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Abstract: Social media has negative effects on adolescent body image and disordered eating behaviors, yet adolescents are unlikely 
to discontinue engaging with these platforms. Thus, it is important to identify strategies that can reduce the harms of social media on 
adolescent mental health. This article reviews research on social media and adolescent body image, and discusses strategies to reduce 
risks associated with social media use. Topics covered include interventions aimed at mitigating social media’s negative impacts, the 
body-positivity movement, and policies regulating adolescents’ social media use. Overall, this review highlights specific factors (such 
as staffing, duration, modality, facilitator training, and cultural sensitivity) to consider when designing and implementing social media 
interventions targeting adolescents. This review also discusses psychosocial outcomes associated with body positivity on social media. 
Finally, policy efforts to reduce the negative impact of social media on adolescents’ body image and eating behaviors are described. In 
sum, there is a strong need to conduct further research identifying optimal approaches to reduce the harms of social media for 
adolescent body image and eating behavior. 
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Introduction
Adolescence is typically characterized by an increased emphasis on peer relationships.1,2 Currently, much of this 
adolescent peer interaction occurs on social media platforms, including Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and YouTube.2 

This is concerning, as a considerable amount of scientific literature connects social media use to negative mental health 
outcomes.2–6 This review focuses specifically on the link between social media use and the increased risk of body 
dissatisfaction and eating disorders in adolescents.3–6

The link between social media use and body dissatisfaction attracted significant attention in the popular press in 
2021, when research conducted by Meta (parent company of Facebook and Instagram) was leaked to the Wall Street 
Journal. Consistent with existing empirical data,4,5 these internal findings demonstrated an association between 
social media use and body dissatisfaction in adolescent girls.7 Specifically, 32% of adolescent girls surveyed for 
Meta’s research indicated that Instagram made them feel worse about their bodies, particularly if they were already 
experiencing negative body image.7 Since these data surfaced, multiple media companies have provided additional 
anecdotal evidence detailing the negative effects of social media on body image, underscoring the widespread 
public concern about the harmful impact of social media on adolescent body image.8 The following sections briefly 
review the empirical data on this topic, provide a rationale for a harm-reduction approach to adolescents’ social 
media use, and discuss research on specific harm-reduction strategies, including body positivity, interventions, and 
policy.
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Social Media Use Negatively Affects Adolescent Girls’ Body Satisfaction and Eating 
Behaviors
As noted above, it is well established that social media use is associated with negative outcomes related to body image 
and disordered eating.3,5,6 Moreover, there appears to be a dose–response effect. Adolescents with more social media 
accounts, and those who spend more time on social media, are more likely to engage in disordered eating behaviors.3,9

Furthermore, social media has become a common platform for weight-related teasing.10 A systematic review noted 
that adolescents who experienced weight-related teasing or bullying (including cyberbullying) were more likely to 
experience negative body image and disordered eating behaviors.11 Similarly, in a qualitative study, adolescent girls 
reported decreases in self-esteem after receiving weight-related comments online.12 Clearly, the risks of social media go 
beyond simply viewing images posted online.

Multiple conditions that frequently precede or co-occur with eating disorders can also be exacerbated by social media 
use. For example, social media use is associated with higher levels of depression, anxiety, and psychological stress.13,14 

Moreover, greater amounts of time on social media confer higher risk of negative mental health outcomes.14 Finally, all 
of the aforementioned symptoms are associated with increased eating disorder risk and symptom severity among those 
with eating disorders.15,16

Social Media is Particularly Harmful
It is clear that adolescents’ social media use can pose risks to their mental health, and researchers have begun to examine 
the mechanisms underlying this relationship. One proposed reason why social media seems particularly harmful to 
adolescents’ mental health is because it claims to represent “reality”, yet the images presented are often unrealistic.17 

Social media influencers and users typically only post their most flattering images, and use editing software to manipulate 
their body shape and size, facial features, and other physical attributes.17 Social comparison is extremely common among 
adolescents, and exposure to unrealistic (yet seemingly “real”) images on social media can both increase this normative 
developmental tendency and result in adolescents unfavorably comparing themselves to the bodies they see online.18

Variations in Risks Posed by Various Types of Social Media
In addition, certain forms of social media appear particularly detrimental to adolescent body satisfaction and related 
outcomes. Specifically, image-based platforms, such as Instagram and TikTok, seem to pose greater risk, as posting and 
interacting with image-based content appears to have a more negative impact on body image than text-based content (see 
Vandenbosch et al, 2022, for a review).6 Another concern is that posts on these image-based platforms are often 
retouched,17 which some data suggest raises the risk of body dissatisfaction among adolescent girls. For example, results 
of an experimental study in which adolescent girls (N=144, Mage=15.92 years) were randomly assigned to view either 
retouched or unretouched Instagram photos indicated that not only was exposure to retouched images associated with 
greater body dissatisfaction, but these effects were stronger in girls with higher social comparison tendencies.19

Interaction with pro-anorexia content, which includes tips for weight loss and content glorifying disordered eating 
behaviors, is particularly problematic, as it is associated with a higher drive for thinness and body dissatisfaction.20,21 

Similarly, “fitspiration” (content related to fitness and healthy living) and “detox” or “cleanse” sites also appear to have 
particularly negative impacts on adolescents’ body image and eating behavior, increasing body dissatisfaction and 
physical comparisons.22,23 This is concerning, as fitspiration and detox/cleanse pages purport to provide credible health 
information, but often share inaccurate, and at times dangerous, recommendations.22 Moreover, a study conducted by 
Carrotte et al indicated that younger adolescents are more likely than older adolescents or young adults to view 
fitspiration and detox/cleanse pages on social media platforms.22 Consequently, it seems important to enhance strategies 
to reduce the harm caused by social media, particularly given the ubiquity of its use among adolescents.

A Harm-Reduction Approach
Given the concerns related to the negative impact of social media use on adolescents’ body image and eating behaviors, 
professional organizations, such as the Academy for Eating Disorders, have recommended much stronger regulation of 
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its use among individuals under the age of 18.24 This topic is discussed in detail in a subsequent section on social media 
policy. Critics of this proposed regulation argue that adolescents are likely to continue using social media in spite of 
potential harms or parental controls, and restrictions would prevent them from experiencing the positive aspects of these 
platforms.25 Moreover, as is noted in the policy section of this review, regulatory restrictions are extremely difficult to 
pass in the current legal climate. Thus, it is critical to identify ways to facilitate healthy social media use and reduce harm 
to adolescent mental health within the current, relatively unregulated, context. A harm-reduction approach could mitigate 
the negative impacts of social media on adolescent body image and eating behavior.

The goal of harm reduction is to reduce the adverse effects caused by a given behavior, rather than eliminating the 
behavior itself. Harm reduction is a pragmatic approach to addressing public health impacts of high-risk behaviors, and 
varies from the more traditional strategy of encouraging abstinence.26 Specifically, harm-reduction approaches acknowl-
edge the reality that abstinence is not feasible for many, and does not offer individuals the support and tools that might 
provide protection from potential harm. In contrast, harm reduction focuses not on eradicating a behavior, but rather, on 
facilitating its implementation in a way that buffers individuals from experiencing negative outcomes.27 This type of 
approach has been successfully implemented in the fields of drug and tobacco use, gambling, alcohol abuse, and eating 
disorders.26,28,29

A harm-reduction model might prove particularly useful when addressing the negative outcomes associated with 
adolescents’ social media engagement. Adolescents are unlikely to discontinue their social media use, as it has become 
a central mode of social interaction in this age group.30,31 Furthermore, requiring abstinence from social media limits 
adolescents’ opportunities to develop healthy relationships with these communication platforms as they age into 
adulthood.

In sum, given that adolescents are likely to continue to engage in social media use, and this form of communication 
seems unlikely to disappear, it is particularly important to identify methods to minimize the harm of social media on body 
image and disordered eating. The remainder of this review highlights extant research on methods to mitigate the negative 
effects of social media on body image and disordered eating for adolescents. Specifically, the following sections review 
the literature on interventions promoting healthy social media use, the impact of body-positive content on social media, 
and avenues for policy change.

Interventions to Promote Healthy Social Media Use in Adolescents
Numerous interventions have endeavored to address growing concerns regarding social media’s deleterious impacts on 
adolescent body image and eating behaviors.32 Most are delivered in school settings, and many have yielded positive 
results, including increases in body esteem,33 body appreciation and satisfaction,34,35 and reductions in dietary restraint.33 

However, many evaluations of these interventions are uncontrolled, unrandomized trials with limited follow-up 
assessments.33,35 This review focuses primarily on the smaller number of studies that have used more rigorous 
methodologies, including randomized control trials (RCTs), to examine the impact of interventions targeting the effects 
of social media on adolescents’ body image.

School-Based Interventions
Interventions to promote adolescents’ media health literacy (MHL), or the ability to recognize and think critically about 
health-related content in the media, are not novel, although most have focused on traditional (not social) media.32,36 

A recent meta-analysis of 16 experimental studies indicated that MHL interventions were associated with declines in 
body image concerns, eating concerns, and thin-internalization among youth aged 10–18 years, although the size and 
persistence of these changes varied across studies.32 This meta-analysis also highlighted the relative lack of MHL school- 
based interventions specifically addressing adolescents’ social (vs traditional) media use. This is concerning, as social 
media have several unique characteristics, including an interactive nature (eg, likes, comments), constant updating, and 
relatively little, or no, moderation or fact-checking of content. Moreover, the majority of adolescents’ media consumption 
now occurs on social (not traditional) platforms.31 Thus, there remains an urgent need to determine the most effective 
ways in which to enhance adolescents’ ability to critically evaluate social media.
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One RCT designed specifically to address adolescents’ social media use, The Healthy Body Image intervention, 
included 12th-grade students (N=2446; Mage=16.8 years; 64% girls) from 30 schools in Norway.37 This intervention, 
delivered by researchers, included three 90-minute sessions focused on body image, social media literacy, and health. The 
results indicated that intervention participation was linked to increases in positive embodiment (ie, a favorable and 
accepting relationship with one’s body) and health-related quality of life among girls only, with effects maintained at 
3- and 12-month follow-up.

Another school-based RCT evaluated SoMe, an intervention aimed at increasing social media literacy, enhancing 
body image, and decreasing dieting among early high school students in Australia (N=892; Mage=12.77 years; 50.5% 
girls).38 SoMe included four lessons with assessments conducted at baseline, 5-week, 6-month, and 12-month follow-up. 
Contrary to expectations, intervention participation was not associated with improvements in body dissatisfaction, dietary 
restraint, self-esteem, depressive symptoms, body ideal internalization, or social comparisons. However, girls in the 
intervention manifested reductions in dietary restraint and depressive symptoms at 6-month follow-up, compared with the 
control group. Similarly to Sundgot-Borgen et al,37 the intervention appeared to be less effective for boys.

Dove Confident Me, another school-based intervention, was evaluated in an RCT conducted by Diedrichs et al39 in 
Great Britain (N=1403; ages 11–13 years; 48.6% girls). The intervention’s five sessions, delivered by trained teachers, 
addressed appearance ideals, media messages, appearance comparisons, body talk, and body confidence.39 The inter-
vention group reported increased body-esteem through 6-month follow-up in both boys and girls. Girls also experienced 
less appearance-related teasing through 12-month follow up. This study’s long follow-up period (up to 36 months) is 
a notable design strength.

It is often difficult to deliver multi-session interventions within the school setting, given all the demands placed on 
students, faculty, and staff, and the need to prioritize instructional time for core academic subjects.34 To address this 
concern, Bell and colleagues developed Digital Bodies, a single-session (60-minute) intervention focused on challenging 
“unrealistic appearance ideals and pressure to conform to these ideals, as they manifest within the social media 
environment” (p. 4).34 Participants were younger adolescents (N=290, Mage=12.81 years; 52.1% girls). Classes within 
a single school were randomly assigned to receive either the intervention or wait-list condition. The intervention was 
delivered by trained research assistants. At both post-testing and 8-week follow-up, the intervention group reported 
higher body satisfaction than the control group. Among girls, thin-ideal internalization was also reduced at post-testing, 
but this effect was no longer evident at 8-week follow-up. This study is limited by the fact that there was no active 
control group, and it was conducted in a single school; thus, contamination may have influenced the results. Nonetheless, 
it is noteworthy that this very brief intervention yielded a positive effect regarding its primary target, body satisfaction, 
and that this change was identified in both boys and girls.34

Guest et al40 conducted an RCT using a novel intervention delivery approach in their school-based social media 
program targeting 9–11-year-olds in England (44.8% girls). Specifically, these researchers designed a board game 
(“Everybody’s Different: The Appearance Game”) to increase knowledge regarding appearance-related issues, promote 
positive body image, enhance social media literacy, and foster acceptance of appearance diversity. Participants played the 
board game once for 40 minutes and completed assessments at pre-, post-, and 2-week follow-up. The results indicated 
a significant increase in knowledge of appearance-related issues in the intervention group compared with the control 
group post-intervention, although this effect was not maintained at follow-up. However, there were no significant 
differences between groups in terms of body appreciation, media literacy, or acceptance of visible difference. 
A limitation of this study is that the sample was not racially diverse (72.2% white). Nonetheless, this investigation is 
noteworthy as it highlights a different school-based intervention approach.

Culturally Sensitive Interventions
A limitation of much of the research on school-based social media interventions involves the lack of racial and ethnic 
diversity within samples and the relative absence of culturally sensitive content. Many body-image prevention programs 
were initially developed and implemented in samples of white European and American girls, but researchers have 
emphasized the necessity of including girls and boys from various cultural backgrounds to enhance generalizability.41,42 
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A few studies have endeavored to address these limitations by evaluating the impact of social media and body image 
interventions for ethnically diverse groups.

For example, Lewis-Smith et al43 conducted an RCT evaluating the five-session Dove Confident Me intervention (an 
adaptation of the Dove Confident Me intervention described above39 in a sample of Indian adolescent boys and girls 
[N=568, ages 11–14 years; 43% girls]. The intervention was adapted to enhance its relevance for Indian adolescents, 
including addressing specific body-image issues, such as body hair dissatisfaction, and adding culturally meaningful 
references (eg, Bollywood).44 These adaptations were made in consultation with both Indian adolescents and experts in 
Indian body image, with the former group rating the acceptability of the intervention materials in pilot work. The 
intervention was facilitated by psychologists (with master’s degrees, prior group treatment experience, and training from 
the intervention developers). The results indicated that, compared with a control group, intervention participants 
manifested increases in body and self-esteem, and decreases in eating pathology, internalization of appearance ideals, 
and life disengagement at post-testing; most of these effects were maintained at 3-month follow-up.

A single-session version of the Dove Confident Me intervention was evaluated in a sample of Indonesian adolescent 
boys and girls (N=1926, Mage=13.7 years; 59.4% girls).45 The program was led by guidance counselors and delivered in 
five schools. Adaptations were made to the original Dove Confident Me intervention39 to enhance its cultural relevance 
for Indonesian adolescents. This multi-step process was conducted in consultation with Indonesian teachers, adolescents, 
and health and government officials.45 Schools were randomized to either the intervention or control group. At post- 
testing, there was a significant difference found between groups on appearance comparison, with the intervention group 
showing a smaller increase in this construct compared with the control group. However, no group differences in body 
esteem, appearance ideal internalization, positive and negative affect, or skin shade satisfaction were evident.45

The study’s authors posited that variations in intervention fidelity might, at least partially, account for the observed 
lack of group differences in outcomes.45 For example, intervention adherence ranged widely (from 28% to 91%), and 
students’ participation in discussions ranged from 8% to 100%. This trial was also conducted between November 2021 
and April 2022; during that time, schools pivoted between remote and in-person learning multiple times because of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Analyses did not identify statistically significant differences in outcomes when comparing online 
to in-person intervention delivery, but qualitatively, the facilitators noted that students often had their cameras off during 
online sessions, and they expressed concern about students’ perceived engagement. Cultural factors may also have 
influenced students’ intervention participation (both in-person and online). Many students reported feeling uncomfortable 
speaking up in the class, as doing so is inconsistent with the traditional educational approach in Indonesia. The study’s 
authors suggest that multi- (vs single-) session interventions may be more appropriate in more hierarchical cultures such 
as Indonesia, to allow students more time to become comfortable expressing their thoughts. In addition, compared to the 
similar intervention conducted by Lewis-Smith et al in India,43 the Indonesian study involved facilitators with less 
education who received less training in intervention delivery (e.g., psychologists vs school guidance counselors, most 
without postgraduate degrees; 12 hours of in-person training vs 4.5 hours of online training). All of these factors likely 
influenced the internal validity of the trial and highlight issues that should be considered in future school-based 
intervention research.

Two additional interventions targeting media literacy and body image in culturally diverse adolescents were 
delivered, not in schools, but rather, via social media platforms.46,47 Specifically, Garbett et al evaluated a self-guided, 
six-session intervention for Indonesian girls (Warna-Warni Waktu), delivered via video. These videos were designed to be 
disseminated on social media platforms (eg, Instagram, YouTube). Participants (N=1847, Mage=16.96 years) were 
randomly assigned to either the intervention or a wait-list control group, and completed assessments at baseline, 
one day after the intervention’s completion, and at one-month follow-up. Statistically significant reductions in the 
internalization of appearance ideals were identified at both post-testing and one-month follow-up. Improvements in 
body satisfaction were also noted at one-month follow-up. Based on these findings, the study’s authors concluded that the 
Warna-Warni Waktu intervention is effective and can feasibly be delivered using social media platforms with which the 
target audience is familiar.

Matheson et al evaluated the effectiveness of Topity, a chatbot microintervention, delivered to Brazilian adolescents 
on Facebook Messenger.47 The authors define microinterventions as “brief, digital, and self-guided approaches that use 
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in-the-moment techniques to provide immediate symptom relief or enhancement” (p. 2). Topity leads users through eight 
microintervention techniques, addressing three themes: family, friends and body image; social media and body image; 
and body appreciation and functionality.47 Each technique can be completed in approximately 5–10 minutes, and 
participants cannot move on to the next section without completing the prior one. In their RCT, Matheson et al 
randomized participants (N=1715, ages 13–18 years; 52.5% girls) to either the intervention or control group. The results 
indicated that program participation yielded improvements in state and trait body image. However, this study had several 
limitations. In particular, only 38.1% of the individuals randomized to the intervention condition entered the chatbot. 
Nonetheless, among these individuals, 78.9% completed at least one of the eight microinterventions. Another concern is 
that study attrition was high. Only 46.53% of participants provided data at post-testing; these rates decreased to 33.82% 
and 26.76% at one-week and one-month follow-up, respectively. Attrition also varied by group assignment, with more 
participants dropping out of the intervention arm. In spite of these limitations, the study’s authors concluded that this 
microintervention has many strengths, including its relative ease of dissemination and the use of a social media platform 
with which adolescents are already familiar.

Summary of Intervention Research
In sum, the reviewed RCTs demonstrate the importance of considering various factors when designing, implementing, 
and understanding school-based interventions targeting the impact of social media on adolescent body image and eating 
behaviors. These include who will facilitate the intervention (e.g., researchers, teachers, a chatbot), how long it will be 
(e.g., a single session or five or more sessions), in what modality the information will be communicated (e.g., board 
games, classroom sessions, online), how much facilitator training is needed, and how participant engagement can be 
optimized and attrition minimized. In addition, there are several ways in which future research can build upon these 
investigations. First, researchers should be mindful of gender differences. Although some studies reported similar results 
for both adolescent boys and girls,39 most interventions yielded minimal effects for boys37,38 or did not include them.48 

Future research should consider gender in intervention design and implementation, and account for the unique challenges 
and experiences faced by different genders in relation to body image and social media. Further, although newer studies 
have adapted and implemented these interventions in some culturally diverse groups,43,48 many have not included 
racially or ethnically diverse samples, limiting the generalizability of findings. In addition, the limited examination of 
long-term effects is a significant gap in the literature. Only one of the reviewed trials included an assessment longer than 
12 months post-intervention.39 Moreover, many studies had high attrition, making it difficult to determine true interven-
tion effects. It is especially important to determine the sustainability of any observed effects when working with younger 
adolescents (ages 9–12 years), as this is a sensitive period for the development of body-image dissatisfaction and 
disordered eating behaviors.49

Body Positivity on Social Media
As noted above, extant literature has repeatedly demonstrated the role of media in the development and maintenance of 
body dissatisfaction and disordered eating.50 However, in recent years, a body-positive (or “body-positivity”) movement 
has emerged to both challenge unrealistic appearance ideals and promote appreciation of diverse bodies.51 Researchers 
are continuing to explore the potential effects of this movement, with some studies suggesting that it has beneficial 
effects on body satisfaction and related behaviors, including disordered eating.52 However, some have expressed concern 
about potential pitfalls of body positivity, including its reinforcement of a focus on appearance.53,54 The following 
section briefly reviews existing research investigating the impact of body-positive content on social media.

Positive Body Image
Positive body image is conceptualized as an overarching love and respect for one’s body that ultimately results in 
positive thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (e.g., self-care and engagement in preventive health) towards one’s body.55,56 

After years of research focusing on negative body image, or body-image dissatisfaction, positive body image emerged as 
a construct separate and distinct from negative body image, with unique predictors and outcomes.56 Indeed, positive body 
image is linked to numerous indices of psychosocial health and well-being, including self-esteem, self-compassion, 
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positive emotions, life satisfaction, proactive coping, optimism, and intuitive eating.56 Thus, positive body image has 
been emphasized as a critical target for both eating-disorder prevention and the treatment of body-image disturbance.56 

According to Tylka and Wood-Barcalow,56 reduction of negative body image results in neutral body image “at best”, 
while enhancing positive body image helps individuals to “appreciate, respect, celebrate, and honor their bodies”, 
ultimately resulting in more effective and lasting mental and physical wellness56 (p. 118). Overall, the body-positive 
movement strives to enhance positive body image, and reduce negative body image, by encouraging body acceptance and 
challenging sociocultural appearance ideals.52

The body-positive movement has significant roots in previously established feminist movements, such as the 1960s’ 
fat-acceptance movement, as well as in present-day social justice movements such as Health At Every Size.57–59 These 
body-focused movements are centered around challenging oppressive systems, such as weight stigma, and amplifying the 
voices of marginalized individuals. Similarly, the body-positive movement embraces diverse body types and images as an 
act of resistance and freedom. Thus, body-positive messages are used to both target negative body image and its 
associated negative sequelae (e.g., disordered eating)52,60 and communicate participation in a social justice movement for 
health and empowerment of historically marginalized bodies.57,61

Body-Positive Social Media Content
The body-positivity movement has grown substantially on social media, particularly on the image-based platform 
Instagram.62 Body-positive content on social media typically portrays “diverse” physical appearances along with themes 
and messages consistent with positive body image.51,53 For example, in a content analysis of body-positive Instagram 
posts conducted by Cohen et al,62 94% of bodies depicted in posts deemed “body positive” ranged from “normal” weight 
to “obese”, and 40% of posts highlighted bodily attributes that diverge from beauty ideals, such as cellulite, stretch 
marks, and stomach rolls. These visual Instagram posts were accompanied by captions promoting body acceptance, 
challenging sociocultural norms, and highlighting beauty in diverse appearances.62

Although the body-positivity movement purports to emphasize body diversity, another content analysis of Instagram 
images revealed that the vast majority of body-positive posts displayed a female figure (85%), most of whom were white 
(67%), and in their twenties (66.9%).53 Similarly, a recent content analysis of 342 TikTok videos with the hashtag 
“bodypositivity” indicated that most individuals depicted were female (95.3%), white (68.7%), and under the age of 30 
(98.2%, most of whom were between the ages of 15 and 20 years); about half of the bodies in these videos were 
perceived by raters as “normal” weight (49.5%), 26.9% as “overweight”, 5.2% as “obese”, and 1.2% as “underweight”.63 

Moreover, videos were rated as embodying cultural beauty ideals “somewhat” (44.2%) or “to a great extent” (48.5%).63 

Body-positive themes, defined by the authors (and based on past research) as including body appreciation, body 
acceptance/love, conceptualizing beauty broadly, adaptive investment in body care, inner positivity, protective filtering 
of information in a body-protective manner, and fat acceptance, were rated as present in only 32.2% of the videos. The 
study’s authors conclude that purported body-positive content is not actually that positive; in addition, these TikTok 
videos included fewer individuals with larger bodies, compared to earlier analyses of Instagram body-positive content.53 

In sum, the results of content analyses across social media platforms suggest that body-positivity content typically 
displays somewhat more diverse body sizes; however, in many other ways (eg, skin tone, age), body-positive content is 
relatively homogeneous and only minimally deviates from traditional Western beauty ideals.

Effects of Body Positivity on Social Media Users
Numerous studies have examined the potential benefits of viewing body-positivity content on social media. To date, most 
quantitative body-positive research has included young adults, primarily undergraduate students. For example, in one 
experimental study, participants (ages 18–33 years) viewed same-gender images of fitspiration, self-compassion quotes 
(eg, “‘It’s ok to take a break”, p. 17), a combination of fitspiration and self-compassion quotes, or neutral images.64 The 
researchers reported that viewing fitspiration posts was associated with lower body satisfaction and appreciation 
compared with viewing the neutral and self-compassion posts; viewing self-compassion quotes only was associated 
with improved body satisfaction and appreciation scores compared with participants exposed to neutral images; however, 
the combined condition did not yield significant differences compared to the fitspiration condition.64 Thus, the study’s 
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authors64 concluded that unfollowing accounts displaying fitspiration, and following accounts promoting self- 
compassion, could benefit social media users.

Stevens and Griffiths65 conducted a one-week, smartphone-facilitated ecological momentary assessment protocol with 
undergraduates, and reported that viewing body-positive content (primarily on Instagram) was associated with greater 
body satisfaction, lower negative affect, and greater positive affect. This study was unique in that it provided data based 
upon viewers’ naturalistic experience of body-positivity content, rather than content presented within a laboratory 
setting.65

Another experimental quantitative study included participants aged 16–30 (Mage=21.3 years; 91.5% white) and 
assessed the impact of viewing images in one of three conditions: body diversity, thin-ideal bodies, or control 
images.66 The body diversity images were compiled from a campaign, entitled Portrait Positive, which includes racially 
and ethnically diverse women with facial differences, scars, and other physical variations.67 Participants exposed to the 
body diversity images reported significant increases in body compassion, face satisfaction, and negative attitudes towards 
thin-ideal images, relative to other groups. The study’s authors concluded with a call for greater body diversity and 
representation in media to reduce thin-ideal internalization and support self-compassion.66 Although these initial studies 
support the idea that viewing diverse body-positive content may benefit viewers, more research is needed to assess the 
impact of body-positive content on adolescents younger than 18 and adults older than 30 years, as well as on men and 
women of color, and gender and sexual minoritized groups.

Qualitative research has provided additional insight into adolescents’ experiences with body-positive content on 
social media. Burnette et al68 conducted group interviews with middle-school girls (N=38, ages 12–14 years) to explore 
relationships between social media use and body image. This study revealed that middle-school girls engage in strategies 
to mitigate social media’s potentially harmful influence on body image, such as reported avoidance of content that could 
damage self-esteem; however, this study did not specifically assess participants’ engagement with body-positive content. 
More recently, Rodgers et al69 conducted semi-structured, individual interviews in a sample of 33 participants (ages 14– 
25 years) exploring the impact of viewing body-positive content. Their results suggested that body-positive content 
promoting resistance to appearance ideals, encouraging body appreciation, or highlighting the unrealistic nature of social 
media is beneficial for many adolescents and young adults.69 However, the degree to which this body-positive content is 
helpful seems to depend upon similarities between the characteristics of the content and the viewer. Specifically, greater 
perceived sociodemographic similarities between content and viewer were perceived by participants as more helpful.69 

More qualitative and quantitative research is needed to explore factors influencing the effects of body-positive content on 
viewers, especially for adolescents.

Influence of Various Types of Body-Positive Content
Two recent reviews of body-positive social media literature supported the relationship between body-positive content and 
higher body satisfaction and positive body image; nonetheless, both also concluded that results regarding the effects of 
various types of body-positive content on viewers’ body image were mixed.6,70 For example, in an experimental study of 
202 female-identifying undergraduate students, Hendrickse et al71 found that the group assigned to view Instagram 
advertisements with plus-sized models reported greater improvements in body satisfaction than the group who viewed 
advertisements with thin models, regardless of whether or not a slogan accompanying the model’s image was empower-
ing (eg, “I define my worth”) or objectifying (eg, “His to touch”). These authors concluded that women are benefitting 
from viewing “plus-size” images. Additional studies are needed to explore potential differences in the effects of various 
types of body-positive social media content (eg, captions, images, video). In addition, more research is needed to 
examine both the mechanisms driving outcomes associated with body-positive content and individual-level moderators, 
including those related to intersectional identities of both the viewer and the image portrayed.

Criticisms of the Body-Positivity Movement
Although viewing body-positive content appears to be related to improvements in body image and self-esteem, some 
experts have expressed concern about potential pitfalls of this social media movement. Previous reviews of the literature 
have revealed three main criticisms of body-positive content: 1) it is focused on appearance, and therefore perpetuates 
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society’s problematic prioritization of appearance; 2) it is an unattainable standard (e.g., it is unrealistic to expect to feel 
positively about one’s body 100% of the time); and 3) it could contribute to negative weight–health outcomes 
(particularly obesity).51,52 One study which addressed the first of these critiques was conducted by Cohen et al,72 with 
a sample of young women (Mage=21.69 years) randomly assigned to view Instagram posts that were body-positive, thin- 
ideal, or appearance-neutral. The results indicated that brief exposure to body-positive Instagram posts was associated 
with significant improvements in positive mood, body satisfaction, and body appreciation, relative to viewing thin-ideal 
or appearance-neutral posts. However, exposures to body-positive and thin-ideal posts were also associated with 
increased self-objectification. Thus, the researchers indicated that body-positive imagery is associated with improved 
mood and body image; however, it may reinforce a continued focus on appearance.72

In response to concerns that body positivity could inadvertently increase a focus on appearance, some experts have 
advocated for “body neutrality”, or a de-emphasis on physical appearance altogether.73,74 Body neutrality, with a focus on 
body functionality, is described as both more attainable than body positivity for those with significant body dissatisfac-
tion, and more aligned with a sociocultural shift towards deprioritizing appearance.54 Furthermore, some have con-
ceptualized body neutrality as a final stage of body positivity, one which occurs after the stages of body appreciation and 
liberation.69

Cohen and colleagues’ review51 examined the third critique noted above, the concern that body-positive content could 
contribute to poor health outcomes by encouraging unhealthy lifestyles, and did not identify any support for this notion. 
These results are consistent with the well-documented findings that weight stigmatization is an ineffective weight-loss 
motivator, and is associated with the perpetuation of unhealthy weight behaviors, and increased risk of anxiety, 
depression, body dissatisfaction, and other psychological concerns.75 Thus, if body-positive content on social media 
improves an individual’s psychological well-being and self-esteem, it seems likely to benefit overall health and 
engagement in positive health behaviors; however, more research is needed.

In sum, the available data generally support the association between body-positive content and greater self-esteem, 
self-compassion, and positive body image (with the strength of these associations depending on the content type viewed 
and characteristics of the viewer). However, most research has included primarily white, young adult females. Thus, 
more experimental research is needed to examine the impact of body-positive content on diverse populations and inform 
future efforts to promote content with the greatest potential to enhance the well-being of the largest number of viewers.

Policy Approaches to Mitigate Harms of Social Media for Adolescents
As noted in the Introduction, in 2021, internal documents from Meta (the parent company of Instagram and Facebook) 
provided evidence of the company’s awareness of the link between Instagram use and adolescent girls’ body-image 
concerns.76 Also in 2021, the Wall Street Journal published an investigation of TikTok which indicated that the 
platform’s algorithms directed extreme weight-loss content to young adolescent users’ feeds.77 These revelations have 
exponentially increased calls for policies to regulate the practices of social media platforms, particularly related to their 
targeting of youth.24 The following sections review some of the more common policy-based approaches intended to 
mitigate the harms of social media, particularly for adolescent girls.

Age Restrictions
The Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA) is a United States federal law enacted in 1998 that prevents 
social media platforms from collecting, using, or disclosing personal information about children under the age of 13 
without parental consent.77 In response to COPPA, social media platforms typically began requiring users to be at least 
13 years of age in order to create accounts. This practice enabled platforms to deny both that their content was directed at 
young children and that they need to comply with COPPA.77

However, in practice, age restrictions are generally considered ineffective. No verification of age or parental consent 
is required to establish accounts, and children can easily provide false information. Because platforms argue that COPPA 
does not apply to them (as they claim account holders must be 13 years of age), advertising is unrestricted, exposing 
users to inappropriate content. Another recently proposed law (currently blocked in a federal court), the California Age- 
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Appropriate Design Code, does include more robust age-verification guidelines.77 This law is discussed in more detail in 
a subsequent section.

Hashtag Policies
Problematic hashtags, such as #proana, #thighgap, and #thinspiration, have been concerns on social media platforms for 
over a decade.76 Social media platforms quickly blocked searches for these hashtags; however, this practice has done 
little to stop the proliferation of this problematic content.76 Users can easily circumvent these restrictions, by misspelling 
these hashtags or using more ambiguous hashtags. Also, social media content does not require hashtags, and the 
platforms’ algorithms automatically encourage users to view content similar to that with which they have already 
engaged, deepening their involvement with this material. In addition, focusing on hashtags ignores other common ways 
in which adolescents, in particular, use social media, including direct messages and “stories”, which can disappear after 
24 hours. Thus, although the desire to eliminate problematic hashtags is understandable, these efforts have not proven 
useful and experts recommend shifting limited resources to other policy approaches.76

“Like” Count Policies
In 2019, Instagram began hiding posts’ “like” counts, although users could still see how many “likes” their own posts 
received. In 2021, the platform reversed this policy, but users could opt to keep their like counts hidden.76 There are no 
known empirical investigations of the effects of this transient policy on users’ body image. However, Sharp and Gerrard 
highlight this effort as an example of a way in which social media platforms are

relying on quick, technical ‘fixes’ to remedy much longer-standing, complex problems” (p. 269).76 

Subvertising and Disclaimers
Two additional strategies that endeavored to mitigate the harms of social media viewing are disclaimer or warning labels 
and subvertising.50 Disclaimer labels are statements that warn users that images have been altered (e.g.,

This image has been Photoshopped”, p. 171).50 

Subvertising refers to altering advertisements by including social commentary that undermines or highlights hypocrisies 
in their messages.50 An example is this text added to a cereal advertisement:

Hey there … I know you think I should diet so that I can be slim just like you. Thing is, I think I look pretty fabulous just the 
way I am’” (p. 172).50 

These approaches are intuitively appealing, and, indeed, some countries (e.g., France, Israel) have enacted legislation 
requiring disclaimers on altered photos included in advertisements.78 Unfortunately, empirical studies, including a meta- 
analysis,78 have generally not supported the hypothesis that disclaimers offer viewers a protective benefit with respect to 
body satisfaction and related outcomes.17,50 Moreover, disclaimers have been linked with negative outcomes, including 
increases in state appearance comparisons, particularly for the most vulnerable individuals (eg, those with higher levels 
of body-image concerns).78 Experts have hypothesized that these unexpected negative outcomes may occur because the 
disclaimers focus attention on the bodies of the individuals depicted.50,79

Fewer studies have directly examined the effects of subvertising; however, Frederick et al50 conducted two 
investigations with large (N=1268 and N=820) samples of adult women, and found that subvertising had no effect on 
body dissatisfaction, drive for thinness, or appearance comparisons. In sum, although the desire to label images as 
unrealistic is an intuitively appealing strategy to protect body image and related outcomes, existing data do not support its 
effectiveness.

Policies Related to Weight-Based Bullying
Another recommendation made to buffer social media’s effects on users, especially adolescents, is to strengthen 
protections against weight-based discrimination. There are currently no federal policies addressing weight-based 
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discrimination, despite significant data highlighting its physical and psychological harms.80 Moreover, there is strong 
public support for policy initiatives to prevent weight stigmatization and weight-based bullying.80 Although these 
policies are not specific to bullying and stigmatization occurring on social media, adolescents report that these platforms 
are common settings in which these incidents take place (typically in the form of weight-based bullying).81 Existing anti- 
bullying laws designed to protect children and adolescents often do not specify weight as a protected category; this is 
concerning as research suggests weight-based bullying occurs less frequently in states that specifically highlighted weight 
within their anti-bullying laws, compared with those that did not.81 In a 2022 review, Puhl80 noted that across studies, the 
vast majority of parents in the United States (78–86.2%) supported strengthening anti-bullying laws by specifically 
enumerating weight as a protected category. Thus, scientists and clinicians should work with policymakers to facilitate 
these changes in anti-bullying legislation at both the state and federal levels.

California Age-Appropriate Design Code
A specific law considered by many to be one of the most significant steps in increasing protections for minors using 
social media is the California Age-Appropriate Design Code.77 This Code, passed in California in September 2022, was 
supposed to go into effect in July 2024, but is currently blocked from implementation by a federal court injunction.82 The 
Code sets several standards that social media platforms must meet, including

conduct[ing] a Data Protection Impact Assessment for services or platforms likely to be accessed by consumers younger than 
the age of 18, establish[ing] the age of consumers using the platform with a level of certainty, and ensur[ing] that minor users’ 
platform websites and apps are set to the highest level of privacy possible. (p. 159)77 

It also

prohibits social media platforms from using private information of a child user in a way that is harmful to the physical and 
mental health of the child, [and] … using deceptive design functions, such as targeted advertising …. (p. 159)77 

Costello et al note that a major advantage of the California Code is that it shifts the burden of protecting children’s safety 
on social media sites from parents (as COPPA does) to the sites themselves.77 Another advantage of this law is that it is 
preventive rather than reactive: it is not necessary for a specific individual to prove that harm has occurred; instead, all 
minors can be protected as a group, ideally before experiencing harms from their interactions with social media 
content.77

One limitation of the Data Protection Impact Assessments required by this law is that they can be conducted by the 
social media companies themselves and do not have to be publicly disclosed. Costello et al77 argue that these assessments 
should be conducted by impartial third parties and disclosed to the public to enhance social media companies’ 
accountability. These authors also go a step further and recommend that these impartial third parties conduct algorithm 
risk audits, a recommendation reviewed in depth in the following section.

Algorithm Policies
Part of Section 230 of the US Communications Decency Act of 1996

suggests that social media networks are not personally responsible for the content posted on their platforms (p. 294).63 

Eating disorder experts have recommended reforms to this Act; however, such revision is complicated by concerns about 
free speech.77 Harriger et al63 do not recommend restricting speech, but, instead, encourage removal of existing 
protections that allow social media platforms to present problematic content to users via the use of algorithms. As 
Costello et al state,

The most pernicious practice is arguably the use of algorithms that relentlessly direct targeted content to minors on their social 
media feeds” (p. 165).77 

Despite the potential danger that algorithms pose, they remain extremely difficult to regulate, as they are computer code, 
and the Supreme Court has determined that such codes are protected speech under the First Amendment.77

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2024:17                                                                    https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S410600                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

DovePress                                                                                                                       
2597

Dovepress                                                                                                                                                         Mazzeo et al

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com


As an alternative, Harriger et al63 suggest the use of non-algorithmic feeds, which would allow users to have more 
control over what they see on the various platforms. However, platforms are likely to resist giving up algorithms, 
especially given their significant economic benefits.77 Thus, at a minimum, Harriger et al, and professional groups, such 
as the Academy for Eating Disorders,24 recommend that social media platforms offer greater transparency regarding how 
algorithms are derived, restrict the use of micro-targeted advertisements, and avoid directing users to problematic 
content.63

Costello et al77 go a step further, and, based on their review of the mental health and legal research, conclude that 
laws created to protect minors online must identify how online platforms use algorithms and incorporate enforcement 
procedures, such as auditing algorithm risk, rather than simply prescribing prohibitions. These audits would involve: 1) 
identifying the harm caused by, for example, being encouraged to view pro-eating disorder content after viewing body- 
image-related material; 2) measuring the harm (eg, number of users affected), and determining whether it disproportio-
nately affects certain groups (eg, adolescents); and 3) establishing reporting processes and benchmarks to mitigate any 
identified harm. These authors further emphasize that it is essential for these reports to be reviewed by independent, 
third-parties, for their results made publicly available, and agreed-upon benchmarks enforced. These audits would not 
restrict free speech, or prevent algorithms from being used in general, thereby addressing concerns raised by social media 
providers.77

Conclusions Regarding Policies Regulating Social Media for Adolescents
Policies are sometimes proposed, and even implemented, because of their intuitive appeal; however, it is essential that 
empirical data investigate the effectiveness of any proposed policy. Within the area of social media and body image, 
ideas such as the moderation of hashtags, removal of “like” counts, and disclaimers were all interventions met with 
excitement, but the data suggest that they are often ineffective, and even potentially harmful.78 Rules such as age limits 
sound obvious, but are simple to circumvent if no verification procedures are put into place. Rather, stronger, more 
enforceable strategies seem warranted, such as independent audits of algorithm risk. In sum, this review suggests that 
scientists must work together with legislators and social media platforms to develop, implement, and evaluate enforce-
able, evidence-based policies regulating adolescents’ social media use.

Conclusion
This review investigated approaches to reduce the risk of harm that social media poses to adolescent body image and 
eating behaviors. Potential pathways for harm reduction include interventions, body-positive content, and policy change. 
Although some interventions have demonstrated increased body satisfaction in adolescents, more research is needed to 
investigate their effectiveness both over the long term and in more diverse racial, ethnic, and gender groups. Similarly, 
body-positive content challenges unrealistic appearance ideals, fosters individual and societal appreciation for diverse 
bodies, and appears to enhance self-esteem, self-compassion, and positive body image in viewers. However, extant 
studies have primarily included emerging adults, and further research is needed to enhance the understanding of the effect 
of this content on younger adolescents. Finally, there remains a strong need to continue to pursue evidence-based 
legislation to regulate the social media content to which adolescents are exposed.
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