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Abstract

One of the important developmental tasks in adolescence and emerging adulthood is the questioning of identity issues, with body
image being a prominent concern. In the age of modern technology, many processes of social comparison take place on social media,
which serve as an ideal platform for comparison with others. The aim of this study was to examine the effects of identity dimensions,
social media use, and social media social comparison, on different domains of body image satisfaction (i.e., appearance, weight, and
attribution). An online survey was conducted with 354 young people in Croatia (Mean age = 18.49, SD = 1.44; Women/girls = 78.9%).
The results revealed that each of the body image domains had a different pattern of association with identity dimensions and social
media social comparison. The contribution of identity dimensions was more important for evaluation attributed to others about one’s
body appearance, whereas social media use and social comparison were more crucial for thoughts and feelings about appearance and
weight satisfaction. Higher identity commitment and exploration were related to more positive thoughts about how others evaluate
one’s appearance, regardless of social comparison. On the other hand, social media use and social media social comparison were
associated with lower satisfaction with appearance and weight.
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Identity Development and Body Image During Adolescence

Identity formation is considered one of the key developmental tasks during adolescence, whereby individuals are
required to question who they are, what role they play, and what they want to become (Crocetti, 2017; Erikson, 1968).
Given the multitude of stresses and conflicts that modern society brings, difficulties in identity development seem to be
a common problem among today’s youth (Yang et al., 2018). Compared to previous generations, individuals today face
an increasing number of choices about what to value in life and how to live, in part because society has become much
more complex, diverse, and interconnected (Berman et al., 2004). Therefore, the questioning of identity has extended
beyond adolescence (ages 13-18) and into emerging adulthood (ages 18—29) (Arnett, 2007).

In explaining the process of identity development, several theoretical models (e.g., Balistreri et al, 1995; Crocetti,
2017) have extended the work of Erikson (1968) and Marcia (1966). Marcia (1966) proposed identity statuses based
on two dimensions: exploration (i.e., actively questioning and weighing various alternatives before making a final
decision) and commitment, (i.e., making identity decisions and engaging in activities to implement them). These identity
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dimensions are important for psychosocial functioning and adjustment. As commitment provides a sense of security
and stability, it is linked to psychosocial resources and healthy adjustment such as extraversion, emotional stability,
self-esteem, and well-being (e.g., Crocetti, 2017; Kara$ et al., 2015). On the other hand, exploration has both beneficial
and detrimental effects. It is associated with adaptive personality traits such as agreeableness, conscientiousness,
openness to experience (Luyckx et al., 2012), active social cognitive strategies for evaluating self-relevant information
(Crocetti et al., 2009) and well-being (Kara$ et al., 2015). It is also associated with symptoms of depression and anxiety
(Crocetti, 2017). This double-edged nature of exploration may be the result of coping strategies, with proactive strategies
helping to build psychological resources, while avoidant coping (worrying and rumination) leads to negative outcomes
(Luyckx et al., 2012).

Body image is an integral part of identity (Dittmar, 2009), and one of the most important developmental tasks
during adolescence is to integrate the changing body into the person’s overall sense of self (Erikson, 1968). The identity
confusion that accompanies puberty may be related to identity exploration, of which the ultimate developmental goal is
the integration of personal identity (Schwartz et al., 2009). Body image is a multidimensional construct that encompasses
evaluative self-perceptions, beliefs, thoughts, feelings, attitudes, and behaviors of individuals regarding their bodies
(Cash & Pruzinsky, 2002). According to Mendelson et al. (2001), feelings about appearance can be distinguished from
specific feelings about weight and attributional esteem. The appearance aspect of body esteem encompasses one’s
general feelings about one’s appearance, whereas weight esteem specifically realtes to satisfaction with one’s weight.
At the same time, attribution esteem refers to the evaluations that others make about one’s appearance and body. This
distinction has also been confirmed by findings that appearance esteem, weight esteem, and attribution esteem are
differently connected to different aspects of identity development (Wangqvist & Frisén, 2013).

Adolescents attach more importance to their appearance than adults and report higher levels of dissatisfaction,
suggesting that appearance is a very important aspect of adolescent identity (Dittmar et al., 2000). Dissatisfaction with
one’s body is associated with several consequences, including physical and mental health and low self-esteem (Davison
& McCabe, 2006; Dittmar, 2009; Holland & Tiggemann, 2016). Girls and women are less satisfied with their bodies
than men and worry more than men (Frederick et al., 2006; Holland & Tiggemann, 2016), which can be attributed to
incorporated unattainable stereotypes about ideal appearance and weight (Mendelson et al., 2001). Pubertal changes in
girls are accompanied by weight gain and accumulation of fat tissue, which distances them from the female body ideal.
On the other hand, the maturation of a young man is in accordance with the male ideal based on muscularity (Davison
& McCabe, 2006).

There are few studies analyzing the relationship between body image and identity (Daniels & Gillen, 2015; Nelson
et al,, 2018; Wingqvist & Frisén, 2013). Negative body image is usually associated with identity confusion during
adolescence and emerging adulthood (Claes et al., 2014). The results confirmed the association between negative body
image and greater identity distress and the positive association between greater identity commitment and more positive
body esteem (Kamps & Berman, 2011; Wangqvist & Frisén, 2013). In addition, the findings suggest a possible gendered
relationship between body image and identity. Using a sample of Swedish late adolescents, Wiangqvist and Frisén (2013)
found that young women explored identity and internalized societal body ideals more than young men, and that they
had lower body esteem, while for young girls, both identity commitment and exploration were related to more positive
perceptions of others’ evaluation of their appearance, for young men, stronger interpersonal identity commitment was
related to more positive self-appraisals of their appearance.

Social Media, Social Comparison, and Body Image

Because adolescents are in a sensitive phase in which they experience many drastic changes and become increasingly
aware of their own physical appearance (Davison & McCabe, 2006), they are particularly sensitive to the influence of the
media, which is a powerful source of sociocultural beauty ideals (Holland & Tiggemann, 2016).

For young people and emerging adults living in developed societies, digital technology and online communication
have become an integral part of life in general. About 94% of 15-16 year-old students from 35 European countries
reported using social media at least once per week (ESPAD, 2019). The most commonly reported time spent on social
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media on a typical school day averaged 2-3 hours per day, and on a typical non-school day, the average was six or more
hours.

Adolescents tend to have accounts on a variety of social networks. The most commonly used social networks include
WhatsApp, Instagram, Facebook and WeChat (DataReportal, 2022). Modern technologies have shifted many social
relationships from private forms of interaction to public spaces, and self-presentation and self-dislosure are increasingly
taking place online (Nesi et al., 2018). The internet and social media provide adolescents with new opportunities and
challenges to experiment with their own identities and explore how they fit into the world around them (Noon, 2018;
Spies Shapiro & Margolin, 2014; Yang et al., 2018). Peer response to online identities can play an important role in
validating and strengthening self-esteem (e.g., Bergagna & Tartaglia, 2018; Meeus et al., 2019) and creating a sense of
belonging and affiliation (Tobin et al., 2015).

Adolescents very often share a variety of information and photos on social media platforms, and this, combined with
the power of social media for rapid and widespread communication, can have a significant impact on adolescents’ pri-
vate and interpersonal worlds (Spies Shapiro & Margolin, 2014). Social media provide their users with the opportunity,
and sometimes the need, to self-disclose (Spies Shapiro & Margolin, 2014). Accordingly, they provide numerous opportu-
nities for social comparison (Cramer et al.,, 2016) by viewing other people's posts, photos, and personal information.

Social comparison (Festinger, 1954) is the process by which an individual evaluates their thoughts, feelings, behavior,
and abilities in relation to others. It is one of many processes by which individuals gather information about their own
level of physical attractiveness. A meta-analytic review (Myers & Crowther, 2009) showed that social comparison is
associated with higher levels of body dissatisfaction. Specifically, unfavorable comparison leads to body dissatisfaction
(Tantleff-Dunn & Gokee, 2002) and negative psycho-emotional outcomes such as depression and lower self-esteem
(Noon, 2020). A systematic review of the effects of social media use on body image (Holland & Tiggemann, 2016)
showed that the total time spent on social media was related to indices of body image (e.g., increased body surveillance,
greater endorsement of the slimness ideal, more frequent comparison of appearance, decreased weight satisfaction,
greater body dissatisfaction). Furthermore, Holland and Tiggemann (2016) detected appearance-based social comparison
as one of the important underlying processes in the relationship between social media use and body image. Why
do comparisons on social media tend to have negative effects? Sociocultural theory (Thompson et al., 1999) suggests
that adolescents internalize the portrayal of unrealistic beauty ideals presented in media and engage in upward social
comparison. Objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) additionally highlights the vulnerability of women, as
the female body in Western societies is viewed as an object that is primarily considered and valued based on appearance.
Because this attitude is pervasive and persistent, women and girls tend to internalize it.

Aim of the Study

Research suggests that social media are a common platform on which social comparisons occur (e.g., Spies Shapiro &
Margolin, 2014), and that social comparisons are important for identity issues (e.g., Yang et al., 2018) and body image
satisfaction (e.g., Jung et al., 2022; Krayer et al., 2008; Myers & Crowther, 2009; Tiggemann & Anderberg, 2020). Further-
more, distinct domains of body image (Mendelson et al., 2001) are differently connected with different aspects of identity
development (Wéngqvist & Frisén, 2013). Because culture can affect numerous factors that contribute to body image,
further studies are needed to determine patterns of associations across national contexts (e.g., Kara$ et al.,, 2015; Noon
et al., 2021). In this study we focused on youth in Croatia, a country geographically part of Europe but characterised by
transitional economies, patriarchal traditions, with gradual shift toward more individualistic values (Stojcic et al., 2020).
Regarding body image, Croatian adolescent girls follow the imposed ideals of beauty widely represented by the Western
media, which is also reflected in the growing desire for thinness (Rukavina & Pokrajac-Bulian, 2006; Stojcic et al., 2020).
As for social media, Croatian youth use it as much as their peers aged 15-16 in other European countries (ESPAD, 2019),
and this percentage is even higher in the sample consisting of 16—-24 year olds (EU - 97%, Croatia - 100%; Eurostat, 2022).

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine the effects of identity dimensions, social media use, and social
media comparison, on different domains of body image satisfaction (appearance esteem, weight esteem, and attribution
esteem) among Croatian late-adolescents and emerging adults, accounting for age and gender differences.
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First, we examined gender differences in social media use, social comparison, identity dimensions, and body image
satisfaction. Consistent with previous literature (Bergagna & Tartaglia, 2018; Crocetti et al., 2012; Frederick et al.,
2006; Holland & Tiggemann, 2016; Klimstra et al., 2010; Mendelson et al., 2001; Nesi & Prinstein, 2015; Wangqvist &
Frisén, 2013), we expected to find gender differences in social media use, social comparison on social media, identity
dimensions, and body image satisfaction (appearance esteem and weight esteem). Regarding attribution, we did not
expect gender differences, as suggested in previous studies (Frisén et al., 2015; Nelson et al., 2018).

Second, we aimed to investigate whether identity dimensions, social media use, and social comparison, similarly
predict different domains of body image satisfaction. Consistent with available evidence (Crocetti, 2017; Kamps &
Berman, 2011; Nelson et al., 2018; Wangqvist & Frisén, 2013), we expected the identity dimension of commitment to
be positively associated with body image satisfaction domains, whereas the identity dimension of exploration would be
negatively associated with these domains. In line with previous work (Holland & Tiggemann, 2016; Myers & Crowther,
2009; Tantleff-Dunn & Gokee, 2002), social media use and social comparison on social media were expected to be
negatively associated with domains of body image satisfaction.

Method

Participants and Procedure

The study was conducted with 354 Croatian adolescents and emerging adults aged 16 to 26 years (M,z. = 18.49, SD =
1.44; Women/girls = 78.9%). The only inclusion requirement was for the participants to be third- and fourth-grade high
school students or first-year university students.

Approval for study was obtained from the Faculty Ethics Committee. Given the unfavorable epidemiological situa-
tion caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, the research was conducted online. Prior to the survey, an invitation letter was
sent to school principals. After the school principals gave consent in loco parentis, school psychologists received a link
for the survey, which they forwarded to the students. For university students, the link was sent via internet groups and
emails. Before completing the questionnaires, the participants gave their consent to participate in the study. They were
informed that participation in the study was voluntary, that they had the right to opt out at any time, and that the
researchers were required to keep the data confidential. It took an average of 10 minutes to complete the questionnaires.
Data collection lasted from March to May 2021.

Measures

The Demographic Data Questionnaire

The demographic data questionnaire included information on age (16-26 years), gender (0 = Women/girls, 1 = Men/
boys), and whether the students attend high school or college (1 = high school, 2 = college).

The Social Media Use Questionnaire

Participants were asked if they use social media (Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat) either for posting or searching (Yes,
No). If they gave an affirmative response, they were also asked to indicate how much time they spend on social media
each day by choosing a response option from 1 to 6 (1 = less than 1 hour per day, 2 = 1 hour per day, 3 = 2 hours per day,
4 = 3-4 hours per day, 5 = 5-6 hours per day, 6 = 7 or more hours per day). These questions are formulated according to
the measure of Use of Social Networking Sites (Sampasa-Kanyinga & Lewis, 2015). Participants who indicated that they
did not use social media (N = 3) were excluded from further analysis.

The Social Comparison Scale

To measure social comparison, the Social Comparison and Feedback-Seeking Scale (MEIS-SCFS), which is part of the
Motivations for Electronic Interaction Scale (MEIS; Nesi & Prinstein, 2015), was used. The scale included 10 items (e.g.,
I use electronic interaction to compare the way I look with other people’s looks). Response options ranged from 1 (does not
apply to me at all) to 5 (fully applies to me). To distinguish between social comparison and feedback-seeking, a principal
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component analysis (PCA) with Oblimin rotation was conducted. The Cattell scree test and the Kaisser-Guttman
criterion suggested two-factor solution (Factor 1-feedback-seeking, Factor 2—social comparison) that explained 72.46%
of the variance. For our study, we applied only the Social Comparison subscale (with four items). The item score was
summed to obtain the total score, with a higher number indicating a higher level of social comparison on social media.
In the present sample, internal reliability was high (o = .88).

The Ego Identity Process Questionnaire

The Ego Identity Process Questionnaire (EIPQ; Balistreri et.al., 1995) is a 32-item questionnaire that assess identity
exploration and identity commitment in the ideological (Occupation, Religion, Politics, Values) and personal (Family,
Friendship, Dating, and Gender Roles) domains. Two statements on the commitment dimension (e.g., I have definitely
decided on the occupation I want to pursue) and two statements on the exploration dimension (e.g., I have questioned what
kind of date is right for me) represent each domain. Respondents indicate their level of agreement with each statement
on a 6-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Scoring is reversed for negatively stated items.
Item scores are summed for the total score on each dimension, with higher scores indicating higher commitment and
exploration. Similar to the results of Zimmermann et al. (2010), we obtained problematic model fits for the two-factor
EIPQ (x%(463) = 1964.538, p < .001, CFI = 0.411, TLI = 0.369, RMSEA = 0.095, SRMR = 0.121), so we conducted a principal
component analysis limiting Oblimin rotation to two factors. In this PCA, 12 of 16 commitment items loaded on Factor
1 (with factor loadings ranging from .36 to .63), and 10 of 16 exploration items loaded on Factor 2 (with factor loadings
ranging from .33 to .69). Of the remaining 10 items (1, 2, 4, 6, 11, 13, 15, 23, 26, 30), seven items did not load on the
expected factors and three showed either loading on both factors or very weak loading. These items were omitted from
further analysis. The alpha coefficients for the shortened scales were .73 for commitment and .75 for exploration.

Body-Esteem Scale for Adolescents and Adults

The Body-Esteem Scale for Adolescents and Adults (BESAA; Mendelson et al., 2001) was used to examine body image
satisfaction. The questionnaire consists of 23 items and 3 subscales. BE-Appearance (10 items) refers to general thoughts
and feelings about appearance (e.g., My appearance upsets me). BE-Weight (8 items) examines how satisfied a person is
with their weight (e.g., My weight makes me unhappy). BE-Attribution (5 items) refers to the person's beliefs about how
the environment evaluates their body and appearance (e.g., Other people consider me handsome). Respondents indicate
their level of agreement on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (never) to 4 (always). Negative items are scored
inversely. The scales can be used together or separately and have been shown to be valid and reliable with participants
over age 12. Higher total scores indicate more positive BE for a particular dimension. We tested the three-factor model
proposed by authors of the original BESAA. In the Croatian sample the model had a poor fit: ¥%(206) = 1757.581,
p < .001, CFI = 0.719, TLI = 0.685, RMSEA = 0.145, SRMR = 0.120). Therefore, the factor structure of the scale was
examined by principal component analysis with Oblimin rotation. The Kaiser-Guttman criterion and the Catell scree test
suggested the extraction of three factors which explained a total of 64.13% of the variance. In the present sample, 6 of 10
appearance items loaded on Factor 1 (with factor loadings ranging from .64 to .81), 6 of 8 weight items loaded on Factor
2 (with factor loadings ranging from .62 to .92), and all 5 attribution items loaded on Factor 3 (with factor loadings
ranging from .52 t0.78). In addition, four appearance items (1, 6, 15, 23) and two weight items (3, 22) showed loading on
more than one factor. These items were omitted from further analysis. Internal reliability for the 3 final subscales was
satisfactory (BE-Attribution a = .73; BE-Appearance o = .87; BE-Weight o = .90).

Results

The descriptives for all variables used in the study and their correlations are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations of the Study Variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

(1) Gender" -

(2) Age -.08 -

(3) Social media use -21 =17 -

(4) Social comparison -.08 -.06 297 -

(5) BESAA-appearance .07 .02 -.25" 52" -

(6) BESAA-weight 18 -.04 -15% -30" 625 -

(7) BESAA-atribution .00 .12* -.06 .08 210 257 -

(8) Commitment -.02 .04 -.09 -16" 17 .09 .09 -

(9) Exploration -15% .04 .09 17 -15% -.10 25" -.03 -
M - 18.49 3.76 2.28 2.50 2.52 2.01 3.79 3.84
SD - 1.44 1.06 1.10 0.99 1.14 0.83 0.73 0.83
Skewness - 1.03 -0.36 0.74 -0.48 -0.52 0.10 0.25 -0.14
Kurtosis - 3.84 0.25 -0.36 -0.51 -0.78 -0.24 -0.28 -0.40

* 0 = women/girls, 1 = men/boys.
*p<.05."p< .01 "p<.001.

Experiences With Social Media

Data on daily social media use among the surveyed adolescents and young adults showed that 99.2% of respondents
used social media on a daily basis for posting or searching. The most commonly reported (40.4%) length of time spent on
social media per day within the sample was 3—-4 hours.

Gender Differences in Observed Variables

To test for gender differences in social media use, social media comparison, identity dimensions, and body image
satisfaction, a series of independent samples t-test were conducted.

Results showed that women/girls (M = 3.87) used social media more frequently than men/boys (M = 3.32), #(348) =
3.54, p = .001, Cohen’s d = 0.53. Women (M = 38.99) participated more in identity exploration than men (M = 35.90),
#(351) = 2.84, p = .005, Cohen’s d = 0.38. In addition, women (M = 14.51) are less satisfied with their weight than men
(M = 17.55), #(351) = 4.18, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.45. There were no significant gender differences regarding social
comparison, ¥351) = 1.48, p = .14, identity commitment, #351) = .39, p = .70, BE-appearance, #351) = 1.39, p = .17, and
BE-attribution, #351) = .04, p = .97.

Predictors of Body Image Satisfaction

To determine whether identity dimensions, social media use, and social comparison predict different domains of body
image satisfaction after controlling for age and gender, hierarchical regression analyses were conducted. We subjected
each BE subscale to a separate hierarchical multiple regression analysis. Gender and age were entered in Step 1, identity
dimensions in Step 2, social media use in Step 3 and social comparison in Step 4 (Table 2).

The results showed that identity dimensions, social media use, and social comparison explained a significant
proportion of the variance in body image satisfaction. The observed set of predictor variables accounted for 28% of the
variance in BE-appearance, 12% of the variance in BE-weight and 10% of the variance in BE-attribution. In the final
step of the hierarchical regression analyses, age did not account for variance in any of the BE measures. Gender was
a significant predictor only for BE-weight (B = .15, p = .006). Identity commitment (§ = .10, p = .049) and exploration
(B = .25, p < .001) significantly predicted only BE-attribution. Identity commitment and exploration were significant
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Table 2

Standardized Coefficients of Predictors of Body Image Satisfaction: BE-Appearance, BE-Weight, and BE-Attribution

Predictors BE-appearance BE-weight BE-attribution
Step 1
Age 04 -.02 a1
Gender" .08 18** .01
R 01 03** 01
Step 2
Age 04 -.03 10
Gender" .07 18** .05
Commitment A7 .09 .10
Exploration -13* -.06 26"
R 05%* 05+ 09+
AR 04+ 01 07
Step 3
Age -01 -05 09
Gender" 02 15 04
Commitment 5% .08 .09
Exploration -11* -.05 277
SM use =227 -.12* -.06
g 107+ 06* 09+
AR 05%* 01* .00
Step 4
Age -.02 -.05 09
Gender" 01 5% .04
Commitment .09 .05 .10*
Exploration -.05 -.02 25"
SM use -.10* -.05 -.08
Soc. comp -46™* -.26™ .09
RZ 28*** 12*** .10**1:
AR 19%+ 06"+ 01

Note. SM use = social media use, Soc. comp. = social comparison.
20 = women/girls, 1 = men/boys.
*p<.05. " p<.01. "p<.001.

predictors of BE-appearance in the previous steps, but they lost their significance when social comparison was entered.
Social media use was a significant predictor only for BE-appearance (f = -.10, p = .039). After controlling for age, gender,
and identity dimensions, social comparison negatively predicted BE-appearance (B = -.46, p < .001) and BE-weight (§ =
-.26, p < .001).

Discussion

The present study aimed at investigating gender differences in social media use, social comparison, identity dimensions,
and body image satisfaction. Moreover, we aimed to investigate whether identity dimensions, social media use, and
social comparison, similarly predict different domains of body image satisfaction.

We found that women use social media more than men. Previous research has already found gender differences
in technology use—women spend more time each day engaged in in-person communication, voice communication,
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non-voice phone use, Facebook and Instagram (e.g., Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). Consistent with previous research, we
expected women/girls to show higher levels of social comparison on social media than men/boys (e.g., Nesi & Prinstein,
2015). However, we did not find gender differences in social comparison on social media. It is possible that the specific
context of the pandemic led to greater social media orientation among young people, regardless of gender.

Similar to the results of previous research (Klimstra et al., 2010), we found that women explore their identity more
than men, but the level of commitment is similar. It seems plausible that girls’ earlier physical maturation is also
reflected in their earlier psychological maturation (Crocetti et al., 2012).

Contrary to our expectations, gender differences in body image satisfaction were found only for BE-weight and
not for BE-appearance: women are less satisfied with their weight than men. This gender difference is consistent with
previous findings (e.g., Holland & Tiggemann, 2016; Mendelson et al.,, 2001). Body image concerns and problematic
weight control behaviors are common among adolescents and these concerns are gendered in nature, with beauty ideals
differing between men and women. Thinness has been a key component of female beauty (Daniels & Gillen, 2015),
whereas for men, a key component is muscularity. That may be a reason for the lack of gender difference in appearance
esteem. Specifically, it seems possible that appearance is becoming increasingly important to men today as well, with
a focus on a different issue—the desire to develop muscularity (Daniels & Gillen, 2015). Also, the results of previous
studies have not confirmed the existence of gender differences in attribution (Frisén et al., 2015; Nelson et al, 2018).

Our results showed that identity dimensions, social media use, and social comparison were important determinants
of body image satisfaction, but contrary to our expectations differently contributed to each domain of body esteem.

The identity dimensions were found to be significant for two domains of body satisfaction—appearance and attribu-
tion, but not for weight. It seems that BE-weight is a specific component of body esteem and is more related to objective
parameters: Mendelson et al. (2001) found that BE-weight was the only subscale that was uniquely related to weight,
with overweight individuals tending to be dissatisfied with their weight. As such, it may be less sensitive to identity
processes. Consistent with available evidence (Crocetti, 2017; Kamps & Berman, 2011; Nelson et al., 2018), we found
a positive association between commitment and BE-appearance. The more committed a person is to decisions related
to their own identity, the more satisfied they are with their appearance. Our hypothesis about the role of exploration
was only partially confirmed: exploration was negatively associated with BE-appearance but positively associated with
BE-attribution. Adolescents who explore more developmental alternatives in several important identity-determining
domains are less satisfied with their appearance but attribute more positive opinions about their bodies and appearance
to others. This finding illustrates the double-edged nature of exploration (Luyckx et al., 2012). The positive association
with attribution could be the result of exploration as a proactive strategy aimed towards building psychological
resources, while the negative association with appearance could be related to worrying and rumination (Luyckx et al.,
2012).

In accordance with previous work (Holland & Tiggemann, 2016; Myers & Crowther, 2009; Tantleff-Dunn & Gokee,
2002), we expected social media use and social comparison on social media to be negatively associated with different do-
mains of body image satisfaction. Our hypothesis was only partially confirmed—social media use and social comparison
are only relevant for appearance and weight satisfaction.

In terms of social media use, adolescents and emerging adults who used social media more often were less satisfied
with their appearance and weight. Interestingly, in combination with social comparison, we found that social media
use remained a significant predictor for BE-appearance, but not for BE-weight. Appearance seems to be the most
sensitive of all the domains of body image satisfaction when using social media. Conversely, social media use and social
comparison are unrelated to attribution.

Social media is known to be heavily focused on appearance, with content and messaging promoting idealized beauty
standards (Jung et al., 2022). A substantial number of studies have found that greater use of social media is associated
with greater body image concerns among young adults (Grabe et al., 2008), while Kim and Chock (2015) found that
targeting peers’ profiles for comparison and commenting on them was related to greater body image concerns.

One of the presumed processes underlying the association between social media use and body disatisfaction is
appearance-based social comparison (Holland & Tiggemann, 2016). Studies show that users compare their appearance
to the idealized images they see on social media (Grabe et al., 2008). Whereas traditional media display images of
celebrities and models, social media targets for social comparison of young people are largely their peers (Tiggemann
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& Anderberg, 2020). Social media users (e.g., Instagram users) tend to share only their best photos, carefully selected
and edited (Tiggemann & Anderberg, 2020), promoting a culture of idealization. Such artificial standards for appearance
represent unattainable goals for most adolescents. This process of social comparison contributes to body dissatisfaction
directly or indirectly as a mediator between social media use and body image outcomes (Jung et al., 2022; Kim &
Chock, 2015; Myers & Crowther, 2009). Our results support this finding: those who made more social comparisons on
social media, had lower appearance and weight satisfaction. Although we may conclude that most of the impact of
social media use occurs through increased use of social comparison (which in this study refers to the use of electronic
interaction with the goal of comparison), part of this relationship remains unexplained. It is possible that comparison
processes are activated even if we have no such intention.

Implications

In this study, we analyzed the still insufficiently explored relationship between identity processes (e.g., exploration,
commitment) and three domains of body image satisfaction, including important factors such as social media use and
social media social comparison, controlling for gender and age. The study was conducted with late adolescents and
emerging adults in Croatia, where this phenomenon has not yet been sufficiently researched.

In addition to the theoretical implications in relation to differentiation between body esteem domains, this study has
some practical implications. For young people building their identity, social media is an important source of information
that cannot be ignored. Social media offers a number of opportunities, including the possibility of social comparison,
often with unattainable body ideals, which can lead to problems with body image satisfaction and identity development.
If not addressed appropriately, these problems can lead to eating disorders, low self-esteem, self-confidence, etc.

Therefore, more social media literacy programs are needed to encourage critique of online content—young people
should be made aware that social media users usually upload their selected and edited photos, which are likely to be
far from reality. It is important to promote healthy behaviors on social media that show the real everyday life of young
people, rather than unattainable ideals of beauty and lifestyle.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

The results should be interpreted with caution, keeping in mind some limitations. The relations identified in this study
are correlational and it is not known, for example, whether identity dimensions cause body image satisfaction or vice
versa. The sample could be more gender balanced. Only self-report measures were used, and there are some concerns
which are inherent to conducting online surveys. Data for this study were collected during the COVID 19 pandemic,
when most social activity occured via social media, which could affect the generalizability of the results. It is also
important to consider that the adapted versions of the EIPQ and BESAA scales were used.

Future studies could analyze other variables as possible predictors of body image satisfaction (e.g., type of social
media, specific reasons for social media use, active or passive type of social media use, type of social comparison, social
comparison target) and use longitudinal data to examine causal relationships in more detail. A cross-cultural research
into this phenomenon is needed to gain insight into possible cultural characteristics. In addition, further validation of
the questionnaire measuring identity development and body satisfaction in Croatian samples is recommended.

Conclusion

Our results suggest that each of the body image domains has a different pattern of association with identity dimensions
and social media social comparison, suggesting that distinguishing between different body image domains is justified.
The contribution of identity dimensions was more important for evaluation attributed to others about one’s body
appearance, whereas social media use and social comparison were more crucial for thoughts and feelings about
appearance and weight satisfaction. Social media use and social media social comparison were associated with lower
satisfaction with appearance and weight.

Europe's Journal of Psychology
2023, Vol. 19(2), 220-231

GOLD
https://doi.org/10.5964/ejop.9885 B PsychOpen


https://www.psychopen.eu/

Martinac Dor¢i¢, Smojver-Azi¢, Bozi¢, & Malko¢ 229

Funding: This work has been fully supported by the University of Rijeka under the Project Number uniri-drustv-18-147.

Acknowledgments: The authors have no additional (i.e., non-financial) support to report.

Competing Interests: The authors have declared that no competing interests exist.

References

Arnett, J. J. (2007). Emerging adulthood: What is it, and what is it good for? Child Development Perspectives, 1(2), 68-73.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1750-8606.2007.00016.x

Balistreri, E., Busch-Rossnagel, N. A., & Geisinger, K. F. (1995). Development and preliminary validation of the Ego Identity Process
Questionnaire. Journal of Adolescence, 18(2), 179-192. https://doi.org/10.1006/jad0.1995.1012

Bergagna, E., & Tartaglia, S. (2018). Self-esteem, social comparison, and Facebook use. Europe's Journal of Psychology, 14(4), 831-845.
https://doi.org/10.5964/ejop.v14i4.1592

Berman, S. L., Montgomery, M. J., & Kurtines, W. M. (2004). The development and validation of a measure of identity distress. Identity:
An International Journal of Theory and Research, 4(1), 1-8. https://doi.org/10.1207/S1532706XID0401_1

Cash, T. F., & Pruzinsky, T. (2002). Body image: A handbook of theory, research, and clinical practice. Guilford Press.

Claes, L., Luyckx, K., & Bijttebier, P. (2014). Non-suicidal self-injury in adolescents: Prevalence and associations with identity
formation above and beyond depression. Personality and Individual Differences, 61-62, 101-104.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2013.12.019

Cramer, E. M., Song, H., & Drent, A. M. (2016). Social comparison on Facebook: Motivation, affective consequences, self-esteem, and
Facebook fatigue. Computers in Human Behavior, 64, 739-746. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.07.049

Crocetti, E. (2017). Identity formation in adolescence: The dynamic of forming and consolidating identity commitments. Child
Development Perspectives, 11(2), 145-150. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12226

Crocetti, E., Rubini, M., Berzonsky, M. D., & Meeus, W. (2009). Brief report: The identity style inventory—validation in Italian
adolescents and college students. Journal of Adolescence, 32(2), 425-433. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2008.04.002

Crocetti, E., Scrignaro, M., Sica, L. S., & Magrin, M. E. (2012). Correlates of identity configurations: Three studies with adolescent and
emerging adult cohorts. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 41(6), 732-748. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-011-9702-2

Daniels, E. A., & Gillen, M. M. (2015). Body image and identity: A call for new research. In K. C. McLean & M. Syed (Eds.), Oxford
handbook of identity development (pp. 406—422). Oxford University Press.

DataReportal. (2022). Digital 2022 Global Digital Overview. https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2022-global-overview-report

Davison, T. E., & McCabe, M. P. (2006). Adolescent body image and psychosocial functioning. Journal of Social Psychology, 146(1), 15—
30. https://doi.org/10.3200/SOCP.146.1.15-30

Dittmar, H. (2009). How do “body perfect” ideals in the media have a negative impact on body image and behaviors? Factors and
processes related to self and identity. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 28(1), 1-8. https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2009.28.1.1

Dittmar, H., Lloyd, B., Dugan, S., Halliwell, E., Jacobs, N., & Cramer, H. (2000). The “Body Beautiful”: English adolescents’ images of
ideal bodies. Sex Roles, 42(9-10), 887-915. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1007050517432

Erikson, E. (1968). Identity, youth and crisis. Norton.

European School Survey Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs. (2019). Results from the European School Survey Project on Alcohol and
Other Drugs. Publications Office of the European Union.

Eurostat. (2022, March). Individuals—frequency of internet use.
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/ISOC_CI_IFP_FU__custom_3414868/default/table?lang=en

Festinger, L. (1954). A theory of social comparison processes. Human Relations, 7(2), 117-140.
https://doi.org/10.1177/001872675400700202

Frederick, D. A., Peplau, L. A., & Lever, J. (2006). The swimsuit issue: Correlates of body image in a sample of 52,677 heterosexual
adults. Body Image, 3(4), 413-419. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2006.08.002

Europe's Journal of Psychology
2023, Vol. 19(2), 220-231

GOLD
https://doi.org/10.5964/ejop.9885 B PsychOpen


https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1750-8606.2007.00016.x
https://doi.org/10.1006/jado.1995.1012
https://doi.org/10.5964/ejop.v14i4.1592
https://doi.org/10.1207/S1532706XID0401_1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2013.12.019
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.07.049
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12226
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2008.04.002
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-011-9702-2
https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2022-global-overview-report
https://doi.org/10.3200/SOCP.146.1.15-30
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2009.28.1.1
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1007050517432
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/ISOC_CI_IFP_FU__custom_3414868/default/table?lang=en
https://doi.org/10.1177/001872675400700202
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2006.08.002
https://www.psychopen.eu/

Social Media, ldentity and Body Image 230

Fredrickson, B. L., & Roberts, T. A. (1997). Objectification theory: Toward understanding women’s lived experiences and mental
health risks. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 21(2), 173-206. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-6402.1997.tb00108.x

Frisén, A., Lunde, C., & Berg, A. 1. (2015). Developmental patterns in body esteem from late childhood to young adulthood: A growth
curve analysis. European Journal of Developmental Psychology, 12(1), 99-115. https://doi.org/10.1080/17405629.2014.951033

Grabe, S., Ward, L. M., & Hyde, J. S. (2008). The role of the media in body image concerns among women: A meta-analysis of
experimental and correlational studies. Psychological Bulletin, 134(3), 460-476. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.134.3.460

Holland, G., & Tiggemann, M. (2016). A systematic review of the impact of the use of social networking sites on body image and
disordered eating outcomes. Body Image, 17, 100-110. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2016.02.008

Jung, J., Barron, D., Lee, Y. A., & Swami, V. (2022). Social media usage and body image: Examining the mediating roles of
internalization of appearance ideals and social comparisons in young women. Computers in Human Behavior, 135, Article 107357.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2022.107357

Kamps, C. L., & Berman, S. L. (2011). Body image and identity formation: The role of identity distress. Revista Latinoamericana de
Psicologia, 43(2), 267-277. https://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=80521287005

Karas, D., Cieciuch, J., Negru, O., & Crocetti, E. (2015). Relationships between identity and well-being in Italian, Polish, and Romanian
emerging adults. Social Indicators Research, 121(3), 727-743. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-014-0668-9

Kim, J. W.,, & Chock, T. M. (2015). Body image 2.0: Associations between social grooming on Facebook and body image concerns.
Computers in Human Behavior, 48, 331-339. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.01.009

Klimstra, T. A., Hale, W. W,, III, Raaijmakers, Q. A., Branje, S. J., & Meeus, W. H. (2010). Identity formation in adolescence: Change or
stability? Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 39(2), 150-162. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-009-9401-4

Krayer, A., Ingledew, D. K., & Iphofen, R. (2008). Social comparison and body image in adolescence: A grounded theory approach.
Health Education Research, 23(5), 892—903. https://doi.org/10.1093/her/cym076

Luyckx, K., Klimstra, T. A., Duriez, B., Schwartz, S. J., & Vanhalst, J. (2012). Identity processes and coping strategies in college
students: Short-term longitudinal dynamics and the role of personality. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 41(9), 1226—1239.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-012-9753-z

Marcia, J. E. (1966). Development and validation of ego-identity status. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 3(5), 551-558.
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0023281

Meeus, A., Beullens, K., & Eggermont, S. (2019). Like me (please?): Connecting online self-presentation to pre-and early adolescents’
self-esteem. New Media & Society, 21(11-12), 2386—2403. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444819847447

Mendelson, B. K., Mendelson, M. J., & White, D. R. (2001). Body-esteem scale for adolescents and adults. Journal of Personality
Assessment, 76(1), 90-106. https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327752]JPA7601_6

Myers, T. A., & Crowther, J. H. (2009). Social comparison as a predictor of body dissatisfaction: A meta-analytic review. Journal of
Abnormal Psychology, 118(4), 683—698. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0016763

Nelson, S. C., Kling, J., Wangqvist, M., Frisén, A., & Syed, M. (2018). Identity and the body: Trajectories of body esteem from
adolescence to emerging adulthood. Developmental Psychology, 54(6), 1159-1171. https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000435

Nesi, J., Choukas-Bradley, S., & Prinstein, M. J. (2018). Transformation of adolescent peer relations in the social media context: Part 1—
A theoretical framework and application to dyadic peer relationships. Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review, 21(3), 267-294.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-018-0261-x

Nesi, J., & Prinstein, M. J. (2015). Using social media for social comparison and feedback-seeking: Gender and popularity moderate
associations with depressive symptoms. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 43(8), 1427-1438.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-015-0020-0

Noon, E. J. (2018). Social network sites, social comparison, and adolescent identity development: A small-scale quantitative study.
PsyPAG Quarterly, 109, 21-25. https://doi.org/10.53841/bpspag.2018.1.109.21

Noon, E. J. (2020). Compare and despair or compare and explore? Instagram social comparisons of ability and opinion predict
adolescent identity development. Cyberpsychology: Journal of Psychosocial Research on Cyberspace, 14(2), Article 1.
https://doi.org/10.5817/CP2020-2-1

Noon, E. J., Schuck, L. A., Gutu, S. M., Sahin, B., Vujovi¢, B., & Aydin, Z. (2021). To compare, or not to compare? Age moderates the
relationship between social comparisons on instagram and identity processes during adolescence and emerging adulthood.
Journal of Adolescence, 93(1), 134-145. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2021.10.008

Europe's Journal of Psychology
2023, Vol. 19(2), 220-231

GOLD
https://doi.org/10.5964/ejop.9885 B PsychOpen


https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-6402.1997.tb00108.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/17405629.2014.951033
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.134.3.460
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2016.02.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2022.107357
https://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=80521287005
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-014-0668-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.01.009
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-009-9401-4
https://doi.org/10.1093/her/cym076
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-012-9753-z
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0023281
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444819847447
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327752JPA7601_6
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0016763
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000435
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-018-0261-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-015-0020-0
https://doi.org/10.53841/bpspag.2018.1.109.21
https://doi.org/10.5817/CP2020-2-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2021.10.008
https://www.psychopen.eu/

Martinac Dor¢i¢, Smojver-Azi¢, Bozi¢, & Malko¢ 231

Rukavina, T., & Pokrajac-Bulian, A. (2006). Thin-ideal internalization, body dissatisfaction and symptoms of eating disorders in
Croatian adolescent girls. Eating and Weight Disorders—Studies on Anorexia, Bulimia and Obesity, 11(1), 31-37.
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03327741

Sampasa-Kanyinga, H., & Lewis, R. F. (2015). Frequent use of social networking sites is associated with poor psychological
functioning among children and adolescents. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, 18(7), 380—-385.
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2015.0055

Schwartz, S. J., Zamboanga, B. L., Wang, W., & Olthuis, J. V. (2009). Measuring identity from an Eriksonian perspective: Two sides of
the same coin? Journal of Personality Assessment, 91(2), 143—154. https://doi.org/10.1080/00223890802634266

Spies Shapiro, L. A. S., & Margolin, G. (2014). Growing up wired: Social networking sites and adolescent psychosocial development.
Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review, 17(1), 1-18. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-013-0135-1

Stojcic, I, Dong, X., & Ren, X. (2020). Body image and sociocultural predictors of body image dissatisfaction in Croatian and Chinese
women. Frontiers in Psychology, 11, Article 731. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00731

Tantleff-Dunn, S., & Gokee, J. L. (2002). Interpersonal influences on body image development. In T.F. Cash & T. Pruzinsky (Eds.), Body
image: A handbook of theory, research, and clinical practice (pp. 108-116). Guilford Press.

Thompson, J. K., Heinberg, L. J., Altabe, M., & Tantleff-Dunn, S. (1999). Exacting beauty: Theory, assessment, and treatment of body
image disturbance. American Psychological Association.

Tiggemann, M., & Anderberg, . (2020). Social media is not real: The effect of ‘Instagram vs reality’ images on women’s social
comparison and body image. New Media & Society, 22(12), 2183-2199. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444819888720

Tobin, S. J., Vanman, E. J., Verreynne, M., & Saeri, A. K. (2015). Threats to belonging on Facebook: Lurking and ostracism. Social
Influence, 10(1), 31-42. https://doi.org/10.1080/15534510.2014.893924

Wingqvist, M., & Frisén, A. (2013). Swedish 18-year-olds' identity formation: Associations with feelings about appearance and
internalization of body ideals. Journal of Adolescence, 36(3), 485-493. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2013.02.002

Yang, C. C., Holden, S. M., Carter, M. D., & Webb, J. J. (2018). Social media social comparison and identity distress at the college
transition: A dual-path model. Journal of Adolescence, 69(1), 92—102. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2018.09.007

Zimmermann, G., Mantzouranis, G., & Biermann, E. (2010). Ego identity in adolescence: Preliminary validation of a French short-form
of the EIPQ. European Review of Applied Psychology, 60(3), 173-180. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erap.2010.01.001

About the Authors

Tamara Martinac Dorcié is an associate professor at the Department of Psychology. Her teaching focuses mainly on developmental
psychology and education of students with special needs in undergraduate, graduate, and postgraduate psychology programs. Her
primary research interest is in the academic and emotional adjustment of college students and adolescents. She is the author of
several publications in national and international journals.

Sanja Smojver-Azi¢ is a full professor at the Department of Psychology. Her teaching activities relate to developmental psychology
and the psychology of parenting in undergraduate, graduate, and postgraduate psychology courses. Her major research interests
include psychological adjustment of college students, attachment, relationship with parents, and determinants of emotional and
behavioral adjustment in children and adolescents. She has published about 30 papers and participated in various international
scientific conferences.

Ivana Bozi¢ is a school psychologist at the General and Vocational High School in Pazin. Her main interest is adolescent develop-
ment.

Izabela Malko¢ is a school psychologist at the Vocational-Technical High School in Split, and as an external collaborator of the
Center for Social Welfare, Split.

Europe's Journal of Psychology
2023, Vol. 19(2), 220-231

GOLD
https://doi.org/10.5964/ejop.9885 B PsychOpen


https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03327741
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2015.0055
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223890802634266
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-013-0135-1
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00731
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444819888720
https://doi.org/10.1080/15534510.2014.893924
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2013.02.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2018.09.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erap.2010.01.001
https://www.psychopen.eu/

	Social Media, Identity and Body Image
	(Introduction)
	Identity Development and Body Image During Adolescence
	Social Media, Social Comparison, and Body Image
	Aim of the Study

	Method
	Participants and Procedure
	Measures

	Results
	Experiences With Social Media
	Gender Differences in Observed Variables
	Predictors of Body Image Satisfaction

	Discussion
	Implications
	Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research
	Conclusion

	(Additional Information)
	Funding
	Acknowledgments
	Competing Interests

	References
	About the Authors


