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Who I am and why I am submitting evidence
I am a PhD researcher at the University of Portsmouth. To date my graduate and postgraduate studies have involved investigating female body image and specifically the role social media plays in its perception. My PhD thesis is assessing the efficacy of themed health messages for protecting female body image during Instagram use. I am submitting this evidence in collaboration with the What Works Centre for Wellbeing where I am completing an internship exploring body image as an indicator of broader wellbeing. 


What is the relationship between people’s perception of their body image and their physical and mental health?


1.1. Evidence summary and evidence-based recommendations
Body dissatisfaction among women is widespread in the UK, where social media trends perpetuate the glorification of unrealistic body ideals. Negative body image is associated with wider health concerns, including depression and obesity. Social media has become a vehicle for communicating competing messages relating to body image, where negative attitudes/behaviours may be encouraged under the guise of health promotion. 

Evidence-based recommendations:
· Understanding the role of social media use in female body image is essential for understanding and controlling the impact of body image on physical and mental health.
· The impact of sociocultural body ideals should be tackled through efforts to broaden our conceptualisation of female beauty.
· Body image influences are numerous and can contain competing messages. Clear and consistent government health communication is vital to regulate the quality and accuracy of content. 
· School curriculums should equip children and adolescents against appearance pressures, through media literacy skills and positive body image promotion.


1.2. Understanding body image 
Body image is a complex and multifaceted construct describing our perceptions of and attitudes towards physical appearance, which are guided by our beliefs surrounding attractiveness (Cash, 2004). 
· Positive and negative body image are not two opposing ends of a single continuum but represent different multifaceted constructs (Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2015). 
· For instance, positive body image includes components such as body acceptance and broad conceptualisation of beauty while negative body image includes components such as overvaluation of appearance and body surveillance. 

In the UK, a study of university students found that 35% of females and 8% of males reported moderate to prominent concern with their body image (El Ansari et al., 2014). Evidence suggests consistent gender differences in experiences of body image and its subsequent impact on mental and physical health (Grogan, 2006). Therefore, body image should be treated as separate for men and women. This evidence will focus principally on female body image. 


1.3. What Influences Women’s Perception of Body Image?
One of the most important factors to influence our perception of body image are societal beliefs surrounding what is considered attractive. This becomes problematic when these standards of attractiveness discriminate what is ‘normal’ and/or realistically achievable for most women, who become dissatisfied with their appearance by comparison. 

Western notions of beauty have largely been attributed to media portrayals of desirable physical attributes, which favoured increasingly thin bodies over the latter part of the 20th century into the beginning of the 21st. Glorification of thinness in women is known as the ‘thin ideal’ (Thompson et al., 1999), a notion most socioeconomically developed countries are now known to promote (Swami, 2015). The impact of this is that higher BMI has been found to predict higher body dissatisfaction in women, across 22 countries (including England) (Wardle et al., 2006).


1.4. The role of social media and the challenges it presents

1.4.1. The nature of social media
The rise of social media sites has arguably exacerbated the impact of beauty standards, as trends on social media often emulate media ideals. Through social media, not only are media outlets afforded increased opportunity to promote certain beauty ideals but ordinary users can use their profiles to imitate these displays of physical attractiveness. Widespread access to social media means users now have potentially unlimited access to depictions of attractive women. In 2020 the Office for National Statistics reported that 97% of 16-24-year olds, 91% of 25-34-year-olds and 90% of 35-44-year olds had accessed social media within the last 3-months.

Highly visual social media sites, such as Instagram and Facebook, place emphasis on the construction of visual self-representations, where methods of favourable self-presentation have become popularised. Users have reported the importance of preferable, rather than realistic, displays of physical attractiveness (Baker et al., 2019) and admitted to exaggerating their own physical attractiveness and happiness online (Pounders et al., 2016). Furthermore, through the use of widely accessible photo-editing apps users can now re-touch their photos to improve their physical appearances, standards which cannot be replicated offline. As a result, appearance comparisons made between women have been found to be the most harmful when over social media, compared to in person or traditional media forms (e.g. television or magazines) (Fardouly et al., 2017). Among women, appearance comparison is a known predictor of body dissatisfaction (Myers & Crowther, 2009).

Trends on social media have meant that notions of attractiveness can change, evolve and be popularised. Recent years have seen the popularisation of trends that place additional pressures on women on top of pressures to be thin. Exercise trends on social media have gained attention for encouraging women to strive for not only thin, but toned bodies (Carrotte et al., 2017). Glorification of fit and thin bodies (dubbed ‘fitspiration’) emerged under a guise of a healthy alternative to the thin ideal. However content analysis of fitspiration Instagram posts revealed objectifying features and guilt inducing messages surrounding weight, exercise and diet restraint (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2018). Exposure to fitspiration content has also been shown to lead to poorer outcomes for body dissatisfaction (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). 

A body positive movement has been evidenced on Instagram comprising of posts promoting body acceptance and healthy body image perceptions. This has been achieved through increased representation of bodies which contradict accepted appearance ideals (Cohen et al., 2019). However lingering messages of unhealthy appearance ideals are still evidenced in some body positive content (Lazuka et al., 2020).

Key considerations: 
· Female social media users’ perceptions of attractiveness have become intrinsically linked to what they see online.
· Online depictions of attractiveness have created appearance goals that are not achievable in real-life. 
· Appearance trends purporting positive health promotion may still encourage body ideals. 
· Social media trends support the popularisation of quickly evolving appearance-related pressures.

1.4.2. The impact of social media use on body image
Social media use has been consistently linked to negative body image outcomes, with longitudinal data suggesting that this effect may strengthen overtime (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016). Appearance-focused activities including viewing images of other women has been linked to poorer body image outcomes (Cohen et al., 2017), with exposure to both peer and celebrity images leading to increased body dissatisfaction (Brown & Tiggemann, 2016). The unique influence of Instagram was demonstrated over the course of one-week where non-users were asked to use Instagram every day to browse appearance-focused images. By the end of the week the participants were more dissatisfied with their appearance and had increased beliefs that self-worth is defined by physical appearance (Casale et al., 2019).

On top of content that overtly promotes physical attractiveness, research has identified the negative impact of content seemingly promoting healthy relationships with our bodies. The emergence of exercise themed content encouraging active and healthy lifestyles (e.g. fitspiration) has been found to promote the thin and toned ideal and contain objectifying elements (Carrotte et al., 2017). Exposure to such content has been shown to increase negative mood and body dissatisfaction, but not increase actual exercise behaviour (Prichard et al., 2020). By contrast regularly seeking out fitspiration content has been associated with increased risk of eating pathology, psychological stress and addictive exercise behaviours (Raggatt et al., 2018). In individuals with eating disorders health promotion content has been found to lead to increased symptom severity (Griffiths et al., 2018; Turner & Lefevre, 2017). This suggests that far from encouraging women to adopt healthy lifestyles engagement with some ‘health’ promoting social media content may actually lead to poorer body image and additional health concerns. 

The widespread practice of editing images before uploading them to social media has been associated with internalisation of online beauty standards, appearance-related anxiety (Verrastro et al., 2020), and increased acceptance of cosmetic surgery (Chen et al., 2019). Furthermore, exposure to images in which a woman’s body has been re-touched and re-shaped has been found to lead to poorer body image outcomes (Kleemans et al., 2018). While perception of editing has been shown to reduce the extent to which body ideals are internalised (Vendemia & DeAndrea, 2018), this is limited by photo-editing and re-shaping going unnoticed (Kleemans et al., 2018). Disclaimer labels used to identify when an image is edited have been used to increase user awareness of editing practices and so reduce any negative impact. However, such disclaimer labels were largely found to be ineffective, having no positive impact on users body image (McComb & Mills, 2020). 

Key considerations: 
· Appearance related activities on social media leave female users feeling worse about their appearance. 
· Viewing images associated with popular exercise trends can increase body dissatisfaction.
· Editing techniques are popular on social media but difficult to identify. New methods of counteracting their effects need to be considered.


1.5. What impact does body image have on physical and mental health?
The impact of how women perceive the relative attractiveness of their physical appearance has implications for both body image and wider health outcomes. As separate multifaceted constructs, components of positive body image and components of negative body image have differing influences on broader health. 

Positive body image associations:
· Having positive body image is associated with more positive sexual experiences, including: safe sex, sexual functioning, communication about sex and feeling comfortable about sex (Gillen & Markey, 2019). 
· Body satisfaction has been linked to increased life satisfaction and flourishing (Davis et al., 2020).
· Positive body image has been found a predictor of physical activity regardless of BMI (Kantanista et al., 2015).
· Positive body image associates with higher self-esteem, less depression, fewer unhealthy eating behaviours, and greater intention to protect skin from UV exposure (Gillen, 2015).

Negative body image associations:
· Weight concern is a robust risk factor for both overweight and disordered eating (Haines et al., 2010).
· Higher levels of body image concern have been associated with higher depressive symptoms, increased stress and lower physical activity (El Ansari et al., 2014). 
· Body dissatisfaction is more common in individuals with obesity compared to average-weight individuals (Weinberger et al., 2017).
· Lower levels of body satisfaction have been associated with greater loneliness (Barnett et al., 2020).
· Poorer quality friendships have been associated with greater eating pathology, body dissatisfaction and depression (Sharpe et al., 2014).
· Body image concern increased during the COVID-19 pandemic alongside reports of greater difficulty regulating food and increased preoccupation with eating and exercise (Robertson et al., 2021).

1.5.1. The impact of body image on children and adolescents in the UK
In the UK, body dissatisfaction during adolescence has been found to predict the onset of risky health behaviours, including: disordered eating, smoking, cannabis use, drug use and high-risk drinking (Bornioli et al., 2019). The Good Childhood Report (2021) found that 1 in 7 girls in the UK are unhappy about the way they look, identifying the negative impact of social media on appearance pressures. Use of social media in adolescence was associated with poorer body image, online harassment, poorer sleep and lower self-esteem; factors which in turn related to higher levels of depression (Kelly et al., 2018).

A report on tackling obesity in children and adolescents in the UK discussed disordered eating and obesity as linked health concerns with shared risk factors (Bray et al., 2018). This perspective argued that tackling body image concern may show positive benefits for both disordered eating and obesity simultaneously, as opposed to public health messages tackling obesity alone which are likely to increase body dissatisfaction. Evidence supporting this was found where a single intervention rejecting media stereotypes and pressures to be thin showed benefit for both disordered eating and obesity risk factors simultaneously (Wilksch et al., 2015). School-based strategies should consider the integration of positive body image promotion and media literacy skills into curriculums. In a study in Australia, lessons aimed at boosting confidence and teaching media literacy skills led to improved body image and reduced disordered eating in adolescent girls (McLean et al., 2017).

Key considerations: 
· Negative body image can have negative outcomes for mental and physical health, while positive body image is associated with positive mental and physical health.
· Body dissatisfaction during childhood can predict later risky health behaviours. 
· More research is needed to explore the link between body image and wider mental and physical health in UK populations.


1.6. Key-drivers of negative body image perceptions among women aged 18 to 25 years 

Data source: This research was conducted as part of my PhD programme exploring body image perception among young women. A formal write up of these findings will be submitted for peer review (Davies et al., 2020).

Research aims: To explore how women, in the social media era, express their feelings and related behaviours regarding their body image; examining key drivers behind negative body image and making recommendations for future health intervention strategies.

Data format: Twenty semi-structured interviews were run with women aged 18 to 26 who live in the UK. Thematic analysis was used to construct an understanding of the participants’ experiences and produce the following narrative (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Findings: 
i. Participants understood body image to define their perceptions towards their own bodies. 
ii. In most cases body image perception was reported to fluctuate, on both a short-term and long-term basis. Such changes were influenced by mood, social factors and participation in exercise and dieting. Negative changes were more commonly discussed than positive changes. 
iii. Appearance-related feedback was described to influence body image perception. Cultural standards were believed to influence what participants considered attractive in themselves and others. Appearance feedback from family and peers was also discussed. Positive comments were described as prevalent but lacking in impact, while negative comments were uncommon but suggested to hold powerful influence over body image perceptions.
iv. Beliefs surrounding physical attractiveness were commonly based on conventional beauty standards propagated on social media. The general consensus was that specific ideal body types are promoted, which were not considered realistically attainable. Participants referred to competing views of attractiveness where they felt pressures to be thin, toned and curvy at the same time. Previous research has indicated that exposure to such body ideals increases approval of surgical body alteration (Harrison, 2003). More recently, a relationship between increased desire for cosmetic surgery and viewing images of cosmetic enhancement was recorded, where time spent on social media was found to strengthen this effect (Sarwer, 2019). 
v. Online ‘influencers’ were thought to exemplify appearance ideals.
vi. Pressure to be perceived attractive online has led to impression management through photo editing, image selection and manipulating social cues. 
vii. Participants discussed engaging in a number of behaviours which are considered indicative of negative body image. The most common was appearance-based comparison, where participants reported comparing themselves with peers, in-person and online, and celebrities/influencers on social media. Comparisons were mostly made with more attractive people which led participants to feel worse about themselves. Participants showed desires to be thinner and engaged in body surveillance to monitor changes to their appearance. Dieting behaviours were evidenced as methods of weight control, where food was commonly associated with weight gain. Exercise was a common theme during the interviews, where exercising more often had the goal of appearance improvement than health improvement. Previous research has provided well supported evidence that exercise motivated by appearance rather than health reasons encourages negative body image (Vartanian et al., 2012).  
viii. Self-criticism was a dominant theme within the data, with almost all the participants engaging in harsh narratives regarding their own appearances. Self-criticism has been linked to body shame (Ferreira et al., 2019), drive for thinness and body dissatisfaction (Pinto-Gouveia et al., 2014), and the development of eating pathology moderated by body dissatisfaction and depressive symptoms (Castilho et al., 2015).
ix. Evidence from some participants considered the use of positive affirmations or self-compassion techniques to contribute to positive body image self-perceptions.

The main findings of this study: 
· Self-criticism is a common narrative among women; strategies to encourage positive self-attitudes/talk should be considered.
· Young women tend to express desires to change their bodies over efforts to accept their current appearances. 
· Interventions should look to reframe attitudes towards exercise, emphasising health rather than appearance goals.
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