for the development of eating disorders (Jacobi et 

al., 2004; Levinson & Rodebaugh, 2016). Additionally, body concerns can be 

perpetuated through comparisons with others, particularly with others deemed to be 

more attractive (i.e., upward appearance comparisons; Rancourt et al., 2015). 

Scholars have shown that developing and maintaining a positive body image, 

including high levels of body appreciation––respecting, honouring, loving, and 

accepting the body, even if it differs from societal appearance ideals (Tylka & Wood-

Barcalow, 2015a)––may help buffer body concerns (Wood-Barcalow et al, 2010). 

Additionally, self-compassion may help reduce body-related distress (Stutts & 

Blomquist, 2018). Given the prevalence of body concerns in emerging adult women and 

the multiple possible manifestations of these concerns, programs that not only reduce 
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these concerns, but enhance and sustain positive body image, are likely to be of 

widespread benefit (Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2015a). The present study evaluated the 

efficacy of a brief Mindful Self-Compassion (Neff & Germer, 2013) workshop, 

followed by a two-week online discussion group using Facebook, in reducing body 

concerns and increasing body appreciation and self-compassion among emerging adult 

women with body concerns. 

1.1. Self-Compassion  

 Self-compassion—which Neff (2003) defines as a way of relating to oneself, 

entailing three interacting components: (a) self-kindness, (b) common humanity, and (c) 

mindfulness—can be viewed as a useful emotion regulation strategy. In recent years, a 

large body of evidence indicates that self-compassion is related to many aspects of 

psychological well-being (Johnson & O’Brien; 2013; Neff et al., 2007). Moreover, self-

compassion training has been shown to have a positive influence on body image and 

eating-related outcomes (see Turk & Waller et al., 2020, for review).  

 The three interacting components of self-compassion are likely to improve 

young women’s body image for various reasons. First, being kind and understanding 

towards oneself, rather than engaging in harsh self-judgment, may counter self-

evaluative criticism underlying body dissatisfaction. Similarly, an understanding that 

flaws and imperfections are part of the shared human condition may help young women 

develop a more inclusive perspective of appearance that mitigates engagement in 

upward comparisons and the body concerns (e.g., body dissatisfaction, drive for 

thinness, social appearance anxiety) this is likely to maintain. Finally, by 

acknowledging and understanding their painful thoughts and emotions without 
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judgment, young women may learn to avoid overidentifying with, or fixating on, 

negative body evaluations.   

 Research provides support for this reasoning. Studies show that self-compassion 

is negatively associated with body dissatisfaction (Mosewich et al., 2011), drive for 

thinness (Ferreira et al., 2013), and social physique anxiety (Koç & Ermiş¸ 2016). 

Higher self-compassion is also associated with fewer perceived thinness-related 

pressures, less thin-ideal internalization, and lower levels of disordered eating (Tylka et 

al., 2015). Furthermore, self-compassion has been shown to moderate the relationship 

between weight/shape concerns and eating pathology (Stutts & Blomquist, 2018). When 

women are less self-compassionate than usual, frequent interactions with body-focused 

others are associated with more body concerns and less body appreciation (Kelly et al., 

2016). Conversely, when young women are more self-compassionate, they are able 

to appreciate their unique body and engage in less social comparison (Berry et al., 

2009).  

 In addition to buffering body concerns, self-compassion may enhance positive 

body image by instilling in women a sense of appreciation for their bodies. Studies have 

shown that self-compassion is positively associated with body appreciation (Homan & 

Tylka, 2015; Wasylkiw et al., 2012) and moderates the link between body-related social 

comparisons and body appreciation (Homan & Tylka, 2015).  

1.2. Self-Compassion Interventions 

 This evidence, suggesting strong links between self-compassion and healthy 

body image, has given rise to the development of self-compassion interventions to 

improve body image. Research supports the efficacy of some of these programs. For 

example, Rodgers et al. (2018) showed that women who used an internet application 
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(app) grounded in self-compassion for a period of six weeks reported increases in 

appearance esteem and self-compassion, relative to a control group, at 12-week follow-

up. Additionally, writing in a self-compassionate manner has been shown to reduce 

body dissatisfaction (Moffit et al, 2018; Stern & Engeln, 2018) and increase body 

appreciation (Seekis et al., 2017), relative to an active control.  

 One self-compassion program that has garnered considerable research attention 

is Mindful Self-Compassion developed by Neff and Germer (2013). This is an 8-week 

program designed to foster self-compassion through meditation practises, group 

discussions, and experiential exercises. In a randomized controlled trial of the program, 

Neff and Germer (2013) found that, relative to a waitlist control, Mindful Self-

Compassion program participants showed increased self-compassion and life 

satisfaction, and decreased depressive symptoms, anxiety, stress, and emotional 

avoidance, with gains maintained for up to one year. One component of Mindful Self-

Compassion, namely meditation, has been examined in its utility to improve body 

image. Implementing 3-week guided self-compassion meditation podcasts from the 

Mindful Self-Compassion program (Neff & Germer 2013), Albertson et al. (2015) 

found that women showed greater reductions in body dissatisfaction and gains in body 

appreciation and self-compassion, with moderate effect sizes, when compared to a 

waitlist control. Although these effects were maintained at three months, the follow-up 

phase was subject to a high attrition rate (approximately 50%). To improve retention, 

Toole and Craighead (2016) reduced the same mindful self-compassion meditation 

podcasts to one week and found that, while gains in body appreciation were found at 

posttest, the modifications did not increase engagement with the meditation podcasts 

and there were no significant effects on body dissatisfaction. 
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 One possible explanation of the lack of engagement observed in some 

meditation programs is that participants find the requirement to practise the prescribed 

exercises inconvenient and time consuming. Indeed, in the Toole and Craighead (2016) 

study, lack of engagement could be partly attributed to many participants finding the 

meditations overly effortful. For this reason, practises that can be used during stressful 

situations, or “in-the-moment”, may be more beneficial (e.g., Bluth et al., 2015; Voelker 

et al., 2019) than ones that require making time to foster self-compassion. Consistent 

with this, Voelker et al. (2019) found that, for female collegiate athletes, adoption of 

mindful self-compassion strategies in their competitive and demanding sporting 

environment was beneficial in reducing thin-ideal internalization and increasing body 

satisfaction, body appreciation, and self-compassion, relative to a waitlist control. 

However, the intervention in that study was blended with a cognitive dissonance 

component, thereby making it difficult to establish the efficacy of mindful self-

compassion strategies alone. Indeed, given that self-compassion is considered an 

emotion-regulation strategy (Neff, 2003), a common limitation within these prior 

studies is the absence of knowing how or whether participants utilized the strategies 

during appearance-related distress. By incorporating an online discussion group, where 

participants can share their experience of using some or all of the mindful self-

compassion strategies during difficult body-related situations, as well as in times of 

non-distress and positive appearance-related experiences, posts uploaded by participants 

can provide deeper understanding of the strategies’ efficacy.   

1.3. Online Support for Self-Compassion Interventions 

 Online interventions involving interactive discussions among group members 

have shown promising results with groups at risk of developing eating disorders (e.g., 
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Celio et al., 2000; Zabinski et al., 2004). This approach also provides a unique 

opportunity for online data collection and program evaluation (Taylor et al., 2002). 

Including an online component as part of a larger intervention may be particularly 

advantageous when researching sensitive issues such as body image because it allows 

participants to choose those aspects of their experience that they are comfortable 

disclosing.  

 Self-compassion has received early support as a useful framework within which 

to ground online interventions (e.g., Rodgers et al., 2018; Voelker et al., 2019). Most 

past online self-compassion interventions that have targeted body image have been 

disseminated for individual use (e.g., meditations, apps, and writing tasks; Albertson et 

al., 2015; Rodgers et al., 2018; Seekis et al., 2017). Although these are helpful in 

developing self-kindness and mindfulness, the isolation of such interventions means 

that there may be less experiential focus on common humanity. One way to shed light 

on the common humanity component is through the use of online discussion groups via 

social networking sites such as Facebook. This gives participants the opportunity to see, 

and appreciate, that others share similar body-related emotions and experiences, 

regardless of what they look like. Indeed, recent research shows that exposure to body-

positive content on social media may contribute to improvements in women’s body 

image (Cohen et al., 2019), perhaps partly due to body-positive content being well-

received by others, or others sharing similar experiences in overcoming body concerns. 

1.4. The Current Study 

 Based on the evidence provided, it appears that self-compassion writing, 

meditation, and affirmations may all be useful in reducing body concerns and/or 

increasing body appreciation and self-compassion. Although longer-term (Albertson et 
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al., 2015) meditation interventions show improvements in body image (with small to 

moderate effect sizes), attrition rates remain high. In an effort to increase retention rates 

and maintain young women’s interest, we posited that an interactive format combining a 

single-session face-to-face workshop and a 2-week online discussion group for women 

with pre-existing body concerns would encourage program participation, facilitate 

acquisition of concepts and strategies, and promote positive attitudinal change.  

 We recruited women with pre-existing body concerns because, given that the 

intervention required sharing personal body image experiences and using self-

compassion exercises to experience “common humanity”, it was important that 

participants felt safe in an environment interacting with similar others. Further, although 

an active control group would have provided a more robust comparison, we chose a 

waitlist control group on the basis that (a) this was a preliminary study aimed at 

determining whether discussing the use of self-compassion strategies in an online 

environment was effective, and (b) no alternative active intervention that was as 

parsimonious in terms of time and other resources as the current intervention was 

available. To identify crucial time points for potential booster sessions, the intervention 

was assessed at 1 month, as well as at 3 months follow-up.  

 We hypothesized that the participants in the intervention group would report 

lower body dissatisfaction, drive for thinness, social appearance anxiety, and upward 

appearance comparison, and higher body appreciation and self-compassion at (a) 

posttest (H1), (b) 1-month follow-up (H2), and (c) 3-month follow-up (H3), relative to 

participants in the waitlist control group. To investigate self-compassion as a 

mechanism underlying program effectiveness, we examined whether changes in self-

compassion (using pre–post difference scores) experienced by the intervention group 
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predicted improvements in each of the body image variables. We also explored whether 

frequency of the use of specific self-compassion strategies taught in the intervention 

program would predict pre–post changes in the study outcomes.  

2. Method 

2.1. Participants 

 The sample comprised 76 undergraduate women ranging in age from 17 to 21 

years (M = 18.04, SD = 0.90) enrolled in a first-year psychology course at one of two 

campuses of an Australian urban university. Participants were assigned to either the 

intervention group (n = 42) or waitlist control group (n = 34) via cluster randomisation 

(one campus per group) to avoid contamination (Torgerson, 2001). Study participants 

identified as White (75%), Asian (9%), Middle Eastern (8%), Pacific Islander (5%), or 

other (3%). All but six participants (i.e., three from each group) reported their height (in 

cm) and weight (in kg). Mean body mass index (BMI) at pretest was 23.54 (SD = 4.38) 

for the intervention group and 23.05 (SD = 3.00) for the control group.  

2.2. Procedure 

 Following approval from the University Human Research Ethics Committee, 

participants were recruited via an advertisement inviting 17-25-year-old women who 

frequently experienced body dissatisfaction to take part in a study aimed at improving 

body image through positive strategies. They were informed in writing about the first 

part of the study, including the screening questionnaire, its privacy provisions and the 

risks involved in completing it, their rights to withdraw without penalty at any time, and 

sources of support if needed. They were also told that, if eligible, they could later 

participate in an in-person workshop followed by at-home exercises and questionnaires. 

The screening test, which comprised the 7-item Drive for Thinness and 10-item Body 
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Dissatisfaction Subscales from the Eating Disorder Inventory-3 (EDI-3; Garner, 2004), 

was completed by 152 participants. The EDI-3 is not intended to be used as a diagnostic 

tool of eating disorders but as a tool for assessing symptom clusters associated with the 

development and maintenance of eating disorders. The two subscales were used as 

screening tests because they target central features of eating disorders related to body 

concerns, including overestimation of one’s weight and body size, and the drive to lose 

weight or be thin (Garner, 2004; Nyman-Carlsson et al., 2015). Response options 

ranged from 1 (Never) to 6 (Always), but were recoded as 0, 0, 1, 2, 3, and 4 in accord 

with the screening protocol (Garner, 2004). A receiver operating characteristic analysis, 

using cut-off points of 12 and 19, respectively, found that the Drive for Thinness and 

Body Dissatisfaction Subscales had sensitivity and specificity values of .80 and .79, and 

.71 and .67, respectively (Nyman-Carlsson et al., 2015). Thus, participants scoring ≥ 12 

for Drive for Thinness and ≥ 19 for Body Satisfaction were considered as having high 

levels of body concerns. Seventy-six of the 152 participants met both inclusion criteria. 

All 76 accepted an email invitation to participate in the study. 

 Using a secure website, participants assigned to the intervention group read 

details of the study and their involvement in it, including details of why and how the 

intervention was being conducted (including reasons for use of Facebook). Participants 

assigned to the waitlist control group were informed that the study was about the 

importance of understanding the type of strategies used by women with body concerns. 

The information sheets for all participants also included risks involved, privacy 

provisions, their rights to withdraw without penalty at any time, and sources of support 

if needed. All participants then provided online acknowledgement of informed consent, 

including agreement that their deidentified data could be used for research purposes. 
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Measures of upward physical appearance comparison, social appearance anxiety, body 

appreciation, body dissatisfaction, drive for thinness, and self-compassion were then 

completed, in that order, by participants in both the intervention and control groups at 

four time points: pretest, posttest (at completion of the 2 week online discussion group), 

1-month follow-up, and 3-month follow-up. Participants provided demographic details 

at pretest only. Upon completion of each questionnaire, intervention participants read an 

online debriefing statement outlining the purpose of the study and providing contact 

details for counselling services should any concerns arise. Waitlist control participants 

read an online debrief statement that included contact details for counselling services 

should any concerns arise, and a description of the study as being about the importance 

of understanding the type of strategies used by women with body concerns. Intervention 

participants also received a print copy booklet containing guidelines for the workshop 

and Facebook activities, and the same debriefing statement presented in the online 

questionnaire.   

 At posttest, intervention participants completed a further four closed-ended and 

two open-ended questions to provide feedback regarding the intervention, and two 

open-ended questions to further explore what they enjoyed and what could be improved. 

Additionally, weekly frequency of use of each of the instructed mindful self-

compassion strategies was assessed at posttest, 1- and 3-month follow-ups.  

2.3. Intervention 

 The intervention was conducted by the first author, a female psychology 

doctoral student. Intervention group participants attended one of six 50-minute face-to-

face workshops, which were run within two days, with an average of 12 participants in 

each. Participants were welcomed, then informally discussed women’s everyday 
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experiences with body image. All participants were then told that that they were 

selected based on eligibility criteria and that they were in a safe space. A brief 

introduction to the workshop and Facebook component of the intervention was also 

presented. The workshop was based on the approach of, and six strategies from, the 

Mindful Self-Compassion Workbook (Neff & Germer, 2018). It comprised self-

compassion psychoeducation in relation to body image using a PowerPoint 

presentation, with complementary interactive exercises (see Appendix B).  

 Following an introduction to the concept of self-compassion and its association 

with body image, participants engaged in two brief writing tasks to encourage a self-

compassionate mindset. The first task involved writing a kind but honest assessment of 

their body and listing all their body features they liked. Following facilitator questions 

such as, “How many people have at least three things written down?”, participants who 

wanted to share what they had written were encouraged to do so. In the second task, 

participants wrote about features they were not so happy with. At this point, the first 

strategy of mindfulness was introduced, where participants were asked to acknowledge 

feelings of discomfort that might arise as they were writing, stay with these feelings, 

and write something like “this is difficult for me.” They were also encouraged to accept 

their imperfections without exaggerating a story line of inadequacy. To enable 

participants to experience first-hand the concept of common humanity, the second 

strategy involved a “show of hands approach” to questions such as, “How many people 

have listed or felt emotions such as anxiety?” and group discussions regarding only the 

uncomfortable feelings (not body parts) were encouraged so that the women could 

understand that, regardless of which body part was unsatisfactory to each individual, 

they all shared similar feelings. Self-kindness was the third strategy to be incorporated; 
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this involved the women learning how to express kindness to themselves through 

phrases such as “May I be kind to myself. May I accept myself as I am.” 

 At this point, participants were introduced to a fourth strategy, the “Soothing 

Touch”, which helps trigger a compassionate response and can be used as a physical 

gesture in times of distress. Participants tried different ways of applying this, for 

example, placing a hand on their chest, until they found a touch that felt comfortable 

and supportive. The fifth strategy focused on self-appreciation. Here, participants were 

asked to write about how they react to compliments (e.g., whether they receive them 

graciously, tense up, or dismiss them). Using a format similar to that adopted in the 

mindfulness and common humanity segments, responses were encouraged as a group to 

help participants understand how they might utilize self-appreciation either following a 

compliment or in a private moment. To finish the workshop, all participants were 

guided through the sixth strategy, a brief 5-minute version of the Compassionate Body 

Scan, which teaches the practise of accepting each body part in a kind and 

compassionate way.  

 Participants were informed that Facebook was chosen because of its ease of use, 

capacity to provide high security though the use of a “secret group”, and its capacity to 

be a neutral (rather than the image-focused platform of Instagram) medium for 

communication. Following the workshop, participants were invited, by email, to join a 

closed Facebook group by the facilitator. Three times per week, for two weeks, 

participants were asked to post about an appearance-related situation (negative, neutral, 

or positive) in which they utilized “in-the-moment” mindful self-compassion strategies, 

as well as instances where they practised these strategies in relation to their body image, 
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and how this made them feel. They were also encouraged to respond to each other’s 

posts if they so desired. 

2.4. Mitigating Potential Negative Outcomes of the Intervention 

 Questions have been raised about the potential risks associated with online 

discussions, such as the potential for groups to reinforce restrictive or disordered eating 

patterns, threats to privacy, and difficulties managing crises (e.g., Robinson & Serfaty, 

2003). To mitigate these potential problems, the following ethically approved guidelines 

were met: (a) as in prior studies (e.g., Zabinksi et al., 2004), the Facebook discussion 

group used in the current study was moderated by the first author; (b) this Facebook 

group was set to “secret” once all participants had joined the group, so that the public 

could not search for, access, or ask to join the group; (c) participants were asked not to 

take screenshots of the discussions; and (d) participants were invited to contact the first 

author, or other counselling facilities, if they felt any distress. Intervention participants 

met and interacted at the separate workshops to encourage comfortable rapport, 

however all participants were in one large Facebook group, rather than in corresponding 

groups. Further details explaining participation requirements for the Facebook 

component were discussed at the end of the workshop. Importantly, participants were 

advised only to upload posts about their body image experiences in the context of 

utilizing self-compassion strategies. Participants could also exit the study at any time. 

The first author closed and deleted the Facebook group two weeks after the in-person 

self-compassion workshops. 

2.5. Measures 
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 2.5.1. Demographics. Participants self-reported their age and ethnicity. Height 

and weight were also self-reported, and this information was used to calculate their 

BMI.  

 2.5.2. Body Dissatisfaction Subscale from the Eating Disorders Inventory-3 

(EDI-3; Garner, 2004). This subscale consists of 10 items assessing body 

dissatisfaction. A sample item is “I think that my thighs are too large,” with response 

options ranging from 1 (Never) to 6 (Always). Scores were averaged (after positively 

worded items were reverse-scored), with higher scores indicating greater dissatisfaction 

with one’s body. Garner (2004) reported high internal consistency (α = .94). Validity 

was demonstrated via high correlations with measures of body preoccupation and eating 

disordered behavior. In the current sample, α = .87 at pretest, α = .84 at posttest, α = .85 

at 1-month, and α = .90 at 3-months. Garner (2004) reported the EDI-3, of which both 

body dissatisfaction and drive for thinness are subscales, to be valid and reliable on non-

clinical (as well as clinical) adolescent and adult samples from the USA, Canada, 

Europe, and Australia. 

 2.5.3. Drive for Thinness Subscale from the Eating Disorders Inventory-3 

(EDI; Garner, 2004). This 7-item subscale assesses drive for thinness. An exemplar 

item is “I am preoccupied with the desire to be thinner,” with respondents rating their 

agreement to each item on a 6-point scale from 1 (Never) to 6 (Always). Scores were 

averaged, with higher scores indicating a greater drive for thinness. Garner (2004) 

reported good internal consistency (α = .83). Scale validity was demonstrated by 

positive correlations with measures of dietary restraint and with the Eating Attitudes 

Test (EAT; Garner & Garfinkel, 1979). In the current sample, α = .76 at pretest, α = .85 

at posttest, α = .89 at 1-month, and α = .92 at 3-months. 
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 2.5.4. Social Appearance Anxiety Scale (SAAS; Hart et al., 2008). This 16-

item scale measures anxiety about being negatively evaluated by others because of 

one’s overall appearance. An exemplar item is “I am concerned people would not like 

me because of the way I look.” Response options ranged from 1 (Not at all) to 5 

(Extremely). Scores were averaged, with higher scores indicating greater social 

appearance anxiety. The scale authors reported high internal consistency (α = .94) and 

test-retest reliability at one month (r = .84) among a sample of college students, and 

cited evidence of convergent validity with other measures of social anxiety and body 

concerns. In the current sample, α = .92 at pretest, α = .96 at posttest, α = .95 at 1-

month, and α = .95 at 3-months. 

 2.5.5. Upward Physical Appearance Comparison Scale (UPACS: O’Brien et 

al., 2009). This is a 10-item scale assessing tendencies to make upward physical 

appearance comparisons. A sample item is “I find myself comparing my appearance 

with people who are better looking than me.” The response format ranged from 1 

(Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). Responses were averaged, with higher scores 

indicating a greater tendency to compare oneself with targets considered more 

physically attractive. The scale authors reported high internal consistency (α = .95) and 

adequate test-retest reliability at two weeks (r = .79) in a sample of university students, 

and cited evidence of convergent validity with measures of appearance evaluation and 

eating attitudes. In the current sample, α = .88 at pretest, α = .95 at posttest, α = .95 at 1-

month, and α = .96 at 3-months.  

 2.5.6. Body Appreciation Scale–2 (BAS-2: Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 

2015b). The BAS-2 is a 10-item scale used to assess the extent to which individuals: (a) 

hold favorable opinions of their bodies; (b) accept their bodies in spite of their 
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imperfections; (c) respect their bodies by attending to their body’s needs and engaging 

in healthy behaviors; and (d) protect their body image by rejecting unrealistic ideal-

media images. A sample item is “I have respect for my body.” The response format 

comprises 1 (Never) to 5 (Always). Scores are averaged with higher scores reflecting 

higher levels of body appreciation. The authors reported high internal consistency (α = 

.93) and test-retest reliability at three weeks (r = .90) among a sample of undergraduate 

students. Support for the validity of the BAS-2 comes from findings of positive 

correlations with proactive coping and perceived self-attractiveness. In the current 

sample, α = .92 at pretest, α = .93 at posttest, α = .93 at 1-month, and α = .94 at 3-

months. 

 2.5.7. Self-Compassion Scale–Short-Form (SCS-SF; Raes et al., 2011). This 

12-item short-form of the Self-Compassion Scale (Neff, 2003) provides a total score for 

self-compassion via four items for each of the three components (a) self-kindness vs. 

self-judgement, (b) common humanity vs. isolation, and (c) mindfulness vs. over-

identification. A sample item is “I try to be understanding and patient towards those 

aspects of my personality I don’t like.” Response options range from 1 (Almost Never) 

to 5 (Almost Always). Scores are averaged with higher scores indicating higher self-

compassion. The authors reported very good internal consistency (α = .86) among a 

sample of university students. In the current sample, α = .82 at pretest, α = .91 at 

posttest, α = .85 at 1-month, and α = .90 at 3-months. 

 2.5.8 Intervention Feedback. Three items assessed the helpfulness and 

usefulness of each part of the intervention, and one item assessed the ease with which 

the self-compassion strategies were applied. Using a scale from 1 (Not at all) to 5 

(Extremely), the four items were: (a) “How helpful did you find the Self-Compassion 
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for Body Image workshop?”; (b) “How useful did you find the group participation on 

Facebook?”; (c) “How easy were the self-compassion techniques to apply?”; and (d) 

“How useful were the self-compassion techniques?” Two open-ended questions 

explored participants’ experience of the intervention. The two questions were: (a) 

“What did you enjoy from this intervention?”; and (b) “What could be improved in this 

intervention?” 

 2.5.9 Frequency of Use of Strategies. Weekly frequency of use of each of the 

instructed mindful self-compassion strategies was assessed using the stem “How often 

did you use the following strategies per week?” Responses ranged from 1 (Not at all) to 

5 (Daily). 

2.6. Data Analyses 

 There were no missing data in the questionnaires obtained from participants. To 

control for the impact of attrition bias, we conducted intention-to-treat analyses where 

missing data were imputed using participants’ last observation carried forward (Lachin, 

2000). Data were analysed using a series of 2 (group: intervention, control) ´ 3 (time: 

posttest, 1-month, 3-month follow-up) mixed ANCOVAs, with one of the body image 

variables as the dependent variable and with grand mean centered pretest levels of the 

respective dependent variable included as the covariate in each analysis. Using grand-

mean centred pretest scores as covariates increases power and reduces risk of Type I 

errors that may arise from multiple testing (Van Breukelen, 2013). The dependent 

variables were body dissatisfaction, drive for thinness, social appearance anxiety, 

upward physical appearance comparison, body appreciation, and self-compassion.  

 Partial eta-squared were calculated as effect sizes for each outcome variable 

where hp2 = .01, .06, and .14 constitute small, medium, and large effect sizes, 
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respectively (Cohen, 1969). Cohen’s d effect sizes, where d = 0.20 is small, d = 0.50 is 

moderate, and d = 0.80 is large (Cohen, 1988), were calculated for between-group mean 

differences where Group × Time effects were significant. Effect sizes were also 

computed for within-group differences where the main effect of Time was significant 

(i.e., dz), by using the formula provided by Rosenthal (1991), (dz = t / Ö n) (see Lakens, 

2013, for details). For the ANCOVAs, a priori application of the statistical program 

G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) determined the minimum number of participants, 

assuming power of .80, and a moderate effect size, to be N = 67. A Bonferonni 

adjustment was set (α = .017) to control for multiple comparisons (Meyers et al., 2006). 

 We also calculated percentage of clinically significant changes in intervention 

participants for body dissatisfaction and drive for thinness given that measures of these 

were used to select participants. Effects were based on the Jacobson and Truax (1991) 

method ‘C’, that is, whether the level of functioning subsequent to intervention places 

the participant nearer the mean of the functional population than to the mean of the 

dysfunctional population. Thus, using norm cut-offs provided by Garner (2004), the 

percentage of participants reporting posttest, 1-month, and 3-month scores ≤ 11 for 

drive for thinness, were calculated, as were the percentages of participants reporting 

posttest, 1-month and 3-month scores of ≤ 18 for body dissatisfaction. 

 Two sets of regression analyses were also conducted. The first set examined 

whether changes in self-compassion from pretest to posttest predicted changes in the 

five body image variables from pretest to posttest. A Bonferonni adjustment was set (α 

= .01) to control for multiple comparisons (Meyers et al., 2006). The second set 

examined whether frequency per week of use of the six mindful self-compassion 

strategies predicted pretest to posttest changes in the six dependent variables within the 
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intervention group. A Bonferonni adjustment was set (α = .008). The minimum number 

of participants was determined to be 29 for these analyses, assuming power of .80 and a 

moderate effect size. Percentages of participants satisfied with the intervention, via the 

five feedback, and two open-ended, questions, were also computed.    

3. Results 

3.1. Preliminary Analyses 

 A flow chart presented in Figure 1 shows the progress of completers and non-

completers through each phase of the study. Descriptive statistics for the intervention 

and control groups across the four time points are presented in Table 1. No outliers were 

identified via box-plots and Mahalanobis distance values at the p < .001 level. 

ANCOVA assumptions of homogeneity of variance-covariance as indicated by Box’s 

test (ps > .01), and sphericity as indicated by Mauchley’s Test (ps > .05), were met. 

Equality of error variance as indicated by Levene’s test (ps > .05) was satisfactory at 

pretests for all variables. A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) showed no 

multivariate effect of group on the set of dependent variables at pretest, F(6, 69) = 1.21, 

p = .314, hp2 = .10. BMI did not differ between the groups at pretest, F(1, 68) = 0.07, p 

= .796, hp2 = .001. 
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Figure 1  

Flow Diagram of the Progress Through the Enrolment, Intervention Allocation, Follow-

Up, and Data Analysis Phases of a Cluster Randomised Trial of the Two Groups.  
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Table 1 

 Means and Standard Deviations for Each Group at Pretest, Posttest, 1-Month and 3-Months Follow-Up 

 

 

 

 

Outcome Intervention Group Wait List Control Group 

 Pretest Posttest 1-month 3-months Pretest Posttest 1-month 3-months 

 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 

Body dissatisfaction 4.32 (0.43) 3.56 (0.72) 3.54 (0.76) 4.24 (0.52) 4.22 (0.55) 4.31 (0.55) 4.24 (0.67) 4.25 (0.55) 

Drive for thinness 4.42 (0.63) 3.85 (1.04) 3.62 (1.05) 3.57 (1.11) 4.51 (0.65) 4.51 (0.65) 4.63 (0.78) 4.63 (0.78) 

Social appearance anxiety 3.77 (0.56) 2.71 (0.88) 2.65 (0.88) 2.61 (0.94) 3.67 (0.74) 3.77 (0.67) 3.43 (0.68) 3.41 (0.79) 

Upward appearance comparison 4.24 (0.48) 3.27 (0.81) 3.12 (0.93) 3.08 (0.91) 4.14 (0.46) 4.08 (0.50) 3.92 (0.52) 4.03 (0.59) 

Body appreciation 2.46 (0.49) 3.27 (0.71) 3.39 (0.67) 3.40 (0.70) 2.58 (0.61) 2.49 (0.58) 2.67 (0.72) 2.56 (0.68) 

Self-compassion 2.03 (0.29) 3.01 (0.69) 2.97 (0.69) 3.10 (0.82) 2.28 (0.54) 2.23 (0.45) 2.42 (0.52) 2.31 (0.57) 
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3.2. Main Analyses 

 3.2.1. Body Dissatisfaction. Analyses revealed a significant main effect of 

Group, F(1, 73) = 34.28, p < .001, hp2 =.32, and Pretest, F(1, 73) = 91.51, p < .001 hp2 

= .56. Group means showed that participants in the intervention group experienced less 

body dissatisfaction than participants in the control group at posttest, 1- and 3-month 

follow-up. However, there was also a significant Group × Time interaction, F(2, 72) = 

15.00, p < .001, hp2 =.29. At posttest, t(74) = -6.32, p < .001, d = 1.17, and 1-month 

follow-up, t(74) = -5.75, p < .001, d = 0.66, participants in the intervention group 

experienced less body dissatisfaction than those in the control group, however there was 

no significant difference between the groups at 3-month follow-up, t(74) = -1.84, p = 

.072, d = 0.02. Results showed a significant main effect of Time, F(2, 72) = 14.21, p < 

.001, hp2 = .28. Both groups experienced higher body dissatisfaction at 3-months than at 

1-month, t(74) = 5.14, p < .001, dz = 0.59, however there was no difference in body 

dissatisfaction from posttest to 1-month, t(74) = 0.82, p = 1.00, dz = 0.09. The Time × 

Pretest interaction was nonsignificant, F(2, 72) = 2.04, p = .148, hp2 = .03. 

 3.2.2. Drive for Thinness. Analyses revealed a nonsignificant Group × Time 

interaction, F(2, 72) = 2.57, p = .078, hp2 = .09, and a significant main effect of Group, 

F(1, 73) = 34.28, p < .001, hp2 =.32, and Pretest, F(1, 73) = 48.43, p < .001 hp2 = .40. 

Inspection of the group means revealed that, at posttest, 1- and 3-month follow-up, 

participants in the intervention group engaged in less drive for thinness than did 

participants in the control group. The main effect of Time was non-significant, F(2, 72) 

= 1.73, p = .637, hp2 = .05, as was the Time × Pretest interaction, F(2, 72) = .072, p = 

.374, hp2 = .002. 
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 3.2.3. Social Appearance Anxiety. Results showed a nonsignificant Group × 

Time interaction, F(2, 72) = 1.81, p = .171, hp2 = .05, and a significant main effect of 

Group, F(1, 73) = 51.17, p < .001 hp2 = .41, and Pretest, F(1, 73) = 44.92, p < .001 hp2 

= .38. Inspection of the group means showed that participants in the intervention group 

experienced lower social appearance anxiety than participants in the control group at 

posttest, 1- and 3-month follow-up. The main effect of Time was significant, F(2, 72) = 

4.33, p = .016 hp2 = .11. Pairwise comparisons showed that both groups experienced 

lower social appearance anxiety at 1-month follow-up than at posttest, t(74) = 2.73, p 

=.024, dz = 0.31, however, there were no significant changes in social appearance 

anxiety from 1- to 3-month follow-up, t(74) = 0.42, p = 1.00, dz = 0.05. The Time × 

Pretest interaction was nonsignificant, F(1, 72) = 0.95, p = .910, hp2 = .003. 

 3.2.4. Upward Appearance Comparisons. Analyses revealed a nonsignificant 

Group × Time interaction, F(2, 72) = 0.88, p = .419 hp2 = .02, and a significant main 

effect of Group, F(1, 73) = 34.28, p < .001, hp2 =.32, and Pretest, F(1, 73) = 16.70, p = 

.004 hp2 = .14 . Inspection of the group means revealed that, at posttest, 1- and 3-month 

follow-up, participants in the intervention group engaged in less upward appearance 

comparison than did participants in the control group. The main effect of Time was non-

significant, F(2, 72) = 2.87, p = .064, hp2 = .07, as was the Time × Pretest interaction, 

F(2, 72) = 0.26, p = .772, hp2 = .007.   

 3.2.5. Body Appreciation. Results showed a non-significant Group × Time 

interaction, F(2, 72) = 0.41, p = .667, hp2 = .01 and main effect of Group, F(1, 73) = 

49.57, p < .001, hp2 =.40, and Pretest, F(1, 73) = 33.20, p < .001 hp2 = .31. Group 

means revealed that participants in the intervention group experienced higher body 

appreciation than participants in the control group at posttest, 1- and 3-month follow-up. 
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The main effect of Time was non-significant, F(2, 72) = 2.27, p = .076, hp2 = .05, as 

was the Time × Pretest interaction, F(2, 72) = 0.90, p = .410, hp2 = .02. 

 3.2.6. Self-Compassion. Analyses revealed a nonsignificant Group × Time 

interaction, F(2, 72) = 2.50, p = .087, hp2 = .03, and main effect of Group, F(1, 73) = 

31.49, p < .001, hp2 =.30, and Pretest, F(1, 73) = 28.71, p < .001 hp2 = .26. Group 

means showed that participants in the intervention group experienced higher self-

compassion than participants in the control group at postest, 1- and 3-month follow-up. 

The main effect of Time was non-significant, F(2, 72) = 1.41, p = .185, hp2 = .02, as 

was the Time × Pretest interaction, F(2, 72) = 1.00, p = .930, hp2 = .001.   

3.3. Predictors of Change in the Outcome Variables at Posttest 

Using pretest to posttest difference scores, we assessed whether increases in 

self-compassion predicted improvements in the five indices of body image: body 

dissatisfaction, drive for thinness, social appearance anxiety, upward appearance 

comparison, and body appreciation. Regression analyses revealed that pretest to posttest 

increases in self-compassion predicted pretest to posttest improvements in all five 

variables (see Table 2).  

Regression analyses also revealed that increased use of the strategy designed to 

enhance a sense of common humanity predicted gains in body appreciation (see Table 

3). Use of the other five mindful self-compassion strategies did not significantly predict 

any of the outcome variables.
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Table 2 

Standardized Regression Coefficients for Pretest–Posttest Changes in Self-Compassion 

Predicting Pretest–Posttest Changes in Body Image Outcomes in the Intervention 

Group 

Outcome b R2adj SE 

Upward appearance comparison -.62** .37 .14 

Social appearance anxiety -.60** .34 .13 

Body dissatisfaction -.74** .53 .09 

Drive for thinness -.49* .22 .17 

Body appreciation .67** .43 .11 

Note. *p < .01(Bonferroni adjusted). **p <.001.  

Table 3 

Standardized Regression Coefficients for Common Humanity Predicting Pretest–

Posttest Changes in Body Image Outcomes and Self-Compassion in the Intervention 

Group 

Outcome b R2adj SE 

Upward appearance comparison -.12 -.02 .15 

Social appearance anxiety -.35 .09 .13 

Body dissatisfaction -.29 .06 .11 

Drive for thinness -.41 .15 .15 

Body appreciation .49* .22 .11 

Self-compassion .34 .09 .12 

Note. *p < .008 (Bonferroni adjusted). For these analyses, the sample size includes only 

intervention participants who completed posttest measures of frequency of use (n = 35) 
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3.4. Clinical Significance 
 

In the intervention group (n = 42), 50% of participants at posttest and 55% at 1-

month had achieved clinically significant change in body dissatisfaction. However, only 

33% of participants recorded clinically significant change in body dissatisfaction at 3-

month follow-up. In terms of drive for thinness, 45% of participants at posttest, 52% at 

1-month, and 55% at 3-months, had achieved clinically significant change.  

3.5. Intervention Evaluations 

A majority of the participants (90.9%) found the workshop very or extremely 

helpful and 87.9% found the Facebook group discussions very or extremely useful. 

Additionally, 90.9% of participants found the strategies very or extremely easy to apply 

and very or extremely useful. Most commonly suggested improvements were increasing 

the time allocated to the Facebook discussion and providing booster workshop sessions. 

Table 4 shows that self-kindness was consistently the most popular strategy used. To 

determine whether common humanity was indeed experienced by the participants who 

engaged in the Facebook group discussions, we examined participants’ comments 

regarding what they enjoyed about the intervention for signs of common humanity (e.g., 

phrases such as “I wasn’t alone” and “sharing similar experiences”). We found that 31 

of the 35 (89%) women commented on the empowerment they felt through the sharing 

of experiences and emotions, and the feeling of being less alone. Representative of this 

finding was Participant 28 who stated: “Having a good group of girls who got to share 

similar experiences to me made me feel less alone, and we could together learn and help 

each other love our bodies more.”
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Table 4  

Percentage of Participants who Used Mindful Self-Compassion 

Strategies at Least 3-times p/w at Posttest, and at 1- and 3-months (N =33) 

MSC strategy Posttest 1-month 3-months 

Self-kindness 82% 64% 76% 

Common humanity 58% 49% 36% 

Mindfulness 73% 49% 49% 

Soothing touch 88% 55% 52% 

Self-appreciation 61% 49% 12% 

Body scan meditation 33% 18% 9% 

 

4. Discussion 

This study evaluated the effectiveness of a brief Mindful Self-Compassion 

program designed to improve body image and self-compassion in young women with 

body concerns. Relative to a waitlist control, the women who participated in this 

program experienced lower body dissatisfaction, drive for thinness, social appearance 

anxiety, and upward appearance comparison, and higher body appreciation and self-

compassion, at posttest and 1-month follow-up. These effects, except those for body 

dissatisfaction, were maintained at 3-month follow-up. With the exception of body 

dissatisfaction levels at 3-month follow-up, the reductions from pretest in body 

dissatisfaction and drive for thinness were shown to be clinically significant. Effect 

sizes were large and equivalent to those obtained using longer-term Mindful Self-

Compassion programs (e.g., Albertson et al., 2015). This suggests that benefits reported 

in previous research could be achieved using shorter programs and adds support to 

evidence indicating that brief, single-session programs may be as effective as longer, 
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multi-session programs at reducing eating disorder symptomatology (Melioli et al., 

2016), at least when those programs include an online component allowing participants 

to share their experiences and support one another afterwards.  

Two further objectives of the current program were to (a) improve retention 

rates and levels of participant engagement over those observed in prior Mindful Self-

Compassion interventions and (b) highlight the common humanity aspect of self-

compassion through a Facebook group. Findings suggest these objectives were met. 

Indeed, the retention rate for members of the intervention group was 89% at 3-month 

follow-up, and 89% of participants acknowledged their experience of common 

humanity through the Facebook group. Furthermore, use of a strategy aimed at 

increasing a sense of common humanity predicted increases in body appreciation from 

pretest to posttest for the intervention group.  

Consistent with our hypotheses, and extending prior mindful self-compassion 

meditation interventions (e.g., Albertson et al., 2015), current findings show that a 

combination of mindful self-compassion strategies may help reduce body dissatisfaction 

for up to one month and increase body appreciation and self-compassion for up to 3 

months. To our knowledge, this is the first study to show significant reductions in drive 

for thinness, social appearance anxiety, and upward appearance comparisons, for up to 3 

months, utilising a combination of six mindful self-compassion strategies. There are 

several factors that may have contributed to improvement in body image and self-

compassion. Notably, the utilization of the strategies during appearance-related 

experiences were reported by nearly all participants to be both easy and useful. It seems 

that practicing mindful self-compassion may have decreased participants’ tendency to 

criticize their bodies by treating themselves kindly rather than being judgemental. More 
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specifically, given that self-kindness and the soothing touch were the most frequently 

used strategies, perhaps it was mainly the combination of caring self-talk and physical 

warmth that led to reductions in negative evaluations, anxiety, and unfavourable 

comparisons to others. Indeed, this combination may, in turn, have nurtured in 

participants a more accepting perspective of their appearance.  

Other mindful self-compassion strategies and program components may also 

have contributed to improved body image and self-compassion. Perhaps reading about 

other women’s body image experiences, before and after using the strategies, helped the 

group members feel less isolated and more empowered that they could do the same. 

Recognition of such interconnectedness may also provide additional benefits in terms of 

changing perceived social norms (Bergstrom & Neighbors, 2006). Indeed, reading other 

women’s comments about trying positive strategies to improve the way they view their 

bodies may have changed normative expectations in terms of the thin-ideal, thereby 

leading women to detach from such appearance ideals and comparisons. In turn, the 

promotion of a broader and more inclusive perspective of beauty may have emerged. 

Furthermore, the realisation that failures and imperfections are part of a shared human 

experience (Neff, 2003) may dampen the fear of being negatively evaluated by others, 

allowing unreserved self-acceptance and appreciation to develop. Additionally, and in 

line with previous studies (Moffit et al., 2018; Seekis et al., 2017; Stern & Engeln, 

2018), the therapeutic benefits of self-compassionate writing—a core component of 

participation in the Facebook group—may have ameliorated body concerns and 

encouraged a more positive attitude toward one’s appearance.  

The mindful self-compassion strategy of mindfulness may have enabled the 

women to respond to their appearance-related distress in a way that neither ignored the 
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negative feelings nor promoted rumination. Moreover, by acknowledging and 

understanding their negative emotions as valid and important, positive emotions such as 

appreciation and acceptance may have been generated (Neff & Germer, 2013), 

particularly in the context of a group discussion which encouraged a sense of 

empowerment. Finally, the practise of self-appreciation and, to a lesser extent, the body 

scan meditation may also have provided the women with “me time”, in a relaxed space, 

where they could relate to themselves with tenderness and care. In the future, research 

that seeks to identify the most effective elements of the current program will be 

valuable. 

With regards to body dissatisfaction, and in line with our hypotheses, current 

findings revealed lower scores at posttest and at 1-month follow-up for the intervention 

group compared to the control group but, unexpectedly, this difference was not 

maintained at 3-month follow-up. This is in contrast to Albertson et al. (2015) who 

found that reduced body dissatisfaction was still evident at 3-months following a three-

week Mindful Self-Compassion meditation intervention. Although the different study 

findings may be due to differences in the duration of the two interventions, another 

factor possibly contributing to the discrepancy may be that body dissatisfaction was 

assessed using different scales. While the Body Dissatisfaction Subscale from the 

Eating Disorders Inventory-3 (EDI; Garner, 2004), used in the current study, assesses 

dissatisfaction with specific body parts (e.g., thighs), the Body Shape Questionnaire 

(BSQ: Cooper et al., 1987), used in Albertson et al.’s study, assesses concern with 

overall body shape, body shape in certain circumstances, and diet. Indeed, some of the 

BSQ items may tap into drive for thinness (Garner, 2004), which, as hypothesised, 

decreased for up to 3-months.  
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The maintenance of effects on most of the dependent variables through to 3 

months suggests that booster sessions targeting these outcomes may not be required this 

soon after intervention. However, there was no difference between the intervention and 

control group in body dissatisfaction at 3 months, and fewer intervention group 

participants showed a clinically significant reduction in body dissatisfaction, at this 

stage. This suggests a need to either place greater emphasis in the face-to-face 

workshop on sources of body dissatisfaction, extend the duration of the online group, 

and/or schedule, within three months, follow-up sessions that target this particular 

outcome. However, before major changes are made to the program, the current findings 

should be replicated using different ways of measuring body dissatisfaction. As 

mentioned earlier, the assessment of body dissatisfaction in this study focused on 

isolated body areas (e.g., thighs), whereas the Body Appreciation Scale-2 (Tylka & 

Wood-Barcalow, 2015b) addressed attitudes to body image from a holistic perspective. 

Sustaining changes in holistic body-related attitudes may be easier than sustaining 

improvements in evaluations of specific body parts and may well give respondents 

discretion as to which body parts they have in mind when giving their global evaluation. 

Perhaps, as current findings suggest, women can be dissatisfied with isolated areas of 

their body, yet honour, love, and respect their body as a whole (Tylka & Wood-

Barcalow, 2015a).  

Notably, current findings show that the more common humanity was practised, 

the greater the improvements in body appreciation. This finding contributes to that of 

Albertson et al. (2015) who found that frequency of mindful self-compassion meditation 

predicted body appreciation only and no other outcome variables. Perhaps shared 

experiences on a forum, such as Facebook, boosted engagement with the program and 
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interconnectedness with other women which may have generated a positive attitude 

toward one’s body that entailed gratitude and respect. Although sharing experiences 

online can trigger interconnectedness, this may not be enough on its own to produce 

decreases in the often unintentional and automatic comparisons women make to 

idealized images (Strahan et al., 2006) or in the appearance-related discontent that 

women commonly experience (Tantleff-Dunn et al., 2011).  

Somewhat surprisingly, frequency of use of each of the other mindful self-

compassion strategies did not predict any of the outcome variables at posttest. This may 

be for several reasons. For example, some of the strategies (e.g., body scan meditation) 

were rarely used, and it is thus possible that a critical threshold of use of these strategies 

was not reached. Equally, perhaps the effectiveness of these strategies is not necessarily 

reliant on frequency of use, but on integrity of adherence. For instance, Seekis et al. 

(2017) showed that, relative to women who wrote about neutral topics, women who 

conscientiously wrote in a self-compassionate way for a full 15 minutes had higher 

levels of body satisfaction and body appreciation. Also, intervention benefits may result 

not from the frequency of use of these other strategies alone, but from the frequency of 

their use in combination.  

4.1. Strengths, Limitations and Additional Directions for Future Research 

Study strengths include the use of a cluster randomized design, an intervention 

that addressed body concerns and positive body image, three points of follow-up data 

collection, high retention rates, and the separate assessment of the use of six mindful 

self-compassion strategies. In addition, the Mindful Self-Compassion program was 

brief, relatively inexpensive, and easy to administer. Notably, although Facebook was 
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chosen for its communicative focus, ease of use, and its privacy settings, the online 

component of our intervention can be transferred to any online medium.  

However, there are also limitations. Findings should be considered tentative 

given a waitlist control was used rather than an active control. It could be that those in 

the waitlist control reported greater body concerns, than those in the intervention group, 

knowing they could eventually receive treatment. Although it is not conclusive that the 

mindful self-compassion strategies were the crucial ingredient of the program’s success, 

several findings may provide evidence of their contribution. First, bearing in mind that 

the intervention was designed to increase self-compassion, the intervention group, 

relative to the control, showed increases in self-compassion from pretest to posttest and 

this increase predicted improvements in the body-related variables. Second, the finding 

that frequency of use of common humanity predicted gains in body appreciation 

suggests that parts of our intervention contributed to changes in positive body image. 

Third, the comments received from participants in response to the workshop/online 

intervention were very positive (especially in terms of the Facebook component), a 

finding that is at least consistent with the conclusion that aspects of this intervention 

contributed to positive changes in most dependent variables.  

Nonetheless, as with all intervention research, it is also possible that demand 

characteristics were at play. Thus, future research would benefit from an active control 

program that addresses negative and positive body image (e.g., one based on cognitive 

behavior therapy [CBT] principles). Further, although posting on Facebook three times 

per week should have reduced the impact of misreporting, the frequency with which 

participants utilized the strategies was assessed by self-report. A more objective method 

for registering this information should be implemented in future research. Additionally, 
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as this short-term program was tested on a small sample of predominantly White 

women aged 17 to 21 years, with body concerns, questions regarding the program’s 

efficacy over longer time frames, with larger samples, in different age groups and 

cultures, with men, and as a primary preventative intervention remain unanswered, 

providing paths for future research. Also worthy of further investigation is the unique 

role of the current program’s components: it would be interesting to know, for example, 

the extent to which the observed effects were due to the workshop and to the online 

discussion activities. 

4.2. Conclusion 

In conclusion, the present findings indicate that a brief Mindful Self-

Compassion program complemented by an online discussion group that uses a platform 

such as Facebook, can improve body image and self-compassion among young women. 

Encouragingly, it appears that women who are briefly trained in mindful self-

compassion strategies find them easy to apply during appearance-related distress and 

useful in reducing the impact of critical evaluations and increasing self-acceptance. 

Additionally, creating an online group, in which young women feel safe to share their 

body image experiences within the mindful self-compassion framework, can be an 

effective strategy to help them develop a more positive relationship with themselves.  
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CHAPTER 9 

General Discussion  

 The overall goals of this thesis were to better understand (a) the associations 

between three specific types of appearance-related SNS use and body concerns, (b) how 

self-compassion acts as a moderator of these associations, and (c) if and how trait self-

compassion is used during appearance-related distress in young adults. A further aim, 

was (d) to evaluate the effectiveness of a brief Mindful Self-Compassion workshop, 

using a SNS platform as a discussion forum, for improving young women’s body image 

and self-compassion. Major finds were: 

• The viewing or following of celebrities, fashion, beauty (CFB) /grooming (CFG) 

content and placing importance on likes and comments (ILC) as a response to 

one’s photos were associated with (a) body concerns in women, through 

comparison/objectification processes, and (b) attitudinal drive for muscularity in 

men, via objectification processes. 

• The viewing of fitspiration content on SNSs was directly associated with body 

concerns in women, and drive for muscularity attitudes and behaviours in men. 

• Among women, several moderating effects of the facets of self-compassion were 

observed, especially: 

§ Self-kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness buffered the adverse 

effects of fitspiration on drive for thinness. 

§ Self-kindness buffered the fitspiration and upward appearance 

comparison link. 
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§ Isolation and overidentification strengthened the links between (a) CFB 

and (b) ILC and upward appearance comparison, and between (c) 

fitspiration and body dissatisfaction.  

• Among men, the self-compassion facets had limited moderating effects, 

although: 

§ Self-judgement and isolation strengthened the links between (a) CFG 

and (b) ILC and body surveillance. 

• Women and men who had a positive body image used self-kindness as a 

protective strategy against negative appearance evaluations, however gender 

differences in the interpretation of self-kindness emerged. 

• Other self-compassion facets were not widely used (and sometimes 

misunderstood) regardless of assessed levels of trait self-compassion and body 

image.  

• Evaluation of a brief Mindful Self-Compassion intervention that incorporated 

the use of a discussion forum on the SNS platform, Facebook, showed 

improvements in multiple aspects of body image and self-compassion in young 

women, relative to a waitlist control, for up to three months. 

 In sum, findings highlight the importance of understanding the associations 

between appearance-related SNS use and gender-specific body image experiences, as 

well as the mechanisms through which self-compassion may change the strength of 

these associations. Perhaps most importantly, for young women with body concerns, the 

practise of mindful self-compassion strategies during moments of body-related distress 

and the ability to share these moments with other women on a discussion forum 

demonstrates how SNS platforms can be used in a constructive and therapeutic way. 
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This chapter discusses the key findings from the four studies and presents several 

theoretical and practical implications, as well as strengths, limitations, and directions for 

future research. 

SNS Use and Body Image in Young Women and Men  

 Despite the assessment of gender specific body concerns, support was shown for 

a revised version of the objectification model, whereby trait appearance anxiety was 

replaced with social appearance anxiety, in explaining the association between two of 

the three types of SNS use (i.e., CFB/G and ILC) and body-related outcomes relevant to 

women and men. Indeed, in each of the gender specific models, social appearance 

anxiety explained between 40% and 50% of the variance in drive for thinness and body 

dissatisfaction in women, and drive for muscularity attitudes and behaviours in men. 

Although objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) posits that individuals 

are subject to being seen, and/or seeing themselves, as objects to be admired, no known 

research had sought to examine individuals’ fear of being negatively evaluated by 

others based on their appearance. Thus, findings from Studies 1 (Chapter 3) and 2 

(Chapter 5) were the first to show that inclusion of social appearance anxiety, within a 

mediational model of objectification, is an additional way of explaining body image 

issues for both genders.  

 Findings from Study 1 also contribute to the literature regarding women’s 

objectification processes. The integrated objectification and social comparison model 

used to explain the links between two types of SNS use and body concerns in women 

showed that, consistent with prior research (Linder et al., 2012; Tylka & Sabik, 2010), 

social comparison plays a role in the objectification process. In particular, current 

findings extend prior research by showing that the direction of comparison (i.e., upward 
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appearance comparison) may play an important role in perpetuating the “circle of 

objectification” (Strelan & Hargreaves, 2005) that leads to body image disturbance 

(Linder et al.,2012; Tylka & Sabik, 2010). That is, when women see themselves, and 

other women, as objects to be admired, they are also likely engaging in (upward) 

comparison processes that can exacerbate body monitoring behaviours, social 

appearance anxiety, and negative body image. 

 Past research has shown mixed results regarding the use of objectification theory 

in explaining the link between potentially objectifying situations and men’s muscularity 

concerns (Davids et al., 2019; Parent & Moradi, 2011). The current Study 2 findings 

suggested that objectification processes may lead to attitudes towards or a desire to 

attain the muscular physique, but not to behavioural patterns in the quest for a muscular 

physique. Indeed, items such as “I wish I was more muscular” and “I think that my 

chest is not big enough” from the Attitudinal Subscale (McCreary & Sasse, 2000) 

indicate a desire to become more muscular but also a level of dissatisfaction with one’s 

current level of muscularity, both of which are likely to be affected by objectification 

processes. In contrast, items such as “I lift weights to build up muscle” from the 

Behavioural Subscale (McCreary & Sasse, 2000) suggest that one is physically invested 

in achieving a muscular body, and therefore less likely to fear others’ evaluations of 

their appearance. Thus, findings from Study 2 may help explicate prior mixed findings 

when examining men’s drive for muscularity in the context of objectification. 

 Both CFB/G and ILC represent instances in which objectification can occur. 

According to Fredrickson and Roberts (1997), instances in which objectification occurs 

include (a) social interactions in which leering or evaluative feedback can occur, (b) 

representations of these interactions in the visual media, and (c) visual media 
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spotlighting the body in sexually alluring ways. Objectification instance (a) can occur 

via the likes and comments facility on SNSs, while instances (b) and (c) occur via the 

visual medium on SNSs which depict idealised images of celebrities and models often 

portrayed in objectified ways (e.g., ritualization of subordination, shirtless men), or 

through advertising whereby leering or appearance commentary are promoted. Of 

course, the promotion of fashion and beauty is not limited to celebrities and models. 

Images of non-models on SNSs such as Pinterest or bloggers’ sites often align with 

sexual stereotypes (Kraus, 2014). Findings from Studies 1 and 2 extend previous 

research that examined specific instances (e.g., exposure to sexually objectifying 

television) as predictors of objectifying processes (e.g., Aubrey, 2006; Vandenbosch et 

al., 2015), by showing that young men may be just as vulnerable to objectification and 

the subsequent chain of events as women when using their SNSs to view idealised 

imagery and when placing importance on others’ evaluation of their appearance.   

 The third SNS use investigated in the current research, the viewing or following 

of fitspiration content, was directly, rather than indirectly, associated with body 

concerns in women, and muscularity desires and behaviours in men. Thus, the 

mediation processes specified within the revised objectification frameworks were 

unable to explain these links for either women or men. As discussed in Chapters 3 and 

5, despite fitspiration sites containing objectified images of women and men, these sites 

are also dedicated to promoting a fit and healthy lifestyle (Raggatt et al., 2018). As 

such, the promotion of physical strength and overall wellbeing may outweigh the 

consequences of seeing oneself purely as an object to be admired. As previously 

mentioned, perhaps fitspiration sites offer a sense of social community, motivation, and 

achievement, which do not tap into the type of emotions, such as concern about how 
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one’s body looks to others and the fear of others’ negative evaluations, explained by 

objectification theory. Unfortunately, such variables lie outside the scope of the current 

studies. Future research should explore other mediating variables that could help 

explain these links for both women and men. Self-determination theory may be one 

possibility given that it is concerned primarily with explicating the psychological 

processes (e.g., goal pursuits) that promote optimal functioning and health (Deci & 

Ryan, 2000). Indeed, the sense of empowerment, achievement, and social 

connectedness that fitspiration sites have been shown to activate in women and men 

(Easton et al., 2018; Raggatt et al., 2018) may reflect the three basic psychological 

needs assessed in self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000): (a) a sense of 

autonomy (the ability to perceive oneself and one’s behaviour as an expression of 

oneself), (b) competence (a sense of self-confidence and self-efficacy), and (c) 

relatedness (a sense of belongingness). These connections may help provide a better 

understanding of how fitspiration sites could be associated with the desire to achieve a 

toned and/or more muscular body.   

The Moderating Role of Self-Compassion 

 The following two sub-sections focus on the interpretation of specific findings 

that highlight gender differences and similarities in the moderating role of self-

compassion within the current studies.  

Gender Differences in Self-Compassion 

 One of the main gender differences between Studies 1a and 2a was that the 

compassionate facets were shown to buffer the association between fitspiration and 

drive for thinness in women, yet none of the compassionate facets buffered the 

fitspiration and drive for muscularity links in men. In the case of the women, this is an 
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important preliminary finding showing that the fitspiration and drive for thinness link 

was indeed moderated by self-kindness rather than self-judgement, common humanity 

rather than isolation, and mindfulness rather than overidentification. No such 

moderating effects were evident in the study of drive for muscularity in men (Study 2a). 

 The main difference between the genders lies not in relation to correlations 

involving the uncompassionate facets, but in the associations between the 

compassionate facets and body/muscularity concerns. That is, although the 

compassionate facets were all moderately and negatively associated with body concerns 

in women, only self-kindness was linked with muscularity concerns in men. More 

specifically, self-kindness was moderately and negatively correlated with attitudinal 

muscularity in men, whereas it was weakly and positively linked with behavioural 

muscularity.  

 Based on the correlations above, one possible explanation of the differences in 

moderation effects may be related to how exercise is perceived by each gender. For 

example, Craft et al. (2014) showed that, in women, exercising for fitness or to lose 

weight was associated with lower quality of life, whereas in men, higher levels of 

exercise were associated with higher quality of life, irrespective of reasons for exercise. 

These findings suggest that the positive association between viewing fitspiration content 

and drive for thinness in women may be based on feelings of inadequacy or failure, 

particularly if visible results are not instant, and thus, compassionate self-responding 

may provide an affect regulation process that is nurturing and understanding. In 

contrast, as suggested by previous research (e.g., Craft et al., 2014), men exercise at 

least partly because it provides them with positive feelings such as a sense of comfort, 

reassurance, and wellbeing. Thus, the link between fitspiration and behavioural drive 
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for muscularity may be unrelated to negative feelings. If so, then there is little need for 

affect regulation, and no likely impact of an affect regulation strategy like self-kindness. 

In a similar pattern, perhaps the association between viewing fitspiration content and 

men’s attitudes toward the drive for muscularity is one based on inspiration and 

motivation to improve one’s physique, a relationship that exists independently of any 

feelings of inadequacy or need for affective regulation.  

 A further notable, and perhaps related, difference between women and men, 

revealed in Study 3, was their interpretation of self-kindness. The women described 

being self-kind as a way of appreciating oneself by understanding beauty as a diverse 

rather than narrow concept. Perhaps self-kindness was found to buffer the link between 

fitspiration and drive for thinness in women because images on these sites promote a 

narrow standard of body shape, which can trigger negative feelings associated with the 

drive to emulate that narrow standard. Self-kindness may therefore act as a protective 

factor, by reminding women of the broad spectrum of body types in which their body 

belongs, triggering gratitude rather than disappointment. The men, however, described 

being self-kind in terms of understanding the value of their self-worth. Thus, in addition 

to using fitspiration sites for motivation, men may use these sites to establish a sense of 

self-worth through physical improvement.  

 That is not to say that self-kindness is not used as an affect regulation strategy 

by young women and men in response to negative appearance-related feedback, which 

is likely to trigger negative emotions of inadequacy. However, the different gender-

specific interpretations of self-kindness suggest that this compassionate facet was used 

differently between the genders to regulate negativity. As discussed previously, 

recognising beauty as a diverse concept may remind women that their body and 
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appearance are to be appreciated and celebrated rather than squeezed into a narrow and 

unrealistic societal standard, potentially weakening the impact of negative incoming 

information. Indeed, this process may trigger a sense of unconditional self-acceptance 

inherent in self-kindness (Neff, 2003). However, men’s response to negative 

appearance-related feedback may involve the tendency to draw upon their self-worth to 

provide a sense of comfort. In other words, men may understand that their worth or 

value as a person is not solely based upon appearance, or at least not others’ evaluations 

of their appearance. In short, women may look outward for a reason for self-kindness 

whereas men may look inward. Thus, although self-kindness can be used by both 

genders as an affect regulation strategy, the different interpretations of self-kindness 

may offer further insight into how the genders use this facet during times of distress.   

 Further gender differences were found regarding uncompassionate self-

responding. Isolation was found to strengthen the links between both CFB and ILC and 

upward appearance comparison in women, whereas self-judgment was shown to 

reinforce the links between both CFG and ILC and body surveillance in men. High 

levels of isolation can exacerbate the assumption that imperfection is abnormal (Neff, 

2016a, 2016b), an assumption that is also likely to be emboldened when viewing 

idealised imagery of celebrities and models, or photos of women who have accumulated 

high numbers of likes and appearance-affirming comments. Given women’s often 

unintentional urge to compare themselves with other women in an upward direction, 

regardless of negative consequences (Strahan et al., 2006), it is plausible that a sense of 

isolation can reinforce the loop between CFB, ILC, and upward appearance comparison. 

Isolation is the feeling that one’s pain is unique to oneself (Neff, 2003). Perhaps, 

feelings of inadequacy are experienced more uniquely by women, than men, due to the 
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stronger cultural pressures women have consistently endured regarding how they are 

expected to look (Wolf, 1991). Indeed, this may be one reason that self-kindness is 

viewed as beauty diversity by women with positive body image (Study 3).  

 The finding that self-judgement, rather than self-kindness, was found to 

reinforce the links between some appearance-related SNS uses and body surveillance in 

men may also be partly explained by qualitative findings from Study 3. Of the men who 

reacted to negative appearance feedback with self-criticism, most discussed their lack of 

physical attributes such as body and muscle tone. Furthermore, some men expressed 

concern that the act of self-kindness would reduce their high personal standards of 

achieving or maintaining a toned and muscular physique. In view of these findings, 

perhaps the links between viewing idealised imagery of men, desiring validation from 

others, and body monitoring behaviours are dependent on self-judgement rather than 

self-kindness, because self-judgement can be used as a type of motivation for self-

improvement.  

 Another possibility for the strengthening effect of self-judgement on the 

aforementioned links may involve conformity to masculine norms and standards (e.g., 

courage, resilience, autonomy) that influence men to behave in a socially acceptable 

manner (Mahalik et al., 2003). Indeed, the bidirectional societal portrayal of masculine 

men as muscular and muscular men as masculine (Franko et al., 2015) may promote 

internalisation of unrelenting standards such that men become resistant to activating 

self-soothing processes. Thus, resistance to self-soothing processes may have hindered 

any buffering effect of self-kindness. To investigate this possibility, future research 

examining self-compassion in men could include measures such as the Conformity to 

Masculine Norms Inventory (Mahalik et al., 2003). Notably, Study 3 showed that most 
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men from the positive body image group were more likely than men in the negative 

body image group to guard against negative appearance feedback with self-kindness. 

Thus, body image type may reveal further differences in how men conform to 

masculine norms and whether this helps explain differences in levels of self-

compassion.  

Gender Similarities in Self-Compassion 

 A novel finding in the current research was that the uncompassionate facet, 

overidentification, played a moderating role for both genders. Indeed, it was found to 

strengthen the links between (a) ILC and upward appearance comparison in women, and 

(b) ILC and body surveillance in men. As revealed in Study 3, many of the women and 

men engaged in forms of overidentification, rather than mindfulness, when faced with 

feelings of self-consciousness or others’ negative evaluations of their appearance. It is 

therefore possible that overidentification interacts with the anticipation of receiving 

likes or comments on one’s photo, thereby perpetuating the need for women to compare 

themselves with others whose photos have received high numbers of likes, and for men 

to monitor their bodies.  

 Another shared finding was in relation to common humanity. Study 3 revealed 

that the concept of common humanity was understood by all participants in that they 

acknowledged body dissatisfaction as a widespread phenomenon among young adults, 

and that knowing this seemingly helped them feel less alone. It was, therefore, 

surprising that this knowledge was not used as a strategy to help alleviate appearance-

related distress. In fact, although many participants stated that they felt less alone 

knowing that others also suffer from similar issues, their responses throughout the 

interview suggest that they often felt alone if confronted with appearance-related 
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threats. This seems to show that young adults understand and perhaps feel as though 

they think of others during times of distress, however, in reality, when it comes to their 

body image, it is not a strategy that is utilised in a protective manner. Indeed, this 

finding also suggests that analyses from Study 1a might have detected the 

understanding of this concept, rather than its application, as a protective factor against 

drive for thinness in women. Thus, findings from Study 3 underscore the importance of 

exploring the use of self-compassion as a protective mechanism.    

Facebook-Enhanced Mindful Self-Compassion Intervention  

 A main aim of Study 4 was to link the affect regulation properties of Mindful 

Self-Compassion strategies with a potentially beneficial use of a SNS platform in the 

form of a discussion group. Findings suggest that objective was met. As discussed in 

Study 4, several factors may have contributed to improvements in body image and self-

compassion in young women with body concerns relative to a waitlist control. Inclusive 

of these factors were the reported ease of use and helpfulness of the Mindful Self-

Compassion strategies during appearance-related distress. Notably, the women reported 

that self-kindness was the most frequently used strategy over the 3-month period. This 

latter finding is consistent with, and offers support for, findings from Study 3, which 

revealed that self-kindness was most commonly used by those with positive body image 

to overcome self-judgement triggered by appearance-related threats. Study 4 findings 

also extend those from Study 3 by showing that young women with low self-

compassion could learn to use self-kindness and be more self-compassionate. 

 The other five strategies were used with varying frequency. For example, the 

soothing touch technique (described in Study 4) was used second to self-kindness as an 

affect regulation strategy. Mindfulness was the third most used strategy, followed by a 
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common humanity strategy. Thus, the three main facets of self-compassion, and the 

soothing touch technique, were used the most consistently over the 3-month period. 

Nonetheless, the frequency of use of the strategies dwindled after posttest, suggesting 

that booster workshops may offer women the opportunity to refresh the strategies and 

perhaps discuss new ways of using them. Self-appreciation and the body scan 

meditation were the least used strategies. Notably, the body scan meditation was a 

technique to be practised in one’s own time to foster self-compassion for one’s body, 

rather than in the moment, thus, it is not surprising that it was the least used strategy. 

Based on current, and past (e.g., Toole & Craighead, 2016), findings showing that 

women may find the body scan meditation effortful, perhaps future research could 

examine whether this technique is more suited to scheduled group meditation classes 

than solitary practise. Although self-appreciation is a worthwhile strategy for women to 

practise, given that the frequency with which common humanity was practised 

predicted improvements in body appreciation at posttest, perhaps self-appreciation 

within this workshop is redundant.  

 A notable finding from Study 4 was that the use of a SNS platform (e.g., 

Facebook) helped the women to experience common humanity. Indeed, 31 of the 35 

(89%) women commented on the empowerment they felt through the sharing of 

experiences and emotions, and the feeling of being less alone. This finding is of 

particular importance given that female participants from Study 3 either did not use, or 

did not think to use, common humanity as an emotion regulation strategy. Furthermore, 

common humanity was found to be the key predictor of body appreciation. Thus, it 

seems that incorporating practical and enjoyable ways (e.g., SNSs) to help young 

women develop, use, and experience common humanity may be beneficial in 
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facilitating appreciation and acceptance of themselves. Given that the Self-Compassion 

Scale Short-Form (Raes et al., 2011) was used as an assessment of overall self-

compassion, to reduce participant burden, it was not possible to examine whether the 

common humanity facet significantly increased. Evidence from the current research 

showing improvements in overall levels of self-compassion suggest either that the 

compassionate facets increased or the uncompassionate facets decreased, or both. 

Future research could use the full Self-Compassion Scale (Neff, 2003) to investigate 

separately any increases in the compassionate facets and decreases in the 

uncompassionate facets.  

 Based on findings from Studies 2a, and 3, the Mindful Self-Compassion and 

Facebook intervention used in the current research may also be useful for men with 

body concerns, but modifications may be required. For example, although the men from 

the negative body image groups in Study 3 commented on the desire to learn to be self-

kind, some also mentioned the fear of sacrificing high personal standards by doing so. 

Additionally, the uncompassionate facets of self-judgement and overidentification were 

the only facets to moderate links between some SNS uses and men’s body surveillance. 

Thus, based on how men with positive body image engage with self-kindness, the 

workshops could focus on increasing men’s stable sense of self-worth whereby they are 

less reliant on others’ opinions of their appearance, and more understanding of their 

value as a person. In turn, this could help reduce the urge to be self-judgemental.  

 Examples used in the women’s workshop to represent each of the strategies 

(e.g., becoming mindful of a burgeoning blister from a new pair of shoes rather than 

ignoring it) should also be more in tune with men’s interests. Given that most men from 

Study 3 engaged in some form of exercise or sport, and that most men exercise for 
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enjoyment (Craft et al., 2014), mindfulness could be taught in terms of sport-related 

injury. For example, by acknowledging the pain of an injury and understanding that the 

pain is important and valid, one is able to take a balanced perspective about how best to 

heal the injury, rather than ignoring or ruminating over the pain which can hinder the 

healing process. Instilling a sense of common humanity in men’s workshops may prove 

challenging given that most men in Study 3 mentioned that appearance was not usually 

the topic of conversation among peers or family. On the one hand, conducting a group 

discussion on a SNS platform where young men can speak freely about a topic they 

would otherwise find difficult, may be useful. On the other hand, a group discussion 

might go against social norms for men. Perhaps then, the SNS group could be based on 

a more structured approach in which the men respond to questions, sent by the 

moderator, every three to four days such as, “Over the past few days, which mindful 

self-compassion strategies have you used? Did you use them in combination or 

individually? What were your experiences like?”   

Implications 

 A number of important theoretical and practical implications can be drawn from 

the studies comprising this thesis. In terms of theory, social appearance anxiety was 

shown to play an important incremental role (i.e., in addition to body surveillance) 

within the objectification mediational model. With regard to the objectification-social 

comparison model tested in the sample of young women, findings highlighted the role 

played by upward appearance comparison and social appearance anxiety by 

demonstrating ways in which the objectification framework can be extended beyond 

those variables (e.g., body shame and trait appearance anxiety) that have been examined 

in previous studies (e.g., Manago et al., 2015; Tiggemann & Williams, 2012). The 
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significant findings associated with these “new” variables raise the possibility that other 

variations to the original model may prove worthwhile.  

 Further theoretical implications are relevant to the moderating role of self-

compassion within the body image context. Assessing each of the six facets separately 

helped yield new insights into how self-compassion functions at a more detailed level of 

analysis. Given that Neff’s (2003) facets of self-compassion can tap into different ways 

that individuals respond to pain (e.g., with kindness or judgement), examining the 

mechanisms as three pairs of opposing facets can provide further insight into whether a 

relationship between two variables is dependent on compassionate or uncompassionate 

self-responding. As current findings indicate, the uncompassionate facets maybe just as 

important as the compassionate facets in understanding the ways that self-compassion 

interacts with exogenous variables (e.g., SNS uses) to produce effects on body-related 

outcome variables. For example, overidentification had a particularly strong moderating 

effect on the links between ILC and upward appearance comparison in women and 

between CFG and body surveillance in men, while the opposing facet of mindfulness 

had no moderating effect on these relationships. In contrast, all three compassionate 

facets had strong moderating effects on the fitspiration and drive for thinness link in 

women whereas the opposing facets had no moderating effect.  

 Another theoretical implication is related to the assessment of mindfulness 

within the Self-Compassion Scale (Neff, 2003). Although selection of Study 3 

participants was based on high self-compassion scores from Studies 1a and 2a, 

responses from these participants with regard to using mindfulness as an affect 

regulation process raises concern with assessment of this facet. For instance, when 

participants were asked how they might try to alleviate appearance-related distress, 
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most discussed strategies that involved ignoring the negative feelings via distraction. 

Some participants mentioned that engaging in some form of exercise is a positive way 

of pushing the negative emotions away. Such responses suggest that items from the 

Mindfulness subscale (Neff, 2003) such as, “When something upsets me, I try to keep 

my emotions in balance” may be potentially viewed as having the ability to control 

one’s negative emotions rather than the ability to become aware of painful emotions 

without suppression or avoidance (Neff, 2003). Of course, as suggested in prior 

qualitative research with adolescents (Klingle & van Vliet, 2019), some forms of 

distress may be too overwhelming to confront, thus engaging in pleasurable activities or 

goal-directed efforts (e.g., sport) may provide alternative ways to manage the distress 

within this age group. Nevertheless, findings from Study 3 provided little evidence as to 

the validity of some aspects of the scale (e.g., mindfulness and common humanity), in 

that scale scores were not always matched with similar responses in the interview.  

 In terms of practical implications, as new media literacy programs that focus on 

the use of social media are developed (e.g., Gordon et al., 2020), the consideration of 

social media metrics, and the fear of others’ evaluations of one’s appearance that these 

could engender, must be addressed in addition to teaching individuals how to critically 

analyse the promotion of idealised imagery. Furthermore, new social media literacy 

programs should address the use of fitspiration sites so that young people can learn how 

to critically analyse this type of content, which moves beyond idealised imagery into 

physical challenges that may be harmful to users’ health. As shown in Study 1a, self-

compassion may be one way with which to address the fitspiration issue as it relates to 

thinness outcomes with young women. Perhaps, as discussed in a recent article by 

Cohen et al. (2020), helping young adults understand how to engage with body 
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neutrality (i.e., imageless messages such as “You are more than a body” and “Your 

body does not exist to be pleasing to the eyes of others”) and body positivity (i.e., body 

and appearance diversity that are otherwise under-represented in mainstream accounts) 

content on social media may help reduce focus on one’s body or appearance, and help 

young people appreciate, honour, respect, and care for their body.  

 In addition to the development of updated social media literacy programs, self-

care programs may be useful in maintaining a healthy attitude toward one’s body. 

Indeed, Study 4 provided support for the use of a brief Mindful Self-Compassion 

program for young women with body concerns. To complement the workshops, current 

findings suggest that SNS platforms may be used in a constructive and therapeutic way 

by harnessing the potency of discussion groups. Indeed, within university contexts, 

similar workshops/online discussion groups can be disseminated across campuses three 

to four times per year to help young women through the difficulties associated with 

negative body image. Overall, a combination of social media literacy and mindful self-

compassionate strategies may be the way forward in helping young women (and, 

potentially, men) circumvent the pitfalls associated with the use of appearance-related 

SNSs. 

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions 

 One of the strengths of the current research is its multi-method approach. As 

suggested by Morse (2003), one main strength of using a multiple design is to obtain a 

different level of data and provide a more comprehensive picture of the findings. Within 

the current research, the use of quantitative and qualitative methods regarding self-

compassion presented a clearer empirical base and greater theoretical scope in 

understanding how and why elements of trait self-compassion are applied by young 
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people during times of appearance-related distress. Indeed, assessment of both trait self-

compassion and a more dynamic use of this trait, using quantitative and qualitative 

methods respectively, suggests that future research should begin to investigate how self-

compassion can help guard against negative body image. Furthermore, the use of an 

experimental design in Study 4 (Chapter 8) strengthened prior findings from Studies 1a 

and 3 (particularly the qualitative findings in Study 3) by demonstrating, in young 

women, the benefits of using self-compassion strategies to reduce body image distress 

and increase self-compassion and body appreciation.  

 Further strengths include the three different types of appearance-related SNS 

uses indicative of the areas in which Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) posit that 

objectification can occur. Strengths of Studies 1 and 2 include the development and 

testing of theory-based main and mediated effect models using structural equation 

modelling. Studies 1a and 2a involved the novel use of the six components of self-

compassion as three pairs of opposing facets to quantitatively examine the mechanisms 

through which self-compassion moderates the links between appearance-related SNS 

uses and body-related outcomes. In Study 3, qualitative methods were used to further 

explore how trait self-compassion was understood and used by young adults during 

times of appearance-related distress and what contributed to their development of self-

compassion (or lack thereof). Strengths of the Study 4 evaluation of the Mindful Self-

Compassion intervention include the use of a cluster randomized design, an intervention 

that addressed women’s body concerns as well as positive body image, three waves of 

follow-up data collection, multiple criterion variables, high retention rates, and the 

separate assessment of the use of six mindful self-compassion strategies.  
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 However, the current research must also be considered within the context of 

several limitations. Many of these have been discussed in prior chapters reporting 

findings from single studies. Thus, the following discussion of limitations focuses 

mainly on those which cut across most studies. The first limitation involved the use of 

self-report measures. Although attention check items were included in all self-report 

measures, filler items were not included thus, the validity of the self-report data may 

have been adversely affected by consistency and social desirability response tendencies. 

A further limitation regarding the fitspiration measures should also be noted. Although 

these sites contain content geared toward inspiring users to engage with exercise and 

healthy eating, the items in the current study did not differentiate between viewing 

fitspiration content and engaging in exercise or healthy eating from viewing this type of 

content. Future research would be benefit from clarifying this distinction. Most notably, 

the samples comprised Australian undergraduate men and/or women aged 17–25 years, 

the majority of whom were White, thereby limiting generalizability. Future research 

should seek to replicate findings from this research utilising early- to mid-adolescents, 

adults recruited from the general community, and more diverse samples in terms of 

ethnicity, sexual orientation, and gender identity.  

 Future research could examine the items within each appearance-related factor, 

to distinguish whether some items are more likely to affect body-related outcomes than 

others. For example, (a) is the viewing of celebrity content more of an issue than 

beauty/grooming content?, (b) is viewing content about weight loss or muscle gain 

more of an issue than viewing idealised fitspiration images?, and (c) are likes and 

comments received from peers considered more important than those received from 

family or other unknown users?  
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 Further inquiry is also required to establish the mechanisms (i.e., the facets) by 

which self-compassion acts as a moderator on the relationships between SNS use and 

body-related outcomes. Knowledge of these effects may be particularly important in the 

development of preventative or treatment based social media and body image programs. 

Moreover, experimental investigations using a state version of the Self-Compassion 

Scale (Neff, 2003) may help unravel how self-compassionate individuals feel in 

response to appearance-related threats. In-depth interviews could also be conducted 

following self-compassion intervention studies to explore participant evaluations in 

greater and more nuanced detail. Also worthy of further investigation is the 

effectiveness of the Mindful Self-Compassion workshop assessed in the current 

research delivered entirely online as opposed to in-person.  

Concluding Comments 

In conclusion, findings of the current research contribute to understanding the 

links between appearance-related SNS use and women’s and men’s body-related issues. 

In particular, findings highlight the role played by social appearance anxiety and the 

possible influence on this of upward appearance comparisons in women and of body 

surveillance in men. By combining both objectification and social comparison theories, 

further understanding was provided of the multifaceted processes associated with body 

concerns in young women. Additionally, testing the objectification framework within 

the SNS context, and distinguishing between attitudinal and behavioural drive for 

muscularity, helped elucidate how the process of objectification is related to men and 

their body image. 

 Given that appearance-related SNS use and social interactions (in-person or 

online) may contribute to distress in young adults, finding ways to build resilience and 
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reduce distress is imperative. Current findings offer novel insights into the mechanisms 

by which self-compassion may act as an affect regulation process. Of particular 

importance, the findings suggest that for self-compassion to be considered a coping, or 

affect regulation, strategy during appearance-related distress, it cannot be considered 

simply as a trait-like frame of mind, but rather as a process that can be strategically 

accessed and applied when needed. Encouragingly, it appears that young women who 

are briefly trained in mindful self-compassion strategies find them easy to apply during 

appearance-related distress and useful in reducing critical evaluations and increasing 

acceptance. Notably, the use of a SNS platform in a positive and constructive way raises 

the idea that it may negate some of the negative effects of appearance-related SNS uses. 

Indeed, creating an online group using a SNS platform such as Facebook, where young 

women feel safe to share their body image experiences within the Mindful Self-

Compassion framework, can be an effective mechanism to help participants develop a 

more positive relationship with themselves. 
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Appendix	A	
 

Interview Schedule 
 

(Questions pertaining to self-kindness vs. self-judgement) 
I’m going to ask you to imagine yourself in the following scenario and then I’m going to ask 
you some questions about it. You’re at a pool party…which means you’re in swimwear or 
beach-type clothing, and you overhear a negative comment about how you look. 

1. On a scale of 1 to 10 (10 being the most), how self-critical would you be? 
≥5: What would you criticise about yourself? 
Why do you think you criticise yourself? 
What do you think influences you to be self-critical about your appearance? Go to Q2 
<5: Go to Q2 

2. On a scale of 1-10 (10 being the most) how kind and understanding would you be to 
yourself? 

3. ≥5: What sort of things would you say to yourself? 
How did you learn to be kind to yourself? 

 What sort of things influence you to be self-kind about your appearance? Go to Q5 
4. <5: If the same thing happened to your best friend, and s/he was upset, what would you 

say to her/him? 
 Do you think you could learn to be kind to yourself? Yes: Why might that be? 
 No: What might prevent you from learning to be kind to yourself? 
 
(Questions pertaining to common humanity vs. isolation) 

5. Do you think that most fe/males in your age group experience negative situations 
(similar to the scenario) and negative feelings about their body image? 

6. Yes: What makes you so certain?  
7. No: what makes you think that? – go to Q10 
8. So, how does it make you feel to know that other fe/males also experience negative 

body image?  
9. How does this help you deal with moments of your own appearance-related distress? 

 
(Questions pertaining to mindfulness vs. overidentification) 

10. Have you ever been hurt by someone’s comment about your appearance or felt self-
conscious about the way you look? 

11. Yes: Could you give me an example? No: go to final question 
12. What sort of feelings arise when things like that happen? 
13. Do you acknowledge those feelings when they arise? Could you give me an example of 

how you might do that? 
14. In what ways do you try to deal with those negative feelings? 
15. Final question: Is there anything else you would like to share? 

 
Regular probing questions included: Could you tell me more about that? Could give me 
an example of…?  
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Appendix	B	
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Appendix C 

Ethics Approvals 

Please note: The original program of research was proposed for mid-late adolescents 

from high schools however, Education Queensland declined the application to conduct 

the research in Queensland high schools in April 2018, due to the sensitive nature of 

body image. Thus, a variation was requested to the Griffith University Human Research 

Ethics Committee to conduct the research with adolescents and young adults aged 17-25 

years from Griffith University. This variation was approved on 30/04/2018 (see below). 

	
	
Application to GRIFFITH UNIVERSITY HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS 
COMMITTEE for Studies 1, 1a, 2, 2a and 3. 
 
Response received: 25/01/2018  
 
Dear APro Graham Bradley 
 
I write further to your application for ethical clearance for your project "Social Media 
and Body Image in Adolescents: What Strategies Can Help?" (GU Ref No: 
2018/055).   The research ethics reviewers resolved to grant your application a 
clearance status of "Provisionally Approved". 
 
This decision is subject to: 
 
Condition 01: Please provide written confirmation that participating organisations (e.g. 
schools and education authorities, government agencies, etc.) have approved access to 
their staff, clients, records, facilities, etc for the purpose of this research.   However, you 
may be authorised to commence the research once the other conditions outlined here 
have been addressed.  Refer to Booklet 19 of the Griffith University Research Ethics 
Manual for more about research with other organisations and bodies. 
 
Condition 02: Please note that if you intend to recruit students or staff from Queensland 
State schools as research participants, you must obtain approval for the research from 
the Research Services Unit in the Queensland Department of Education and 
Training.  A research application form 
(http://education.qld.gov.au/corporate/research/research_application.pdf) and research 
guidelines (http://education.qld.gov.au/corporate/research/research_guidelines.pdf) can 
be obtained from the Research Services website 
(http://education.qld.gov.au/corporate/research/).  Please provide a copy of your 
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approval from the Department of Education and Training or advise if you have 
submitted an application to the Department. 
 
Condition 03: Please confirm that the researchers who will be engaging with student 
participants hold current Blue Cards. 
 
Condition 04: Please provide further information outlining the student researcher's 
(Vaya Seekis) experience in interviewing adolescents. 
 
Condition 05: Further to the above, please advise what training will be given to the 
research assistants to equip them to sensitively interview adolescent participants. 
 
Condition 06: For participants identified for recruitment into Study 2 (high or low levels 
of body image concern) please outline what students will be told if they enquire as to 
the status of their body image concern. Please provide an explanation of how this 
information will be shared, what risks it poses to participants, how this will be 
managed, and how to trigger any further follow up that may be required. 
 
Condition 07: Please outline what steps will be in place should the results of any survey 
identify a participant with significant body image, or a poor self-care profile that 
requires further care. What qualifications and expertise do the research team bring to 
assess children at risk? 
 
Condition 08: We note that participants will be identifiable by their school ID. Please 
clarify whether the survey responses will be de-identified at same stage during or after 
the research. 
 
Condition 09: The researchers are asked to review the following statement in the letter 
to the school principal to ensure that this potential benefit / outcome of the study is not 
overstated: "Longer terms outcomes may include a reduction in the prevalence of eating 
disorders in the adolescent population, and an increase in the chances that susceptible 
individuals will reach their full academic potential." 
 
Condition 10: In the letter to the school principal, please advise that two pilot studies 
will be conducted. Please also outline how students will be selected to participate in the 
study 2 interviews (i.e. please disclose the basis for inclusion (high or low body image 
concerns in this sub-sample). 
 
Condition 11: In the letter to the school principal, you describe the questionnaire as 
anonymous. Please note that as participants will write their school ID numbers on the 
questionnaire so that target participants can be invited to Study 2, this questionnaire 
cannot be described as anonymous; please amend the letter accordingly. 
 
Condition 12: Similar to the above, please revise the assurance of anonymity in the 
following statements in the participant information sheets for Pilot Study 2: "Your child 
will also not be required to record their name on any questionnaire or voice-recording, 
as they will only record their school ID numbers, therefore your child's anonymity is 
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assured" and Study 1: "The confidentiality and anonymity of your child's responses is 
guaranteed." 
 
Condition 13: In the participant information sheet for parents under "Your child's 
confidentiality" you state: "Your child's name will not be recorded during group 
discussions and participation will be completely anonymous." Please note that as the 
researcher leading the focus group will presumably know the names of the students 
participating, this activity is not considered anonymous; please amend the participant 
information sheet accordingly. 
 
Condition 14: Similar to the above, you state in the participant information materials 
that: "The researchers interviewing your child will not know your child by name." The 
researchers are asked to consider the accuracy of this statement, as it seems possible that 
at some stage the interviewer will learn the students' names, either when target 
interview participants are being identified by their school ID numbers, or when the 
students meet the researcher to commence the interview. 
 
Condition 15: In the participant information sheets for Pilot Study 2 and Study 2, you 
state that: "the school will not know whether your child was selected for high or low 
body image concerns." However, in the application you state that in order to recruit 
participants for Study 2, the researchers will send the ID numbers of students with the 
highest and lowest body image concerns to a staff member who will use the IDs to 
identify these students by name, and send a copy of the Study 2 information materials to 
these students' parents. Therefore, it seems probable that at least one staff member will 
be able to infer whether individual students reported high or low body image concerns. 
Please revise this statement in the participant information sheet accordingly. 
 
Condition 16: Please revise the assurance of anonymity in the "Verbal instructions to 
participants" (i.e. "Please answer honestly - remember your responses are anonymous, 
and they will contribute to important research"). 
 
Condition 17: Please revise the assurance of anonymity in the debrief statement (i.e. 
"The confidentiality and anonymity of your responses is guaranteed as your name has 
not been recorded on any questionnaire or any recording."). 
 
Condition 18: In the participant information sheets, please provide further information 
in relation to data storage and deletion. Sample wording could include: "All audio 
recordings will be erased after transcription. However, other research data 
(questionnaire responses, interview transcripts and analysis) will be retained in a 
password protected electronic file at Griffith University for a period of five years before 
being destroyed." Please note that use of the GU Research Storage platform 
(https://research-storage.griffith.edu.au/) is also recommended. 
 
Condition 19: In the participant information and consent materials, please correct the 
phone contact details of the Manager, Research Ethics to 07 3735 4375. 
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Condition 20: In the participant information sheet, please advise that research results 
will be reported in an academic thesis, and may also be disseminated via journal articles 
and / or conference presentations. 
 
Condition 21: Please ensure that the GU ethics reference number for the project (i.e. GU 
ref no: 2018/055) is included on the recruitment, participant information and consent 
materials. 
 
Condition 22: Please include the following privacy statement in the participant 
information materials: The conduct of this research involves the collection, access 
and/or use of your (your child's) identified personal information. The information 
collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties without your consent, 
except to meet government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements.   A de-
identified copy of this data may be used for other research purposes.   However, your 
(your child's) anonymity will at all times be safeguarded.   For further information 
consult the University's Privacy Plan at http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-
publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan or telephone (07) 3735 4375. 
 
Condition 23: Please add the following statement on all parental consent forms: "You 
are encouraged to discuss this research with your child prior to giving your consent. 
Please note that, in addition to your consent, your child will also be asked to give their 
consent to participate.  They may choose not to participate, or to withdraw at any time." 
 
Condition 24: In addition to the list of independent supports in the participant 
information sheets for student participants, the researchers are asked to consider adding 
'your parents' as a source of support and follow up. 
 
Condition 25: Given that not all students may obtain parental consent to participate in 
the study, it is recommended that an incentive (small gift) to participate is not offered to 
students. 
 
Condition 26: In the participant information sheet for Pilot Study 2 and Study 2, you 
state that: "Your child has been selected for this study because he/she reported either 
high or low levels of body image concerns in a previous questionnaire." It seems 
possible that some parents / guardians may be concerned that their child has reported 
body image concerns, and may wish to see their child's questionnaire results and / or 
discuss them with the researchers. The researchers are therefore asked to explain how 
they will manage requests from parents / guardians to learn more about their child's 
questionnaire results. If students' results will be available to their parents on request, 
please ensure that this possibility is explained in the participant information and consent 
materials for parents / guardians and student participants. 
 
Condition 27: Further to the above, please outline what immediate support will be 
provided to either students or parents who learn that they reported body image concerns 
via the questionnaires. 
 
Condition 28: Please provide your response to the conditions/concerns raised by the 
Committee in the body of an e-mail to research-ethics@griffith.edu.au or in a separate 
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document forwarded by e-mail (please do not try to amend the Expedited Ethical 
Review Checklist in the online system).  Please ensure you respond directly to each 
condition/concern raised and provide copies of any amended recruitment and/or 
informed consent materials.  Section 5.2.23 of the National Statement (2007) specifies 
that all documents and other material used in recruiting potential research participants, 
including advertisements, letters of invitation, information sheets and consent forms, 
should be approved by the review body, prior to their use. 
 
However, you are NOT authorised to commence this research until these matters are 
addressed and that you provide details of how they were addressed. 
 
It would be appreciated if you could give your attention to the issues raised by the 
Committee so that we can finalise the ethical clearance for your protocol promptly. 
 
Regards 
 
Kim Madison | Human Research Ethics 
 
Office for Research 
Griffith University  | Nathan | QLD 4111 | Level 0, Bray Centre (N54)  
T +61 7 373 58043 | email k.madison@griffith.edu.au 
 
 
Approved 31/01/2018 
 
GRIFFITH UNIVERSITY HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS REVIEW  
 
Dear APro Graham Bradley 
 
I write further to the additional information provided in relation to the provisional 
approval granted to your application for ethical clearance for your project "Social Media 
and Body Image in Adolescents: What Strategies Can Help?" (GU Ref No: 2018/055).  
 
This is to confirm that this response has addressed the comments and concerns of the 
HREC. 
 
The ethics reviewers resolved to grant your application a clearance status of "Fully 
Approved". 
 
Consequently, you are authorised to immediately commence this research on this basis. 
 
 
Regards 
 
 
Kim Madison | Human Research Ethics 
 
Office for Research 
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Griffith University  | Nathan | QLD 4111 | Level 0, Bray Centre (N54)  
T +61 7 373 58043 | email k.madison@griffith.edu.au 
 
 
Application for Variation  
 
Response Received: 30/04/2018 
 
Dear APro Graham Bradley 
 
I write further to your application for a variation to your approved protocol "Social 
Media and Body Image in Adolescents and Young Adults: What Strategies Can Help?" 
(2018/055). This request has been considered by the Office for Research. 
 
The OR resolved to approve the requested variation: 
 
1) To change the protocol title from "Social Media and Body Image in Adolescents: 
What Strategies Can Help?" to "Social Media and Body Image in Adolescents and 
Young Adults: What Strategies Can Help?" 
 
2) To extend the participant pool to include Griffith undergraduate/postgraduate 
students aged from 17-25 years and participants aged 17-25 years from the Butterfly 
Foundation and Facebook. All methodology, including questionnaire measures, would 
remain the same as the approved protocol.  
 
Please refer to Griffith's Policy on Surveying Students and Staff* which is applicable 
when more than 200 participants will be contacted or if the research spans more than 
one administrative element (school). Student surveys need approval from the Academic 
Provost while the Vice President (Corporate Services) approves staff surveys. 
*http://policies.griffith.edu.au/pdf/Surveying of Griffith Students and Staff Policy.pdf 
 
With regard to social media methods, please ensure that all reasonable steps are taken to 
protect the confidentiality and privacy of potential participants (e.g. in the case of 
Facebook, ensure that appropriate settings are utilised so that potential participants 
cannot post comments about the research on a public wall). Refer to section 5.0 of 
Booklet 37 of the Griffith University Research Ethics Manual. 
 
Further to the above, it is suggested that a statement be included in the social media 
recruitment information to highlight the potential dangers of accidental public exposure 
when commenting and interacting on social media, and as such, potential participants 
should be mindful of maintaining their own privacy and the privacy of others. 
 
This decision is subject to ratification at the next meeting of the HREC. However, you 
are authorised to immediately commence the revised project on this basis. I will only 
contact you again about this matter if the HREC raises any additional questions or 
comments about this variation. 
 
Regards 
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Kim Madison | Human Research Ethics 
 
Office for Research 
Griffith University | Nathan | QLD 4111 | Level 0, Bray Centre (N54)  
T +61 7 373 58043 | email k.madison@griffith.edu.au 
 
 
Application for extension of ethics approval  
Response Received: 28/11/2018 
 
Dear APro Graham Bradley 
 
I write further to your application for a variation to your approved protocol "Social 
Media and Body Image in Adolescents and Young Adults: What Strategies Can Help?" 
(2018/055).  This request has been considered by the Office for Research. 
 
The Office for Research resolved to approve the requested variation: 
 
To extend ethics approval for the protocol until 30/06/2019. 
 
This decision is subject to ratification at the next meeting of the HREC.  However, you 
are authorised to immediately commence the revised project on this basis.  I will only 
contact you again about this matter if the HREC raises any additional questions or 
comments about this variation. 
 
Regards 
 
Kim Madison | Human Research Ethics 
 
Application to GRIFFITH UNIVERSITY HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS 
COMMITTEE for Study 4. 
 
Response received: 12/03/2019 
 
Dear APro Graham Bradley 
 
I write further to your application for ethical clearance for your project "Attitudes to my 
Body Study" (GU Ref No: 2019/206).   The research ethics reviewers resolved to grant 
your application a clearance status of "Provisionally Approved". 
 
This decision is subject to: 
 
Condition 01: Please include the names and contact details for the research supervisors 
and student researcher at the top of the participant information sheet for the main study. 
 
Condition 02: In the application, it states that: "The program involves performing 
exercises in a group format during a 2- hour workshop". However, the participant 
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information sheet states that the workshop will run for 30-minutes. Please clarify the 
duration of the workshop, and amend the participant information sheet, as required. 
 
Condition 03: In the participant information sheet, please provide more details about the 
activities to be conducted in the workshop (e.g. written self-assessment of participant's 
body; discussion about body image, dissatisfaction, and social media; discussion about 
self-kindness and compassion; psychoeducation using "Soothing Touch" technique). 
 
Condition 04: In the application, it states that following the workshop, participants will 
engage in exercises at home for a further 8 weeks. However, the participant information 
sheet states that the Facebook group activity will be conducted over 2 weeks. Please 
clarify the duration of the home exercises and ensure that the time period of the project 
is explained clearly in the participant information materials. 
 
Condition 05: In the participant information sheet, please expand on the last sentence of 
the second paragraph under "What you will be asked to do" as follows: "For the next 
two weeks, participants are asked to take 10 minutes, 3 times a week (days to be 
confirmed), to post about body image experiences in a "secret" Facebook group." 
 
Condition 06: With regards to the "secret" Facebook group, please provide more details 
in the participant information sheet as to the expectations of participants. For example, 
is it encouraged that participants will comment on one another's posts? If so, please 
make this expectation clear. Please also advise that the Facebook group will be deleted 
by the student researcher at the end of the two-week period. 
 
Condition 07: Further to the above, given that no content posted on social media can be 
considered absolutely secret or private, please acknowledge in the participant 
information sheet (e.g. under "Confidentiality") the limitations of personal privacy on 
social media (e.g. you could explain that while the most private "secret" setting for the 
Facebook group will be selected, the researchers cannot absolutely guarantee that posts 
shared in the group may not be intercepted by third parties). As such, please recommend 
to participants that they only post content in the group that they would be comfortable 
sharing online. Please also advise participants of the expectation to maintain the 
confidentiality of fellow participants (e.g. by not taking screen shots of other 
participants' posts or group discussions). 
 
Condition 08: Please revise the first sentence under "Risks to you" in the participant 
information sheet as follows: "The risks associated with participation in this study are 
considered minimal." 
 
Condition 09: Similarly, please revise the second last sentence under this section as 
follows: "Although the risks of participation are considered minimal, sometimes 
discussing body image can raise unwanted feelings." 
 
Condition 10: It is assumed that the student researcher will retain as data the content 
posted in the Facebook group. If this is the case, please expand the data retention 
statement under "Confidentiality" in the participant information sheet as follows: 
"However, other research data (questionnaire responses, Facebook group posts and 
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analysis) will be retained in a password protected electronic file at Griffith University 
for a period of five years before being destroyed. 
 
Condition 11: Please ensure that the GU ethics reference number for the project (i.e. GU 
ref no: 2019/206) is included on the recruitment, participant information and consent 
materials. 
 
Condition 12: Please provide your response to the conditions/concerns raised by the 
Committee in the body of an e-mail to research-ethics@griffith.edu.au or in a separate 
document forwarded by e-mail (please do not try to amend the Expedited Ethical 
Review Checklist in the online system).  Please ensure you respond directly to each 
condition/concern raised and provide copies of any amended recruitment and/or 
informed consent materials.  Section 5.2.25 of the National Statement (2007) specifies 
that all documents and other material used in recruiting potential research participants, 
including advertisements, letters of invitation, information sheets and consent forms, 
should be approved by the review body, prior to their use. 
 
However, you are NOT authorised to commence this research until these matters are 
addressed and that you provide details of how they were addressed. 
 
It would be appreciated if you could give your attention to the issues raised by the 
Committee so that we can finalise the ethical clearance for your protocol promptly. 
 
Regards 
 
Kim Madison | Human Research Ethics 
 
Office for Research 
Griffith University  | Nathan | QLD 4111 | Level 0, Bray Centre  
T +61 7 373 58043 | email k.madison@griffith.edu.au 
 
 
 
Approved 12/03/2019 
 
Dear APro Graham Bradley 
 
I write in relation to your application for ethical clearance for your project "Attitudes to 
my Body Study" (GU Ref No: 2019/206). The research ethics reviewers resolved to 
grant your application a clearance status of "Fully Approved". 
 
This is to confirm receipt of the remaining required information, assurances or 
amendments to this protocol. 
 
Consequently, I reconfirm my earlier advice that you are authorised to immediately 
commence this research on this basis. 
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The standard conditions of approval attached to our previous correspondence about this 
protocol continue to apply. 
 
Regards 
 
Kim Madison | Human Research Ethics 
 
Office for Research 
Griffith University | Nathan | QLD 4111 | Level 0, Bray Centre  
T +61 7 373 58043 | email k.madison@griffith.edu.au 
 




