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Abstract

The growth of social media platforms has transformed how young adults communicate, evaluate
themselves, and present their identities. This study investigates the influence of social media engagement
on body image perception and the intensity of body dissatisfaction among college students in India. A
sample of 100 students (50 males, 50 females) representing diverse academic backgrounds participated in
a quantitative cross-sectional survey. Standardized scales—including the Social Media Engagement Scale
(SMES), Body Image Satisfaction Scale (BISS), and Appearance Comparison Scale (ACS)—were
employed to measure digital engagement, body image levels, and comparison tendencies. Statistical
procedures such as correlations, independent t-tests, multiple regression, and mediation analysis were
conducted.

Results showed a significant negative association between social media engagement and body image
satisfaction. Appearance-based social comparison emerged as a strong mediator in this relationship.
Female students reported notably higher levels of body dissatisfaction than male students. The findings
reflect the unique interplay between Indian cultural beauty norms and globalized digital ideals,
emphasizing the necessity for media literacy training and psychological wellness programs in academic
institutions. Although the study offers valuable insights, it is limited by its cross-sectional nature and the
reliance on self-reported responses. Future studies could incorporate longitudinal designs to establish
causal pathways.

Keywords: Social media, body image, Indian college students, body dissatisfaction, appearance
comparison, media influence.

Introduction

Social media has become deeply embedded in the daily lives of young adults, influencing self-expression,
peer interaction, and personal identity. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and Facebook
promote constant exposure to curated visual content, where idealized images of beauty and lifestyle are
displayed. Although these platforms offer creative and social opportunities, they may also shape self-
evaluation and body-related perceptions in potentially harmful ways.

Body image reflects how individuals perceive, think, and feel about their physical appearance. A positive
body image promotes psychological well-being, whereas a negative body image is often linked with low
self-esteem, disordered eating, anxiety, and other emotional difficulties. In today’s visually oriented digital
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environment, social media serves as a significant contributor to body dissatisfaction due to exposure to
filtered, edited, and idealized images.

Festinger’s (1954) Social Comparison Theory suggests that individuals naturally compare themselves to
others. On social media, such comparisons are amplified due to the vast availability of idealized visual
content. This often results in feelings of inadequacy when users contrast their own appearance with
digitally perfected images. Research shows that frequent comparison with influencers, celebrities, and
peers increases body dissatisfaction, particularly among young women.

College students represent a demographic undergoing identity development, increased independence, and
heightened sensitivity to social feedback. Given their high exposure to image-centered content, they may
be particularly vulnerable to body image disturbances. In the Indian context, these concerns intersect with
cultural norms that emphasize fairness, thinness, and other traditional beauty ideals promoted through
media and societal expectations.

Despite global research connecting social media use with negative body image outcomes, limited studies
have focused specifically on Indian college students. Cultural norms in India interact with global beauty
trends, creating unique pressures that may intensify body dissatisfaction. This study aims to address these
gaps by exploring the relationship between social media engagement, appearance-based comparison, and
body image satisfaction among Indian college students.

Objectives of the Study

1. To examine the level of social media engagement among college students.

2. To evaluate the degree of body image satisfaction or dissatisfaction.

3. To determine the relationship between social media usage and body image perception.

4. To assess the intensity of body dissatisfaction concerning the frequency and nature of social media
use.

9]

To analyze gender differences in the impact of social media on body image.
6. To investigate whether appearance-based comparison mediates the relationship between social media
use and body dissatisfaction.

Literature Review

Social Media and Body Image

Social media differs from traditional media in its interactive and highly visual nature. Users not only
consume content but actively participate in creating and modifying it, often reinforcing beauty norms.
Studies consistently indicate that platforms emphasizing appearance—such as Instagram—are strongly
associated with heightened body dissatisfaction. Exposure to “ideal” images often triggers upward
comparisons, which increase body-related concerns.

Theoretical Perspectives

Social Comparison Theory explains how individuals assess themselves through comparison with others.
On social media, curated and edited images intensify upward comparisons, leading to lowered body
satisfaction.

Objectification Theory suggests that women, in particular, internalize the tendency to view themselves
as objects evaluated based on appearance. Social media increases self-surveillance and appearance
monitoring, contributing to body shame and anxiety.
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Gender Differences
Research shows that women are more affected by appearance-focused digital content. Female users tend
to internalize societal beauty standards, making them more susceptible to body dissatisfaction. Although
men also experience body image issues, especially related to muscularity, the impact on women is
consistently stronger.

Cultural Context in India

Indian beauty norms emphasize fairness, slimness, and specific facial features, shaped by Bollywood,
advertising, and traditional expectations. With globalization, Indian youth experience the dual pressure of
traditional and Western beauty ideals. Studies in India show growing use of filters and photo-editing apps,
highlighting concerns regarding appearance modification.

Gaps Identified
Few studies quantitatively examine the intensity of body dissatisfaction linked to social media use.
Limited research focuses exclusively on Indian college students. This study contributes to filling these

gaps.

Methodology

Need for the Study

The increasing reliance on social media for communication and identity formation among Indian youth
calls for an urgent examination of its psychological effects. Indian college students navigate unique
cultural norms and global digital influences, making them a critical group for investigation. Considering
rising concerns related to anxiety, self-esteem, and body dissatisfaction, research focusing on social
media’s impact in the Indian context is both relevant and necessary.

Problem Statement

Despite extensive global research, little is known about how social media affects body image among Indian
college students. Given cultural beauty expectations and the rising use of visual platforms, there is a need
to assess how social media engagement influences body dissatisfaction and comparison behaviors in this
demographic.

Research Design
A quantitative, cross-sectional survey design was used for this study.

Participants

The study comprised 100 college students aged 18-25 years (50 males, 50 females). Participants
represented various academic disciplines and socioeconomic backgrounds. Inclusion required active
social media use for at least six months.

Sampling Technique
Purposive sampling ensured the selection of participants who regularly used social media.
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Tools Used

1. Social Media Engagement Scale (SMES)
2. Body Image Satisfaction Scale (BISS)

3. Appearance Comparison Scale (ACS)

4. Demographic questionnaire

Procedure
Data were collected online through Google Forms after obtaining ethical clearance and informed consent.
Participants were assured confidentiality and asked to respond honestly.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using SPSS 26. Techniques included:

o Descriptive statistics

e Pearson’s correlation

e Independent t-test

e Multiple regressionMediation analysis using PROCESS macro

Results
Table 1: Descriptive Statistics
Variable Mean | SD | Minimum | Maximum
Social Media Engagement | 3.45 | 0.76 | 1.8 4.8
Body Image Satisfaction |3.10 | 1.02 | 1.0 6.5
Appearance Comparison |3.72 |0.88 | 1.0 5.0

Table 2: Correlation Matrix

Variable 1 2 3
1.SocialMedia —
Engagement
2.Body Image Satisfaction | —.52%** | —
3.Appearance O1FFE | — g5HEE
Comparison

*HEkp <.001

Higher social media engagement was associated with lower body image satisfaction.

Gender Differences
Female students reported significantly lower body image satisfaction (t =3.84, p <.001).

Regression Analysis
Social media engagement and appearance comparison predicted 48% of the variance in body image
satisfaction.

Mediation Analysis
Appearance-based comparison significantly mediated the effect of social media on body dissatisfaction.
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Discussion

The study’s findings confirm that higher levels of social media engagement are linked to increased body
dissatisfaction among Indian college students. Frequent comparison with idealized images significantly
contributes to negative self-evaluation. The results align with existing research but add cultural specificity
by highlighting the combined effect of global and Indian beauty norms.

Gender differences were notable, with women reporting higher dissatisfaction, likely influenced by
cultural expectations and digital beauty standards. Interventions focusing on media literacy and reducing
comparison behaviors could help mitigate these effects.

Limitations

e Cross-sectional design limits causal interpretation.

o Self-report measures may introduce bias.

o Findings may not generalize beyond the sample group.

Implications

The study underscores the importance of:

e Media literacy education

e Gender-sensitive mental health interventions

e Awareness programs promoting positive body image

e Policies supporting healthy social media habits on campuses
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