Sex Roles (2014) 71:378-388
DOI 10.1007/s11199-014-0406-4

FEMINIST FORUM COMMENTARY

Broadening the Scope of Social Media Effect Research on Body

Image Concerns

Michael Prieler - Jounghwa Choi

Published online: 22 August 2014
© Springer Science+Business Media New York 2014

Abstract The article “Social media effects on young
women’s body image concerns: Theoretical perspectives and
an agenda for research” by Perloff (2014) extends the study of
media effects on women’s body image concerns by including
social media. His article is important because of the increasing
use and unique nature of social media, and it can provide an
avenue for future research. The main focus of this
commentary is to critically examine the arguments of Perloff
(2014) and to provide suggestions on how to extend his
model. We begin by emphasizing the importance of culture
on body image and provide a theoretical extension based on
the theoretical construct of self-construal. Next, we propose to
differentiate social media use as motivated by general social
media use (e.g., socializing and entertainment) from that driv-
en by specific needs related to body image concerns (e.g., pro-
eating disorder sites). In addition, we suggest differentiating
mere exposure to content from the active use of social media,
such as commenting and posting. Finally, we recommend
advancing the research on body image beyond the thin ideal
because body dissatisfaction can be related to various body
parts (e.g., breast size, skin color, and eye shape), and we
recommend including participants beyond adolescence, inte-
grating multiple methods, and conducting research on inter-
ventions. The aim of this commentary is not to provide a
framework for specific cultures or social contexts, but to offer
suggestions that encourage researchers to broaden the scope
of research on body image concerns.
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Introduction

Perloft (2014) attempts to broaden the theoretical discussion
regarding the effects of media on women’s body image con-
cerns by extending it to social media. The four purposes of the
article suggested by the author can be summarized into one
sentence as follows: to present a schematic model of social
media effects on women’s body image concerns with theoret-
ical predictions based on social psychological and communi-
cation theories that capture the underlying dynamics of such
processes. His article builds on existing literature by consid-
ering the unique nature of social media.

We consider Perloff’s (2014) article to be important for the
following reasons. First, given the increasing use and unique
nature of social media, the article addresses timely and impor-
tant aspects of media effects on body image perception and
their consequences. In fact, a study in the United States and
Germany documented that the effects of social media could
differ from those of traditional media (Schultz et al. 2011).
Other scholars have also argued that traditional media may no
longer exert the sole dominant power that it had before the rise
of social media (Gil de Zuiiga et al. 2012; Meraz 2009). The
unique nature of social media delineated by Perloff (2014),
such as interactivity, user activeness, the interpersonal nature,
rich modalities, and communities of like-minded individuals,
also lends significance to this topic. A few recent studies in the
United States, Germany, South Korea, and Australia (Chrisler
et al. 2013; Ferguson et al. 2014; Haferkamp and Kriamer
2011; Lee et al. 2014; Smith et al. 2013; Tiggemann and
Slater 2013) have explored the effects of social media on body
image concerns. Given the accumulating evidence regarding
the effect of social media on individual behaviors and the



Sex Roles (2014) 71:378-388

379

unique characteristics of social media, the research agenda
addressed by Perloff (2014) is worthy of further attention.

Second, we expect that the theoretically grounded research
agenda generated by Perloff (2014) could serve as a practical
avenue for future research. His article provides a number of
specific variables that could generate theoretical predictions
that can be empirically tested. As these predictions are drawn
from the existing literature with theoretical and empirical
support, his article could be an appropriate starting point for
exploring the more or less influential factors among the po-
tential variables and creating a model with the more influential
factors.

Perloff’s (2014) article is an excellent starting point; how-
ever, his suggested theoretical model also includes several
limitations. Although he mentions these limitations himself,
we believe that some of these limitations should be of greater
interest to the future development of research on media effects
on body image concerns; thus, these limitations are raised in
this commentary. In other words, body image research should
aim to extend beyond the study of the effects of media expo-
sure to the thin ideal by white adolescent girls in Anglophone
countries (in particular, the United States, Australia, Canada,
and the UK). The main issues that we raise in this commentary
(and that we believe should be part of a broader theoretical
model) are the role of culture in body image (and the limita-
tions of Perloff’s focus on the United States), the role of
different aspects of social media use in the process of influenc-
ing body image, and the limitations of research on body image
that solely focuses on the thin ideal. Other smaller suggestions
for future research related to the methodology, the age of
participants, and intervention studies are also provided. It
should be also acknowledged that the aim of this commentary,
in general, is not to provide a framework for a specific cultural
or social context, but to offer various suggestions and exam-
ples that encourage researchers to broaden the scope of re-
search on body image concerns.

The Role of Culture

Perloff (2014) argues in his article that culture and media interact
to influence body disturbances in complex ways that are beyond
the scope of his article. Although it is certainly true that culture
plays a complex role in body image, we believe that the role of
culture is pivotal in furthering our understanding of the effects of
media exposure on body image. To date, the majority of studies
have focused on the Anglophone world (Levine and Harrison
2009; Tiggemann and Miller 2010), whereas relatively few
studies have analyzed other regions, for example, Switzerland
and China (Knauss et al. 2008; Lee et al. 2014). We will provide
a short overview of studies exploring cultural differences both
within countries (i.e., ethnic differences) and between countries.
Subsequently, we will provide an example of a possible

theoretical extension centering on the social comparison process
based on the theoretical construct of self-construal, which could
be applied to different parts of the world with individualistic and
collectivistic cultures.

Cultural Differences Within and Between Countries

As mentioned earlier, most previous literature on the effects of
media on body image concerns has focused on Anglophone
countries. Even within the United States, the focus has been
on European Americans, which could lead to biased conclu-
sions. The existing research on African American women
shows that the effects of the media on their body image
concerns differ from those of European American women,
as many African American women report no changes in body
image after exposure to largely European American models in
the media (DeBraganza and Hausenblas 2010; Frisby 2004;
Grabe and Hyde 2006; Schooler et al. 2004). Such findings
are in accordance with social comparison theory (Festinger
1954), which states that people make social comparisons with
those who are similar to themselves, and research has shown
that African Americans identify strongly with African
American models (David et al. 2002). By contrast, the find-
ings related to media effects on Latinos and Asian Americans
have been mixed (Grabe and Hyde 2006; Schooler and Lowry
2011; Warren et al. 2010).

The effects of media on body image are also inconclusive
in the studies conducted outside of the United States and
Anglophone countries. Although one of the most frequently
referenced studies on body image investigated the effects of
the introduction of television in Fiji (Becker 2004; Becker
et al. 2002), surprisingly few studies have been conducted
outside of the Anglophone world. Some studies have indicat-
ed that the media has an effect on body image concerns in
places such as Estonia (Tiggemann and Riiiittel 2001),
Switzerland (Knauss et al. 2008), South Korea (Lee et al.
2014), China (Chen and Jackson 2012), Hong Kong
(Prendergast et al. 2002), and Singapore (Chia 2007), whereas
other studies in Iran (Akiba 1998) and Italy (Tiggemann et al.
2005) did not report such an effect. In Italy, magazine con-
sumption was not found to predict body dissatisfaction and
disordered eating for Italian women, although the same study
found that reading magazines predicted body dissatisfaction in
Australian women. Studies on Singapore show results that
differ from the findings for African Americans in the United
States, indicating that Singaporeans are influenced regardless
of the race/ethnicity of the models (Chia 2007; Chia and Wen
2010). To explain this difference, the authors note that major-
ity groups fail to exhibit in-group social identification when
viewing models of other racial groups. Furthermore, a study of
26 countries reports significant cross-regional differences in
the ideal female figure and in body dissatisfaction (Swami
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et al. 2010). Such cultural differences in terms of the ideal
female figure should also be considered in social media
studies.

Because the findings of previous research on cultural dif-
ferences between and within countries for traditional media
are not conclusive, we can only speculate on the effects of
social media on body image disturbances in different cultural
contexts. Social media could either increase or decrease the
influence of culture. Social media may strengthen ethnic
norms of body image rather than the body image of main-
stream culture by gathering similar, like-minded people
(Amichai-Hamburger 2007) and thus limiting the effect of
mainstream media. Conversely, social media may exacerbate
the effect of mainstream media because people often adopt
images and content from mainstream media and disseminate
them through social media. To fully understand the effects of
social media on body image disturbances in the context of
culture, we suggest it is necessary to understand and consider
(a) how ethnicity influences the formation of one’s social
media network, (b) how diverse the members of one’s social
network are, (c) to what extent social norms that are pervasive
in the mainstream media are shared by the members of a social
network, (d) how do individuals present their social or ethnic
identities, and (e) how much global versus local content is
shared.

Self-Construal, Body Image, and Social Media

A potential key variable underlying cultural differences aris-
ing from ethnicity or nationality is self-construal. The concept
of self-construal is important to the issue of body image
disturbances because it is expected to operate in the process
of social comparison, which is one of the major processes that
contribute to the media effect on body image concerns
(Gilbert et al. 2005; Levine and Harrison 2009; Lopez-
Guimera et al. 2010). While the majority of studies on self-
construal focused on East Asia and the United States, this
concept can be also applied to other individualistic and col-
lectivistic cultures around the world (Hofstede 2001).
Self-construal refers to “how individuals define and make
meaning of the self” (Cross et al. 2011, p.143). People from
individualistic cultures, such as the United States, tend to view
the self as an independent entity (Markus and Kitayama 1991)
and tend to focus on demonstrating their own uniqueness to
maintain their self-esteem (Cross et al. 2011; Markus and
Kitayama 1991). By contrast, people from collectivistic cul-
tures, such as Japan, tend to construe themselves in relation to
others (i.e., independent self-construal) and tend to base their
self-esteem on demonstrating their ability to fit into the group
(Cross et al. 2011). As a result, for people with high levels of
independent self-construal, “others are a source of social
comparison for confirming one’s uniqueness,” whereas for

@ Springer

individuals with high levels of interdependent self-construal,
“social comparison is used to determine whether one is ful-
filling obligations within those relationships” (Cross et al.
2011, p. 143).

This difference in self-construal and the associated moti-
vation underlying social comparison may lead young women
to respond differently to social media content related to body
image and thus result in different consequences. First, it is
possible that individuals in collectivistic societies engage in
social comparisons through social media to a greater extent
than those in individualistic societies. Previous studies in the
United States and the Netherlands report that people with
interdependent self-construal have a greater need to conform
and to be accepted by others (Verplanken et al. 2009; Wiekens
and Stapel 2008) because maintaining harmonious social re-
lationships and belonging to social groups are important parts
of'the self. By contrast, people with independent self-construal
are motivated to be autonomous, agentic, and ideocentric
(Markus and Kitayama 1991). Because interdependent selves
are “more likely to have an extra individual (i.e., externally
oriented) than intra individual (i.e., internally oriented) focus”
(White and Lehman 2005, p. 233), people with interdependent
self-construal tend to pursue social comparisons to a greater
extent than those with independent self-construal. For exam-
ple, White and Lehman (2005) observe that Asian Canadians
tend to engage in more social comparison than do European
Canadians. As Perloff (2014) notes, social media can provide
a greater opportunity for social comparison by allowing inter-
personal interactions. When viewing posts by one’s peers and
reference groups, an individual with interdependent self-
construal may pay greater attention to such information and
may engage in social comparisons more frequently than those
with independent self-construal.

The significance of self-construal as a cultural variable
related to body image disturbances becomes more clearly
evident when we consider the various types of social compar-
ison (i.e., upward vs. downward) in relation to the types of
self-construal and consequences. Previous studies suggest that
the type of self-construal is related to the type of social
comparison. For example, White and Lehman’s (2005) study
in Canada suggests that people with interdependent self-
construal are more likely to engage in upward comparison.
What is arguably problematic about this tendency is that the
body image literature has demonstrated negative conse-
quences of upward comparison. For example, in Han’s
(2003) study with Korean female college students, exposure
to images of thin women in magazine ads was related to a
greater level of upward comparison with thin models and, in
turn, body image dissatisfaction and eating disorders. Similar
findings have been reported by other studies in the United
States and Canada (Engeln—-Maddox 2005; Jones 2001;
Morrison et al. 2004). Perloff (2014) notes the negative con-
sequences of upward social comparisons, particularly with
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attractive peers via social media, not only with attractive
advertising models in the mass media. Consistent with his
argument, we think that the consequences of such compari-
sons could be further considered in relation to culture. As the
literature on social psychology indicates, people with interde-
pendent self-construal are more oriented toward upward com-
parison; thus, these individuals could be more vulnerable to
the negative consequences of such comparison, such as body
dissatisfaction, unhealthy eating behaviors, or risky cosmetic
surgery. Social media may exacerbate this tendency by stim-
ulating upward social comparisons with attractive peers.

Finally, people with interdependent self-construal may
adopt body image norms or related behaviors more easily than
those with independent self-construal. As Perloff (2014) ar-
gues, social media allows for the formation of communities of
like-minded individuals. In such communities, opinions and
group norms are likely to exert a strong influence on members,
presumably among interdependent individuals in particular.
The existing literature suggests that interdependent individ-
uals are more likely to assimilate with others (Stapel and
Koomen 2001) and to imitate the behaviors of others, com-
pared with independent individuals (van Baaren et al. 2003).
Social norm studies in the United States and Canada also
suggest that social norms are more influential among those
with high levels of group orientation (Lapinski et al. 2007) or
among those for whom the collective level of self becomes
salient (White and Simpson 2013). This finding indicates that
the normative influence via social media could be stronger
among interdependent individuals.

As discussed above, cultural factors, such as ethnicity or
self-construal, are deemed influential in the process of body
image disturbance via social media. To understand the effect
of social media on body image disturbances fully, we suggest
that scholars consider such factors.

Specifying Social Media Use

Although social media use is placed at the core of Perloft’s
(2014) model, limited explanation of this variable is provided.
Social media use is described in terms of social media ser-
vices, such as Facebook, Instagram, and pro-eating disorder
sites. It is unclear how social media use could be assessed in a
study. This issue is especially important given that the nature
of social media use is more complex than the nature of mass
media use. Even in the case of mass media, scholars agree that
surveys should not only determine the frequency of consump-
tion but also investigate the type of content to which partici-
pants are exposed as specifically as possible (Levine and
Murnen 2009; Valkenburg and Peter 2013). In addition, peo-
ple’s use of social media is not limited to mere consumption of
content; rather, people often serve as active disseminators or
producers of content (T. M. Harrison and Barthel 2009).

Therefore, to fully understand the effect of social media on
body image disturbances, it is necessary to specify the nature
of social media use. At least two aspects must be considered.

First, it is necessary to differentiate the use of social media
driven by general social media use motivations, such as so-
cializing or entertainment (e.g., Facebook or YouTube), from
use that is driven by a specific need related to body image
concerns (such as pro-eating disorder sites). The types of
gratifications specific to body image concerns mentioned by
Perloff (2014) include reassurance of one’s own physical
attractiveness and escape from appearance-related personal
distress. However, social media use could be driven by several
other motivations, such as one’s need for socializing, enter-
tainment, self-status seeking, and information (Park et al.
2009). It is unlikely that the gratification sought from
Facebook would be the same as that sought from pro-eating
disorder sites. Subsequently, the effects of these two types of
media use on body image disturbances and the process in
which they operate would not be the same. For example,
young women may use Facebook primarily for socializing
and may encounter pictures of thin women posted by their
peers. Depending on the women’s level of self-esteem or the
centrality of appearance to their self-worth, such social media
content may be more or less influential in eliciting body
dissatisfaction. That is, in this case, individual vulnerability
factors serve as moderators of the effect of social media use on
body image disturbances rather than as precedents for the
gratification sought from social media. In fact, several studies
in the UK and the United States have shown that the effects of
media exposure on body image concerns are moderated by the
vulnerability factors identified by Perloff (2014), such as
global self-esteem (Aubrey 2006), and the internalization of
the thin ideal (Dittmar and Howard 2004). On the other hand,
those who are obsessed with the thin ideal may use social
media to seek gratification specific to body image concerns
and, thus, may encounter pro-eating disorder sites. Although
such individuals may experience greater body dissatisfaction
as a result of such sites, they may also experience positive
affect as a result of the social support that they receive from
like-minded people (Csipke and Horne 2007). As such, to
precisely predict the effect of social media on body image, it
is necessary to differentiate general social media use from
social media use that is specifically related to body image
concerns.

Second, it is necessary to differentiate the effect of social
media use through passive exposure to social media content
from the effect of the active use of social media, such as
commenting, disseminating, seeking information, and
posting. As Perloff (2014) notes in his model, there could be
a recursive relationship between social media use and body
dissatisfaction. Here, the nature of social media use as a
consequence of body dissatisfaction would differ from social
media use as a predictor of body dissatisfaction. Returning to
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the example mentioned above, young women who have pre-
viously used Facebook for socializing and who experienced
an increase in body dissatisfaction as a result of exposure to
images of thin women posted by their peers (the first effect)
would subsequently develop different needs for social media
use, such as self-enhancement. As a result, such women may
engage in information seeking through social media, which
may subsequently lead to dietary or behavioral changes (the
second effect). In this case, the first effect occurs through
exposure, whereas the second effect occurs through engage-
ment. The consequences may differ significantly depending
on the types of social media use. In this sense, exploring “self-
generated media effects” (Valkenburg and Peter 2013, p. 206)
is an important avenue for research on social media effects on
body image concerns. Differentiating between direct and in-
direct self-generated media effects, as suggested by
Valkenburg and Peter (2013), may provide additional insights:
when a Facebook user posts a favorable photo of him/herself
and is proud of the photo, direct self-generated effects apply,
and when such a user receives positive feedback on his/her
photo, indirect self-generated media effects apply.

Additionally, although it does not directly concern social
media per se, it is necessary to consider the interplay between
social media and traditional media. Perloff (2014) is correct in
emphasizing the importance of social media and noting that there
should be more efforts in this research direction. However, we
question whether research should solely analyze social media, as
traditional media and social media may actually be interrelated.
A great deal of social media content originates from traditional
media, such as newspapers and television, and users are also
increasingly using different media simultaneously (Johnson and
Kaye 2004; Nguyen and Western 2006; Westlund and Férdigh
2011). In addition, previous research has shown that different
media types have different effects and underlying processes
linking them to body image (Levine and Murnen 2009; Lopez-
Guimera et al. 2010); thus researchers who focus solely on social
media could neglect to consider other major media effects on
body image concerns. As a result, studies should research both
social media and other media simultaneously. However, to date,
studies investigating the interplay between social media and
traditional media are rather scarce (in Singapore, see: : Skoric
and Poor 2013), and few body image studies consider both types
together (in Belgium and Australia, see: Tiggemann and Miller
2010; Vandenbosch and Eggermont 2012).

In sum, distinguishing the differences in social media
use driven by different motivations and specifying different
aspects of social media use would allow researchers to
scrutinize the role of social media in the development
and/or maintenance of body image disturbances and their
potential consequences. A research model that delineates
specific variables of social media use would be a great
contribution to this effort. Furthermore, we would gain a
more complete understanding of the effect of social media
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on body image disturbance if we investigated this effect in
conjunction with traditional media.

Body Image Beyond the Thin Ideal

Perloft’s (2014) article focuses only on the thin ideal within
the broader area of body image. This focus is in line with most
research on the effects of media on female body image — in
short, research on the effects on female body image concerns
has become nearly synonymous with research on the thin
ideal. However, theoretical models of media effects on body
image should be more inclusive in terms of the types of body
ideals because body dissatisfaction can be related to various
body parts. For example, content analyses have shown that
different beauty and body ideals are prevalent in the media of
different cultures (Frith et al. 2005; Morris 2014; Shaw and
Tan 2014). As a result, other areas of research that should be of
interest may include the effects of media on cosmetic surgery
(Menzel et al. 2011; Nabi and Keblusek 2014); breast size
(Goodman and Walsh-Childers 2004); and skin color, such as
skin whitening (Chia et al. 2012; Hunter 2011; Parameswaran
2011) and tanning (Cho and Choi 2011; Mahler et al. 2010).
Some of these body concerns are highly prominent in certain
parts of the world but not found in others, which again
emphasizes the importance of considering culture in body
image research. Depending on the beauty ideals of different
cultures, other beauty features, such as eye shape, hair (color,
texture, or length), height, and facial features, may be ana-
lyzed in the context of media effects on body image
(Kawamura 2011; Mellor et al. 2013). Among various types
of beauty ideals, the two types discussed below are especially
worthy of attention because of their significance to individ-
uals’ health.

The perception of skin color ideals is an important aspect of
beauty ideals because it is related to behaviors such as skin
whitening and tanning, which have significant health impli-
cations. Skin whitening and bleaching play an important role
in the body image of people in many parts of the world,
including Africa, India, Southeast Asia, East Asia, and Latin
America, and in the diasporas of people from these parts of the
world (Glenn 2008). Skin whitening has existed for many
centuries in many parts of the world; however, there has
recently been a great increase in this practice, which may be
connected with the mass marketing of images of white beauty
(Hunter 2011; Parameswaran 2011). As with other issues
connected to body image, skin whitening also raises health-
related concerns. The heavy use of skin whitening and
bleaching products can result in infectious skin disease, ecze-
ma, irritant dermatitis, acne, and higher risks of skin cancer
(del Giudice and Yves 2002; Mahé¢ et al. 2003). Surprisingly
few studies have investigated skin whitening from a media
effect perspective. The existing findings in Singapore indicate
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that consumers are influenced by the presumed media influ-
ence of their peers and thus adopt skin whitening products
(Chia et al. 2012). In some cultures, the opposite of skin
whitening (namely, tanning) is important. Research on tanning
in the United States shows that exposure to images of tanned
men on TV is directly associated with pro-tanning attitudes
and intentions (Cho and Choi 2011). Skin whitening is also
directly and indirectly promoted in social media, for example,
through ad campaigns as well as the promotion of a general
image of beauty by celebrities. For example, Vaseline has
promoted a Facebook app related to its skin whitening prod-
ucts, in which users are able to lighten their own images
(Hunter 2011). However, social media can also play an im-
portant role in halting problematic ad campaigns, which oc-
curred in the case of the Vaseline app and other instances of ad
campaigns for skin whitening (Change.org 2010; Chomchuen
2013). Research must further explore the effects of social
media on skin whitening attitudes by extending, for example,
the model suggested by Perloff (2014).

The perception of body or face shape ideals is also an
important aspect of beauty ideals because it is related to
cosmetic surgery behavior. Cosmetic surgery can lead to
serious psychological and physical consequences, such as
pain, bruising, infections and psychological consequences that
include depression and anxiety (Borah et al. 1999; Gabriel
etal. 1997). Media effects research related to cosmetic surgery
is also comparatively scant, despite the steadily increasing
rates of cosmetic surgery (Delinsky 2005; Sarwer et al.
2011). The study of Nabi (2009) in the United States reports
little association between viewing cosmetic surgery makeover
programs and body dissatisfaction but finds a small associa-
tion with the desire to undergo cosmetic surgery. Other studies
confirm the role of media exposure in cosmetic surgery atti-
tudes in such diverse places as Australia, Austria, Singapore,
and the United States (Delinsky 2005; Harrison 2003; Slevec
and Tiggemann 2010; Swami et al. 2008; Wen et al. 2014).
One body area that is often mentioned in the context of
cosmetic surgery is breast size. In the United States and some
other Western cultures, the body ideal is not only about being
slim but also about being curvaceous (Harrison 2003;
Overstreet et al. 2010). For example, a study in the UK has
shown that breast size is related to female attractiveness
(Furnham et al. 1998). However, ethnic differences also
emerged in this context in the United States, with European
American women preferring a slender ideal with medium-
sized breasts and with African American women preferring a
curvier ideal with medium-sized breasts and large buttocks
(Overstreet et al. 2010). Although models have thinned in
recent years, their breast size has remained the same, which
has led to a depiction of women with disproportionately large
breasts. To fulfill the ideal of unrealistic breast sizes depicted
in the media, the majority of women in the United States
would need cosmetic surgery (Goodman and Walsh-Childers

2004). We know relatively little about how cosmetic surgery is
presented online and in social media and what possible effects
such presentation may have on the audience. However, a
study of Korea (Davies and Han 2011) shows a close link
between cosmetic surgery and digital technology. For exam-
ple, internet reports about celebrities receiving free cosmetic
surgery in return for promoting a clinic via social media,
including online communities and blogs, are actively
discussing and promoting cosmetic surgery (Davies and Han
2011), which may influence social media users.

Other Suggestions for Future Media Effect Research
on Body Image

In addition to our previous suggestions aimed to broaden the
scope of body image research in relation to social media
effects, we would like to mention several other areas that are
also relevant to body image research in general: (1) age groups
other than adolescents, (2) a greater variety of methods to be
employed (including more longitudinal studies), and (3) fur-
ther research on interventions.

Perloff’s (2014) discussion focuses on adolescent girls,
which is consistent with most research of the effects of media
exposure on body image concerns. However, there should
also be more research on other age groups. Few studies have
analyzed media effects on preadolescent girls (in Australia,
see: Clark and Tiggemann 2006; Dohnt and Tiggemann 2006)
and on middle-aged or older women (in Australia and the
United States, sece: Hefner et al. 2014; Slevec and
Tiggemann 2011; Tiggemann 2004). Even in the context of
social media, researchers should not ignore older age groups
because in the United States, for example, 60 % of people
aged 50-64 and 79 % of people aged 3049 use Facebook,
relative to 84 % of people aged 18-29 (Pew Research Internet
Project 2013). In addition, given that the older populations in
societies around the world are increasing rapidly (United
Nations 2012), media effects on older people would be worth
investigating. Dieting and the desire to lose weight are prev-
alent across all ages of women, even those with normal weight
status (in Canada and the UK, see: Clarke 2002; Hetherington
and Burnett 1994), and many older women are dissatisfied
with their body size, which may be based on a cross-
generational influence of the thin ideal. Older women are
judged in relation to an ideal of female beauty that emphasizes
both youthfulness and thinness (Tunaley et al. 1999). Such an
ideal is also reflected in the media, for example, in the United
States and in Japan, where older women are strongly under-
represented, play no important roles, and tend to be the least
attractive and the heaviest (Lauzen and Dozier 2005; Prieler
et al. 2011; Stern and Mastro 2004). These findings are in
accordance with the “double standard of aging” in which
society is more permissive of aging in males than in females
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and in which females are thus either ignored or portrayed in
less attractive roles as they age (Sontag 1997). As a result,
some older women adjust their standards of attractiveness and
body shape ideals. Such adjustments led to more positive
body attitudes toward their own bodies (in the UK, see:
Borland and Akram 2007; Hetherington and Burnett 1994).
Nevertheless, the media may also have potentially negative
effects. Several studies in the United States indicate that the
media has a profound influence on how older people view
themselves (Donlon et al. 2005; Korzenny and Neuendorf
1980; Mares and Cantor 1992), which also applies to their
body image. Although older people are generally not associ-
ated with new media and social media use, the numbers are
strongly changing, and older people are increasingly becom-
ing internet and social media users. For example, in the United
States, 68 % of older people (65+) use the Internet (World
Internet Project 2013), and 45 % use Facebook (Pew Research
Internet Project 2013), which makes them an important sub-
ject of future research in this area.

We would also like to offer methodological suggestions.
While Perloff (2014) and also other scholars (Lopez-Guimera
et al. 2010) acknowledge that both experimental research and
cross-sectional surveys have strengths and limitations, surpris-
ingly few studies have integrated several methods into one
study. Such integration could also include content analysis,
which can not only provide a descriptive foundation for media
effects research but also provide a foundation for program-
matic research by combining data with survey data or as
stimuli in experiments, as larger numbers of randomly sam-
pled messages could particularly benefit the generalizability
of experimental research (Slater 2013). Content analyses of
mass media in the United States and Canada have shown that
overweight people are underrepresented in the media
(Greenberg et al. 2003); males are portrayed as more muscular
and women as slimmer than average (Spitzer et al. 1999);
body shaping and weight loss are major topics, especially in
female magazines (Malkin et al. 1999; Willis and Knobloch-
Westerwick 2014); and overweight people are stigmatized and
ridiculed (Fouts and Burggraf 2000; Himes and Thompson
2007). However, comparatively few content analyses have
been conducted on the internet and on social media (Labre
and Walsh-Childers 2003). When analyzing the effects of
social media, it is important to first understand the nature of
the content before analyzing possible effects. For example,
how much of the content in social media is user generated
versus imported from traditional media from each respective
user’s own country itself or from other countries. We have to
answer these important basic questions to advance the re-
search on media effects in social media. Another methodolog-
ical issue is that most research is limited to assessing the short-
term influences of media exposure (Tiggemann 2014), and
there are only a few longitudinal studies (for an overview, see
Loépez-Guimera et al. 2010); thus, longitudinal studies are

@ Springer

increasingly important in the future (Levine and Murnen
2009).

Finally, more research on interventions is necessary
(Levine and Chapman 2011; Levine and Murnen 2009). The
reason for undertaking such research on body image is to
obtain a better understanding of the factors underlying the
media’s influence on body image concerns. However, such an
understanding can be helpful only if research also tests the
possible interventions that can be created as a result of such
knowledge. Although numerous studies have investigated the
effect of the media on body image and subsequently on body
dissatisfaction, mood, and disordered eating (Levine and
Harrison 2009), a comparatively small body of research has
examined interventions that can be used to prevent such media
effects from materializing (for an overview, see Levine and
Murnen 2009). Most studies have analyzed the effect of media
literacy programs in reducing body dissatisfaction and eating
disorders (Halliwell et al. 2010; Irving and Berel 2001; Wade
etal. 2003; Wilksch 2010; Yamamiya et al. 2005), while some
studies in the United States and the Netherlands have investi-
gated the effectiveness of warnings and information (Ata et al.
2013; Harrison and Hefner 2014; Veldhuis et al. 2014). Social
media could reveal new methods of intervention, and re-
searchers should investigate these possibilities. In fact, in
other areas of health issues in the United States, interventions
using social media are being actively sought, such as inter-
ventions related to healthy sexual behaviors (Bull et al. 2012;
Gold et al. 2011), physical activities (Cavallo et al. 2012), and
health information sharing on antibiotics (Scanfeld et al.
2010). In sum, much research still needs to be conducted to
better understand interventions to minimize body image dis-
turbances and their consequences.

Summary and Conclusion

Perloft (2014) provides a comprehensive model to explore the
effects of social media on women’s body image disturbances.
The agenda is timely given the increasing use of social media,
and his model is expected to facilitate future research by
identifying key variables and underlying processes to be test-
ed. Through this commentary, we suggest that his model could
be improved by accounting for cultural factors, such as eth-
nicity, nationality, or self-construal; by clarifying the aspects
of social media use in conjunction with the types of social
media use motivation, the types of action (e.g., active engage-
ment vs. passive exposure), and traditional media use. His
model could also be improved by exploring other types of
body ideals beyond the thin ideal, such as skin color ideals or
body/face shape ideals. In addition, other suggestions for
research topics, methodological approaches, and intervention
research have been offered. As Perloff (2014) notes, the
effects of the media on body image disturbances involve a
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complex process. By incorporating and clarifying the factors
addressed in this commentary, we aim to provide a more
coherent and comprehensive picture of the roles that social
media play in body image disturbances.
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