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Abstract 

Previous research has focused on body image as an important research topic. This could be 

due to the fact that body image is linked with psychological outcomes such as body 

satisfaction that could affect one's emotions and quality of life,  as well as acting as a 

protective factor by improving self-esteem, maintaining social connections and affecting 

lifestyle choices. (Merino et al., 2024). On the other hand, a negative body image can also 

affect physical well-being through practising unhealthy dietary habits and reduced physical 

activity (Jiménez-Morcillo et al., 2024). Due to these factors, researchers have utilised both 

qualitative and quantitative research methods to study the impact of body image on an 

individual’s wellbeing.  However, qualitative research employing visual stimuli to explore 

the effect on individual body image remains limited, particularly within the context of 

Aotearoa. To address this research gap, I conducted a study utilising a simulated Instagram 

frame featuring an artificially generated image accompanied by comments as the stimulus 

material, presented to young women aged 18 to 28 years at the University of Waikato. A 

semi-structured interview was conducted with each participant to get an understanding of 

their perspective on social media and body image.  The findings indicated that participants' 

thoughts, feelings and actions related to their body image were affected more positively by 

viewing the body post and comments.  This study also aims to frame the research outcomes 

in a behaviour analytic perspective, to provide implications for future body image research in 

Aotearoa. 
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Introduction 

The concept of body image is a broadly defined concept. As stated by Slade (1994) it is a 

loose representation of how one views themselves based on seven factors defined by the 

history of sensory input to the body, the history of weight change, cultural norms, individual 

attitudes, cognitive and affective variables, individual psychopathology and biological 

variables. There are multiple factors affecting one’s body image, including internal factors 

such as self-esteem (Pop, 2016), personality traits (Allen & Walter, 2016) and physical 

activity levels (Sabiston et al., 2019). Among these, social media has emerged as a main 

contributing factor to body image issues. Features on social media, such as posting and 

commenting, have been researched, focusing on how they affect an individual’s body image. 

Previous research has indicated mixed results on how these features affect body image. 

Studies involving artificially generated content as stimulus materials to generate feedback 

based on body image content remain limited. Therefore, this study aims to use artificially 

generated content as stimulus material to study the effect of social media posts and comments 

on thoughts, feelings and behaviours of young women, with regard to body image.  
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Literature Review 

Visual media in the past have helped in building up and maintaining standards of beauty in a 

society, depending on the cultural contexts in each of them. For example, in a study done in 

Japan, based on body image and eating concerns of young women, it was shown that media 

pressures had a significant impact on the body image of young Japanese women (Ando et al., 

2021). Research has shown that women are more affected by body image issues compared to 

men due to women being portrayed in the media in such a manner that often emphasises 

unrealistic beauty standards and appearance ideals (Levine, 2017). These standards most 

often portray women as “objects of desire”, which is often considered a marketing strategy 

for selling products, to attract consumer attention and boost sales. One study that aimed to 

discover the attitudes about female representation in media found that the media image of the 

ideal female body is used as a profit-making instrument in industries such as fashion, fitness, 

cosmetics and pharmaceuticals. This study also demonstrated that women are used as a 

symbol of attraction, leaving a strong impression on target groups to manipulate the 

behaviour of buying the same product, due to the satisfaction it brings them by viewing 

advertisements with women. (Velov & Kolev, 2021). These portrayals could have a 

significant impact on women’s body image. To understand these impacts, it is important to 

explore how different forms of media affect women. 

Different forms of media have had an impact on women’s body image. For example,  A study 

that explored the role of television in shaping the body image of young women found that 

thin-ideal reality TV content, along with peer and parental attitudes, directly affected their 

ideas regarding thinness and indirectly affected body dissatisfaction levels (Kinnally & Van 

Vonderen, 2014). In terms of viewing fashion magazines, it was found that young women 

who viewed them preferred to have a lower body weight, were less satisfied with their body 

image and showed preoccupation with the desire to be thin and feared being considered “fat” 
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more than their peers who viewed news magazines (Turner et al., 1997). Another type of 

media that has become popular in the last few decades is music videos. These might also 

have an impact on how young women perceive themselves. For example, one exposure 

experiment found that adolescent girls exposed to thin models in music videos showed 

increased levels of body dissatisfaction in comparison to girls who did not view the music 

videos (Bell et al., 2007). Therefore, it is worthwhile to study the impact of media on 

women’s body image, due to previous research findings indicating the importance of the 

topic.  

Even though research has considered women of all age groups, one of the most important age 

groups is young women between the ages of 18 and 28 years, because body image 

dissatisfaction and related issues are highly prevalent at this age, and a greater number of 

women score above the clinical threshold levels for body image disturbance at this age 

(Malloy et al., 2024). Previous research has also shown that the psychological and 

behavioural patterns occurring during these years significantly impact young women’s mental 

health (Matud et al., 2020) as well as physical health (X. Xu et al., 2019). It is also important 

to note that during the ages between 18 and 28 years, they are exposed to appearance-focused 

activities and peer comparisons, which could increase body image concerns and thin-ideal 

internalisation (Myers et al., 2012). Therefore, it is essential to discuss the age group of 

women between 18 and 28 years in body image research. 

University students are another important group of individuals who are worth researching 

when it comes to a topic like body image. This is because the university context has been 

identified as an interference with body satisfaction as well as dissatisfaction (Costa & 

Vasconcelos, 2010). Another study found that the use of medication to support studies, good 

academic performance, and higher BMI was associated with higher levels of body image 

concerns, which might make such students vulnerable to the development of eating disorders 
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(Silva et al., 2015). In addition to this, due to higher levels of academic stress and anxiety, 

female college students are found to be more vulnerable to body image issues (Sepulveda et 

al., 2008). Most importantly, university students are at a critical phase of their development, 

considering them as young adults who are more vulnerable to peer pressures based on 

appearance (Shen et al., 2022). Therefore, it is worth conducting body image research with a 

focus on University students, due to their increased vulnerability towards body image related 

issues. 

With the popularity of social media, researchers have been studying the relationship between 

social media and psychological wellbeing, based on different variables, where one such 

variable is body image (Saiphoo & Vahedi, 2019). Studies have shown that constant usage of 

social media by young women can significantly impact their body image in negative ways. 

For example, a study that evaluated the relationship between time spent on a smartphone 

( including usage of social media) and body image found that spending excessive time 

periods on mobile devices and social media leads to increased body distortion and 

inappropriate weight control behaviours (Nam, 2023).  

As a result of the growing negative effects of social media on body image, researchers have 

produced behavioural interventions based on social media to prevent body image related 

issues such as eating disorders that could occur as a result of it.  For example, a study testing 

self-compassion, which is a condition that could protect against body image issues, utilised a 

curated Instagram profile that was designed so that participants viewed it after completing a 

self-compassion task as the experimental condition, and the control group engaged in a 

regular sorting task before viewing the curated Instagram profile. Results indicated that the 

self-compassion intervention led to a reduction in weight and appearance dissatisfaction 

(Gobin et al., 2022). This intervention, based on pre-exposure to self-compassion, showed 

that thoughts and actions of individuals can be shaped in a positive manner by using 
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interventions such as this. Therefore, studies that focus on thoughts, feelings, and behavioural 

activity of young women on social media, like what I aim to do in this study, could provide 

implications for future body image research based on eating disorders.  

Content based on artificial intelligence has become one of the main features in social media 

that might have accelerated the negative effects of social media on body image. The 

advancements occurring in generative artificial intelligence might be the main reason for this 

sudden surge of artificial intelligence based content usage, as it enables content creation on a 

mass scale, within a short time period, which leads to an increase in the amount of artificial 

content shared via social media (Wei & Tyson, 2024). One of the key issues that has occurred 

due to this is the erosion of public trust with regard to the content they see on social media, 

such as “Deepfakes.” This is a type of artificially generated media that is created to look 

extremely realistic in the form of images and videos, to create large scale deception on social 

media, making it difficult to distinguish between real content and artificially generated 

content (Agha, 2025). Deepfakes carry negative impacts such as the spreading of 

misinformation and even the spreading of stereotypes and biased information, in addition to 

malicious use, according to the opinions of young people, in a study conducted based on 

everyday encounters with deepfakes (Lao et al., 2025). Similar to this, artificially 

manipulated images on social media can also negatively impact young women’s body image, 

as indicated by a study by Kleemans et al. (2018) that found that manipulated Instagram 

photos lead to negative body image in young women. However, the usage of content 

generated using artificial intelligence to study body image in young women remains limited. 

In addition to artificial intelligence content, social media also contains features such as 

posting, commenting and liking that individually contribute to the communication network in 

social media, in unique ways. For example, social media posts enable the formation of online 

communities by gathering like-minded people around a common idea. For instance, a study 
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conducted regarding Twitter interaction patterns and community formation revealed that 

online communities are formed based on interaction patterns of participation and the leader of 

a community holds a significant place, in terms of engagement and also their supporters 

(Gruzd & Haythornthwaite, 2013). Similarly, in a study that explored the outcome of online 

social interactions on Facebook, it was found that leaving positive comments on a post causes 

high user engagement as it stimulates users to engage in liking, commenting behaviours, as 

well as sharing the post (Chandrasekaran & De, 2019). On the other hand, leaving negative 

comments would also be favourable for a post, but only in the context where it occurs as a 

part of a social media brand community, as it stimulates more people to leave comments, 

raises the comment count, which signifies the impact of user engagement in the form of 

comments on social media (Khobzi et al., 2018). When it comes to liking behaviour on social 

media, it was found that individuals engaged in liking behaviours directed towards close 

friends, if they had received the same from this person and when they were looking at a novel 

person’s content on social media, they provided likes if they have received the same from this 

person, signifying an important aspect in user engagement described as relational closeness 

(Stsiampkouskaya et al., 2023). Based on this account of social media features, commenting 

and posting hold higher importance in comparison to likes, which is considered low effort 

engagement. 

Above mentioned social media posts and comments have increasingly become a factor that 

affects the body image of young women (Vendemia & DeAndrea, 2018, 2021).  This is 

because these features are used in highly visual social media platforms such as Instagram to 

enhance engagement with more personalised and image-based content (McCrory et al., 

2022). To understand how these features contribute to body image issues in young women, it 

is important to understand the underlying mechanisms of the social media platforms 

mentioned above. Social media platforms at present operate on algorithms that provide 
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personalised content and are designed to keep users entertained for extensive periods of time 

(Singh, 2025). This mechanism learns user preferences instantly and fuels their interests by 

suggesting and displaying similar content, creating a bubble of biased information that is 

sometimes difficult to escape, similar to a rabbit hole of information (Boivin et al., 2021). In 

a similar fashion, if a person interacts with body image content during one instance of using 

social media or looks up a related topic later, they could be bombarded with body image 

content, whether they prefer to see it or not. This could lead to increased exposure to body 

image content and related commentaries made by other users, which could give rise to an 

array of complex issues related to body image. Therefore, through this study, I aim to explore 

the young women’s thoughts and feelings associated with body image posts and comments, 

along with what behaviours are associated with viewing these on social media. 

Popular culture and mass media have affected what people post on social media and their 

preferences for viewing content  (Pande & Asthana, 2024). Some examples of types of 

content preferred by young women include fitness content (Lavoie et al., 2025) and 

entertainment content (Kontolatou, 2025). Fitness content on social media includes workout 

content, exercising, fitness challenges, and even eating patterns that could be used to lose 

weight, often demonstrated by fitness content creators. For example, in a study conducted 

based on engagement with fitness inspiration or “fitspiration” content on social media, one of 

the main topics accessed by participants was “clean eating”, and social media content 

generated by athletes and personal trainers (Cohen et al., 2019). Entertainment content would 

include humorous content/ funny content as well as art and creative content. In a study based 

on social media content preferences in young women, it was shown that they preferred funny 

videos more than informational videos (Skurka et al., 2022). Additionally, social media also 

acts as a platform for creating art related content for young women, by allowing them to 

distribute and edit their content across different online spaces (Nikolić, 2020).  
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Among these types of content, content related to body image is a significant theme that young 

women might inevitably come across when using social media. Body image content could 

include body positive content as well as thin ideal content, which could have positive and 

negative impacts on body image, respectively. For example, in a study conducted by Cohen 

et al., (2019) based on effects of viewing body positive content on social media on women, it 

was shown that exposure to body-positive content was directly related to positive health 

outcomes in women, such as positive mood and greater body satisfaction, as opposed to 

exposure to thin-ideal posts that resulted in body dissatisfaction and lower mood. On the 

other hand, a study conducted based on systematically reviewing the exposure of young 

adults to beauty ideals found that exposure to thin idealised content led to greater body 

dissatisfaction in both young women and men (Fioravanti et al., 2022). Issues such as body 

dissatisfaction could extend up to serious matters such as changing one’s appearance through 

cosmetic surgery. In a study conducted based on evaluating the relationship between social 

media exposure and thin ideal internalization, social appearance anxiety and cosmetic surgery 

consideration, it was shown that baseline social media exposure was positively associated 

with a 6 month follow up for cosmetic surgery reconsideration and baseline thin ideal 

internalization was associated with a 6 month follow up social media exposure (Yao et al., 

2024).  

In addition to this, previous research has indicated that the impact of body image content on 

social media, being positive or negative, would depend on the preexisting body image issues 

of the individual viewing the post, like self-discrepancy, that could moderate the impact of 

viewing idealised body images on social media (Zhang et al., 2021) . Similarly, in a study 

that investigated the effects of a body positive video on body image and capacity to reduce 

the impact of exposure to social media images, it was found that the participants who had 

high levels of thin ideal internalisation and viewed the body positive video indicated lower 
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body satisfaction regarding body and facial features, in addition to overall negative mood 

(Danthinne et al., 2022). But such studies have been conducted in the context of Aotearoa in 

limited numbers, making this study an important study in the body image literature of New 

Zealand. 

Young women also tend to engage in various behaviours involving body image related 

content on social media. One such behaviour is digital photo modification. Many social 

media platforms contain built in tools to enhance body and facial features, in addition to 

appearance and skin (Vendemia & DeAndrea, 2021). Photo editing or modification allows 

users to compare their appearance to societal beauty standards and think about what 

modification needs to be done to get close to the ideal image (Ozimek et al., 2023). 

Therefore, this could cause a discrepancy between their existing body image/ facial image 

and the ideal image (Ahadzadeh et al., 2017) resulting in lower self-esteem and body 

dissatisfaction (Rizzo et al., 2025). Another behaviour involving body image on social media 

is selfie posting. This could involve posting the best image of themselves online, by the 

above mentioned retouching and digital modification procedures and could result in lowering 

of mood and worsened self-image (Mills et al., 2018). 

Commenting is also another important feature on social media that facilitates user 

engagement, providing a space for individuals to have their say, be aware of others' opinions 

and interact with other users (Tenenboim, 2022). Commenters on social media or viewers of 

comments tend to interact with diverse types of comment sections based on personal 

preference. One example is a humorous or funny comment. Research has shown that 

preferences for types of humour such as   disparaging and slapstick humour decreased over 

time, and preferences for coping humour increased, as a result of cognitive development that 

occurs during adolescence (van der Wal et al., 2022). On the other hand, some young women 

would prefer to view controversial or “out of the norm” comments. This might be due to the 
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increased sensitivity and empathy possessed by women, which could make them more 

interested in seeking injustices and controversies in comment sections, to see what others 

think and form moral judgements based on them (Christov-Moore et al., 2014). 

One of the most important types of comments that are worth discussing in this research is the 

comments related to body image. This has been the topic of much social media research in 

recent years, due to its impact on individual body image, particularly among young women. 

Viewing comments under social media posts could have positive as well as negative effects 

on young women. For example, earlier studies have demonstrated that viewing positive body 

image comments could surprisingly lead to negative body image related outcomes, such as 

body dissatisfaction, due to factors such as media ideal internalisation (Kvardova et al., 

2023). On the other hand, viewing body positive captions accompanying social media posts 

was found to have some protective value over female body esteem (Davies et al., 2020). 

Another important finding regarding viewing body image comments is that it leads to 

boosting levels of confidence in young women when receiving positive feedback in the form 

of comments for their posted selfies on social media (Wang et al., 2020). Therefore, current 

research shows mixed findings regarding the impact of viewing body-positive comments on 

young women.  

When considering the impact of viewing negative body image comments, hate comments 

towards body image create a greater negative impact on vulnerable individuals, whose bodies 

do not align with typical beauty standards, which would push an individual towards more 

harmful behaviours, such as eating disorder behaviours and restricted eating, to be accepted 

by society (Kristensen, 2023). Additionally, some researchers have utilised both positive and 

negative or “reality check” Instagram comments to study the impact of these comments on 

young women’s body image. “Reality check” comments challenge the appearance of women 

in posted photos on social media. This emphasises the unrealistic nature of posted images, 
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resulting in viewers identifying that the posted images are not always appropriate for 

comparison with themselves (Tiggemann & Velissaris, 2020). One such study found that 

viewing appearance comments did not elicit body dissatisfaction specifically, but viewing 

reality check comments after viewing positive appearance comments reduced body 

dissatisfaction in relation to viewing positive comments alone (Tiggemann & Velissaris, 

2020). Therefore, it is important to understand the impact of positive and negative body 

image/ appearance comments on young women’s body image. 

Commenting on social media is also associated with certain behavioural reactions. One of the 

main behaviours is avoidance of the comment section or reading the comments. Taking a 

break from social media can be described as one form of avoidance behaviour, which helps 

avoid negative emotions associated with reading these comments such as low self-esteem, 

social anxiety, feeling insecure about their appearance and emotional distress (Pamisa et al., 

2025). Another behaviour associated with commenting behaviours online is young women’s 

preference to interact with peers online in comparison to online interactions with strangers. 

This might be due to the reason that they feel safe and comfortable interacting with peers 

online as opposed to strangers. A study done based on teenage girls' online practices and 

relationships with peers found that they preferred to share their profiles with family and 

friends, and took precautions not to accept friendships from strangers or people they have not 

met in person, keeping social media profiles private (R. Thompson, 2016).  

In addition to this, one of the main behaviours involved with a comment section on social 

media at present days is lurking behaviour, which is scrolling through social media, without 

actively participating in online forums, but rather observing activities by other users (Hong et 

al., 2023). Research indicates that factors such as social comparison, as well as privacy 

concerns, are positively related to social media fatigue and anxiety. In addition to these 

external factors, such as information overload and social overload, social media fatigue is 
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also said to be associated with them. This social media fatigue and anxiety is found to be a 

determining factor of lurking behaviour on social media, where lurking could serve as a 

coping mechanism to reduce social media-induced stress (Liu et al., 2024). But a limited 

number of studies have been conducted regarding the behaviours associated with 

commenting, with a specific focus on women. Therefore, it is important to conduct future 

research based on commenting associated behaviours, focusing on women.  

When considering the mechanisms behind the relationship between viewing body image 

content on social media and individual body image, one of the main theories in psychology 

that is used in research is the social comparison theory. This theory offers a framework for 

understanding the intentions of self-evaluation (Caliskan et al., 2024) , and explains that there 

is a tendency for humans to look outwards from themselves to evaluate their opinions and 

abilities (Festinger, 1954). There are two types of social comparisons: upward social 

comparison, which occurs when comparing oneself to those who are superior in certain 

features, such as social comparison orientation (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999)  and downward 

social comparison that occurs when comparing oneself to those who are less superior than 

oneself (Caliskan et al., 2024). In the event of body image, those who are insecure or anxious 

about their body image would engage in an upward social comparison, comparing themselves 

to those high in appearance-based values, resulting in further body dissatisfaction (Want, 

2009). Such a situation could be further escalated with the use of social media platforms that, 

at present, are increasingly focused on external appearance. For example, in a study 

conducted by Tiggemann et al., (2018), it was shown that receiving more likes on Instagram 

leads to more facial dissatisfaction, and those with high social media engagement also engage 

in higher levels of social comparison.  

This study aims to discuss how young women’s body image related thoughts and behaviours 

are affected by social media using a behavioural perspective. It could be useful to take a 
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behaviour analytic perspective in a study that involves body image because behavioural 

psychology helps identify the setting event or situational factor for the occurrence of a body 

image behaviour (K. J. Thompson et al., 1999) . It is also important to understand the setting 

event that evoked a behaviour related to body image because it helps identify specific triggers 

that could predict the onset of behaviour in the future, like social comparison feedback, social 

scrutiny and body exposure as examples of precipitating events (Cash & Pruzinsky, 2004). In 

addition to this, it  allows researchers to develop effective interventions by identifying what 

maintains behaviours such as eating disorder behaviours by analysing the functions of these 

behaviours and how they are reinforced, either positively or negatively (Fairburn & Harrison, 

2003).  

Therefore, this study aims to take a behaviour analytic approach by studying how the 

artificially generated post and related comments act as an antecedent stimulus to evoke 

private behaviours such as thoughts and feelings in young women. Through the participants' 

responses to interview questions in the form of verbal reports, the study aims to identify 

consequences that might maintain the private behaviours through mechanisms such as social 

reinforcement in the form of likes and comments and through negative reinforcement such as 

avoidance behaviours. By analysing the relationship between these behavioural functions, the 

study adapts a behaviour analytic perspective to help in understanding how social media 

affects body image related outcomes.  
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Method 

Design 

I used a qualitative research design in the study due to its ability to gather rich data and 

provide an understanding of the participants’ feelings and experiences (Nassaji, 2015). 

Therefore, similar to Burnette et al., (2017), I used a semi-structured interview guide with 

open-ended questions to gain a better understanding of young women’s point of view on 

body image. 

Ethics approval 

The ALPSS committee for human research at the University of Waikato granted ethical 

approval under the approval code FS2025-30 (Appendix E). I took several ethical measures 

to ensure the safety of the participants joining the study prior to conducting the interviews. 

All participants needed to indicate whether they had a past history of eating disorders or any 

sensitivity towards body image related issues to ensure no harm was inflicted on them. I 

conducted a verbal debriefing process after each interview to answer any questions the 

participants had and to ensure their psychological state was unharmed after the interview. I 

also provided an information sheet with mental health support details accessible to all 

students to use in case they felt any discomfort after the interview. 

Participants 

I selected participants for this study based on the inclusion criteria of identifying as female or 

having lived experience as a female, being between 18 and 28 years old, being able to 

communicate in English and absence of a past history of eating disorders or sensitivity 

towards body image issues. I used IPRP for participant recruitment and was able to recruit 

twelve participants through this method. IPRP stands for the Introduction to Psychology 
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research program managed by the School of Psychological and Social Sciences at the 

University of Waikato. This program made the research accessible for psychology students 

who were eligible to participate and get extra course credit as compensation. Participants 

could sign up for time slots available on SONA, which is the online platform for IPRP. I 

received email notifications after each participant signed up for a time slot. After receiving 

the notification, I emailed the participants with a Google Form link (appendix F) to confirm 

they matched the eligibility criteria for the study. Upon receiving the Google form (appendix 

F), I emailed the eligible participants with the information sheets (appendix A) and consent 

form (appendix B) and informed them via email that they needed to return them to me. Upon 

return, I sent a Zoom link for the sign-up time slot.  

Materials 

I conducted the interviews through the Zoom workplace application using a predesigned 

semi-structured interview guide (appendix C) and used Otter.ai for transcription of the 

interviews. 

I used artificially  generated images as stimulus materials for this study, similar to Tufail et 

al., (2024) That examined the impact of exposure to artificial intelligence based images on 

the self-esteem of university students. I chose to use artificially generated images in this 

study due to the ethical and privacy considerations that could arise from using the identity of 

a real person in a study that discusses a sensitive topic such as body image. I used ChatGPT 

to generate the image used as the body image post, given the prompt to generate an image of 

a young woman at the beach, matching today’s beauty standards and representing the 

population in New Zealand. I used this artificially generated image to create a simulated 

Instagram frame with artificially generated comments (Appendix D) using the website 

“Zeoob”, which generates artificial Instagram posts for research purposes. 
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Interview 

Each interview lasted for approximately 20 minutes. I recorded the interviews on the Zoom 

application and used real time transcription to retrieve the transcripts soon after the interview. 

Participants answered questions about their social media use and preferences in the first part 

of the interview. Next, participants addressed the questions presented to them regarding the 

commenting feature on social media and their opinion on it. Afterwards, I shared the 

artificially generated image with them by screen sharing on Zoom and asked about their 

thoughts and feelings if they saw the image in real life as a social media post. After this, they 

viewed the artificially generated Instagram frame with comments and answered questions 

based on it. During the last part of the interview, the participants answered questions about 

their behavioural reactions to seeing the artificially generated post. The strategy of using an 

artificially generated frame to discover its impact on body image was similar to Kvardova et 

al. (2023), where a hypothetical Instagram frame was utilised to examine the impact of 

exposure to positive appearance comments on body dissatisfaction in young adults (appendix 

D). 

Data analysis 

Reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) for analysing participant data. After 

transcribing the interviews, I anonymised and edited the transcripts to familiarise myself with 

the data. I then highlighted each interview transcript and took notes to develop the first set of 

codes. I then gave each code an identifiable name and inserted the data excerpts related to 

each code into Microsoft Excel, similar to (Byrne, 2022) to ensure I was able to access each 

data excerpt without having to go back to the transcripts. I colour coded the first codes to 

identify potential themes afterwards. I used Microsoft Word to insert colour-coded data to 
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identify main themes and sub-themes. As the next step, I arranged relevant data excerpts 

under each theme and sub-theme to develop an interpretation of the participant data. 
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Results 

This section describes the results obtained by analysing participant interview data.  

Social media  

Participant interviews revealed social media as a main theme across interview data. All 

interviewed participants indicated they were frequent users of social media in the initial 

screening process. Social media as a theme is worth noting since it serves as the base for 

building other main themes across interview data.  

I identified sub-themes such as types of social media used by participants, the content 

preferred on social media and online interactions that occur on social media.  

Types of social media 

The study has discovered the frequent use of appearance focused social media among young 

women in New Zealand. When asked which platforms they used, participants most often 

listed Instagram, which is entirely based on visual media consisting of posts and reels. This 

was described by one participant as “Instagram, TikTok and sometimes Snapchat, Facebook” 

when asked about their preferred social media platforms at the beginning of the interview. 

The second most commonly used social media platforms were TikTok, Facebook, Snapchat; 

some participants also mentioned Discord and Pinterest.  

Content  

Participants expressed their preference for a variety of content they would like to see on 

social media. Most participants indicated that they preferred entertainment content on social 

media that included humorous and creative content, while a few participants indicated they 

preferred culinary and fitness content, in addition to viewing their peers’ activity online.  
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In addition to this, participants explained that being exposed to body positive content makes 

them feel confident in their own body, especially when the content does not tally with ideal 

beauty standards. This was described by one participant as “I do follow a couple people who 

are, I guess, into like, body image positivity and like seeing them being so confident about 

their body, even though, like, maybe it's not perfect, because what body is like seeing that 

actually makes me feel a lot better about myself and my body”.  

Another type of content that was mentioned as preferable by a few participants was fitness 

content. One participant mentioned that fitness content inspires them to work out more and 

gain a similar physique as their favourite content creators, in a sentence as “there are a couple 

girls that I watch on tick tock that inspire me for sure. They like have got the physique at 

from the gym that I want to gain over the next few years”.  

Online interactions  

Interactions that occur among participants in social media platforms were another identified 

sub theme. Participants described interactions such as bullying, forming an online community 

and standing up for people online, against bullying.  

One participant mentioned that bullying another person based on their physical appearance 

could be the result of feeling insecure in themselves in the first place. This was described as 

“Are they saying this about me? Is the same way that somebody else might comment and say, 

like, comment that because they feel like, ‘how are they rocking that? When I feel insecure 

about that’.” 

The feeling of a sense of community was described by one participant as, 

Maybe there'll be something that I saw last night and she's talking about it, and maybe 

I asked the question, I'm like, girl, did you see this too? That was so crazy. Like, kind 
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of like that. Yeah, maybe they might reply to your comment. Maybe they won't, but 

it's just kind of feels like a community. 

This states that interacting with the same content, with likes and comments, with different 

people, helps form a sense of community online.  

Standing up for people online against bullying was another online interaction that came up in 

the interviews with participants. One participant mentioned this as “ But if they were, if they 

were saying something rude about her herself, like how she looked, or saying something 

mean about her, I would be very quick and to go like, hey, no, I've known this person a long 

time, and even regardless of that, you shouldn't just make assumptions or write mean things 

about someone”. They described that if they had known the person previously, they would be 

quick to defend them,  

Comments  

 Another main theme that was revealed by analysing interview data was the “comments” or 

“commenting feature” on social media. All social media platforms mentioned by participants 

above have an embedded commenting feature to facilitate user interactivity. This theme is 

significant due to the previous research indicating the importance of the commenting feature 

and its impact on young women’s body image. For instance, Tiggemann & Barbato, (2018) 

discovered that exposure to appearance comments on Instagram led to higher levels of body 

dissatisfaction, which conveys the importance of the commenting feature as a main theme in 

this study. 

Thoughts and feelings about commenting. 

Participants indicated that there are two sides to commenting, as “positive” and “negative” 

comments, and that each of these sides can have different impacts on people. For example, 
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one participant mentioned, “Sometimes the comment section can be really helpful and 

encouraging, but also sometimes it can be quite negative towards the post”. This is an 

example of a thought that a participant holds regarding social media comments. 

Another important idea that emerged through interview data was that comments emphasising 

another person’s body image could make the participants think about their own body image. 

This was described by one participant as “I don't like the comments that are emphasising the 

body. I just feel like it's unnecessary. Yeah, yeah, just highlighting the body kind of makes 

you think about your own”.  

As a result of this, a few participants indicated that they would avoid the comment section 

and related interactions altogether to prevent exposure to aversive stimuli. One participant 

described this as, 

 If I saw those negative comments, I think part of me would be interested to see if 

there are other comments like that, but honestly, I'd probably avoid looking for things 

like that, because I know they're just not going to make me feel great  

Instances and actions of commenting. 

Most participants indicated they wouldn’t be inclined to comment but would be reading the 

comments and rarely using the liking feature to like comments. This was described by one 

participant as “I don't personally comment myself, but I always seem to be looking through 

the comments of what people’s opinions”.  

Also, participants mentioned that they would more likely comment, like or private message a 

person they have known previously rather than interacting with a stranger. In the words of 

one participant, this idea can be conveyed as follows. “Um, I think depending on like, how 
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well I knew the person, I'd probably give it a like, … how well I knew the person, and, like, 

how I know that person”. 

Types of preferred comments 

Most participants indicated their preference for reading positive comments which was 

described by a participant as “ Funny comments that aren't harmful, or anything, just 

someone's like, if it's on a meme or something, just someone saying something that is really 

relatable or doesn't have anything harmful to another person” as an answer to a question 

asked regarding their type of preferred comments.  

In addition to this, two participants mentioned they might be seeking out negative comments 

or out of the ordinary comments, out of curiosity which was described by one of them as 

follows. 

Probably the ones that probably are, like, not very nice, or just like, go against what 

would be the norm. Yeah, it's just interesting. Yeah, it's eye catching because it's not 

what most of the comment section is filled with and the ones that are out of the 

ordinary that catches my eye 

Body Image 

This was the most central theme that came up when analysing interview data. The interview 

guide for the study was prepared keeping the concept of body image in mind and based on 

previous research on body image and social media, therefore making “body image” a running 

theme throughout the data. The reasoning behind it is that body image has been a factor that 

has been affecting young women’s wellbeing in both positive and negative ways  (Bajpai, 

2024; Modica & Markley, 2024). Therefore, all participants, being young women, expressed 
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their opinions regarding body image and how they felt about their own body image in various 

ways. 

Beauty standards 

A few participants in the study expressed ideas regarding the existing beauty standards of 

modern society, which that explains how young women are expected to fit into the 

preexisting models of beauty to be considered societally acceptable. This was described by 

one participant as, 

Society constantly projects this idea of what the ideal body type is, specifically for 

women, ideal body shape is to have big breasts, a big butt, curves, but to be skinny, 

but not too skinny, that still have some curves, but not be too fat, yeah, very specific 

body image 

Another similar idea put forward by a participant was about how society expects women to 

look a certain way. This was described as, 

I think maybe, I suppose, like the expectations that come with seeing a picture like 

that on social media. And I suppose like you're expected to have you're expected to 

look a certain way. And I feel like, maybe the subliminal expectations that come with 

a post surrounding body image or a person's body that can definitely like impact me 

am I holding myself to those same expectations? 

How did the body image post make them feel? 

While some participants indicated that the post had no impact on how they felt. A few 

indicated that it would impact them positively as well as negatively. Based on one 

participant’s own words, the positive impact was described as follows 



How do body posts and comments affect thoughts and actions 24 

   

 

I feel like I look quite similar. My body image is quite similar to that, which makes 

me feel, I don't know, …I'm happy with that sort of thing. I'm kind of content. I'd say 

in myself that it made me feel content. 

The negative impact was described by one participant as, “I would be, there would be a little 

bit of jealousy, because she looks perfect, but I wouldn't, I wouldn't start to get sad or angry 

at myself because I don't look like her”. 

Thinking associated with the body image post. 

This sub-theme emerged when analysing participant data in response to viewing the body 

image post. A few participants indicated that certain questions would come into mind, for 

example, in the words of one participant “, how is she that skinny? How is she that tan? and 

how can I be like her?” was mentioned. In another situation, one participant indicated that the 

post motivated them to exercise and gain a body type that is similar to the one displayed on 

the post. This was described by the participant as “if anything, it gave me motivation to go to 

the gym and take that extra step to look like that. … Bang, I'm going to do something about 

it”. 

How did the comments associated with the body image post make them feel?  

Participants indicated that viewing positive comments would make them confident in posting 

about themselves on social media, according to one participant who stated, “Some comments 

are definitely positive. They definitely will make you confident about posting yourself.”  

According to some participants, viewing negative comments brought up negative emotions, 

such as relating the negative comments to themselves and overthinking. This was described 

as, 
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I would start to overthink my own body saying that, commenting, when one of the 

comments saying the body is so tea, it does make me go if I don't look like that, So is 

my body, “so tea” too? 

Comparison  

Participants said that if they saw such a post in their day-to-day life, then they would engage 

in a comparison to the body image post with regard to its body proportions, which could lead 

to feelings of inadequacy and jealousy. This was described by one participant as “there, I 

guess it was a bit of jealousy, because naturally, I don't look that way”, and by another 

participant describing feelings of inadequacy as “you are constantly comparing yourself to 

other people's bodies. And it does make you feel that you're a bit inadequate, or that there, or 

that you will never be able to get to the place that they're at” 

They also indicated wishful thinking regarding how they wished their body looked, which 

occurred as a result of noticing that their own body image was dissimilar to the body image 

shown in the artificially generated post. This was described by one participant as “wish my 

body looked like that”.  

Behaviours  

When asked about the behavioural reactions of participants to viewing the artificially 

generated post, most participants indicated that their behaviours would be in support of the 

body image post, whether to like the positive comments, to defend the person who posted the 

body image post or to comment positively. This was described by one participant as  

I'd probably like the comments that are like, saying that she looks nice. And then if 

people had replied to the mean comments and been like, “wow, you should take a 

look at yourself”, or something like that, I'd probably like their comments 
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Another participant mentioned that they would read other people’s comments under the post 

and base their comments on what other people have said. This was described as “I'd see what 

everyone else has said probably first, and then I'd base my comments off everyone else a little 

bit”. 

Consequences 

Participants mentioned the aftermath or consequence of viewing the body image post would 

mostly include scrolling behaviour, in addition to having no reaction or “leaving it as it is”, 

according to one participant. In addition to this, most participants stated that they would be 

inclined to scroll past the post if they saw it in real life, which was described by one 

participant as “If I'm already on, like, say, Instagram, just keep scrolling”. One participant 

mentioned that they would be focusing on the body of the person in the body image post, 

which was described as “I feel like if I saw that in real life, I couldn't help myself but look at 

her perfect body”. Another participant mentioned that if the comments under the body image 

post were increasingly positive, it would make them feel gutted and motivate them to 

exercise. This was described by them as follows. 

If they were positive and really like, wow, it would either make me feel a bit gutted in 

myself that I don't feel like that, or it could actually motivate me, and I could get up 

and go for a run or something. 

Summary 

Overall, through this study, the analysis of the data suggests that social media, commenting, 

and body image emerged as key themes. It was also found that participants were engaged in 

the use of appearance focused social media and that they preferred to view humorous and 

familiar content, in addition to body positive content and fitness content. Online interactions 
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such as bullying, forming online communities and defending people online were reported 

significantly. Considering the nature of comments, both positive and negative comments 

were mentioned, where comments about someone else’s body image made them think about 

their own, and they mentioned avoiding negative comments to protect their feelings. It was 

also discovered that young women would only be inclined to comment on a social media post 

if the creator was a peer or a previously known person. Some participants mentioned seeking 

out negative comments out of curiosity, while others showed interest in reading funny 

comments. When discussing the topic of body image, themes such as comparison of oneself 

to online content and beauty standards, were mentioned. Participants also associated feelings 

of curiosity and motivation after viewing the body image post. Positive comments associated 

with the post lead to them feeling confident, whereas negative comments lead to 

overthinking. On a final note, behaviours related to viewing the body image post included 

those in support of the post, including liking the positive comments under the post, defending 

the content creator, and scrolling behaviour after viewing the post. 

A Behaviour Analysis Perspective 

This section attempts to describe the data from the results section using a behaviour analysis 

lens. Prior to explaining the results, it is important to understand the key concepts used to 

describe the data.  

Behaviour Analytic Framework and Limits of Interpretation 

By definition, verbal behaviour occurs through the mediation of other people and is 

conditioned to support the speaker’s behaviour (Schoneberger, 2025). In this research, the 

speaker is the interviewer, and the participant answers the interviewer’s questions through 

verbal behaviour to support the interviewer’s behaviour of interviewing the participant. The 

responses of the participants reflected their own actions and thoughts, therefore making their 
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responses self-reports of verbal behaviour (Fernández-Ballesteros, 2004). However, these 

responses may be subject to change depending on the context, since self-reports do not reflect 

the actual behaviours of participants and the study did not aim to measure those behaviours, 

and the responses of the participants may be subject to bias in the presence of an interviewer 

(Adams-Quackenbush et al., 2019). 

The study also discusses how learning history from past events shapes current behaviour 

through consequences and reinforcement. By definition, reinforcement is broadly defined as a 

process where the aftermath of a behaviour increases the likelihood of a behaviour occurring 

again, through rewards such as praise, attention in the form of social reinforcement (Wise, 

2009). A consequence is an event that occurs immediately after a behaviour (Kodak & 

Halbur, 2020). Therefore, reinforcement and consequences may shape learning by making 

behaviours with positive consequences more likely to occur and those with undesirable 

consequences less likely to occur. (López-Tolsa & Pellón, 2025). 

In addition to this, participants express their opinions in terms of their private behaviour. By 

definition, private behaviour is a type of event that is not accessible to another person and 

cannot be externally observed (Moore, 2018). Participants expressed their thoughts and 

feelings with regard to viewing body image posts and comments, in terms of their private 

behaviours. 

Social Media Engagement and Interactions 

From a behaviour analysis point of view, participants' preference for visual and text-based 

platforms can be understood in terms of the observable consequences (Sabatini, 2025). For 

example, behaviours such as posting and viewing content are followed by social responses 

such as likes and comments on these social media platforms (Marengo et al., 2021). These 

can be described as social reinforcement that maintains engagement with social media 
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platforms (Lindström et al., 2021). In addition to this, the expression of participants’ 

preference for different types of content which they expressed that body positive content as 

“encouraging” and fitness content as “motivating” may be shaped by individual learning 

history (Vargas, 2013). 

Participants of this study also verbally described their behaviours in the situation where they 

may act as bystanders or viewers being exposed to appearance related cyberbullying and they 

only intervene if they know the victim of the bully previously. Behaviourally, this can be 

described in the context of previously having had positive interactions with the person they 

are defending against bullying (R. Thompson, 2016). 

Passive social media engagement by participants indicates their behavioural preference with 

regard to interacting with social media platforms (Bide & Dhage, 2021).  

Private Events Associated with Exposure to Comments and Body Image Posts 

Behaviour analysis can be used to describe the wording of participants as verbal accounts 

(Luque & O’Hora, 2016) of past experiences by interacting with comments. Additionally, 

participants also reported that viewing comments regarding other people’s bodies made them 

think about their own bodies. This can be analysed as participants describing their private 

events (Baum, 2017). Some study participants mentioned they might avoid reading comments 

altogether due to having faced negative experiences in the past. This can be explained in 

behaviour analysis as disengagement after facing aversive situations (Aleksandric et al., 

2022). 

Participants' varying reactions to viewing the comments under the artificially generated 

Instagram post can be described behaviour analytically as their private verbal experiences 

(Tourinho, 2006) in correspondence to viewing positive, negative and neutral comments. 
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Also, participants' responses to when asked about how the body image post made them feel, 

consisted of positive, mixed and null reactions. These responses demonstrate participants' 

private events and self-reported feelings (Robinson & Clore, 2002) after viewing the 

artificially generated post. Additionally, participants' thinking after viewing the post 

represents their verbal statements regarding private behaviours in response to the image 

(Moore, 2018). 

Participants also verbally reported engaging in comparison with images seen on social media. 

These reports are verbal statements regarding participants' private events (Moore, 2018) after 

viewing the artificially generated image in the study. 

Reported Behaviours and Consequences  

 Participants stated they may engage in behaviours such as “liking” and “commenting” when 

interacting with such content. Participants' descriptions about what they would likely do after 

viewing the body image post can be described behaviourally  as self-reported tendencies, as 

they only indicated they would engage in these behaviours, which sometimes occur, that even 

though one intends to engage in a behaviour, they might not follow through (Feil et al., 

2023). 
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Discussion 

Through this study, I explored the thoughts, feelings and behavioural reactions of young 

women when viewing body image posts and related comments from a behaviour analytic 

lens. The purpose of the study was to explore how exposure to body image posts would affect 

participants' thoughts, feelings and associated reactions relating to their body image and how 

comments would similarly impact individuals. Findings indicated that viewing artificially 

generated posts led to thinking patterns such as seeking ways to look like the body image 

post, as well as feeling motivated and having behavioural reactions such as liking the posts 

and scrolling. Viewing comments related to the body image post revealed that positive and 

negative comments affect participants in diverse ways. The following is a discussion on how 

these research findings align with the research questions and previous research findings.  

Engaging with Body Image Content  

Previous research has discovered that viewing social media posts that highlighted body 

appreciation and resistance to appearance ideals were highly useful (Rodgers et al., 2023). 

These findings are supported by the present study, where it was revealed that body positive 

posts are a type of content that are commonly viewed by young women when discussing their 

preferences for different types of content on social media. Through the interviews, it was 

revealed that they also prefer to view fitness content. For example, research on people’s 

engagement with body positive content suggests that participants accounted for fitness 

influencers as reliable sources of information regarding physical activity (Lavoie et al., 

2025). Hence, these research findings regarding participants’ preference for viewing body 

image posts are consistent with previous research. 

Previous research has also discovered how engaging in social media activity could lead to 

comparisons and feelings of inadequacy. As an example, it was found that looking at social 
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media posts would lead to feelings of inadequacy due to constant comparison, in a study that 

examined the relationship between social media use and mental health in the digital age 

(Opoku et al., 2025). This can be explained using the social comparison theory (Festinger, 

1954). This explains that upward social comparisons that occur as a result of comparing 

oneself to another person whom you consider superior can result in feeling inadequate 

regarding one’s own body (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999). The current study aligns with these 

findings, that it was discovered that exposure to the body image post evoked thinking patterns 

such as self-comparison and feelings of inadequacy. Additionally, previous research has 

explored the perceptions of young women on beauty ideals on social media to discover that 

their perceptions regarding beauty are perceived as unattainable (Bertilsson & Gilberg, 2017), 

which is consistent with this study’s findings. 

Research findings have shown that when the occurrence of thin bodies in the environment 

increased, the concept of being overweight expanded to include bodies that would otherwise 

be considered “normal” (Devine et al., 2022). This idea is subject to the cultural context of 

one’s society as well. For example, previous research such as (Romo et al., 2016) describes 

the emphasis in Latin culture on a slender, but curvy figure. However, in the context of 

Aotearoa, research suggests that even though dominant Western beauty standards are 

imposed on young women in New Zealand, these are often rejected in favour of cultural 

knowledge and inheritance in celebrating strong brown bodies (Nemani & Thorpe, 2023). In 

relation to these findings, the current study discussed the ideal body type as a very specific 

body image, and anyone who is even slightly overweight can be made fun of or called “fat”, 

even if they are midsized. 

Content creators have been a source of information and new opinions for the young 

generation at present. Therefore, young people are increasingly finding value in readily tested 

tips from content creators regarding body types similar to those of content creators, which 
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leads them to discard their own thinking (R. Xu et al., 2024). The need to follow the guidance 

of content creators might also be due to the need to conform to social norms regarding diet 

and exercise. For example, Carrotte et al., (2017) discovered that young people are motivated 

to exercise due to appearance-related reasons, to improve their appearance, where the media 

portrays being “desirable” and being “physically fit” as a main concept. These findings align 

with the current study, where it was discovered that looking at the artificially generated body 

image post evoked curiosity in participants regarding how to achieve the displayed body type 

and therefore evoked information-seeking behaviours. It was also found in the current study 

that conforming to social norms regarding body image resulted in feeling motivated to 

engage in exercise to achieve the body type displayed on the body image post. This aligns 

with previous research findings that indicated that fitness content not only impacts exercise 

behaviour but also psychological mechanisms related to it (Xiao et al., 2025). 

Previous research has indicated that viewing body image posts can give rise to positive as 

well as negative feelings. For example, negative feelings could arise due to identifying 

dissimilarities between one’s body image and a body image post and the lack of features that 

reflect the perfect body image, in themselves, due to appearance related perfectionism, 

thereby causing higher body dissatisfaction and lower confidence levels (McComb & Mills, 

2021). However, the findings of my study revealed that the body image post that was used as 

a stimulus material for this study, which was neither considered “body positive” nor made to 

represent the “thin ideal” body image, gave rise to feelings of body satisfaction in young 

women. In addition to this, it was also found that positive feelings such as contentment arose 

due to comparison with the body image post and realised that their body was similar to the 

post. This finding is consistent with previous research showing that downward social 

comparison, when the target is perceived as similar, can produce body satisfaction (Fardouly 

et al., 2017; Perey & Koenigstorfer, 2023) 
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Behaviours and Actions 

Previous research regarding the behavioural reactions associated with viewing body image 

posts indicated that commenting positively on body image posts was a significant behavioural 

reaction that also indicated prosocial tendencies (Kvardova et al., 2025). This could be 

interpreted as the willingness of viewers to promote body-positive idealisation. This is 

consistent with the current research findings, where behavioural reactions such as liking 

positive comments posted by other users are discovered. 

Scrolling behaviours are a significant reaction associated with social media across visual 

platforms. Research has indicated that this could occur due to boredom as a result of spending 

an extensive amount of time on social media, reducing other time for meaningful activities 

(Tam & Inzlicht, 2024). This was explained using theories of dissociation, where it was 

stated that one’s attention could narrow down on a certain stimulus, excluding all other 

surrounding stimuli, which might cause a temporary suspension of awareness and 

consciousness, resulting in feeling dissociated during mindless scrolling behaviours (Mackay, 

2023). Due to this dissociative state, having no reaction to posts on social media could be 

explained, where the only behaviour they would engage in would be scrolling, while blocking 

out all other stimuli. The current study also reported similar findings, where “scrolling” past 

the body image post was a commonly reported consequence of viewing the body image post. 

Online Interactions  

Commenting facilitates direct interactions among users through online communities (Gruzd 

& Haythornthwaite, 2013) and helps each other online through mechanisms such as problem 

solving (Molinari, 2004). These findings align with the current research findings, which 

discovered that commenting itself is an online interaction, which forms the basis of the 

identified subthemes “bullying,” “defending people online”, and “formation of a sense of 
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community.” This is due to the reason that bullying online, mentioned by participants would 

take place textually, in the form of comments to create an effect on another person, therefore 

making it an online interaction among people, where one person would post on social media, 

and another person would be inclined to comment negatively on the post, which would result 

in a third person coming in to defend the original content creator, resulting in online 

interactions. In addition to this, like-minded people interacting on social media, through 

commenting on social media posts, and the comments receiving the support of more people 

with similar ideas, lead to the formation of an online community on social media with the 

help of the commenting feature, which is consistent with previous research findings (O’Reilly 

et al., 2022). 

 Chun & Lee, (2022) that indicates that supportive comments increase the willingness of 

individuals to present their opinions when they align with that of the social climate, mediated 

by feelings of community. On the other hand, viewing negative comments on social media 

would lead to negative mental health outcomes, such as increased anxiety (Ai & von 

Mühlenen, 2025). Therefore, when looking at a comment section, one can find positive as 

well as negative comments and viewing these comments can have varied impacts on its 

viewers depending on their content. Current research is consistent with these findings, where 

it was discovered that thoughts associated with the commenting feature involved both 

positive and negative ideas, where positive ideas involved the comment section being helpful 

and encouraging in some instances.  

Engaging with Body Image Comments 

One of the main factors that could lead to body dissatisfaction is viewing appearance-related 

comments. Previous research findings have explained how positive appearance comments on 

social media could lead to higher levels of body dissatisfaction in adolescent girls (Kvardova 
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et al., 2023). Due to this reason, some young women would engage in avoidance behaviours 

such as avoiding undesirable social media posts that cause appearance comparisons as a way 

of protecting their own body image (Mahon & Hevey, 2021). These outcomes align with 

those of the current study, where it was found that viewing appearance-related/ body image 

comments led to participants thinking about their own body image, in addition to viewing 

negative comments, leading to avoidance behaviours that would prevent participants from 

viewing the comment section and reading the comments in the future due to past negative 

experiences. 

Viewing body image related comments has had a significant impact on young women’s body 

image, according to previous research. For example, Davies et al., (2020) described viewing 

body positive captions under social media posts increased body esteem levels compared to 

neutral and fitspiration captions, which is consistent with the findings of the current study 

that discovered that viewing positive comments mostly leads to positive feelings, such as 

confidence, regarding posting pictures of themselves online. However, viewing these 

comments could also have a negative impact in the sense that individuals with high self-

awareness and body image concerns would view the negative comments and think that the 

negative body image related adjectives are directed at them, as opposed to the actual person 

that is targeted through the comment and that the negative comments would align with their 

self-schemas regarding negative body image and lead to heightening of that negative belief, 

leading to rumination over time (Dent & Martin, 2023). These findings align with the current 

research findings where it is stated that one of the main negative emotions that arose due to 

viewing the comments was overthinking regarding their own body, as to whether someone 

online would say the same things about them if they posted a picture online. In addition to 

this, it was found that viewing positive comments would lead to negative feelings, such as 

jealousy. 
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Behaviours Associated with Commenting 

Researchers have asked questions about the importance of familiarity in the context of social 

media interactions. Findings regarding this topic indicate that individuals engaged in 

providing likes to friends regardless of whether they had received likes from them before, and 

that if they were not close friends, the liking behaviour was dependent on whether their posts 

had been liked before. In addition to this, a behaviour known as “lurking” on social media has 

also been identified with regard to commenting. This is used to define users who read 

information posted by other users, but rarely or never post their own content (Neelen & 

Fetter, 2010). These findings support this body of literature by indicating that the majority of 

the participants indicated they would not be inclined to comment or interact on social media, 

and even if they were inclined to comment publicly or privately, it would have to be a person 

they have interacted with previously, such as a peer or family member, rather than with a 

stranger. In terms of the lurking behaviour, this could occur due to the need to minimise their 

digital footprint, as mentioned by one participant, which is associated with less disclosure of 

personal information, similar to Trifiro & Goyanes (2025), who discovered that users who 

engage in lurking behaviour are more likely to disclose personal information. 
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Limitations and future directions 

Like all research studies, this study also has some limitations. One of the main limitations 

was that the interview guide did not entirely match the research questions to obtain rich data. 

Therefore, in future studies, it is important to prepare the interview guide in a way that more 

qualitative data can be extracted, since even though I was able to obtain meaningful 

qualitative data, the richness of the data were reduced due to participants answering certain 

questions using short answers. In addition to this, behaviours related to body image or social 

media were not measured in this study, making the results based entirely on the verbal reports 

of behaviour by participants, which may be subject to interview biases at the time of 

interviewing (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Therefore, in future body image studies that aim to 

have a behaviour analysis perspective, they need to measure body image behaviours as 

observable behaviours, instead of verbal reports of private behaviours.  
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Implications for future research 

The findings of this study suggest that by exploring the thoughts, feelings, and behavioural 

reactions of young women in response to social media posts and comments, future studies 

regarding body image can gain a deeper understanding of their thoughts and actions. This 

could be a valuable insight when designing future body image interventions, such as for 

conditions like eating disorders, as this study highlights psychological aspects of young 

women that could contribute to the formation of eating disorders, such as self-objectification 

and social comparison. In addition to this, it is also important for future studies to use 

observable measures of body image behaviours when analysing those measures using a 

behaviour analysis lens, which may allow for an accurate representation of observable 

behaviours more than verbal reports of observable behaviours. 
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Conclusion 

This study aimed to explore the impressions, experiences, and feelings around viewing an 

artificially generated Instagram post and related comments, on young women’s body image, 

where they were aged between 18 and 28 years and students at The University of Waikato. 

My findings indicate that participants reported positive and negative responses when viewing 

the stimulus material. In addition to this, participants of the study reacted to the simulated 

post by supporting the artificial creator of the post and reading the comments without much 

interaction (lurking behaviour) and mentioning that they would defend the artificial content 

creator for receiving negative comments, under the given post. 

The study also framed the results in a behaviour analytic perspective, which provides 

implications for future body image studies from a similar point of view. It is worthwhile in 

future studies to further develop this psychological perspective in body image research, 

which can be used to develop behavioural interventions for body image related issues such as 

eating disorders.  
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List of Tables 

Table 1 

Results: Themes and subthemes derived from participant interview data  

Theme  Sub theme  Interpretation Data examples  

Social media  Types of social 

media  

Using appearance 

focused social media 

such as Instagram, 

TikTok, Facebook, 

Snapchat and rarely the 

use of Discord and 

Pinterest 

“Um, I'd say the ones that I use the most, 

Instagram and TikTok, but I also use 

Discord” 

 

   “Instagram, TikTok and sometimes Snapchat, 

Facebook” 

 

   “Just use Instagram and occasionally 

Pinterest” 

 

 Preferable content   Having a variety of 

preferences for types of 

content such as 

entertainment, cooking 

and fitness content in 

addition to seeing peer 

activity online 

“Quite like a lot of different like art and 

different, like creative contributions to 

communities and fandoms that I'm a part of” 

 

   “Short videos, funny prank videos, fitness 

influencers, meal planning” 

 

   “Instagram, usually just like seeing what my 

friends are up to in terms of what they post” 
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  Body positive content 

increases confidence and 

inspires them 

“I do follow a couple people who are, I guess, 

into like, body image positivity and like 

seeing them being so confident about their 

body, even though, like, maybe it's not 

perfect, because what body is like seeing that 

actually makes me feel a lot better about 

myself and my body” 

 

  Fitness content inspires 

them to workout 

“I maybe with, say, workout content inspires 

me to work out more. They get, like, stronger 

and feel more confident” 

 

 Online 

interactions  

Feeling insecure in their 

own body while another 

person would be 

confident in the same 

body type could lead to 

bullying 

“Are they saying this about me? Is the same 

way that somebody else 

might comment and say, like, comment that 

because they feel like, “how are they 

rocking that? When I feel insecure about 

that” 

 

  Sharing similar interests 

with people online forms 

a sense of community  

“Maybe there'll be something that I saw last 

night and she's talking about it, and maybe I 

asked the question, I'm like, girl, did you see 

this too? That was so crazy. Like, kind of like 

that. Yeah, maybe they might reply to your 

comment. Maybe they won't, but it's just kind 

of feels like a community” 

  Standing up for people 

online against people 

being bullied for their 

looks and to defend their 

favourite content creators 

“But if they were, if they were saying 

something rude about her herself, like how 

she looked, or saying something mean about 

her, I would be very quick and to go like, 

hey, no, I've known this person a long time, 

and even regardless of that, you shouldn't just 
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make assumptions or write mean things about 

someone” 

 

 

Commenting  Thoughts and 

feelings about 

commenting  

There are two sides to 

commenting as positive 

and negative 

“Sometimes the comment section can be 

really helpful and encouraging, but also 

sometimes it can be quite negative towards 

the post” 

  Comments emphasising 

a person’s body image 

can impact own body 

image  

“I don't like the comments that are 

emphasizing the body. I just feel like it's 

unnecessary. Yeah, yeah, just highlighting the 

body kind of makes you think about your 

own” 

  Avoiding the comment 

section and having 

privacy barriers on social 

media as a shield to 

receiving negative 

comments 

“If I saw those negative comments, I think 

part of me would be interested to see if there 

are other comments like that, but honestly, I'd 

probably avoid looking for things like that, 

because I know they're just not going to make 

me feel great” 

 

   “I feel like I get to enjoy it because I'm 

anonymous, almost, right? So, like I said, 

with Facebook, it's just my family and friends 

that are going to be commenting on my 

photos or whatever it is that I post. So more 

than likely, I won't get maybe, like, bad 

comments if that make sense. 

you don't want to have at the back of your 

mind that somebody might say something 

mean about it” 
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  Feeling bad for people 

receiving negative 

comments and feel 

empathetic towards them  

“It does make me feel. It probably more 

brings up feelings of sadness, just because I 

think it's quite for me personally, it's quite sad 

to see that people feel and need to treat others 

negatively, or I just don't. I feel like the world 

has lost a bit of positivity” 

 

 Instances of 

commenting and 

actions  

Not commenting, but 

reading the comments 

and rarely using the 

liking feature 

“I don't personally comment myself, but I 

always seem to be looking through the 

comments of what people’s opinions” 

 

   “If there's lots of hate comments, and then 

there's one saying you guys are so mean, this 

is so heartless. I'd like that comment” 

 

  Commenting positively, 

liking the posts, or 

privately commenting to 

a person on social media 

if they knew the person 

previously. 

“I probably wouldn't do it unless it's one of 

like my mates or something like I, not often 

will I comment on someone's post that I don't 

know” 

 

 Types of 

comments  

Mostly preferred to read 

positive comments while 

two participants 

indicated to be seeking 

negative comments out 

of curiosity to 

understand human 

nature. 

“Funny comments that aren't harmful, or 

anything, just someone's like, if it's on a 

meme or something, just someone saying 

something that is really relatable or doesn't 

have anything harmful to another person” 

 

   “Probably the ones that probably are, like, not 

very nice, or 

just like, go against what would be the norm. 

Yeah, it's just interesting. Yeah, it's eye 
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catching because it's not what most of the 

comment section is filled with and the ones 

that are out of the ordinary that catches my 

eye” 

 

 

Body image  Beauty standards Societal expectations of 

beauty for young women  

“Society constantly projects this idea of what 

the ideal body type is, specifically for 

women, ideal body shape is to have big 

breasts, a big butt, curves, but to be skinny, 

but not too skinny, that still have some 

curves, but not be too fat, yeah, very specific 

body image”  

 

   “Think maybe, I suppose, like the 

expectations that come with seeing a picture 

like that on social media. And I suppose like 

you're expected to have you're expected to 

look a certain way. And I feel like, maybe the 

subliminal expectations that come with a post 

surrounding body image or a person's body 

that can definitely like impact me am I 

holding myself to those same expectations?” 

 

 Comparison Engaging in a 

comparison of the body 

image post and 

themselves  

“I thought that her waist was much smaller 

than mine, in that she just is very looks tan, 

naturally pretty, just a bit flawless. We 

assume I look at myself and I don't exactly 

like I'm confident, but I don't exactly see, you 

know those things?” 

 

   “You are constantly comparing yourself to 

other people's body. And it does make you 
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feel that you're that you're a bit inadequate, or 

that there, or that you will never be able to 

get to the place that they're at” 

 

 How did the body 

image post make 

them feel  

Viewing the post led to 

positive and negative 

feelings  

“I would be, there would be a little bit of 

jealousy, because she looks perfect, but I 

wouldn't, I wouldn't start to get sad or angry 

at myself because I don't look like her” 

 

   “I feel like I look quite similar. My body 

image is quite similar to that, which makes 

me feel, I don't know, look looking at that, 

and then thinking about myself doesn't make 

me feel bad. It makes me feel like, oh yeah, 

that's that kind of, kind of, what I look like. 

I'm happy with that sort of thing. I'm kind of 

content. I'd say in myself that it made me feel 

content” 

 

 Thinking 

associated with 

body image post  

Questions that arise to 

mind as to how they can 

achieve the ideal body 

shape and take action to 

achieve the socially 

acceptable self-image 

“I see how like someone could think, oh, 

well, how is she that skinny? How is she that 

tan? And how can I be like her? I don't look 

like her, but honestly, I'm fine with that” 

 

 

   “If anything, it gave me motivation to go to 

the gym and take that and that extra step to 

look like that. So, yeah, probably it gave me 

motivation, and it made me look at that 

person and think that's how I want to look. 

Bang, I'm going to do something about it” 

   “Yep. I think every time that I see a post of 

someone, and they seem to have a perfect 
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body, there is always going to be a little bit of 

jealousy” 

 

 

 How did the 

comments about 

the body image 

post make them 

feel  

Comments evoked 

jealousy and 

overthinking while 

relating the negative 

comments to themselves 

“I would start to overthink my own body, 

saying that, commenting, when one of the 

comments saying the body is so tea, it does 

make me go if I don't look like that. So would 

is my body so tea too” 

 

   “Looking at the comment section. Oh, oh, 

um, some comments are definitely positive. 

they definitely will make you confident about 

posting yourself” 

 

  Exposure to negative 

comments could lead to 

comparison of body 

image and being cautious 

to posting their own 

selves on social media 

“It would kind of make me cautious if I were 

to ever post anything like that, like it 

probably is preventing me from posting 

anything like that because of the backlash 

people receive” 

 Behaviours Behavioural reactions 

after viewing the 

artificially generated post  

“I'd probably like the comments that are like, 

saying that she looks nice. And then if 

people had replied to the mean comments and 

been like, wow, you should take a look at 

yourself, or something like that, I'd probably 

like their comments” 

 

   “I would I definitely like it, and if it's 

someone I'm close to, I'd probably leave a 

comment being like you're looking like you're 

glowing, or something like that. I'd see what 

everyone else has said probably first, and 
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then I'd base my comments off everyone else 

a little bit” 

 Consequences  Consequences or 

aftermath of viewing the 

body image post  

“I feel like if I saw that in real life, I couldn't 

help myself but look at her perfect body” 

 

   “If I'm already on like, say, Instagram, just 

keep scrolling” 

 

   “I'm not sure. I think I'll just leave it as it is” 
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Appendices 

Appendix A 

DIVISION OF ARTS, LAW, PSYCHOLOGY & SOCIAL SCIENCES 

HUMAN ETHICS RESEARCH 

Investigation of how body image-focused social media posts and comments affect 

viewers’ thoughts, feelings and responses: A behavioural perspective 

INFORMATION SHEET 

 

Who are we? 

 

We are a duo of researchers consisting of a Master of Applied Psychology student 

specialising in Behaviour Analysis and a Professor in Social Sciences at the University of 

Waikato. The professor supervises the student’s master’s degree Thesis.  

 

We can be contacted via email through the following. 

 

Ms. Ayodhya Panadare: apc29@students.waikato.ac.nz 

Dr. Katrina Roen: katrina.roen@waikato.ac.nz 

 

What is this study about? 

 

This study focuses on the thoughts, feelings and behavioural reactions associated with body 

image related social media posts and comments and how it can affect viewers’ body image 

and their reactions.  

 

What do you have to do? 

 

People who choose to participate in the study will attend an online interview lasting 30 to 45 

minutes. During this interview, they can openly discuss their views on how body image posts 

and related comments affect their body image perception. The participants will be shown an 

artificially generated Instagram post with artificially generated comments and asked about 

their reactions and feelings. 

mailto:apc29@students.waikato.ac.nz
mailto:katrina.roen@waikato.ac.nz
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Disclaimer: 

 

You are about to view an image sourced from an artificially generated Instagram post. This 

image is being used for educational/research purposes only. Please be aware that the photo 

may reflect idealised beauty standards that do not represent the general population. If you feel 

uncomfortable or triggered at any point, you may choose to exit the study without 

consequence.  

If you need any mental health-related support, please feel free to use the information 

provided in the mental health support information sheet supplied with this sheet. 

 

 

Anonymity and Confidentiality: 

 

All relevant measures are taken to protect the participants' anonymity and confidentiality. The 

researcher will only transcribe the data; identification information such as names will be 

removed from the transcripts.  

 

Collected Information: 

 

The collected information will be stored in a secure folder on the University of Waikato 

Server upon transcription. The research findings can be provided via email upon the 

participants' request. 

 

 

Participant rights: 

 

• Participants can withdraw up to 2 weeks after the interview; however, they will 

receive extra credit for participation. 

• Participants can refuse to answer questions during the interview or withdraw if they 

feel uncomfortable, vulnerable, or unsafe. 

• They will still receive compensation for participation. 

• Participants have the right to ask further questions about the research during their 

participation.  
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• Participants are invited to let the researchers know if they would like a copy of the 

transcript of their interview and to provide any necessary edits. 

• Participants can provide any edits up to one week after receiving the transcripts 

(Consent for these can be provided in the consent form) 
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Appendix B 

THE UNIVERSITY OF WAIKATO 

DIVISION of ARTS, LAW, PSYCHOLOGY & SOCIAL SCIENCES 

Investigation of how body image-focused social media posts and comments affect 

viewers’ thoughts, feelings and responses: A behavioural perspective 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM  

 

Name of person interviewed:  

____________________________________________________________ 

 

I have received a copy of the Information Sheet describing the research project. Any 

questions relating to the research have been answered to my satisfaction. I understand that I 

can ask further questions about the research at any time during my participation and can 

withdraw my participation within two weeks following the interview. 

 

During the interview, I understand I do not have to answer questions unless I am happy to 

discuss the topic. I can stop the interview anytime and ask to turn off the recording device.  

 

When I sign this consent form, I will retain ownership of my interview, but I consent to the 

researcher using it for the research outlined in the Information Sheet.  

 

I understand that my identity will remain confidential when presenting the research findings. 

 

I would like to receive a copy of the research findings.  

I would like to receive a copy of my interview transcript.  

I would like to edit and highlight my interview transcript.  

 

Participant :   Researcher :  

Signature :  Signature :  

Date :  Date :  

Contact Details :  Contact Details :   
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Appendix C 

Interview Guide: Semi-Structured Interview with Open-Ended Questions 

Research Question: How body image-focused social media posts and comments affect 

viewers’ thoughts, feelings and responses? 

Focus areas: 

Social media use and exposure: 

• What types of social media platforms do you feel mostly drawn towards? 

• Would you feel comfortable sharing with me the content you enjoy the most on 

social media?  

• What appeals to you regarding this type of content?  

• Are there particular people who inspire you on social media?  

• What makes it feel connected to them or not connected?  

 

Body image perception and the role of comments 

• When you are using social media, do you engage with the commenting section at all? 

• How do you feel about commenting on another person’s post on social media, in 

general? 

• What kinds of comments mostly catch your eye? Would you like to share an example 

with me? 

• Let us say you encounter a post about body image, and the comments falling into it 

are significantly negative. How would that make you feel? What feelings might that 

cause? 

• Has there ever been a time when something you saw on social media significantly 

affected how you felt about your own body? What was that like for you? 

• Have you faced situations where something you saw on social media affected how 

you felt about your own body? What was that like? 

 

Comments frame.  

• Initially, show them the picture and ask whether they would be inclined to comment. 

Afterwards, show them the post with comments. 
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• Looking at the post, do you feel like commenting on it or not? What went through 

your mind? 

• Sometimes, looking at things on social media can bring up feelings, which could also 

be about us. How did you feel looking at this post? 

• Body image is a constantly changing concept of our body, which is shaped by our 

experiences related to it. Would you be like to discuss with me or tell me how the 

comments made you feel about your own body? 

 

 

Reactions: Behavioural analytic account 

• Can you tell me about a time you faced a real-life situation similar to this, on social 

media? What happened there?  

• After viewing the post, what would your immediate reaction be? What would you do  

• Do you feel your responses would be affected depending on whether you knew the 

person in the post previously? 

• What would you do after viewing the post, having a behavioural reaction, and as a 

consequence to that? 

• What would happen if you saw a similar post again in the future? Do you feel like 

viewing this post would affect your reactions to similar posts in the future? 
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Appendix D  

Research Materials 
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Appendix E 
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Appendix F 

Link:  https://forms.gle/Ns9hCVGfsLuL7DS48 

 

 

 

 

  

https://forms.gle/Ns9hCVGfsLuL7DS48
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