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Chapter 4
Introduction
In this chapter, the results of the thematic analysis of the chosen literature are presented and critically assessed. Examining how social media affects young adults' self-esteem and body image in the UK. As explained in Chapter 3, themes were created using a systematic literature review procedure guided by Aveyard (2019) and Braun and Clarke's (2006) thematic analysis concepts. The chapter is divided into three themes: the influence on mental health and self-esteem; filters and altered imagery; and social comparison and appearance standards. Every part critically examines how the results meet the study's objectives and add to the broader scholarly discussion (Cottrell, 2017).

















Thematic Analysis
A qualitative technique for finding, examining, and summarising patterns (themes) in data is thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006). According to Terry et al. (2017), secondary research allows the researcher to organise recurrent topics, conduct a systematic examination of existing literature, and identify patterns across several studies. This method offers a flexible yet systematic way to synthesize findings from various research designs, making it especially appropriate for literature-based dissertations.
[bookmark: _Int_xdM0m2c4]The journal articles found using the search approach described in Chapter 3 were subjected to theme analysis. Key findings from each study were taken out and entered into the Results Summary Table (see Chapter 3) in accordance with the guidelines outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). Ideas that kept coming up were coded, put into general categories, and then accumulated into broader themes. Prior to inclusion, each source's quality, applicability, and credibility were evaluated using the Critical Analysis Checklist.
Three primary topics emerged from this process: (1) body dissatisfaction and social media exposure; (2) comparison culture and self-esteem; and (3) platform-specific influences (TikTok and Instagram). The following sections are organised around these themes, which directly address the research goal of examining how social media affects young adults' self-esteem and body image.











Theme 1 – Social Media Exposure and Body Dissatisfaction
Definition and Scope
The relationship between young adults' rising body dissatisfaction and their exposure to social media content is examined in this theme. Negative self-evaluation of one's physical attributes, such as weight, form, or perceived attractiveness, is referred to as body dissatisfaction (Grogan, 2016). Time spent on image-based platforms like Instagram and TikTok, interaction with appearance-focused material, and exposure to manipulated or unrealistic photographs are all included in this subject of social media exposure. This discussion's focus is on young adults in the UK between the ages of 18 and 25. Clinical eating disorder diagnoses are not included unless they are directly related to social media use. The research goal of examining how social media affects young people's self-esteem and body image is directly supported by this theme.
Background and Context
Although issues with body image have been for a long time, the growth of visual-based platforms has increased exposure to unattainable beauty standards and appearance comparison. In the past, traditional media like television and newspapers had a significant influence on body ideals (Tiggemann, 2011). This dynamic changed with the rise of Instagram (which debuted in 2010) and TikTok (2016), which enabled continuous exposure through technology and peer-generated material.
Social media, as opposed to traditional media, promotes engagement by publishing, liking, and commenting. This promotes a culture of approval and criticism focused on looks. According to research conducted in the past ten years, there is increasing worry about how influencer culture, digitally changed photos, and filters contribute to unachievable beauty standards (Fardouly and Vartanian, 2016). Government initiatives addressing digital wellbeing have resulted from growing public awareness of online hazards in the UK, highlighting the issue's current significance.




Relevance to the Research Question
This subject is at the heart of the dissertation's research goal, which is to investigate how social media affects young adults' perceptions of their bodies and sense of self. Exposure to social media is often mentioned as the initial process that leads to comparison, dissatisfaction, and low self-esteem. The cycle of comparison and poor self-perception may be lessened if one is not exposed to unrealistic pictures. As a result, understanding how exposure works aids in understanding the more general psychological effects covered in following themes. This theme offers a basic understanding of whether using social media in general is harmful or if engagement patterns raise risk.
Statistical Evidence
The importance of this issue is demonstrated by statistical data. People between the ages of 16 and 24 in the UK report using social media the most frequently each day, according to the Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2023). According to Ofcom (2022), more than 90% of young adults routinely use social media, with image-based sites being among the most widely used.
Additionally, studies point to a connection between body dissatisfaction and heavy social media use. According to a 2019 Mental Health Foundation survey in the UK, 40% of youth said that social media viewing made them feel worse about their bodies. These numbers show how widespread social media use as well as its alleged psychological effects.
These figures demonstrate an effective association between frequent exposure and a negative self-perception, even though they do not establish a causal explanation. Although some contend that personal vulnerability weaknesses should also be considered, the steady growth in body image issues that come with a rise in internet participation points to a strong connection.






Theoretical Framework
Social Comparison Theory is one important theory that supports this concept (Festinger, 1954). According to this theory, people assess themselves by comparing their skills and qualities with those of others. Users are exposed to well-chosen and altered photos on social media, which frequently results in upward comparisons with those who are seen as more successful or attractive. These upward comparisons are associated with decreased self-esteem and less physical satisfaction.
Furthermore, according to Objectification Theory (Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997), people especially women control their perspective of an observer regarding their bodies, which results in physical surveillance and self-objectification. This process might be increased by social media platforms, which place a strong focus on visual presentation and user response.
These theories work together to explain how recurrent exposure to perfect content might lead to dissatisfaction. They enhance the discussion's analytical depth and offer a framework for interpreting the dissertation's conclusions.
Policy and Legislation
The UK government passed the Online Safety Act 2023 in response to increasing concerns about the dangers of the internet (UK Government, 2023). The purpose of this law is to protect users, especially children from dangerous internet information. It highlights the psychological hazards connected to social media contexts, even though it is not solely focused on body image.
Furthermore, to safeguard mental health, the Department for Digital, Culture, Media, and Sport (2021) highlighted the necessity of increased platform accountability. However, some argue that rather than automatically enhancing appearance-based values, policies frequently concentrate on harmful content. As a result, even if laws acknowledge digital harm, they have no direct effect on body dissatisfaction.
Examples from Reviewed Literature
This theme is strongly supported by a number of studies listed in the Results Summary Table.
According to Fardouly et al. (2015), young women who were exposed to Facebook photos reported feeling less satisfied with their bodies and comparing their appearance more frequently. Compared to those who viewed neutral information, those who viewed appearance-focused content reported considerably more negative mood states. This study shows that exposure and unhappiness are directly related, which is aligned with the Social Comparison Theory.
Similarly, Instagram use was linked to body monitoring behaviors and thin-ideal integration, according to Cohen et al. (2017). According to their findings, self-monitoring and self-evaluation may be enhanced on image-centric platforms.
However, Tiggemann and Zaccardo (2015) discovered that although viewing "fitspiration" photos made people feel more dissatisfied with their bodies, some of them also reported feeling more motivated to exercise in the short term. This suggests that social media exposure may not always have a negative effect; rather, it may vary depending on personal perception and psychological strength.
Although there are significant changes in context and user perception, the majority of the evidence in the reviewed literature generally supports the link between social media exposure and greater body dissatisfaction.
Implications (Positive and Negative)
This theme's adverse effects encompass heightened vulnerability to low self-esteem, unhealthy eating patterns, and worry around physical attractiveness. Frequent exposure to high beauty standards may normalise unreachable goals and affect judgements of usual or healthy appearances.
Nonetheless, beneficial consequences must also be recognised. Social media can facilitate body positivity initiatives, peer support networks, and diverse representations that challenge conventional beauty standards. Campaigns promoting authenticity and digital transparency might reduce certain harmful impacts.
Literature indicates that the effects of exposure are not consistent; factors such as gender, personality characteristics, and media literacy affect results. As a result, rather than just cutting down on screen time, interventions may need to emphasise critical engagement and education.
Connection to Other Themes
Since exposure frequently comes before comparison behaviors, this subject is closely related to subject 2 (Comparison Culture and Self-Esteem). Because algorithm-driven content amplification may increase exposure to appearance-focused content, it also combines Theme 3 (Platform-Specific Influences).
This theme lays the groundwork for understanding how comparison processes and platform design further impact self-esteem outcomes by establishing social media exposure as the primary mechanism driving body dissatisfaction. Together, these related topics reinforce the claim that young adults' views of their bodies are greatly influenced by social media.



















Theme 2 – Comparison Culture and Self-Esteem
Definition and Scope
This theme investigates how young adults' self-esteem is impacted by the comparison culture that social media promotes. The regular desire to compare oneself to others, especially regarding appearance, lifestyle, and social success, is known as comparison culture. According to Rosenberg (1965), self-esteem is a person's total assessment of their own value or worth. The emphasis of this theme is upward social comparison or contrasting oneself with people who are seen as more successful, attractive, or socially validated. The conversation focuses on young adults between the ages of 18 and 25 and looks at psychological results rather than medical diagnoses. The research goal of examining how social media affects body image and self-esteem is directly supported by this theme.
Background and Context
Human behavior has always included social comparisons. But social media has increased its status and frequency. Comparisons were mostly restricted to peer groups, celebrities, or media figures before the rise of internet channels. Opportunities for direct peer comparison have increased due to the increase of platforms like Instagram and TikTok, which have produced a steady supply of carefully chosen content (Vogel et al., 2014).
Social media, when compared to traditional media, makes comparisons feel more personally relevant by showcasing people who are similar in age, background, and social context. Over the last 10 years, research has demonstrated that artificially generated feeds promote limited beauty standards by increasing appearance-based content (Perloff, 2014). The difference between enhancement and authenticity has become even more vague since the arrival of filters, editing software, and influencer marketing. Consequently, comparisons have changed from occasional exposure to ongoing digital assessment.
Relevance to Research Question
This idea is essential to realising how self-esteem is impacted by social media. The psychological mechanism linking exposure to decreased self-worth is explained by this topic, whereas topic 1 shows that exposure to idealised images can cause frustration. Viewing material and internalising negative self-perceptions are connected by comparison.
Young people's self-esteem may suffer from a sense of failure if they regularly compare themselves to others. Hence, studying comparison culture provides a better understanding of whether social media actively fosters preexisting fears or just reflects them. This clearly addresses the research issue in the dissertation about how social media affects self-esteem and body image.
Statistical Evidence
Research indicates that young people who use social media frequently engage in comparing activities. Young adults use online platforms for many hours a day on average, which increases their exposure to peer-generated content (Ofcom, 2022).
Regular Facebook use was linked to decreased state self-esteem, especially when users engaged in upward comparison, according to Vogel et al. (2014). According to a 2019 Mental Health Foundation poll conducted in the UK, 34% of young adults said social media forced them to have a particular appearance.
These figures show that comparing it is a typical internet experience rather than a singular action. Repeated findings across studies indicate a significant association between comparison activities and low self-esteem, even if similarity does not imply causality.
Theoretical Framework
A key component of this theme is still Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954). According to the idea, people assess their own value by comparing themselves with others. Because users are exposed to idealised and carefully chosen images of other people's lives on social media, upward comparisons have a particularly powerful effect.
Further clarification is also offered by the Self-Discrepancy Theory (Higgins, 1987). According to this view, emotional pain occurs when a person's ideal and real selves differ. The difference is widened and feelings of inadequacy worsen by social media's frequent promotion of impossible objectives.
These concepts work together to explain how a comparison culture can have a negative effect on one's sense of self. They provide support to the idea that self-evaluation processes may be increased in social media settings beyond what takes place offline.

Policy and Legislation
Potential psychological effects linked to internet platforms are acknowledged by the UK internet Safety Act 2023. The law recognises the need for increased platform responsibility in safeguarding users from mental health hazards, even while its primary focus is on harmful content (UK Government, 2023).
Additionally, rising rates of anxiety and low self-esteem among youth are highlighted in NHS England's Long-Term Plan (2019), which is partially related to digital demands. Policies, however, frequently target severe harm rather than the culture of daily comparison. This implies a gap between scholarly research and regulatory strategies.
Examples from Reviewed Literature
Vogel et al. (2014) discovered that viewers of neutral content reported higher levels of self-esteem than those exposed to upward comparison profiles. Their experimental setup supports the claim that self-perception is directly impacted by comparison.
According to Perloff (2014), social media's continuous accessibility and interactive feedback features, likes and comments, intensify appearance comparison. According to this viewpoint, comparing behaviors is strengthened by platform design.
On the other hand, some research indicates that moderate use might lessen adverse effects. For instance, comparison effects might be lessened when users interact critically with information or follow a variety of body-positive accounts. Nonetheless, the finding that frequent upward comparison is linked to decreased self-esteem is supported by the majority of the evidence.
All things considered, the chosen articles continuously show how comparison culture serves as a crucial mechanism connecting social media use to lower levels of self-worth and physical satisfaction.
Implications (Positive and Negative)
Increasing vulnerability to anxiety, depressive symptoms, and body dissatisfaction are among the adverse effects. Regular exposure to supposedly "perfect" lives might lead to unrealistic goals that lower one's own value.
Compared, though, it is not always bad. Upward comparisons may encourage self-improvement in certain situations. Furthermore, social media can offer relatable role models and constructive peer support, which may boost self-esteem when the content is genuine and varied.
As a result, the impact is based upon personal interpretation, digital literacy, and content consumption. This implies that media education should be the main goal of interventions rather than banning the usage of social media.
Connection to Other Themes
Since comparison actions are sometimes preceded by exposure to idealised images, this theme builds immediately on Theme 1. Additionally, it relates to Theme 3 (Platform-Specific Influences) because appearance-focused content may be given priority by statistical systems, increasing the likelihood of comparisons.
This theme expands the research of how social media affects psychological wellbeing by looking at comparison cultures. When combined with the other themes, it supports the general claim that young adults' self-esteem and body image are greatly influenced by their social media contexts.











Theme 3 – Platform-Specific Influences: Instagram and TikTok
This theme investigates how some social media sites, like Instagram and TikTok, have a significant influence on young people's perceptions of their bodies and sense of self. The term "platform-specific influence" describes how engagement mechanisms, visual emphasis, technology, and design elements affect psychological results. This theme, in relation to general social media exposure, focuses on how platform structures such as filters, likes, "For You" pages, and artificial feeds may promote body dissatisfaction and comparison. The conversation is restricted to sites, focusing on images and videos; text-based platforms like Twitter are not included. By investigating digital contexts that are more closely linked to body image issues, these subjects advance the research goal.
Background Context
Instagram, which debuted in 2010, placed a premium on sharing images and presenting them in an attractive way. A very appearance-driven culture developed over time because of features like filters, editing tools, and visible "likes" (Marengo et al., 2018). TikTok, launched globally in 2016, introduced short-form computer-driven video content through its “For You” page, which rapidly personalises content based on user interaction.
In contrast to previous platforms, TikTok's computer system actively selects content, boosting the frequency of exposure to themes such as beauty standards, fitness trends, and "what I eat in a day" content. Artificial amplification may promote limited beauty standards faster than traditional follower-based feeds, according to research (Bhandari and Bimo, 2022). Concerns about screen time have given way to the psychological implications of algorithmic design as platforms change.
Relevance to Research
[bookmark: _Int_jbNEYw6n]Although it explores whether social media platforms have an equal impact on users, this issue is essential to the dissertation. Body dissatisfaction may be more common among youthful users of Instagram and TikTok if these sites' structural elements emphasise appearance-based engagement.
This theme expands the study of how social media affects self-esteem and body image by examining platform-specific influences. It looks at the environmental elements that can worsen these psychological processes, going beyond comparison and general exposure. By identifying systemic causes rather than concentrating only on individual vulnerability, this directly advances the research goal.
Statistical Evidence
Instagram and TikTok are two of the most popular platforms among young adults in the UK between the ages of 16 and 24, according to Ofcom (2022). With youthful users spending an average of more than an hour a day on the platform, TikTok has seen especially quick growth.
According to a study by Marengo et al. (2018), self-objectification and body dissatisfaction had a significant association with problematic Instagram use. According to study, users may be constantly exposed to appearance-focused trends using TikTok's method, which could lead to a greater internalisation of beauty standards (Bhandari and Bimo, 2022).
These results imply that visual importance when combined with strong involvement may enhance psychological effect. To verify long-term impacts, some experts contend that additional long-term data is required.
Theoretical Framework
For this theme, Objectification Theory (Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997) is especially essential. Platforms that place a high value on public comments and visual display may persuade users to see themselves through the eyes of an outsider. Features such as likes and follower counts support the assessment of looks.
Furthermore, according to Gerbner et al. (2002)'s Cultivation Theory, perceptions of reality are shaped by extended exposure to consistent media messages. Repeated exposure to idealised bodies on technologically driven platforms may normalise unattainable standards and change conceptions of what is normal or achievable.
The significance of platform design is explained by these ideas. Body dissatisfaction may be developed by repeated and carefully chosen exposure to social media, not just by its existence.
Policy and Regulation
Platforms should be held more responsible for harmful content, according to the Online Safety Act of 2023. Critics claim that regulations usually target explicit harm rather than technology influence (UK Government, 2023).
Instagram stated in 2021 that it would lower the number of visible likes in response to mental health issues. Research indicates that internalised comparison processes may continue even when data are hidden, even though this may lessen the pressure to compare directly.
This suggests that while legislative solutions are changing, they could not yet effectively tackle the structural causes of body dissatisfaction.
Examples from Reviewed Literature
Instagram use, self-objectification, and body image issues were found to be strongly connected by Marengo et al. (2018). According to their findings, appearance monitoring practices have increased image-based platforms.
According to Fardouly and Vartanian (2016), social media users compare themselves to peers rather than celebrities, which sets it apart from traditional media. This could worsen poor self-evaluation and enhance perceived similarity.
According to more recent TikTok study, automated repetition of trends centered on appearance may lead to a greater internalisation of the thin-ideal (Bhandari and Bimo, 2022). Nonetheless, when interacting with diverse or body-positive producers, some consumers report having great experiences.
Overall, the examined research indicates that because of their computational and visual architecture, Instagram and TikTok could increase current comparison processes.
Implications (Positive and Negative)
Negative effects include heightened self-surveillance, reinforcement of restricted body norms, and increased exposure to impossible beauty standards. Users may be frequently exposed to appearance-focused content in echo chambers created by computer-generated content.
Positive effects, however, must also be taken into account. Diverse representation, mental health advocacy communities, and body acceptance movements are all present on these platforms. Exposure to inclusive content may increase self-acceptance when users actively select their feeds.


Connections to Other Themes
By demonstrating how exposure is influenced by platform strategies rather than simple consumption, this theme supports Theme 1. By illustrating how platform features increase comparison behaviors, it also relates to Theme 2.
The three themes come together to produce an integrated argument: platform design increases the frequency and intensity of idealised images, exposure introduces it, and comparison internalises it. The general research finding that social media contexts have a major impact on young people's body image and self-esteem is supported by this integrated understanding.




















Conclusion
[bookmark: _Int_beAWxFnw]In light of the research goal of examining the effects of social media on young adults' self-esteem and body image, this chapter critically evaluated the findings of the reviewed literature. Three major themes were found: platform-specific influences, comparison culture and self-esteem, and social media exposure and body dissatisfaction. Together, the results show that upward social comparison (Festinger, 1954; Vogel et al., 2014), automated amplification of appearance-focused content (Marengo et al., 2018), and repeated exposure to idealised imagery (Fardouly and Vartanian, 2016) all lead to lower self-esteem and increased body dissatisfaction in certain young adults.
The literature repeatedly shows links between poor body image outcomes and social media use, but it also implies that the impacts are complicated and mediated by content diversity, digital literacy, and personal interpretation. Crucially, exposure and comparison processes seem to be increased by platform design elements, suggesting that structural considerations are important.
Overall, the results indicate that, while not always negative, social media environments can significantly influence young adults' views of their bodies and self-worth. The dissertation's main conclusions will be summarised in the next chapter, along with useful suggestions gained from the research.












Chapter 5
Introduction
This research aimed to investigate how social media affects young adults' self-esteem and body image. In Chapter 1, the research problem was presented, along with the purpose and goals. A comprehensive evaluation of the literature was conducted in Chapter 2, which revealed a growing worry about image-based platforms and psychological wellness. The methodological approach, which used thematic analysis and secondary research to methodically assess pertinent papers, was described in Chapter 3.
Three related topics were found in Chapter 4. First, exposure to social media was linked to higher levels of body dissatisfaction, especially among users who regularly interacted with appearance-focused content. Second, a significant psychological process that links exposure to low self-esteem is comparison culture. Third, these impacts were found to be increased by platform-specific elements, specifically predictive feeds and visual engagement measures.
Together, the results show that young adults' self-esteem and body image can be greatly impacted by social media. Nevertheless, the relationship is complex rather than always detrimental, with results influenced by the kind of content, user interaction trends, and personal fortitude. Thus, a critical and fact-based explanation of how digital surroundings influence body perception and self-worth has been provided, fulfilling the research goal.










Recommendation 1: Enhancing Education for Digital Media Literacy
Implementing systematic instruction in digital media literacy in schools, colleges, and universities is one of the main recommendations generated by the research. The study showed that exposure to carefully chosen and altered photos can worsen body dissatisfaction and upward comparison. Thus, teaching young adults how to critically evaluate things could help them avoid internalising unreachable beauty standards.
Influencer marketing strategies, computerised content filtering, and picture manipulation should all be covered in media literacy courses. According to research, critical media engagement lessens negative comparison effects (Perloff, 2014). A possible implementation path would be to incorporate digital wellbeing into Personal, Social, Health, and Economic (PSHE) education frameworks.
Inadequate staff training and a shortage of curriculum time are obstacles, though. Partnerships with mental health organisations and outside experts could help deliver around this. Furthermore, integrating digital literacy into current wellbeing initiatives will increase sustainability without placing an excessive strain on educational systems.














Recommendation 2: Increased Accountability of the Platform and Technologies
The results of this dissertation demonstrate how important predictive exposure is in promoting appearance-focused material. As a result, stricter legal guidelines for computer openness are advised. Platform accountability is based on the Online Safety Act 2023 (UK Government, 2023), however more information is needed on how recommendation systems give preference to appearance-based material.
Platforms might implement user-controlled content settings, enabling people to restrict their exposure to trends that are heavily manipulated or driven by looks. Accountability would also be enhanced by transparency reports outlining the procedures used for content amplification.
Commercial opposition from tech firms and difficulties in identifying "harmful" appearance content are obstacles. Policymakers, researchers, and digital platforms can work together to create evidence-based guidelines that address these shortcomings. Regulation cannot completely stop comparing practices, but it can lessen the amount of time that people are exposed to unachievable beauty standards.














Recommendation 3: Encouraging Genuine and Diverse Representation
The final suggestion is to encourage more authenticity and diversity in online representation. Increased visibility of varied body shapes, ethnicities, and unfiltered content may challenge false standards of beauty, as the literature shows that these contribute to dissatisfaction.
Brands and social media companies might assist creators that push for authenticity and body acceptance and provide rewards for inclusive marketing. According to research, body satisfaction outcomes can be enhanced by exposure to diversity representation (Cohen et al., 2017).
Nonetheless, there is a chance that messages about body positivity will become shallow or commercialised. Additionally, extremely interesting, appearance-focused content may still be given priority by automated systems. Instead of addressing this as a marketing trend, platforms could incorporate inclusive representation into larger welfare objectives.
Promoting real digital spaces acknowledges that social media will probably always be a part of young people's lives. Therefore, rather than limiting usage, changing online culture might be more sustainable.
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