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Foreword 

Submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements of the BSc Psychology degree, 

Reykjavik University, this thesis is presented in the style of an article for submission to a 

peer-reviewed journal. 

This thesis was completed in the Spring of 2021 and may therefore have been 

significantly impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. The thesis and its findings should be 

viewed in light of that. 
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Abstract 

Previous studies have demonstrated that social media use can have a negative effect on 

people’s self-esteem. Negative feedback from others and comparing oneself to a social media 

influencer are important factors in this matter. Furthermore, envy towards a social media 

influencer has been found to be higher in depressed individuals. This study examined the 

effects of priming and two hypotheses were tested. The first one concerning priming, that is 

whether photos of fit social media influencers affected participant’s self-esteem. The second 

hypothesis studied difference between gender. Participants were sampled from the computer 

science department in the University of Reykjavik. Students took part in the study by 

answering a self-esteem questionnaire by Rosenberg. A FANOVA was conducted to analyse 

the data and the statistical software SPSS was used where the hypotheses were tested. Main 

effects for the independent variable pictures were not significant. Main effects for the other 

independent variable gender were found to be significant. The results of the experiment 

showed that priming had significant effects on men but barely had any effect on women. 

Interaction effects were not shown to be significant. 

Keywords: priming, body image, self-esteem, social media use, social media 

influencer 

Útdráttur 

Fyrrum rannsóknir hafa sýnt fram á að notkun samfélagsmiðla geti haft neikvæð áhrif á 

sjálfsmat einstaklings. Neikvæð endurgjöf frá öðrum og samanburður einstaklings við 

áhrifavalda á samfélagsmiðlum eru mikilvægir þættir hvað það varðar. Einnig hefur verið 

sýnt fram á að öfund gagnvart áhrifavöldum er meiri hjá þeim sem eru þunglyndir. Þessi 

rannsókn kannaði áhrif ýfingar og tvær kenningar voru kannaðar. Fyrri tengdist ýfingu, það 

er hvort myndir af “vel vöxnum” áhrifavöldum hafði áhrif á sjálfsmat þátttakanda. Seinni 

kenningin kannaði kynjamun. Þátttakendur voru fengnir úr tölvunarfræðideild Háskóla 

Reykjavíkur. Nemendur tóku þátt í rannsókninni með því að svara sjálfsmatslista eftir 

Rosenberg. Gerð var FANOVA við greiningu gagna og tölfræðiforritið SPSS var notað við 

prófun kenninga. Meginhrif fyrir óháðu breytuna myndir voru ekki marktæk. Meginhrif fyrir 

hina óháðu breytuna kyn hafði mikil áhrif á karlmenn en hafði lítil sem engin áhrif á 

kvenmenn. Millihópabreytur voru ekki marktækar. 

Leitarorð: ýfing, líkamsímynd, sjálfsmat, notkun samfélagsmiðla, áhrifavaldur 

samfélagsmiðla  
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Do social media influencers affect college students’ self-esteem and body image?  

Social media influencers are people that are on social media, such as Instagram, 

Snapchat or Twitter. These people have numerous followers, and are sponsored by 

companies to serve as a kind of advertisement and are able to shape their followers’ opinion 

on products from the companies (Freberg et al., 2011). Social media influencers often appear 

to live luxurious lives which “normal” people might wish to have for themselves (Chae, 

2017).  

In recent years social media has become increasingly popular, enabling people to 

compare themselves and their lifestyle more to others on the internet. It has been speculated 

that this continual comparison might affect people’s self-esteem in a negative way (Jan et al., 

2017). Self-concept and self-esteem have often been used interchangeably according to King 

(1997). However, Beane and Lipka (1984) found the concepts to describe two distinct objects 

and defined them separately. They defined self-concept as an individuals’ perception of 

themselves concerning personal attributes and the roles individuals play in their lives. Self-

esteem however was defined as how an individual evaluates their self-concept description 

and whether they are satisfied with it. 

 In a study done by Jan et al. (2017) a large majority of college students, or 88%, had 

compared themselves to others through social media. They found a strong negative 

relationship between self-esteem and time spent on social media, or the more time people 

spent on social media the lower their self-esteem was. This effect was also seen in a study 

done by Barry et al. (2017), where adolescents (fourteen to seventeen years of age) and their 

parents, were asked about their use of social media and answered various questions regarding 

their psychological well-being. Special attention was given to the correlation on the time 

spent on social media to various psychological consequences. Numerous symptoms were 

registered, for example the parents described inattention, anxiety and depressive symptoms. 
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Adolescents reported loneliness and fear of missing out of events or conversations that might 

take place in their absence. Symptoms of anxiety and depression were found to be highest 

among adolescents that had a higher number of social media accounts. 

In an effort to explain how social media use can influence self-esteem, in a positive or 

negative way, researchers have looked to the sociometer theory. According to the theory, 

individual’s self-esteem is among other things, shaped by other people’s reactions to the 

individual. It is then assumed that positive feedback and acceptance of others, will increase 

self-esteem, and negative feedback will decrease self-esteem (Burrow & Rainone, 2017). 

This assumption was supported in a study done by Valkenburg et al. (2006), where 

adolescents (ten to nineteen years old) were studied and found that the more time they spent 

on social media it affected their self-esteem and well-being. Their study showed that positive 

feedback on networking sites such as MySpace or Facebook could enhance self-esteem and 

well-being, whereas negative feedback could decrease self-esteem and well-being. 

When exploring how self-esteem is affected by positive or negative feedback, 

researchers have looked to an individuals’ sense of purpose. An individuals’ sense of purpose 

is measured by how worthwhile people feel their life is. Expecting that a greater purpose 

would influence sensitivity to feedback on social media, Burrow & Rainone (2017), tested 

whether having greater purpose in life lessened sensitivity to negative or positive feedback in 

two separated studies. In order to assess purpose in life the six-item Life Engagement Test 

was used, with questions such as “To me, the things I do are all worthwhile” and “I have lots 

of reasons for living”. In the former study participants reported the number of likes they 

usually had on their Facebook profile pictures. The results of the former study showed that if 

participants received more likes on their Facebook profile pictures, it was positively 

associated with their self-esteem. Replicating these results in the second study 

experimentally, they manipulated the number of likes individuals received on selfies posted 
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on a fake Facebook profile. Results from both studies showed links between self-esteem and 

likes, although the correlation between self-esteem and likes was diminished if the 

participants had a greater purpose. To conclude, individuals that were low in purpose and 

received many likes had higher self-esteem, whereas more likes did not influence individuals’ 

self-esteem that were high in purpose. 

It has then been demonstrated that positive and negative feedback on social media 

influences people’s self-esteem (Valkenburg et al., 2006; Burrow & Rainone, 2017). It has 

also been speculated that when people compare themselves to others, it might also influence 

their self-esteem (Jan et al., 2017). In this relation a study was conducted regarding 

comparison on social media and correlation between envy and depression. Depressed 

individuals generally have lower self-esteem than non-depressed individuals (Franck et al., 

2007). It has been theorized that low self-esteem in depressed individuals makes them 

negatively compare themselves to others. That is, when comparing themselves to others, they 

are more likely to observe positive things about others than themselves. Impression 

management is common among social media influencers. Impression management is when 

someone controls information they give about themselves and therefore are able to affect 

others’ opinions of them (Schlenker & Pontari, 2000). With this in mind it has been reasoned 

that depressed individuals might be particularly sensitive to comparing themselves to others. 

This effect could occur frequently in online social media networks, such as Facebook and 

Instagram, because these medias allow easy impression management (Appel et al., 2015). In 

an online study, both depressed and non-depressed individuals indicated their self-esteem and 

were then shown specifically set up Facebook accounts, that were either “attractive” or 

“unattractive”. Participants were then asked to compare themselves to the owner of the 

account and report their feelings of envy and inferiority in their own words. The results 

showed that depressed individuals with low self-esteem and indicated feeling inferior were 
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more envious than non-depressed individuals with high self-esteem. This affect was 

especially prominent after they were shown the “attractive” Facebook profile (Appel et al., 

2015). Another study regarding envy and social media was carried out by Chae (2017), who 

examined envy in females toward social media influencers. In this case envy was measured 

by how frequently an individual compared the life of an influencer to their own life. The 

frequency of this comparison predicted women’s envy toward the social media influencers. 

Results showed that there was correlation between frequency and following factors; public 

self-consciousness, self-esteem and an individuals’ interest in an influencers’ social media.  

Social media influencers regularly post unrealistic photos of their bodies. It has been 

shown that comparing oneself to social media influencers can have a negative effect on self-

esteem and can influence envy. It would be interesting to examine if and how such photos 

can affect people’s body image. The definition of body image has not been consistent 

although it can refer to body-shape concerns or concerns regarding general appearance. The 

definition varies between researchers in the body image research community depending on 

each researcher’s aim (Blood, 2005; Grogan, 2008). Thompson et al. (1999) included sixteen 

definitions that together indicate an individual body image, for example, satisfaction with 

weight, satisfaction with body and size perception accuracy. Although appearance 

satisfaction generally does not differ by gender, low appearance satisfaction seems to be 

more common among women and is mostly about body-shape concerns (Smolak, 2006). 

People with poor body image have been known to be more likely to diet and to be more 

susceptible to eating disorders. Body image among adolescents can be influenced by factors 

such as self-esteem, gender, pressure or support from family and friends and media messages. 

Healthy body image and body weight is important in the sense that it can cause negative self-

esteem (O’Dea, 2012).  
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Considering the known negative effects of using social media, it is interesting to study 

the motives for using social networking sites. It has been hypothesized that factors such as 

the need to belong to a group, gender effects and self-esteem are motives for using social 

networking sites (Barker, 2009). Barker investigated whether female adolescents were more 

likely to use social networking sites rather than males and whether self-esteem correlated 

with social network site use. He also studied adolescent’s motives for communicating with 

their peers. Results showed that females were more likely to experience high self-esteem, 

they also used social networking sites to pass time and for entertainment. Males were more 

likely to experience negative self-esteem, which seemed to correlate with social 

compensation and therefore felt negatively about their social group. They used social 

networking sites as an alternative to communicate with peers rather than in person. 

As stated above, social media has been shown to affect mental health and some have 

even said it can be a threat to mental well-being (Valkenburg et al., 2006; Barry et al., 2017). 

Furthermore, it has been speculated that social media can be addictive and might instigate 

mood and anxiety disorders (O’Reilly et al., 2018) and to have negative affect on individuals’ 

sleep quality (Woods & Scott, 2016). Comparing oneself to others on social media has been 

demonstrated to influence self-esteem and well-being (Jan et al., 2017; Barry et al., 2017). 

The purpose of this study is to test whether social media influencers affect self-

esteem, that is whether priming individuals with certain photos of known social media 

influencers affects college students’ self-esteem and body image. According to Bargh and 

Huang (2009) the definition of priming is when relevant mental representations are activated 

by external stimuli, such as photos or text. People are often not aware that external stimuli are 

affecting their behaviour. Behaviour can be unconsciously influenced by stereotypes, traits or 

goals according to results from previous research (Shanks et al., 2013).  
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The effects of priming and gender differences will be examined by including pictures 

of fit social media influencers before the experimental group of participants answer the 

questionnaire, the other group will only receive the questionnaire. The effects social media 

influencers can have on people’s self-esteem and body image is considered to be important 

by the researcher and it will hopefully open people’s eyes on how the social media can affect 

people’s self-esteem of all ages. A similar study has never been conducted before. Based on 

previous studies the research question is “Do social media influencers affect college students’ 

self-esteem and body image?”. By priming with pictures of social media influencers it is 

expected to influence self-esteem in a negative way or to decrease participants’ self-esteem 

and increase their self-awareness. It is expected that when participants see a photo of a fit 

social media influencer, it will influence their answers in a way that they will rate themselves 

lower on Rosenberg’s self-esteem scale than they would if the pictures would not be present. 

One group will receive a questionnaire containing photos and the other group will receive a 

questionnaire without photos. Gender differences are expected to influence the results in a 

way that women will have lower self-esteem than men after priming with pictures. Priming is 

expected to have more effect on women than men. 

Method 

Participants 

 An invitation to participate in this research was sent to 180 students in the computer 

science department in the University of Reykjavik. Approval from the department was 

needed for the study. After receiving approval, the questionnaire was distributed via e-mail. 

Since the survey was in Icelandic, all Icelandic speaking students could respond to the 

survey. They were not obligated to take part or when started, to finish the experiment. 

Participants gave informed consent by taking part in this research and they received no 

reward for participating. Students were assigned to experimental groups depending on the 
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alphabet. In total, 77 students took part in the experiment (N = 77) or 43%. Of those that 

participated 53% percent were male (N = 41) and 47% percent were female (N = 36). 

Materials 

 This research used the instrument “Rosenberg self-esteem scale (RSE)” (see appendix 

A). This scale, that is meant to measure self-esteem, has displayed solid reliability on a test-

retest over two weeks (a = .85, a = .88). The RSE scale includes ten factors that participants 

were able to answer. An example of a question that indicated high self-esteem was “On the 

whole, I am satisfied with myself”. A question that indicated low self-esteem was “I feel I do 

not have much to be proud of”. Each factor was scored on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = strongly 

agree, 2 = agree, 3 = disagree, 4 = strongly disagree). Answering “strongly agree” or 

“agree” on items 2, 5, 6, 8 and 9 on the RSE scale indicated that an individual has low self-

esteem and answering “strongly disagree” or “disagree” on items 1, 3, 4, 7 and 10 also 

indicated low self-esteem. The scale demonstrates predictive, concurrent and construct 

validity. Using known groups, the scale correlates significantly with other scales measuring 

self-esteem, such as the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory (Rosenberg, 1979). 

 Intervention stimulus. In this research four pictures of fit social media influencers 

were used as an intervention stimulus. The influencers are well known in Iceland, one male 

and one female. Before participants in the experimental group answered the RSE scale, they 

were shown the pictures. The group of participants that received the questionnaire with an 

intervention stimulus saw the following pictures: 
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In order to ensure that participants reviewed the photos, they were asked to choose one photo 

of an individual that they found most attractive. 

Research design 

Both groups were asked to answer the questionnaire, but only the experimental group 

saw the pictures before answering. One of the independent variables was “pictures”, that is 

whether participants received a questionnaire with pictures. The other independent variable 

was “gender” and the dependent variable was each participant’s mean score after answering 

the questions about self-esteem. Between-group comparison was performed since the 

difference between the experimental group and the control group was examined. The 

difference between the groups when participants received priming with pictures was 

examined as well as gender differences between the groups.  

Control of the experimental conditions was limited since students received the 

questionnaire via e-mail. In order to try and gain control of the experiment all students 
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received the same instructions but it is unknown how many students answered at home or at 

school and whether or not they were disturbed at all while answering the questionnaire which 

could have affected the answers. Individuals were split in two groups by using the alphabet, 

therefore the first 90 individuals received a questionnaire with priming and the other 90 

received a questionnaire without priming. 

Procedure 

 As mentioned above, a total of 180 students from the University of Reykjavik in 

Iceland were asked to take part in an experiment by answering a questionnaire they received 

through e-mail with the title “College students’ self-esteem” on questionpro.com. Once 

students opened the link to the questionnaire they saw a short text of informed consent about 

taking part in the experiment. The informed consent included that they could stop 

participation in the experiment at any moment. Then there were general questions about 

gender, age and what year they were in their studies since not all of the students were in their 

first year. The experimental group then saw four pictures of social media influencers. To 

make sure people viewed the pictures they were asked which social media influencer was 

most attractive to them. Both groups then answered ten statements about self-esteem that 

appeared one by one and were asked to rate the statements as “strongly agree”, “agree”, 

“disagree” and “strongly disagree”. In order to motivate more students to participate they 

received an iterative e-mail a few days after first distribution of the research and a final e-

mail a few days after that. At last, participants were thanked for taking part in the experiment. 

Data analysis 

Variables. Both independent variables were on a nominal scale. Between-group 

comparison was used. To perform the data analysis, FANOVA was used through the software 

SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences). FANOVA has four assumptions that must 
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be met; the measurements are few; the independent variables are few; the dependent variable 

must have normal distribution and the distribution of groups must be similar. 
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Results 

The hypothesis of this experiment was that priming was expected to influence self-

esteem and body image in the way that the experimental group would experience lower self-

esteem after seeing the pictures compared to the control group because of the effect priming 

has. Gender differences were examined as well and it was expected that women would 

experience lower self-esteem than men after seeing pictures of fit social media influencers. 

Priming was expected to have more affect on women than men. 

As can be seen in Table 1, the highest score a participant received for self-esteem was 

19.00 and the lowest score received for self-esteem was 5.00. The mean score for the 

dependent variable was 11.16 and with the standard deviation of 3.58. 

Table 1 

Statistics for gender, priming and self-esteem 

                                                                            Gender           Text           Self-esteem score  

                               N         Valid                            77                  77                      77 

                                           Missing                         0                    0                        0 

Mean                                                                      1.53               1.44                  11.16 

Std. Deviation                                                        0.50               0.50                   3.58 

Minimum                                                                 1                     1                       5 

Maximum                                                                 2                     2                      19 

 

A FANOVA that was conducted showed the main effects for the independent variable 

“pictures” were not significant F(1, 73) = 0.808, p = 0.372, meaning there was no significant 

difference in self-esteem depending on whether participants were primed or not. Main effects 

for another independent variable “gender” were however found to be significant F(1, 73) = 

11.117, p = 0.001, meaning there was significant difference in experienced self-esteem by 

participants between genders. 
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics for priming and gender 

                                            Priming                                               Without priming 

                          Mean         Std. Deviation       N                 Mean       Std. Deviation        N 

Women             12.80               2.28                  20                12.31                4.32              16                                                     

                                                                

Men                    9.09                3.42                 23                10.94                 3.11              18            

 

 Table 2 shows the gender differences with and without priming. As can be seen in the 

table the mean for women with priming was 12.80 and the mean for men with priming was 

9.09. The mean for women was a little lower without priming or 12.31 and for men it was 

higher or 10.94. 

 As can be seen with Figure 1 interaction effects were not significant F(1, 73) = 2.368, 

p = 0.128, meaning whether participants received pictures before the questionnaire showed 

no significant difference. According to the results, gender differences are clear as can be seen 

in the picture below. Men seem to have significantly lower self-esteem when they are primed 

with pictures compared to women. Women however seem to have lower self-esteem when 

they are not primed. That is an unexpected result because women seem to spend more time 

on social media according to Barker (2009) and seem to think more about their appearance 

(Smolak, 2006).  
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Figure 1. Shows means for the groups. Interaction effects are not significant; the effects of 

whether participants received pictures or not was different depending on gender. 

Discussion 

 There seemed to be no main effects when participants were primed in this research, 

however by looking at the outcome for gender differences there were main effects with 

priming. The results showed no main effects on the interaction effects between groups which 

is really surprising in the sense that priming with pictures of social media influencers seemed 

to have a lot more negative effect on men’s self-esteem than women’s self-esteem, where 

priming barely had any effect. The reason for this outcome is unclear, it is possible that 

observed gender differences in modern society might be because young girls are more aware 

of how photos can be photoshopped and to give people unrealistic expectations. Parents and 

social media influencers might tend to focus on informing girls about this rather than boys. 

Young men might not be informed in the same way, as very few seem to realize that this 

affects men as well, not just women. Another reason for these results could be the group that 
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was studied in this experiment, as an example the group participants were all from only one 

department where it would have been ideal to test more departments and preferably in other 

schools as well. Previously there have been a lot more men in the computer science 

department than women, because of this it would have been interesting to have information 

on whether women in male dominant departments would have higher self-esteem on average 

than women in general. 

The research question “Do social media influencers affect college students’ self-

esteem and body image?” has not been answered in this study. The way priming was 

conducted here did not seem to affect college student’s self-esteem in general. But when we 

look at the gender differences, men seem to have significantly lower self-esteem when 

primed with pictures. However priming seemed to have little to none affect on women. There 

can be numerous reasons for this result. Perhaps the priming was not strong enough in this 

research. We know that time spent on social media has negative correlation to people’s self-

esteem. It would therefore be interesting to increase the time participants have to view 

pictures, include more pictures or have them rate each and every photo. Women might have 

higher self-esteem due to more discussion about how social media influencers are showing 

unrealistic pictures of themselves and that is making women realise that to compare 

themselves to influencers is unrealistic. This discussion might not have drawn men’s 

attention and therefore they are not as aware as women.  

 The results of this study cannot be generalized since only one department in one 

college in Iceland took part, which might be considered a limitation. Another limitation to be 

named is dividing students in groups depending on the alphabet instead of randomly 

assigning them to groups. The study was an internet research which might be seen as a 

shortcoming since control of the situation is low and therefore priming might also have been 

affected. Control of the situation is important because participants can be distracted by 
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someone talking to them at home or their dog barking etc. However, the age range was quite 

ideal since the participants were mostly in their early twenties, when people tend to use social 

media significantly.  

 For future research, it would be interesting to conduct a research through several 

departments since some departments can be either male dominated, or female dominated. 

More control of the environment and stronger priming would be interesting to study. It would 

also be noteworthy to conduct a research on younger individuals to see whether their self-

esteem is affected by social media influencers as it seems to be affecting older individuals to 

a certain point. Additionally, it would be interesting to see if discussion about unrealistic 

photos and life of social media influencers has affect on how people’s experience is on social 

media. Self-esteem would be expected to be higher since the discussion about how social 

media influencers change their photos is becoming more and more prevalent. Parents could 

start talking more about how influencer’s photos are altered to their sons in order for them to 

be aware like girls seem to be. Priming could be made stronger by having participants in the 

same room as the researcher for example. Then the researcher could give both groups 

pictures of influencers, but only one group of participants has to compare themselves to the 

pictures. Since the gender difference was shown to be significant in this research, it would be 

interesting to study these gender differences further and with stronger priming. 

 The result from this study supports findings from previous studies that have shown 

that social media influencer’s affect people’s self-esteem (Jan et al., 2017). In this study 

priming affected male’s self-esteem but had very little affect on women. Even though most 

previous research show that social media use can cause lower self-esteem, they have not 

tested gender differences or used priming. Body image seemed to influence self-esteem 

among males in this research. The pictures of the social media influencers were of physically 

fit people and that seemed to invoke men’s body-shape concerns which affects self-esteem 
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(Smolak, 2006). The definition of priming includes the fact that people are often not aware 

that they are being primed (Shanks et al., 2013), that might have been the case in this study 

since the effect priming had on men seemed quite significant. 

Previous research has shown that the more time spent on social media results in lower self-

esteem, however there are not many studies on this matter. Hopefully, in the future there will 

be more studies that focus on gender differences and use priming to see the effects social 

media can have on individuals’ self-esteem and body image. 
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Appendix 

Rosenberg self-esteem scale (RSE) 

1. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. 

2. At times I think I am no good at all. 

3. I feel that I have a number of good qualities. 

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

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

6. I certainly feel useless at times. 

7. I feel that I'm a person of worth. 

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

9. All in all, I am inclined to think that I am a failure.  

10. I take a positive attitude toward myself. 


