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Abstract 

Instagram use has grown vastly in recent years, and it is often a part of a daily routine among 

younger people. The study aimed to examine if social comparison on Instagram was 

negatively associated with different measures of body image while controlling for self-

esteem. Those who participated were active Instagram users and a self-selected sample of 

640 women 18 years and older (M = 23.5). In this study, the participant’s body image was 

measured with six subscales, and those were: overall experience, investment in ideals, health 

and fitness evaluation, social dependence, height dissatisfaction, and fatness evaluation. The 

results revealed that self-esteem and age were associated with overall experience and social 

comparison on Instagram was not. The participants were likely to invest in ideals and 

therefore had low self-esteem and were prone to social comparison on Instagram. Age, social 

comparison on Instagram, and self-esteem were associated with health and fitness evaluation. 

Self-esteem and social comparison on Instagram were associated with social dependence. 

Participants were prone to social comparison and had decreased self-esteem due to their 

height dissatisfaction. Fatness evaluation was not associated with social comparison. 

However, the age of the participants was negatively associated with fatness evaluation. Self-

esteem was associated with all the body-image scales.  

Keywords: Instagram, social comparison, body image, and self-esteem 

 

Útdráttur 

Á undaförnum árum hefur Instagram notkun aukist mjög mikið og er það oft partur af 

daglegum vana hjá yngra fólki. Markmið rannsóknarinn var að kanna hvort að félagslegur 

samanburður á Instagram hefði neikvæð áhrif á ólíkar gerðir líkamsímyndar við mat á 

sjálfsáliti. Þátttakendur voru allt virkir notendur á Instagram og úrtakið samastóð af 640 

konum sem voru 18 ára og eldri (M = 23.5). Líkamsímynd þeirra var mæld með sex 

undirskölum: over all experience, investment in ideals, health and fitness evaluation, social 

dependence, height dissatisfaction og fatness evaluation. Niðstöðurnar sýndu að sjálfsálit og 

aldur hafði tengsl við ,,overall experience’’ og félagslegur samanburður hafði enginn tengsl. 

Þátttakakendur voru líklegir til að ,,invest in ideals’’ og höfðu þar með lægra sjálfsálit og 

voru líklegir til að stunda félagslegan samanburð á Instagram. Aldur, félagslegur 

samanburður og sjálfsálit hafði tengsl við ,,health and fitness evaluation’’. Sjálfsálit og 

félagslegur samanburður á Instagram hafði tengls við ,,social dependece’’. Þátttakakendur 

höfðu tilhneigingu til félagslegs samanburðar á Instagram og höfðu lægra sjálfsálti út af 

,,height dissatisfaction‘‘. ,,Fatness evaluation‘‘ hafði enginn tengsl við félagslegan 

samanburð. Hinsvegar hafði aldur þátttakanda neikvæð tengsl við ,,fatness evaluation‘‘. 

Sjálfsálit hafði tengsl við alla líkamsímyndar skalana. 

Lykilorð: Instagram, félagslegur samanburður, líkamsímynd og sjálfsálit. 
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The relationship between social comparison on Instagram and body-image while 

controlling self-esteem 

 

People that use social networks are more prone to promote thin beauty ideals for women 

(Slater, 2019). Instagram is one of the most used social media platforms in western countries, 

especially among younger people (Tiggeman & Barbato, 2018). Instagram is based on 

posting pictures and videos and sharing them with friends or a more comprehensive public 

(Instagram, 2021). On Instagram, people can follow any account they want (Statista, 2018). 

In modern society, social media could be shaping people’s perceptions of beauty and self-

worth if they are prone to social comparison (Perloff, 2014). According to Perloff (2014), 

photo-based activities such as scrolling through Instagram could relate to how individuals 

view their physical appearance. However, research on the relationship between Instagram and 

body image is a relatively new topic, and findings suggest that there might be a negative 

connection between Instagram and body image (Fardouly et al., 2018).  

Body image is how individuals see themselves and indicate their satisfaction with 

their bodies and physical appearance (Mendelson et al., 2001). Some studies suggest that it 

has become normal that women worldwide are dissatisfied with their weight and body types 

(Frederik et al., 2016; Swami et al., 2010). According to Puglia (2017), social media user’s 

feedback concerning their bodies and appearance can influence their body image and self-

esteem, especially younger women. Positive feedback might promote a good body image, for 

instance, receiving a certain amount of ‘‘likes’’ or positive comments on the user’s photo. 

However, not getting enough feedback or rude comments may negatively affect the user’s 

body image and self-esteem. Receiving approval for one’s body shape based on their weight 

or something else physically related can also negatively impact social media users since it 

emphasizes the person’s physical appearance. Misconceptions of body image can highly 

impact a person’s health status, physically, physiologically, and emotionally (Joo et al., 
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2018). Studying different aspects of body image is relatively new, and a few studies have 

shown the importance of doing that (Joo et al., 2018; Lev-Ari et al., 2020). According to Joo 

et al. (2018), health and fitness are crucial in measuring body image. Diets can slow down 

cognitive performances and physical activity behaviors (Joo et al., 2018). Therefore, people 

who have a high physical functionality awareness are more likely to involve themselves in 

physical activities, promoting a positive body image (Joo et al., 2018). However, having a 

negative body image can lead to a person restraining from physical activity (Allender et al., 

2006). Height dissatisfaction is considered common, and that factor has constantly been 

included in measuring body dissatisfaction (Joo et al., 2018). 

 Self-esteem is the positive or a negative attitude that a person has towards themself 

(Rosenberg, 1965). It has been an ongoing theme for researchers to explore the popularity of 

thin-ideal women in the mass media and their effects on female body dissatisfaction, body- 

image, and self-esteem. (Luff & Gray, 2009). It seems that exposure to thin ideals can have a 

negative effect on body satisfaction and lower self-esteem (Bessenoff, 2006). Research 

implies that low self-esteem is associated with body dissatisfaction in young girls (Mitchell et 

al., 2012). The implication that there is a negative relationship between body dissatisfaction 

and low self-esteem could lead to psychological and physiological consequences (Joo et al., 

2018; Huang et al., 2007) 

One study found a relationship between exposure to thin bodies in the media and 

women’s body dissatisfaction (Won Kim et al., 2015). However, previous research has 

shown that exposure to thin-ideal images depends on women’s own body image (Joshi et al., 

2004). In a study where Instagram use, body image concerns, and self-objectification were 

tested, participants declared that they compared themselves to friends and celebrities 

(Fardouly et al., 2018). However, women might be likelier to compare their appearance to 

friends but more prone to self-objectification by viewing images of celebrities on Instagram 
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(Fardouly et al., 2018). Studies have found that exposing women to thin-ideal pictures along 

with the information that the images are unrealistic, altered or edited does not change the 

effects of appearance-related comparisons (Slater et al., 2019; Bury et al., 2016). These 

results suggest that social comparison may be imprinted and automatic in people’s minds, 

making it hard to change someone’s belief in authentic images (Bogace et al., 2018). 

According to the social comparison theory, humans tend to have an innate drive to 

compare themselves to others to assess their abilities and opinions (Festinger, 1954). Upward 

social comparison can arise when people perceive others as superior to them, while 

downward social comparison occurs when someone feels inferior to another person 

(Wheeler, 1966; Wills, 1981). Upward social comparison is often induced by negative 

feelings and might be associated with low self-esteem (Wang et al., 2017). A study sought 

out to see if manipulated Instagram photos harmed women’s body images. It showed that 

women who have a habit of upward social comparisons were particularly vulnerable to these 

images (Kleemans et al., 2016). The findings indicated that if women had a high tendency for 

body comparison, they had lower body satisfaction after the exposure to the manipulated 

photos. Thus, manipulated images had a higher association to lower body satisfaction rather 

than non-manipulated photos. However, the women who had a low tendency for body 

comparisons felt no difference in body satisfaction after being exposed to those photos 

(Kleemans et al., 2016).   

The body positivity movement responds to the thin ideal appearance in the media to 

stop discrimination against fat people and encourage a critical debate regarding societies 

expectations of a perfect body image (Afful et al., 2015). The movement is growing more 

with every year, with the primary goal of encouraging the idea that people come in all sizes, 

shapes, and appearances (Cwynar-Horta, 2016). Over the past few years, there have been 

increasing body positivity accounts on Instagram (Tiggeman & Anderberg, 2020).  In 2019 
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the trend “Instagram vs. reality” caught on with thousands of Instagram users. That trend 

included a side-by-side photo of an individual with one picture that was more idealized and 

altered, and the other picture was more natural or non-altered. A study by Tiggeman and 

Anderberg (2020) aimed to examine if the exposure of the “Instagram vs. reality’’ images 

affected women‘s body dissatisfaction and appreciation. It was predicted that the influence of 

social comparison would reduce body dissatisfaction with the natural or ‘real’ images. The 

results revealed that the “Instagram vs. reality “challenge positively impacted women’s body 

satisfaction. It also lowered the impact of appearance-based social comparison, thus having a 

beneficial effect on body image. 

Current study  

 Findings from the studies mentioned above show that social comparison on Instagram 

is related to body image and self-esteem. Exposure to thin-ideal images and comparison on 

Instagram is negatively related to body image and self-esteem (Won Kim, 2015; Bassenoff, 

2006; Slater et al., 2019; Bury et al., 2016). However, less is known about what aspects of 

body image are affected. This study aims to examine the relationship between social 

comparison on Instagram with six different body-image scales: overall experience, 

investment in ideals, health and fitness evaluation, social dependence, height dissatisfaction, 

and fatness evaluation while controlling for self-esteem. Therefore, the research question 

was: if social comparison on Instagram was negatively associated with different measures of 

body image when controlling for self-esteem. There were six hypotheses for all the body-

image scales.  

Hypothesis 1. The first hypothesis was that social comparison on Instagram was negatively 

associated with overall experience while controlling for self-esteem.  

Hypothesis 2. The second hypothesis was that social comparison on Instagram was 

negatively associated with an investment in ideals while controlling for self-esteem.  
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Hypothesis 3. The third hypothesis was that social comparison on Instagram was negatively 

associated with health and fitness evaluation while controlling for self-esteem.  

Hypothesis 4. The fourth hypothesis was that social comparison on Instagram was negatively 

associated with social dependence while controlling for self-esteem.  

Hypothesis 5. The fifth hypothesis was that social comparison on Instagram was negatively 

associated with height dissatisfaction while controlling for self-esteem. 

Hypothesis 6. The sixth hypothesis was that social comparison on Instagram was negatively 

associated with fatness evaluation while controlling for self-esteem. 

 

Method 

Participants 

The sample was self-selected and consisted of 640 women recruited through an online 

questionnaire advertisement. All participants were women of ages 18 years and older that 

could read and understand Icelandic, volunteering to participate in an online survey. In this 

study, four scales were used. The first scale was social comparison on social media. The 

second was the Rosenberg self-esteem scale, the third was the multidimensional intensity 

scale altered to Instagram, and the last one was the body self-image scale. Participants 

reported how much time they spend on Instagram if they use Instagram regularly and their 

age. Two options were to see if participants used Instagram regularly; (1) yes (2) no. Four 

options were to see how much time they spend on Instagram daily (1) 30 minutes-1 hour (2) 

1 hour-2 hours (3) 2 hours-3 hours (4) 4 or more hours. Age was divided into nine options (1) 

18-21 (2) 22-25 (3) 26-29 (4) 30-33 (5) 34-37 (6) 38-41 (7) 42-45 (8) 46-49 (9) 50+. The 

majority of participants were 22-25 years old (28.1%). 

Figure 1 

Age distribution of participants 
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Measures 

In this study, there was one independent variable, one control variable, and six 

dependent variables. The independent variable was social comparison on Instagram. The 

control variable was self-esteem, and the dependent variables were the six body-image 

variables: Overall experience, investment in ideals, health and fitness evaluation, social 

dependence, height dissatisfaction, and fatness evaluation. 

Social comparison on Instagram. The variable social comparison on Instagram was 

measured with the scales SMSC- of opinion and SMSC- of ability (Yang et al., 2018). The 

SMSC scales were computed into one variable. The questions were translated to Icelandic. 

Participants were asked how much they disagreed or agreed with the following statements: 

“When using Instagram, I compare how my loved ones are doing with how others are doing”, 

“When using Instagram, I compare how I do things with how others do things”, “On 

Instagram, I compare what I have done with others as a way to find out how well I have done 

something”, “On Instagram, I compare how I am doing socially with other people”, “I don’t 

really use social media to compare with others to see how well I’m doing”, “On Instagram, I 

talk with others about mutual opinions and experiences”, “On Instagram, I try to find out 

what others think who face similar problems as I face”, “On Instagram, I try to know what 
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others in a similar situation would do”, “When using Instagram, I try to find out what others 

think about something that I want to learn more about”. Answers were on a five-point scale 

from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The nine statements were computed together and 

transformed into one scale with higher scores indicating that participants were more prone to 

compare themselves to others on Instagram. In contrast, lower scores indicated that 

participants were less inclined to compare themselves to others on Instagram. The scale had a 

high level of internal consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha value of .87. 

Self-esteem. Self-esteem was examined by using the ten-item Rosenberg self-esteem 

scale (Rosenberg, 1965). An Icelandic translation was used for the Rosenberg scale where 

participants were asked how well the following statements apply to them: “I think that I am at 

least as worthy as other people”, “I feel that I have many good qualities”, “Overall, I feel 

unsuccessful”, “I am able to things as well as other people”, “I do not feel like there are many 

things I can be proud of ” , “I have a positive attitude towards myself”, “Overall, I am 

satisfied with myself”, “I wish I could have more respect for myself”, “I certainly feel useless 

at times” and “Sometimes I feel like I am not worth anything”. There were four possible 

answers to the questions: (1 = describes me very well, 2 = describes me rather well, 3 = does 

not describe that well, 4 = does not describe me at all).  After reversing the five negatively 

phrased statements, all ten items were computed together and transformed into one variable 

with possible scale scores from 0 to 30, where scoring 0 represented low self-esteem and 

scoring 30 represented high self-esteem. The scale had a high level of internal consistency 

with a Cronbach’s alpha value of .92. The Rosenberg scale has been established to be reliable 

and validated in other studies (Bagely et al., 1997; Sinclair et al., 2010). 

Body image. Body image was measured with six subscales from the body self-image 

questionnaire (Rowe, 2005). These were: Overall experience (OAE), Investment in Ideals 

(II), Health and fitness evaluation (HFE), Height dissatisfaction (HD), Social dependence 
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(SD), and Fatness evaluation (FE). The questions were translated to Icelandic. Each subscale 

scale contained three items, except Height dissatisfaction because two questions were similar, 

so HD had two items.  Participants were asked how well the following statements described 

them. OAE: “I think my body is unattractive”, “I look good in clothes” and “My body looks 

good”. The first item in OAE was reversed because it was negatively phrased. Scoring high 

on the OAE scale indicated that participants felt good about their overall experience, except 

on the first item. The OAE scale had a high level of internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 

.83). II: “Having a well-proportioned body is important to me”, “Body size matters to me” 

and “I care about how well-shaped my legs are”. Scoring high on the II scale implied that 

participants were likelier to invest in ideals. The II scale had a good level of internal 

consistency (Cronbach’s α = .76) HFE: “My overall fitness level is high”, “My body is 

healthy” and “My body is in shape”. Higher scores indicated increased health and fitness. 

The HFE scale had a high level of internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = .81). SD: “I compare 

my body to people I’m close to (friends, relatives, etc.)”, “Being around good-looking people 

makes me feel sad about my body”, and “, “I’m more aware of my body when I’m in social 

situations”. Higher scores on SD indicated more social dependence. The SD scale had a good 

level of internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.76). HD: “I wish I were a different height” 

and “If I were a different height, I’d like my body better”. Scoring high on the HD scale 

implied that participants were dissatisfied with their height. The HD scale had a high level of 

internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = .89). FE: “I think my body looks fat in clothes”, “My 

body is overweight” and. “I wish I were thinner”. Higher scores indicated increased fatness 

evaluation. The FE scale had a high level of internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = .87). There 

were five possible answers to the statements: (1 = does not describe me at all, 2 = describes 

me a little bit 3 = neither nor, 4 = describes me well, 5 = describes me very well). The body 

self-image questionnaire has been established to be reliable (Joo et al., 2018). 
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Procedure 

Participants were invited to participate in the cross-sectional study with posts on 

social media, Facebook, and Instagram, stating that only women who used Instagram could 

participate. The study started on February 23rd and was open until March 30th. On an 

introduction page, before the questions were presented, it was stated that participants gave 

their informed consent by participating, and anonymity was assured. It was also noted that 

answering the questionnaire took about 5-10 minutes and that participants had every right to 

quit if they felt uncomfortable at any point. At the beginning of the questionnaire, 

participants answered demographic questions: age, gender, and education level. Participants 

were then asked: “do you use Instagram regularly?” And “How much time do you spend on 

Instagram daily, on average?”, which were exclusion criteria as well as gender and education 

level. Next, the questions that followed were about Instagram usage. Participants were asked 

how much they agreed or disagreed with the following statements: for example, “If I could 

only use one type of social media, it would be Instagram”, these statements were also 

exclusion criteria. Then the participants answered the Rosenberg self-esteem scale, the SMSC 

scale, and the body self-image questionnaire. The data was collected through google forms.  

Data Analysis 

Descriptive statistics were conducted to provide information about age, self-esteem, 

social comparison on Instagram, and the six different body image scales. Pearson correlation 

tests were employed to examine the association between all variables. Six different linear 

regression models were conducted to examine the relationship between social comparison on 

Instagram and body image when controlling self-esteem and age. When conducting the 

hieratical linear regression, the control variables age and self-esteem were put into block 1, 

age, self-esteem, and variables measuring different aspects of social comparison on Instagram 
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were put into block 2. The dependent variable in all cases was the different body-image 

measurements. SPSS version 26 was used for all data analysis. 

 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics for all variables are shown in Table 1. The average score for self-esteem 

was relatively high, 21.24 (SD = 6.39), with a minimum score of 0 and a maximum score of 

30. The average score for social comparison on Instagram was 30.94 (SD = 8.94), with a 

minimum score of 0 and the maximum score of 55. The minimum score was 3, and the 

maximum was 15 for the body image subscales: overall experience, investment in ideals, 

health and fitness evaluation, social dependence, and fatness evaluation. The average score 

for overall experience was 10.17 (SD = 3.01). The average score for investment in ideals 

10.12 (SD = 2.85). The score for health and fitness evaluation was on average 10.25 (SD = 

3.01). The average score for social dependence was 9.35 (SD = 3.17). Height dissatisfaction 

had an average score of 3.92 (SD = 2.37), with a minimum score of 2 and a maximum of 10. 

The average score for fatness evaluation was 8.92 (SD = 3.90).  

Table 1 

Number of participants, Mean, Standard deviation, Minimum, and Maximum Score 

Measure N M SD Min        Max 

Self-esteem 

Social comparison 

Overall experience 

Investment in Ideals 

Health and fitness evaluation 

569 

556 

570 

567 

572 

21.24 

30.94 

10.17 

10.12 

10.25 

6.39 

8.94 

3.01 

2.85 

3.01 

0 

11 

3 

3 

3 

30 

55 

15 

15 

15 
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Correlation   

Table 2 shows the Pearson correlation for all variables and the relationship between 

all variables. 

Table 2 

Pearson’s Correlation Coefficients for study variables  

** p < 0.01 (2-tailed) * p < 0.05; N=5 

** p < 0.01 (2-tailed) * p < 0.05; N=5 

Regression 

The Body image scale had six different subscales. Each one was tested to see if they 

associated with the independent variable while controlling for self-esteem and age. Table 3 

presents a hierarchical linear regression, which was carried out to test if social comparison on 

Instagram significantly predicted overall experience while controlling for self-esteem and 

age. Age, self-esteem, and social comparison on Instagram explained 45% of the variance in 

OAE. Age and self-esteem (F (2,541) = 222.64, p < .001), age, self-esteem, and social 

Social Dependence 

Height Dissatisfaction 

Fatness Evaluation 

567 

568 

570 

9.35 

3.92 

8.92 

3.17 

2.37 

3.90 

3 

2 

3 

15 

10 

15 

   

Variable 1 2 3 4    5    6 7     8 

1.Overall experience 1 

       
2.Investment in Ideals -.25** 

       
3.Health and fitness evaluation .52** .08* 

      
4.Social Dependence -.55** .56** -.14** 

     
5.Height Dissatisfaction -.21** .22** -.03 .33** 

    
6.Fatness Evaluation -.69** .34** -.41** .54** .19** 

   
7.Age -0.75 -.10* -.21** -.18** -.08* .10** 

  
8.Self-esteem .65** -.28** .38** -.56** -.29** -.46** -.16** 

 
9. Social comparison -.21** .37** -.01 .52** .26** .20** .57** -.38** 
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comparison on Instagram (F (3,540) = 149.56, p < .001). Age and self-esteem were 

significant to predict OAE (see table 3).  

Table 3 

Hierarchical Linear Regression for Overall Experience 

  Overall experience B  p R2 

Step 1 Age -0.20 -.14 <.001 .45 

 

Self-esteem 0.32 .67 <.001 

 
Step 2 Age -0.20 -.14 <.001 .45 

 

Self-esteem 0.32 .67 <.001 

 
  Comparison on Instagram 0.00 .01 .70 

 
  

Table 4 presents a hierarchical linear regression, which was carried out to test if social 

comparison on Instagram significantly predicted investment in ideals while controlling for 

self-esteem and age. Age and self-esteem explained 8% of the variance in II (F (2,540) = 

25.91, p < .001). Age, self-esteem, and social comparison on Instagram explained 16.5% of 

the variance in II (F (3,539) = 35.53, p < .001). Self-esteem and social comparison on 

Instagram were significant to predict II (see table 4). 

Table 4 

Hierarchical Linear Regression for Investment in Ideals 

  Investment in ideals     B                 p   R2 

Step 1 Age -0.09 -.75 .07 .08 

 

Self-esteem -0.12 -.27 <.001 

 
Step 2 Age -0.00 -.00 .90 .16 

 

Self-esteem -0.07 -.15 <.001 

 
  Comparison on Instagram 0.09 .31 <.001 
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Table 5 presents a hierarchical linear regression, which was carried out to test if social 

comparison on Instagram significantly predicted health and fitness evaluation while 

controlling for self-esteem and age. Age and self-esteem explained 21% of the variance in 

HFE (F (2,543) = 73.14, p < .001). Age, self-esteem social comparison on Instagram 

explained 22% of the variance in HFE (F (3, 542) = 51.35, p < .001). All variables were 

significant to predict HFE (See table 5). 

Table 5 

Hierarchical Linear Regression for Health and Fitness Evaluation 

  

Health and fitness evaluation     B              p R2 

Step 1 

Age -0.34 -.24 <.001 .21 

 

Self-esteem 0.19 .41 <.001 

 

Step 2 

Age -0.31 -.21 <.001 .21 

 

Self-esteem 0.21 .02 <.001 

 

  

Comparison on Instagram 0.03 .01 .01 

 
 

Table 6 presents a hierarchical linear regression, which was carried out to test if social 

comparison on Instagram significantly predicted social dependence while controlling for self-

esteem and age. Age and self-esteem explained the 32% of the variance in SD (F (2,539) = 

128.41, p < .001). Age, self-esteem, and social comparison on Instagram and 42% of the 

variance in SD (F (3,538) = 130.47, p < .001). Self-esteem and social comparison on 

Instagram were significant to predict SD (See table 6). 

Table 6 

Hierarchical Linear Regression for Social Dependence 

  Social dependence B  p R2 
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Step 1 Age -0.17 -.11 .001 .32 

 

Self-esteem -0.27 -.54 <.001 

 
Step 2 Age -0.05 -.03 .29 .42 

 

Self-esteem -0.20 -.40 <.001 

 
  Comparison on Instagram 0.12 .35 <.001 

 
 

Table 7 presents a hierarchical linear regression, which was carried out to test if social 

comparison on Instagram significantly predicted height dissatisfaction while controlling for 

self-esteem and age. Age and self-esteem explained 9% of the variance in HD (F = (2,541) = 

27.64, p < .001). Age, self-esteem, and social comparison on Instagram explained 11% of the 

variance in HD (F (3, 540) = 23.05, p > .001). Self-esteem and social comparison on 

Instagram were significant to predict HD (See table 7). 

Table 7 

Hierarchical Linear Regression for Height Dissatisfaction 

  Height dissatisfaction B  p R2 

Step 1 Age -0.06 -.05 .16 .09 

 

Self-esteem -0.10 -.29 <.001 

 
Step 2 Age -0.02 -.02 .60 .11 

 

Self-esteem -0.08 -.23 <.001 

 
  Comparison on Instagram 0.04 .16 <.001 

 
 

Table 8 presents a hierarchical linear regression, which was carried out to test if social 

comparison on Instagram significantly predicted fatness evaluation while controlling for self-

esteem and age. Age and self-esteem explained 23% of the variance in FE (F (2,542) = 84.18, 

p < .001). Age, self-esteem, and social comparison on Instagram explained 24% of the 



 

 

18 

variance (F (3,541) = 57.52, p < .001) in FE. Self-esteem and age were significant to predict 

FE (See table 8). 

Table 8 

Hierarchical Linear Regression for Fatness Evaluation 

  Fatness evaluation B  p R2 

Step 1 Age 0.29 .16 <.001 .23 

 

Self-esteem -0.29 .47 <.001 

 
Step 2 Age 0.32 .17 <.001 .24 

 

Self-esteem -0.27 -.44 <.001 

 
  Comparison on Instagram 0.03 .01 .06 

 
 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to see whether social comparison on Instagram was 

negatively associated with women’s different types of body image that were: Overall 

experience, Investment in ideals, Health and fitness evaluation, Social dependence, Height 

dissatisfaction, and Fatness evaluation while controlling for self-esteem. The results show 

that social comparison did have a negative effect on body image in some cases, depending on 

what type of body image that was. Social comparison did not have any impact on overall 

experience and fatness evaluation. However, social comparison increased investment in 

ideals, health and fitness evaluation, social dependence, and height dissatisfaction. As 

previous research has shown, exposure to thin-ideal bodies can lower women’s body 

satisfaction, but it depends on the individual’s own perspective on her body image (Won 

Kim, 2015; Joshi et al., 2004).  

Self-esteem had a significant effect on overall experience, health and fitness value, 

and fatness evaluation. Self-esteem had a significant effect on all the body-image subscales. 
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This supports the claims of previous studies that people with low self-esteem are usually 

dissatisfied with their bodies and that self-esteem and body image are connected (Mitchell et 

al., 2012; Joo et al., 2018).  

 Studying different aspects of body image is essential to examine the adverse effects 

that they might have on individuals (Joo et al., 2018). The first hypothesis, that social 

comparison on Instagram was negatively associated with overall experience while controlling 

for self-esteem, was not supported. Social comparison on Instagram did not significantly 

affect overall experience in the regression analysis after controlling for low self-esteem and 

age. The second hypothesis, that social comparison on Instagram was negatively associated 

with investment in ideals while controlling for self-esteem, was supported. This indicates that 

women who had low self-esteem were likelier to invest in ideals. The third hypothesis, that 

social comparison on Instagram was negatively associated with health and fitness evaluation 

while controlling for self-esteem, was supported. In addition, the analysis revealed that older 

women had less health and fitness evaluation as well as lower self-esteem. That supports a 

previous study that a negative body image can prevent individuals from engaging in physical 

activities (Allender et al., 2006). The fourth hypothesis, that social comparison on Instagram 

was negatively associated with social dependence while controlling for self-esteem, was 

supported. Social comparison on Instagram and self-esteem had a significant effect on social 

dependence. The fifth hypothesis that social comparison on Instagram was negatively 

associated with height dissatisfaction while controlling for self-esteem was supported. The 

analysis revealed that self-esteem and social comparison on Instagram had a significant effect 

on height dissatisfaction. That supports the claim of previous research that people are often 

dissatisfied with their height (Joo et al., 2018).  The sixth hypothesis that social comparison 

on Instagram was negatively associated with fatness evaluation was not supported while 

controlling for self-esteem. Social comparison on Instagram did not have a significant effect 
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on fatness evaluation in the regression analysis. However, fatness evaluation increased more 

for women with lower self-esteem and the older the women were. 

The current study was not without limitations. The study had a self-select sample 

which could have impacted the results. The body-image subscales only included three items, 

and there were no general measures of body image. The study was only cross-sectional and 

unable to determine a causal relationship is long-term. However, the study had strengths. It 

was able to fill in a research gap for examining the role of Instagram with social comparison 

and how it relates to different measures of body image and self-esteem among Icelandic 

women. It displayed various age differences on Instagram and emphasized that body image 

and self-esteem can affect women of all ages (See figure 1). 

 For future research, it would be interesting to investigate the long-term relationship of 

social comparison Instagram with self-esteem and body image in mind. It is also crucial to 

further examine the possible negative effects of social media on body image since it is 

becoming more prominent. As stated earlier, the topic of different aspects of body image is 

new. Therefore, it could further examine the different types of body image further and how it 

affects younger women on Instagram.
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