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CHAPTER 1
Introduction
Overview of the Topic:
According to the Parliament UK (2020), “nearly 40% of young people in the UK say that state that the social media makes them worry about how they look. This figure demonstrates how digital platforms have grown intricately linked to self-perception and body image. Social media sites like Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat influence young adults' definitions of confidence, beauty, and self-worth. Users are continuously exposed to photos that are manipulated and idealized, presenting unattainable beauty standards (Digital Wellness Lab, 2023). Social media encourages connections and self-expression, however, can also encourage negative comparisons that result in low self-esteem and body dissatisfaction (Mental Health Foundation, 2022).
Despite increased awareness, research frequently concentrates on youth, leaving a gap in our knowledge of how social media impacts young adults (18–30 years old), a demographic that is exposed to pressure based on looks but is frequently disregarded in scholarly investigations. However, discussions about whether social media only damages self-image or whether it may also promote body positivity and empowerment are still ongoing (Parliamentary Office of Science & Technology, 2022).
Aim of the Dissertation
The aim of this dissertation is to explore how social media effects the body image and self-esteem in young adults (aged 18-30) in the UK. It looks for patterns of online comparison, evaluating positive and negative psychological effects and recommends suggestions to promote digital wellbeing. The dissertation will review literature followed by a thematic analysis of the findings and recommend creating a healthier online environment.


Definitions and Terminology
Body image represents perception, feelings, thoughts and behaviours that a person has concerning how they look and believe how other people see them (NEDA, 2024). It includes how a person sees themselves (perceptual dimension), why do they think that (cognitive dimension) and how they feel about it (affective dimension). continuously negative assessments of the body are the symbol of a negative body image (body dissatisfaction), which can result in mental health issues as low self-esteem and disordered eating (Mental Health UK, 2024).
Self-esteem is a person's own view on how they feel valued or worth, this highlights self-acceptance and confidence in a person's skill (Cherry, 2025). A healthy self-esteem allows resilience, successful life challenges and positive relationships, however low self-esteem leads to social withdrawal, depression and links to vulnerability to anxiety (Mind, 2024). In this research self-esteem is a key psychological result as it highlights how social media use and body image views effect young adults and the feeling of self-worth.
Social comparison is the mechanism which is used implicitly in this study highlighting how people assess themselves depending on how they think and care to comparing to others (Festinger, 1954, cited in Merino et al., 2024). Frequently comparing one’s look to filtered photos on social media leads to body dissatisfaction and low self-esteem.
Acronyms & Abbreviations
· ONS – Office for National Statistics
· NHS – National Health Services
· UK – United Kingdom
· BMI – Body Mass Index
Rational for Research
Background
The Widespread assimilation of social media in young adults’ lives in the UK highlights the need to investigate how it affects self-esteem and body image. According to a UK survey, 23% of men and 42% of women said they rarely or never felt confident about their bodies, and social media was identified as a major factor in these opinions (Better, 2024). Social media platforms like TikTok and Instagram display visual appearance which encourages users to compare with filtered photos highlighting unrealistic beauty standards and self-objectification (University College London, 2023). In the past research on body image highlighted on media, such as television and magazines, this influenced how attractive people were seen and encouraged “thinness ideals” (Burrowes, 2013). However, these impacts have been amplified by the interactive and image-driven nature of contemporary platforms, transforming self-presentation into an ongoing loop of approval through likes and comments. Due to these advancements, poor self-esteem and body dissatisfaction among social media users are now recognized as public health issues (Mental Health Foundation, 2022).
Current Context
Despite this, there are significant gaps in the current literature. Most of the current research focuses on teenagers, ignoring young people between the ages of 18 and 30, who face challenges in their early adult years. Additionally, little research has been done on the effects of content types on psychological wellness, such as filters, influencers, and altered images (GOV.UK, 2021). Furthermore, men, ethnic minorities, and LGBT+ communities should receive more study attention because these experiences are still understudied, according to the UK Government's report on poor body image (GOV.UK, 2021). This dissertation aims to investigate how various forms of social media usage affects young adults' body image and self-esteem in the UK considering these gaps. To promote better online environments and lessen the mental health burdens associated with body image in this population, the findings are intended to guide focused educational and policy actions.
Aims and Objectives
Research Aim
The purpose of this study is to investigate how young adults (ages 18 to 30) in the UK use social media in relation to their body image and self-esteem. The study aims to determine the psychological and behavioural effects of appearance-based social media usage, especially how a person perceives themselves with image manipulation, filters and influencer culture. This project aims to analyse the mental health of young adults by generating an insight that could guide public health measures, education and digital wellbeing initiatives.
Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2018) state that a research justification demonstrates the significance and necessity of a study based on its context. Developing evidence states that social media usage may falsify judgments of body image and impair self-esteem which this dissertation supports (Mental Health Foundation, 2022; UCL, 2023). The biggest users of digital platforms are young adults, therefore, to promote a positive online engagement it requires an understanding of the consequences involved. However, direct theory to all UK groups may be hampered by this study's reliance on secondary data and literature-based research.
Research Objectives
· To define how social media apps such as TikTok, Snapchat and Instagram show users how they can idolise self-images using filters enabling them to feel good about themselves. 
· To analyse how people look at perfect edited, filtered photos on social media making young adults feel dissatisfied with their bodies and lowers their self-esteem (Mental Health Foundation, 2022).
· To evaluate an insight on how this problem has a psychological impact in a positive and negative way to the mental health (Rodgers, Paxton and Wertheim, 2021). 
· To provide recommendations on how young adults can be educated into spotting fake photos, by adding labelled filters, explore more body types and reduce harmful advertisements (Vuong et al., 2021).
Conclusion
This chapter introduces the influences of social media on body image and self-esteem among young adults in the UK and explains the importance it has in today's digital society. It elaborates on the background and current context, highlighting how platforms such as Instagram and TikTok compel people to compare their bodies feeling dissatisfied (Better, 2024; Mental Health Foundation, 2022). This also highlights the rationale into why this study is important which includes gaps in current research that often ignores experiences of young adults between the ages of 18 to 30 (GOV.UK, 2021). The research aims and objectives were set to investigate useful suggestions which can promote healthier online participants and increase wellbeing.
The next chapter will investigate and review current literature on how social media use effects perception of body image and self-esteem. This will lay the theoretical and empirical groundwork for comprehending the major variables affecting the mental health of young adults in the UK.



CHAPTER 2
Introduction
This background chapter aims to provide a broad, fundamental understanding of the subject, the impact of social media on young people' self-esteem and body image in the UK. Consider it as laying the groundwork for the research: this chapter examines the theoretical, historical, and contextual framework that supports the study rather than analysing particular issues.
It will start by exploring the origins of body image research and how over time media has shaped self-perception (Cash and Smolak, 2011). It will move onto explaining key Self-Discrepancy Theory, Social Comparison Theory and Psychological Theories, which will explain how social media affects self-esteem (Festinger, 1954; Higgins, 1987). Additionally, the chapter will examine global viewpoints on the impact of social media before focusing on the UK, where issues related to mental health and body dissatisfaction have been acknowledged as important public health concerns (Mental Health Foundation, 2022).
This background provides the background information required to comprehend and plan the research techniques covered in the next chapter.
Historical Background
We must investigate the past to understand the concept of the present. The idea of body image has changed dramatically over the past century this is caused by influences from psychology, the media and social trends. Austrian neurologist Paul Schilder first used the phrase "body image" in 1935. He defined it as the mental image of one's own body and how it looks (Schilder, 1935). The basis for comprehending how people view their physical and emotional selves was established by this early definition. 
Around the middle of the 20th century, television, movies and magazines changed cultural standards of beauty increasing mass media. The Western culture started to associate looks and thinness with success and desirability in the 1950s and 1960s, particularly for women (Grogan, 2016). Famous people like Twiggy, the fashion model from the 1960s, personified this new ideal of beauty and shaped media representations for decades. During this time, natural bodily diversity gave way to the exaltation of a specific, strictly defined "ideal" body type.
To measure understanding the body image scholars such as Thomas Cash and Linda Smolak developed psychological frameworks as in the 1980s and 1990s there was an increase in research linked to media exposure to body dissatisfaction (Cash and Smolak, 2011). As public health concerns raised organisations such as the Mental Health Foundation and Body Image Movement increased the awareness of body dissatisfaction. Their activism promoted mental health programs and the inclusion of body image education in schools.
A new era was established by the digital age. Dramatic visual content sharing had increased from social media sites such as Facebook, Myspace followed by Instagram (2010) and TikTok (2016) in the early 2000s (Perloff, 2014). Constant self-presentation and peer comparison were made possible by these platforms, which increased self-consciousness and altered one's sense of value dependent on approval from others. Social media thus developed into a platform for expression as well as a cause of identity and appearance-related worry (Fardouly et al., 2015).
Government publications in the UK have acknowledged the increasing connection between young adults' usage of social media and mental health issues (GOV.UK, 2021). Dove's Self-Esteem Project and the #BeReal campaign are examples of modern initiatives promoting body positivity and challenge unattainable beauty standards. These historical events show how body image has changed from a psychological idea to an increased cultural and public health concern which is closely linked to the growth of social media.
Theoretical Background
Understanding complicated topics such as how social media influences body image and self-esteem require an understanding, this is where structured theories provide a deeper understanding, it explains frameworks for analysing why young adults compare themselves to other people and how it affects their mental wellbeing. This section will explain three important theories that have a fair bit of information on media, psychological outcomes and body image and they are: Social Comparison Theory, Self Discrepancy Theory and Objectification 





Theory.
Key Theories and Concepts
One of the most frequently citied frameworks in body image research is Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954), which states that people assess their own value by contrasting themselves with others. Constant exposure to filtered images and idealised images facilitates upward comparisons on social media which enables a person to compare themselves with perceived “superior”, which leads to body dissatisfaction (Fardouly et al., 2015). Users are constantly exposed to visual and interactive platforms like TikTok and Instagram which increases the comparison.
Based on this, Self-Discrepancy Theory (Higgins, 1987), states that people feel uncomfortable emotionally when there is a difference between their real and ideal selves. Social media increases this gap which allows users to face unrealistic beauty ideas which then makes them feel dissatisfied, leading a user to suffer from anxiety and low self-esteem (Perloff, 2014)
A third fundamental viewpoint which contends that society focuses on women appearance embracing an observer’s view of their bodies is the Objectification Theory (Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997), this is linked to disrupted body awareness and body shame. This inspection is supported by visibility and feedback tools such as likes and comments, which expands users' awareness on how they appear (Tiggemann and Slater, 2015).
Application of Theories
Practical research has made a widespread use of these theories. Women who used Facebook majority of the times highlighted a high level of body dissatisfaction which was the Comparison Theory employed by Fardouly et al. (2015). In a similar case, Perloff (2014) promoted the Self-Discrepancy Theory to highlight how exposure to idealised social media imagery leads to deficiencies in self-esteem. Research looking at how Instagram use increases young women's self-surveillance and appearance anxiety have used objectification theory (Tiggemann and Slater, 2015). Altogether, these research state that social media serves as a setting where psychological processes of self-evaluation and comparison are continuously at work.



Critical Evaluation
Despite being fundamental, each of these theories has drawbacks. Social Comparison Theory avoids the subliminal influence of algorithms and continuous in favour of the idea that people intentionally compare themselves to others. The Self-Discrepancy Theory highlights a person’s cognition and may undervalue gender and societal variables that affect the beauty standards. However, understanding experiences of women, the Objectification Theory has been blamed for having less relevance to men and non-binary people (Aubrey, 2006). Regardless of these criticisms, the three theories are crucial to understand, how social media influences body image and self-esteem, providing strong frameworks for the analysis in this dissertation.
International Context
Global Perspective
The impact of social media on self-esteem and body image has become a concern which is spreading throughout the world. Body dissatisfaction of being thin and self-objectification is constantly linked to social media, 50 studies in 17 nations have this problem which is not exclusive to western societies (Dane and Bhatia, 2023). For example, Saudia Arabia women used visual platforms when filters and beauty related contents were commons, this indicated a far greater level of body dissatisfaction (AlQahtani et al., 2025). This highlighted how the image-centred aspect of social media interacts with cultural elements globally, making unfavourable body perceptions a critical global public health issue. 
Comparative Analysis
Different nations have different approaches to the issue. Anything which advertises eating disorders and appearance related information, the European Union’s Digital Services Act (DSA) holds platforms accountable for the algorithms and harmful contents they contain (Room, 2025). However, studies from six other countries (USA, Australia, UK, Mexico, Chile, Canada) highlighted that social media connection is still strong by revealing attitudes of young body weight by nation (Hock et al., 2024). Body Image can be influenced differently by social media in countries where collectivist principles are common (such as parts of Asia or the Middle East). This indicates that intervention may work in one region, however, may need to be modified elsewhere. 

Case Studies
Case Study 1 – Jordan (Middles East):
Cross-sectional research of Jordanian University students highlighted a firm association from female body image worry and constant social media use, especially on Instagram, displaying a growing concern in non-Western contexts (Shihadeh et al., 2025).
Cast Study 2 – Europe / EU Policy:
A coordinated effort is represented by the European Union’s regulation effort under the DSA, that calls for platforms to take the responsibility for damaging appearance-based content (Room, 2025).
Case Study 3 – Multi-Country Survey (6 countries):
As stated by the International Food Policy research, young adults who use social media majority of the time expressed body dissatisfaction in six different countries (Hock et al., 2024).
These examples indicate both accomplishments such as multinational studies and regulatory frameworks indicating global relevance and difficulties such as modifying interventions for non-Western contexts, cultural diversity and enforcing platform accountability.
In conclusion, social media is related to body image which are a worldwide issue, cultural dynamics, the circumstances and legislative reactions differ greatly. It is important to acknowledge these distinctions to construct interventions which are sensitive to regional requirements whilst utilising insights from global data.
National/Local UK Context
UK Perspective
Issues related to self-esteem and body image have been associated in the UK where high exposure to idealised, edited body images have been used on social media. According to Better UK poll, 23% of men and 42% of women in the UK hardly or do not feel confident with their bodies. At the same time a Mental Health Foundation survey states that more than one in eight adults have had suicidal thoughts or feelings because of their body image (Mental Health Foundation, 2022). However, due to the growth of image driven social media and rapid online involvement, the UK government acknowledges that risks of body dissatisfaction are associated to mental health problems (Office, 2021). Having said that young adults in the UK use social media rapidly and are subjected to certain body image pressures, this highlights the importance of this research topic.
Policy and Regulation
In response to this the UK has implemented legislative and regulatory structures.  A “Final Statement” on body image in advertising which addressed minority representation, digitally manipulating pictures, and standards of muscularity was released by The Committee of Advertising Practice (CAP) (Advertising Standards Authority | Committee of Advertising Practice, 2020). In terms of legislation, the government made pledges to investigate causal relationships, enhance services, and track the effects of negative body image on health and wellbeing in response to the House of Commons Health and Social Care Committee report on body image (Health, 2023). However, altered pictures on social media have a great impact on men, ethnic minorities and LGBT+ groups which are the main topics of the British Government's study review “Negative body image: causes, intervention ideas and consequences (GOV.UK, 2021). These regulatory initiatives, which also influence how social media, advertising, and commercial photography impact young adults' interaction with internet contents in the UK.
Local Context
At a more local level particular activities have a regional approach to body image problems in the UK. Such as a toolkit discovered by researchers at the University of Portsmouth and Aston University who are associated with nonprofit organisations, “The Girl’s Network” was initiated in Portsmouth at the beginning of 2025. This toolkit helps users assist with accepting theri bodies and identify photos which have been altered and misleading. It is used for young ladies from the ages of 14 and 16 years (Aston.ac.uk, 2025). Regional disparities also show up: rural or under-resourced communities may have more difficulty providing mental health and media literacy interventions, whereas urban centres may have easier access to these resources. The existence of neighbourhood campaigns, youth programs, and educational initiatives demonstrates how regional context can influence how body image concerns are handled in real-world settings.




Conclusion
The historical, theoretical, global, and UK-specific settings of how social media affects self-esteem and body image have all been covered in this chapter. While important theories like social comparison theory and objectification theory continue to explain how people internalize unrealistic ideals, the historical development of digital technologies and appearance-focused media laid the groundwork for today's issues (Festinger, 1954; Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Research from around the world shows that social media use is associated with negative body-image outcomes in a variety of cultures (Dane & Bhatia, 2023), while reports from the UK show growing national concern, with a considerable percentage of adults reporting low body confidence (Better, 2024; Mental Health Foundation, 2019). The UK's increasing dedication to tackling the issue is further evidenced by national legislation and local activities (Government Equalities Office, 2021). 
The methods for examining the experiences of young people in the UK will be described in the next chapter, along with how these contextual insights influence the research design, sampling choices, and analytical strategy.
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