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Abstract 

 
Background:  Mental health problems among young women have escalated during the 

past decades, and today it is the most common health problem in Sweden. 
Present sociocultural pressures are contributors in the development of these 
health problems and one of these sociocultural pressures is media. Media is 
recognized as the most powerful contributor in creating an unhealthy 
beauty ideal. Simultaneously, the social media usage in Sweden has escalated 
among young women, which implies an additional exposure of the 
unhealthy beauty ideal. 

  
Purpose:   This thesis aims to understand how young women in Sweden perceive the 

beauty ideal communicated on social media. Further, the purpose is to 
understand how they perceive its possible effects on their body image and 
body dissatisfaction. This might in turn contribute to marketers obtaining a 
broader perspective and therefore consider the ethical aspects of their social 
media marketing decisions.  

 
Method:   In order to achieve a deep understanding of the matter, a qualitative study 

with an exploratory research design was adopted. Through the non-
probability sampling snowball sampling, semi-structured interviews 
including an association technique was conducted. In this way, participants 
were encouraged to discuss the topic widely, implying the researchers 
obtaining depth in the young women’s perceptions.  

 
Conclusion:   Young women perceive the communicated beauty ideal on social media as 

unrealistic and unattainable. The unattainability is perceived mainly to be 
due to thinness, editing of pictures and surgery possibilities. Social media is 
recognized as the main component in influencing the beauty ideal in which 
the young women strive to achieve. Hence, social media contributes to the 
development of body dissatisfaction and body image disturbances, both 
directly, and indirectly through peers, acquaintances, and young men.  
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1 Introduction  

______________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter aims to provide insight to the topic and explain the relevance and motivation of conducting the 

study. Firstly, the background and definition of the problem are presented, followed by the purpose and two 

research questions that will be guiding the study.  

 ______________________________________________________________________ 

1.1 Background and Problem Definition 

Mental health problems among young women have escalated during the past decades, and 

today it is the most common health problem in Sweden (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2016). 

Emotions such as anxiety, concern and depression are becoming increasingly common 

among women in the ages of 16-24, and it is twice as common for women in these ages to 

be admitted to hospital care due to self-injury compared to men. Among 15-year-old women 

in Sweden it has been reported that during a six-month period, 57 percent experienced at 

least two psychological or somatic problems more than once a week. When the study started 

in 1985, 29 percent reported that they experienced such issues, implying an increase by 100 

percent by 2014 (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2016). Thus, the mental health of young women in 

Sweden can be considered as a societal issue. 

 

Mental health refers to one’s psychological, emotional and social wellbeing and relates to 

how one feel, think, and act (Nordqvist, 2015; World Health Organization, 2016). According 

to WHO (World Health Organization), it is an integral component of health and does not 

only imply the absence of a mental illness or disorder (2016). An individual who is mentally 

healthy is able to cope with daily life, work productively and realize his or her own abilities 

(World Health Organization, 2016). According to Folkhälsomyndigheten, mental health 

problems are both serious and less serious psychological disorders that relates to anxiety, 

concern and depression (2016). In 2015, 37 percent of women in Sweden said that they felt 

anxiety, concern and or depression, while only 24 percent of men expressed to experience 

these problems. The majority of the respondents who expressed mental health problems 

were in the age group of 16-29 years (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2016). The general mental 

health in Sweden has improved, however, not among women in the age group of 16-24 years 

(Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2016).  
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One of the major factors of the aforementioned existing mental health problems are the 

sociocultural pressures in today’s society. Within the sociocultural context, an unhealthy 

beauty ideal has been developed, which is becoming increasingly unrealistic and unattainable 

(Clay, Vignoles & Dittmar, 2005). This can be exemplified by a study which showed that 90 

percent of women wanted to alter certain of their physical body attributes, where body shape 

and weight were ranked the highest (Etcoff, Orbach, Scott & D’Agostino, 2005). Media is 

explained to be a powerful contributor to these sociocultural ideals due to its reach and 

persuasiveness, and the unattainability of such beauty ideals negatively affects people’s self-

image and psychological wellbeing (Tiggemann & Mcgill, 2004). Regardless of the large gap 

between the ideal body size and the average size among women 

(Spitzer, Hendersson & Zyvian 1999), the current ideal is embraced and internalized by 

many women, and there is a prevailing strive of attaining these ideals. The effects of this 

strive on women’s psychological well-being are also argued to be lowered self-esteem, 

increase in depression, body dissatisfaction, and body image disturbances (Keery, van den 

Berg & Thompson, 2004; Posavac, Posavac & Weigel, 2001; Tiggemann, 1997; Yamamiya, 

Cash, Melnyk, Posavac, Posavac, 2005). The complex concept of body image and the risk of 

body image disturbance has been widely researched and discussed (e.g. Cash, 2004; Cattarin, 

Thompson, Thomas & Williams, 2000; Clay et al., 2005; Dittmar, 2005; Grogan, 2016; 

Harper & Tiggemann, 2007; Polivy & Herman, 2004; Posavac et al., 2001; Rudd & Lennon, 

2000; Shroff & Thompson, 2006; Thompson, Heinberg, Altabe & Tantleff-Dunn, 1999). 

Body image refers to the views, perceptions and attitudes one has towards their physical 

appearance and overall embodiment, in which disturbances may develop. This self-

perspective is the multifaceted psychological experience of one’s body, described as the 

“inside view” (Cash, 2004). 

 

The unrealistic nature of the ideal beauty image portrayed by media is suggested to be 

increased due to the common usage of cosmetic surgery, digital alteration and airbrushing 

(Thompson & Heinberg, 1999). Included in media is social media, which has emerged greatly 

during the recent years (Davidsson, 2016), and there is a realized advantage of social media 

marketing for companies (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). However, there are differences between 

media and social media, in the sense that social media allows for a two-way communication 

between companies and consumers (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Sharing, liking and 

commenting posts enables social media to provide a great amount of the aforementioned 

beauty ideal and its effects, due to the high reach and frequent exposure of social media 



 

 3 

(Frost 2001; Swist, Collin, McCormack & Third, 2015; Tiggemann & Mcgill, 2004). The 

group of individuals mostly exposed to this communicated beauty ideal in Sweden is women, 

due to the frequency in their usage of social media. Swedish women spend more time on 

social networks than men (Davidsson, 2016), and the age group who most frequently use 

social media are women between 13-16 years (Findahl & Davidsson, 2015). In 6 years, the 

amount of daily social media users has increased with more than 100 percent, and the increase 

among women in the age group of 16-25 years is significant (Davidsson, 2016). Among 

women between 13-16 years, Instagram is the most frequently used social media platform 

(Statens Medieråd, 2015). Further, the use of Instagram has substantially increased among all 

Swedish citizens (Findahl & Davidsson, 2015). Due to this change in social media’s presence, 

the researchers consider the importance of exploring on companies impact in the 

psychological effects stemming from the created beauty ideal on social media.  

1.2 Purpose and Research Questions 

There is limited previous research regarding the understanding of the effects that the 

communicated beauty ideal on social media has on young women in Sweden. Research on 

the emergence of social media and its effect on young women’s body image and body 

dissatisfaction is scarce. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to understand and describe 

how young women in Sweden perceive, and might be affected by the communicated beauty 

ideal by companies on social media. The platform Instagram will be mainly used as a social 

media example in this study, due to its aforementioned popularity among the age group 

which will be studied in this thesis (Statens Medieråd, 2015), and its sole focus on images. As 

a result of this study, the researchers hope to highlight the issue and create awareness. 

Moreover, the aspiration is to convey the effects of companies’ contribution in the matter. 

Exploring on young women’s perceptions and feelings towards social media’s idealized 

images and its effects on them, might contribute to a broader perspective and deeper 

understanding regarding the matter for marketers. In turn, it might also contribute to further 

consideration of the ethical aspects of their social media marketing decisions. In order to 

address the presented purpose, the researchers aspire to answer the following research 

questions: 

 

What are young women’s perceptions regarding the communicated beauty ideal on social media? 

 

How do young women believe that the beauty ideal communicated on social media affect their body image 

and body dissatisfaction? 
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2 Frame of Reference 

_____________________________________________________________________  

In order to facilitate the reader’s understanding, the following chapter provides existing literature on the topic. 

Moreover, the chapter’s purpose is to present models and theories that will be used when analysing the findings 

of the study.  

_____________________________________________________________________ 

As discussed in the introduction, an unrealistic beauty ideal has developed (Clay et al., 2005), 

which media plays a prominent role in (Tiggemann & McGill, 2004). Social media usage has 

emerged greatly during the recent years (Davidsson, 2016), which contributes in the 

communication of the beauty ideal through its high reach and frequent exposure (Frost 2001; 

Swist et al., 2015; Tiggemann & Mcgill, 2004). Many women strive to attain this ideal, and 

due to the unhealthy aspect of the ideal’s escalating unattainability, this has become a 

societal issue (Clay et al., 2005; Thompson & Heinberg, 1999; Tiggemann & Mcgill, 2004). 

In order to achieve an increased understanding and facilitate comparison in the analysis of 

this study, the researchers will present theory relevant to the topic, developed by prominent 

authors within the field. As the researchers consider social media being a sociocultural 

influence, a model describing the process following exposure to a sociocultural influence will 

be applied. By the use of this model, the researchers aim to facilitate a deep understanding 

of the possible effects on young women, stemming from exposure to idealized social media 

images. Hence, the theoretical concepts included in the chosen model, corresponding to the 

purpose of the study, will be described in this chapter. Further, a comprised version of the 

model, which the researchers consider appropriate accordingly with the purpose of this 

study, will be presented.  

2.1 Advertising and Women 

Advertising is used to persuade the target audience, and in order to increase effectiveness of 

communication, advertisers use certain appeals. Such message appeals are required to be in 

line with the target audience’s expectations and perceptions. This is important for the 

advertisement to be remembered by the audience and have a lasting impact (Fill, Hughes, 

Francesco, 2013). Many advertisements seek to elicit emotional responses in order to break 

through the advertising clutter, where sex is a commonly used emotional appeal to achieve 

attention. Women are particularly used in this aspect, and they also tend to be portrayed in a 

stereotypic manner (Fill et al., 2013; Rossi & Rossi, 1985; Clay et al., 2005). An industry where 
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the usage of women as sex appeals is argued to be effective, but has received criticism 

concerning the matter, is the fashion industry (Fill et al., 2013). Research has shown that 

including attractive women as models in advertisements enhanced recognition and attracted 

more attention among the audience (Severn, Belch & Belch, 1990). Reflecting models in 

advertisements with perfect or even unhealthy physical attributes (Clay et al., 2005), has 

gained criticism among their audiences, as young women are becoming obsessed by achieving 

similar figures of those in advertisements (Fill et al., 2013). Tiggemann (1997) argues that as 

the beauty ideal becomes accepted and embraced, the result is a strive of attaining it. This is 

suggested to be due to how media conveys a positive correlation between being thin and 

achieving happiness and success in life (Tiggemann, 2002) Consequently, the unattainability 

of the beauty ideal is argued to be a negative factor within psychological well-being 

(Tiggemann & Mcgill, 2004).    

2.2 The Beauty Ideal 

The beauty ideal presented by media in the Western world is a woman that is excessively thin 

and lean, with a small waist, long legs, flat stomach, narrow hips, in combination with large 

breasts and toned muscles (Groesz, Levine, & Murnen, 2002; Harrison, 2003). According to 

Rudd and Lennon (2000), the Western beauty ideal is mainly revolving around attractiveness, 

thinness and fitness. Other authors argue that besides thinness, which is central in attaining 

the beauty ideal, there are several other attributes such as well-styled hair, impeccable skin 

and attractive facial features, that are pivotal when striving to meet the beauty ideal. 

Evidently, women portrayed by media are approximately 20 percent below women’s 

expected weight, which is dangerously thin (Spitzer et al., 1999). It is also shown that 76 

percent of female characters in TV sit-coms are below average weight (Fouts & Burggraf, 

2000). Recent research conducted with models among prominent agencies in the world, 

showed that 94 percent are underweight. Of the 3000 models employed for the survey, 75 

had a BMI considered as healthy. According to WHO, a BMI below 18.5 is classified as 

malnourished, however the average BMI among the surveyed women was 17.3 (Rosenbaum, 

2016). According to Socialstyrelsen (2008), among women in the ages of 15-24, it is more 

common being below average weight than above average weight. Ten percent of Swedish 

women are below average weight, while as only four percent are overweight (Socialstyrelsen, 

2008).  
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The beauty ideal is further separated from reality as cosmetic surgery is becoming increasingly 

prevailing, in combination with the use of airbrushing and digital alteration in advertisements 

(Thompson & Heinberg, 1999). This is further suggested in a study by Posavac et al. (2001), 

who defined two conditions; The “Artificial Beauty” and the “Genetic Reality”. The 

“Artificial Beauty” implies that flawless looks depends on several techniques such as air-

brushing and make-up, which communicates inappropriate standards for women. The 

“Genetic Reality” argues that most women are not biologically predisposed to be as thin as 

women in media.  

 

In addition to conveying an unhealthy and inappropriate ideal of beauty (Clay et al, 2005; 

Posavac et al. 2001; Spitzer et al., 1999; Thompson & Heinberg, 1999; Tiggemann & Mcgill, 

2004), media’s encouragement and information towards women on how to diet, exercise and 

how to go through plastic surgery in order to attain thinness, contributes to the belief that 

being thin is what women can and should be (Yamamiya et al., 2005). Looking at Instagram 

today, which is the most popular social media in Sweden for the age group of women in 

between 13- 16 years old (Statens Medieråd, 2015), encouragement regarding dieting and 

exercising is observed by the researchers to be present (e.g. alexandrabring, 2017; 

carolinedeisler, 2017; denisemoberg, 2017; fashionablefit_2017; healthyfoodadvice, 2017; 

idawarg, 2017; kayla_itsines, 2017).  

2.3 Sociocultural Influences 

It is argued that sociocultural theory facilitates an understanding of body dissatisfaction, as 

it explains that the beauty ideal is supported by various social influences. These sociocultural 

influences function as sources of pressure, and thereby reinforce sociocultural ideals 

(Dittmar, 2005; Harper & Tiggemann, 2007; Tiggemann & McGill, 2004). Thompson & 

Heinberg (1999) found that the sociocultural influence media, is the strongest contributor in 

creating body image disturbances. This was strengthened by Groesz et al. (2002), who found 

that mass media is the most powerful sociocultural influence. Dittmar (2005) further argues 

that the exposure of an unattainable beauty ideal results in individuals having negative 

emotions regarding their bodies. Individuals feel pressured to achieve these ideals due to the 

sociocultural environment, which apart from media, consists of parents and peer groups 

(Thompson & Heinberg, 1999). According to McCabe and Ricciardelli (2003), parents are 

more important than peers and media in the communication of sociocultural pressures. 

However, peers are found to create incentives among adolescent girls to change their bodies. 
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Media was not found to be a major predictor concerning adolescent girls’ body image and 

their attempt to change their bodies, however concerning weight decrease in particular, media 

was found to be a consistent influence (McCabe and Ricciardelli, 2003). These findings by 

McCabe and Ricciardelli (2003) contradicts the findings by Groesz et al. (2002) and 

Thomspon and Heinberg (1999), that media is the most powerful sociocultural influence in 

creating body image disturbances. However, Tiggemann and McGill (2004) argue that 

women are unique in this matter, and that each individual is affected differently by idealized 

images provided by media. 

2.4 Internalization 

Acceptance and incorporation of the beauty ideal is referred to as internalization, where the 

internalized ideal becomes guiding principles (Thompson, van den Berg, Roehrig, Guarda & 

Heinberg, 2003). Thompson and Stice (2001) noted thin ideal internalization as the level to 

which one cognitively “buys into” beauty ideals defined by society and thereby take on 

actions to meet these ideals. The research provides evidence that thin ideal internalization is 

a risk factor concerning body image and eating disturbances (Thompson & Stice, 2001). 

However, although one might be aware of the beauty ideal, it does not necessarily mean it is 

internalized and incorporated into the belief system (Halliwell & Dittmar, 2004). Hence, 

there is a distinction between internalization and awareness (Balcetis, Cole, Chelberg & 

Alicke, 2013). Stice (1994) found that negative body image can be highly predicted by the 

level of internalization. Positive correlation between internalization of thin beauty ideals and 

the difference in body-esteem between genders has also been found, where women have a 

higher tendency to internalize these ideals. Hence, women are more concerned than men of 

their body image and not being in control of their weight (Klaczynski, Goold, & Mudry 

2004). The effect of internalization depends on the individuals’ personal vulnerability to 

disruptions in body image evoked from images of thin models. Low internalizers do not 

experience any negative effects after being exposed to thin models compared to average 

sized- or no models, whereas women with an average level of thin ideal internalization 

experience a significant increase in body-focused anxiety (Halliwell & Dittmar, 2004; Dittmar 

& Howard, 2004).  

 

As aforementioned, internalization of the ideal among women results in the ideal becoming 

guiding principles (Thompson et al., 2003). According to Fredrickson and Roberts (1997), 

this ideal created by society, refers to the observer’s perspective of their physical appearance, 
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meaning that the primary view of their physical attributes is seen from the perspective of the 

observer. They argue that the combination of demographics, previous personal experiences 

and physical attributes shape the individual and its experience of the internalization of the 

observer’s perspective (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) 

 

A negative self-perspective is a result from internalization among women, as the ideals they 

reach for are almost impossible to achieve (Thompson & Stice, 2001). In addition, it may 

result in depression (Miner-Rubino, Twenge & Fredrickson, 2002; Tiggeman & Kuring, 

2004), appearance anxiety (Calogero, 2004; Dittmar & Howard, 2004; Tiggemann & Slater, 

2001), lower level of intrinsic motivation (Gapinski, Brownell & LaFrance, 2003), and body 

shame (Noll & Fredrickson, 1998; Tiggemann & Slater 2001). Excessive attention towards 

physical appearance further diminishes the individual’s other parts of cognitive and 

behavioral functioning (Fredrickson, Roberts, Noll, Quinn, & Twenge, 1998; Hebl, King, 

Lin, 2004; Quinn, Kallen, Twenge, Fredrickson, 2006). However, even though several of 

these effects are related to the desire of being thin, this is not the sole desire among young 

women. Regardless of whether the images portray an actress, athlete or a popstar, there are 

certain degrees of longing among young women to assimilate their appearances (Engeln-

Maddox, 2006). 

2.5 Social Comparison 

Women are frequently exposed to images by media, where the goal is to induce comparison 

and thereby encourage the purchase of products that will help women improve their 

shortcomings in physical attractiveness (Thompson, Coovert & Stormer, 1999). Festinger 

(1954) proposed the theory of social comparison, where he stated that an individual’s self-

evaluation is based on the social comparison with others. Festinger claimed that the need for 

self-evaluation based on comparison with others stem from the individual’s desire to feel 

belongingness and to associate themselves with others. He further stated that individuals 

tend to make such comparisons with groups or individuals who are similar to themselves 

(Festinger, 1954). More recent studies confirmed Festinger’s theory that individual’s self-

evaluation is driven by social comparison, however, research has shown that individuals do 

not only compare themselves with others who are similar to them (Van Yperen and Leander, 

2014; Suls, Martin & Wheeler, 2002). Individuals have been found to compare themselves 

with others who are dissimilar to themselves when it is perceived that such a target will 

provide more relevant, and unbiased information. Thus, social comparison with a dissimilar 
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target will occur during occasions when it will provide valuable information for the particular 

purpose of the comparison, for example when evaluating their physical appearance based on 

what others judge as the ideal beauty (Kruglanski & Mayseless, 1990).  

 

In a study made by Engeln-Maddox (2005), it was found that exposure to idealized media 

images of women generate social comparison, which in turn may lead to an increase in 

internalization and body dissatisfaction. Martin and Kennedy (1993) found that young 

women in their adolescent years show a decline in perception of their attractiveness in line 

with their increase in age, which is believed to be caused by social comparison with media 

models. Martin and Gentry (1997) further found that self-evaluation from social comparison 

and exposure to thin idealized models may have negative effects on young women’s’ self-

perception of physical attractiveness and their self-esteem. 

 

An upward comparison occurs when an individual compares oneself with someone superior 

to them, which is the process that occurs among women when viewing images of attractive 

and thin idealized women in media (Cattarin et al., 2000; Suls et al., 2002; Tiggemann & 

McGill, 2004). Models presented in advertising is usually considered as representing the 

beauty ideal by young women, and thereby also being physically superior in level of 

attractiveness. Therefore, young women engage in upward comparison by assessing the value 

of their own physical attractiveness by comparing themselves to models in media. As 

aforementioned, this may have a negative effect on young women’s self-perception of 

physical attractiveness and self-esteem (Martin & Gentry, 1997). The negative effects from 

such comparison is further found, where upward comparison not only has been indicated to 

have a negative effect on self-esteem, but also to result in higher levels of anger and 

depression (Cattarin et al., 2000). Tiggemann and McGill (2004) also found that upward 

social comparison contributes to the negative effects from media images on women, and that 

it can be used to understand the link between body dissatisfaction among women and the 

thin ideal promoted by media.  

 

However, the comparison process is influenced by the individual women’s personal traits 

and their tendency to compare themselves with other women, which further determines the 

level of negative effects on body dissatisfaction and mood evoked by social comparison. 

Research has shown that as they get older, young women are more likely to engage in social 

comparison with models presented in advertisements. This is particularly expected among 
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young women who have low self-esteem and perceive themselves as less attractive 

(Tiggemann & McGill, 2004). Another aspect that is suggested to influence the effects of 

social comparison is the goal and motive of the process (Wood, 1989). Wood (1989) 

proposed that there are three different types of goals for social comparison, which are self-

evaluation, self-improvement and self-enhancement, which will affect the outcome from 

young women’s advertising and media image consumption. When the motive of the 

comparison is self-evaluation, it will affect the young women’s self-perception and self-

esteem negatively. However, if the motive of the comparison is self-improvement or self-

enhancement, the study even showed that it may result in temporary positive effects on self-

perception and self-esteem (Martin & Gentry, 1997). This suggestion has been further 

discussed by Hogg and Fragou (2003), who found that when the goal of the comparison is 

self-evaluation, it may be a threat to self-esteem, but when the goal is self-improvement it 

may also be inspiring, and thereby not only threatening. When the goal is self-enhancement, 

the comparison process may result in protection of the self-esteem or function as inspiration 

(Hogg & Fragou, 2003). 

2.6 Connection of Theories and The Tripartite Model 

Cattarin et al. (2000) argue the importance of social comparison when internalizing the thin 

ideal, as this might result in body dissatisfaction. According to the study developed by 

Cattarin et al. (2000), women who have a high level of internalization, and engage in upward 

social comparison with thin idealized models have an increase in body dissatisfaction. 

Further, thin ideal internalization was found to be an influencing factor in the relationship 

between sociocultural factors and body dissatisfaction, whereas social comparison affects the 

level of internalization of the thin ideal (Cattarin et al., 2000). Other research has found a 

direct relation between internalization of the thin ideal and body dissatisfaction, as well as 

evidence that higher levels of internalization among girls will increase the likelihood of social 

comparison and thereby also body dissatisfaction (Blowers, Loxton, Grady-Flesser, 

Occhipinti & Dawe, 2003). A study by Dittmar & Howard (2004), has found that thin 

internalization in combination with social comparison have a diminishing effect on the 

positive, or non-detrimental effects stemming from the use of average-size models. Thus, 

using average-size models have been found to have no beneficial effect if high internalization 

in combination with social comparison is present. The study further suggests that 

internalization, rather than social comparison, will generate a more precise prediction of 

women’s body-focused anxiety (Dittmar & Howard, 2004). This corresponds with the 
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findings by Blowers et al. (2003), where the effect of sociocultural factors on body 

dissatisfaction was found to be notably affected by social comparison as well as 

internalization of the thin ideal. Clay et al. (2005) suggested in their study that it is important 

to consider strategies on how to deal with the processes of internalization, sociocultural 

pressures and social comparison in an early stage among young girls.  

 

Keery et al. (2004) uses the Tripartite Influence model developed by Thompson et al. (1999) 

to understand the development of body image disturbances, body dissatisfaction, and eating 

dysfunctions among young women. The model proposes that peers, parents and media are 

the three variables influencing the development of body image dissatisfaction, through the 

processes of internalization and social comparison. In their study, Keery et al. (2004) 

proposed their revised version of the model and added further connections in the model, 

where restrictive eating is directly influenced by body dissatisfaction. The model depicts how 

societal influences from peers, parents and media were found to be directly linked to the 

development of restrictive behavior associated with eating disorders, or the development of 

such behavior in the future (Keery et al., 2004). These influences can concern for example 

eating, exercise, and physical appearance.  

 

The Tripartite Influence model (Keery et al., 2004) highlights the importance of limiting the 

processes of social comparison and internalization to prevent the development of body 

dissatisfaction among young women. However, as this thesis do not include researching 

restrictions in terms of eating disorders, the researchers will not include these components 

in their study. Hence, the researchers will merely focus on the effect sociocultural influences 

might have on body image and body dissatisfaction, through the primary mechanisms social 

comparison and internalization (Keery et al., 2004). The Tripartite Influence model is 

developed to measure the effects of the different variables for quantitative studies (Keery et 

al., 2004). However, as will be discussed in Chapter 3, this study is conducted in a qualitative 

manner, and the model will therefore be used in a sense which is relevant to this study's 

purpose and research design. As the purpose of the study aspire for a deeper understanding, 

no statistical inferences will be made, and the components not corresponding to the purpose 

will be excluded. Hence, the researchers aim to gain a deeper understanding of the 

components sociocultural influence, internalization, social comparison,  body dissatisfaction, 

and body image disturbance. The model will be used to facilitate the researchers’ 

interpretations of the results, where social media will be looked at as a sociocultural influence. 
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Instead of measuring variable effects, the model will be used to achieve insight into how 

sociocultural pressure from social media may lead to body image disturbance and body 

dissatisfaction. The researchers will further use the model to support their analysis of how 

the beauty ideal communicated on social media might affect young women through social 

comparison and internalization. 

 

Figure 1  Comprised Version of the Tripartite Influence Model 

 

Source: Adapted from Keery et al. (2004).  

 

3 Method 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter, motivation and justification for the applied method, in terms of methodology and data 

collection, are presented. This is followed by arguments for the method of data analysis and motivation of the 

research quality. Possible limitations associated with the method will further be described throughout this 

chapter. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

This study is conducted in order to understand how 15-year-old women perceive the 

communicated beauty ideal on social media. Further, the researcher will explore on their 

perceptions regarding the communicated beauty ideal and the effect it might have on their 

body image and body dissatisfaction. Multiple studies have been conducted with regards to 

media’s effect on women, focusing on concluding positive correlations between idealized 
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images and certain negative effects, such as depression, body shame and anxiety (Calogero, 

2004; Dittmar & Howard, 2004; Tiggemann & Slater, 2001 Gapinski et al., 2003; Miner-

Rubino et al., 2002; Noll & Fredrickson, 1998; Tiggemann & Kuring, 2004; Tiggemann & 

Slater, 2001). Thompson & Heinberg (1999) and Groesz et al. (2002) argue that mass media 

is the most powerful of the sociocultural influences contributing to the beauty ideal. 

However, due to the steep increase in the usage of social media (Davidsson, 2016), the 

researchers aim to increase their knowledge and achieve insight in young women’s 

perceptions and feelings of the idealized images in social media, in order to achieve a deeper 

understanding of the matter.  

3.1 Philosophy of Research 

The decisions taken by the authors in this study regarding the research design, is guided by 

the research philosophy used. A research philosophy, also known as a paradigm, constitutes 

how researchers study and interpret what they see. This indicates how the research should 

be conducted, and underlies the researchers’ choice of how to obtain the information needed 

for the research. Whether a certain research paradigm is suitable depends on the topic of the 

research (Rubin & Rubin, 2011), the context of the study and the researchers’ assumptions 

(Malhotra & Birks, 2007). The dominant research perspective is positivism, where the main 

objective is to establish rules enabling explanations of certain phenomenon. In order to 

establish these rules or laws, reliable facts are required, where objectivity is central (Malhotra 

& Birks, 2007). A positivist perspective is appropriate for statistical studies, surveys and 

experiments, where measurements are possible and relationships can be extracted. Testing 

theories is also common for a positivist study (Malhotra & Birks, 2007; Rubin & Rubin, 

2011). However, the authors of this study do not seek to establish rules or rely upon 

measurements, rather explore on multiple, subjective views, as the study seeks to achieve 

insights in a situation which can be considered as rather complex. Instead of seeking laws 

that apply uniformly to a context, an interpretive approach may guide in-depth and semi- 

structured interviews, and is used by the authors (Rubin & Rubin, 2011). Interpretivism is 

explained to emphasize a dynamic reality where a range of interpretations and an evolving 

nature is recognized, which is considered by the researchers as appropriate for this study.  

In such studies, the researchers are actively engaged in the research. This influenced the 

researchers in their choice of data collection method, where personally conducted interviews 

was conducted. The purpose of an interpretivist paradigm is to gain a deep understanding 

from the participants’ perspectives, rather than predicting and extrapolating from a large 
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population (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). In this study, this is shown in the chosen sample size, 

and in the formulation of the research questions, where no predictions are made. Another 

aspect considered as important in interpretative studies are probing questions. As 

participants express themselves differently, probing questions are used in order to interpret 

the meaning of the respondents’ answers in a correct way. By the use of probing questions 

in this study, the researchers aspired to achieve significance and depth to the conducted 

interviews (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). Moreover, it facilitated the researchers’ interpretations 

of the participants’ suggestions. In order to reach the purpose of an interpretivist study, 

where a dynamic reality is emphasized, participants are viewed as companions. Questions are 

posed differently, depending on the context and the individual being interviewed, which 

builds upon rapport and interaction (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). The researchers of this study 

were influenced by the interpretivist perspective in this sense, that questions were posed in 

different ways depending on the interviewee, the nature of the discussion and responses 

given. As the openness among the participants varied, the researchers had to adjust their 

interview technique, in terms of e.g. their level of interaction and engagement.  

 

The questioning language for a positivist researcher is often formal and consistent, partly in 

order to allow for comparability of the study’s results. However, the choice of an 

interpretivist philosophy influenced the language used by authors of this study, who are also 

the ones conducting the interviews. As the paradigm suggests, the researchers were 

influenced to use an informal, varying language dependent on the participant being 

interviewed. As the participants of the interviews were younger than the interviewers, which 

is further explained in section 3.5, the interviewers used a simpler vocabulary and tried to 

adopt their way of communicating. The language used was also developed as knowledge 

regarding both the participant and the topic was gained (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). 

3.2 Research Approach 

Legitimacy is achieved either through a deductive or an inductive approach. The positivists 

commonly adopt a deductive approach, as they make predictions and tests hypotheses, or 

measure certain variables. It is suggested that in order to do this, a broad theoretical 

background is required. However, adopting a deductive approach is not appropriate for the 

purpose of this study, as predictions are not made and variables are not measured. 

Interpretivist researchers commonly adopts an inductive approach. An inductive approach 

implies that conclusions are drawn even though no broad theoretical framework is present 
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(Malhotra & Birks, 2007). The authors of this study seek to generate meaning by identifying 

patterns in the collected data, and draw conclusions by searching for interconnection in 

occurring events. Hence, by conducting semi-structured interviews with young women 

concerning their perceptions, meaning of their suggestions could be generated by identifying 

salient patterns among these young women. In other words, the researchers may draw 

conclusions from participants expressing similar feelings regarding a precondition, which in 

this study is idealized images on social media. In this study, this influenced the presentation 

of the empirical findings, where the researchers identified themes that were prominent during 

the interviews. The second part of the analysis, section 5.2, was also influenced by the 

inductive approach as it resulted in the development of a model based on the empirical 

findings, which in turn influenced the conclusion of the study. Further, by adopting an 

inductive approach, the researchers’ perspectives were not narrowed, and creativity was 

unrestrained (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). However, although the main approach in this study 

was inductive, the first part of the analysis, section 5.1, was influenced by a deductive 

approach, as the empirical findings were analyzed based on the frame of reference.  

3.3 Research Design 

The research design can be broadly classified into either conclusive or exploratory. A 

conclusive design is often adopted when the researcher aims to examine or measure certain 

relationships or describe a certain phenomenon. A conclusive research design is formal and 

structured, hence requires clearly specified information to be provided. Since much theory 

on the subject is present when conducting a conclusive research, it often tests hypothesis. In 

contrast, when not much information with regards to a certain matter is present, or the 

subject of the research is difficult to measure, an exploratory study is adopted. This research 

design is used when the aim of the researcher is to explore on a subject, in order to provide 

insights and achieve a deeper understanding. The researcher seeks to identify salient patterns 

of behavior, attitudes, beliefs, motivations, and perceptions, that the participant most 

probably hold deeply or consider difficult to explain. Further, an exploratory study is 

characterized as flexible, as opposed to a conclusive study where the process is structured to 

a greater extent (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). As presented in the purpose of the study, the 

researchers aim to obtain information regarding the participants’ perceptions and achieve a 

deep understanding of the issue, in line with an exploratory research design. In order to reach 

this purpose, the researchers were flexible throughout the entire research process by allowing 

it to evolve over time. Letting the process of data gathering and analysis to evolve is a 
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characteristic of an exploratory research design (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). This is exemplified 

in this study by the type of interviews conducted, sampling technique adopted, and choice 

of interview questions, as these were developed and adjusted during the research process. 

Further, the researchers learned from one of the participants that the time spent on 

Instagram could be assessed by looking at the battery settings on iPhones. Thereby the 

researchers could ensure accurate responses from the participants who were willing to share 

such information. 

 

Conclusive studies that consist of larger sample sizes aim to be representative, and the 

collected data is analyzed in a quantitative manner. For exploratory studies however, the 

information needed is not precisely defined and samples are smaller, and are therefore not 

required to be representative to the same extent. Hence, adopting a qualitative method is 

appropriate for exploratory studies and thereby also this study. According to Rubin & Rubin 

(2011), qualitative studies are recommended when studying a nuanced and complex world, 

and relevant when studying areas of complexity such as education, sociology, and health. 

Thus, the authors of this study argue that the qualitative method applied for chosen area of 

research is suitable. Malhotra & Birks (2007) further argue the advantage of qualitative studies 

when the area of study is complex, as the description of a complex phenomenon might be 

difficult to capture if the questions are structured. This influenced the researchers’ choice of 

interview type, where a semi-structured approach was used to facilitate the understanding of 

the complex phenomena. The semi-structured approach created the opportunity to probe, 

where a deeper understanding of each participant as well as a range of perceptions regarding 

the topic could be obtained. Further, the researchers were able to comprehend the whole 

context of the phenomena and achieve a holistic view by the use of a qualitative method. 

They achieved a holistic view of the context by observing the participants’ reactions, 

expressions and mood during the interviews, which facilitated the analysis and interpretation 

of their responses. Covering all angels adds richness to the data, as observing the overall 

atmosphere is not possible in for example a questionnaire. Thus, a qualitative approach is 

argued to be appropriate for this exploratory study (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). 

3.4 Semi-structured Interviews 

In-depth interviews are used in order to uncover feelings, beliefs, attitudes and opinions on 

a certain subject (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). According to Saunders & Lewis (2012), in-depth 

interviews are used when the researchers are interested to explore a general topic in depth. 
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When conducting in-depth interviews in exploratory studies, researchers can adopt either 

unstructured or semi-structured interviews (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). The authors chose  

carry out semi-structured interviews, as they argue that some structure was desired, in order 

to ensure that all areas required to reach the purpose of the study were covered. However, 

in order to obtain the in-depth understanding the researchers aspired for, some flexibility 

was required. Flexibility allows the researchers to probe and explore the topic further, as 

certain discussions may arise that the researchers did not foresee (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). 

In-depth interviews involve interpersonal interaction, and requires the development of 

intimacy, in order to fully understand the participants’ experiences and meaning of those 

experiences (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). A researcher conducting in-depth interviews seeks to 

elicit depth and detail (Rubin & Rubin, 2011), and explore contextual boundaries to reveal 

hidden attitudes and opinions with regards to the nature of an experience. An advantage with 

in-depth interviews is that sensitive topics may be uncovered, which the participant most 

likely not would reveal if participating in a focus group (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). Rubin & 

Rubin (2011) suggest that when studying topics concerning personal issues, in-depth 

interviews are required in order for relevant information to be revealed. This corresponds to 

the opinions of Malhotra & Birks (2007) who recommend in-depth interviews when the 

topic concerns participants’ privacy or might embarrass them or affect their status in a 

negative manner. They further suggest this data collection technique is suitable when it 

concerns children (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). Building up trust in qualitative interviews is 

therefore essential to elicit sensitive data. Furthermore, in-depth interviews are considered as 

more effective than focus groups in the sense that they provide a greater depth of insights. 

A specific issue can be developed with the participants when conducting in-depth interviews. 

Participants who possess certain qualities that the researcher consider specifically important 

to the topic, can in an individual interview be questioned to great depth, resulting in a quality 

understanding of the feelings of that participant. In a group setting however, the researcher 

is not able to solely concentrate upon a certain knowledgeable or interesting individual. This 

advantage was realized by the researchers of this study, as some of the participants were 

willing to discuss certain topics deeply, while some were not. Those who were willing to 

openly and widely discuss a certain issue could therefore be questioned to a greater depth 

compared to the other participants. Another advantage of in-depth interviews is that no 

group-pressure is present, which is a risk when conducting focus groups (Malhotra & Birks, 

2007). 
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Despite the advantages in depth-interviews imply, there are certain negative aspects of the 

adopted data collection method. These aspects are important to be aware of, in order to be 

accounted for in the analysis of the collected data. One of the acknowledged risks with in-

depth interviews, along with other qualitative interviews, is the risk of bias. However, 

interpretation bias could be overcome by the researchers, by developing awareness of the 

influences affecting their values and views. The researchers assured that bias was prevented 

by discussing the findings from each interview together, and thereby provided different 

perspectives of the participants’ answers and contributed to each other’s awareness of their 

individual subjectivity (Williams & Morrow, 2009; Malhotra & Birks, 2007). In addition, the 

interviews are dependent on how the participant express attitudes or feelings towards a 

certain topic, and therefore hidden interpretations might be present. In a group scenario, 

participants may stimulate discussion and trigger responses from a certain participant, which 

most likely would not have been revealed if the participant was interviewed alone (Malhotra 

& Birks, 2007).   

 

The use of in-depth interviews in this study is motivated by the consideration of the topic. 

The interviewed women in this study are 15 years old, which will be further motivated in 

section 3.5. Due to their age, one might consider their feelings regarding their body as a 

personal issue, that might be embarrassing or difficult to articulate. By conducting in-depth 

interviews the researchers could build up intimacy and trust, and concentrate on each 

participant’s attitudes and feelings. In this way, the researchers were also inclined to believe 

that the participants’ answers are trustworthy, as they were not exposed to any group-

pressure and there was no ability to agree with another participant, which is a risk in a group 

setting. This supports the quality of this study in terms of honesty (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). 

The researchers built trust and intimacy by trying to adopt the language of the interviewees 

during the interviews, as well as encouraging small talk and allowing a relaxed tone to 

permeate the sessions. A pervasive interest in the opinions of the participants hopefully also 

contributed to the creation of trust. In conclusion, as this study aims to increase knowledge 

and understanding regarding young women’s perceptions and to achieve deeper insights of 

the participants’ feelings, the chosen method of conducting semi-structured interviews was 

relevant (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). 
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3.4.1 Association technique 

In conjunction with in-depth interviews, researchers may use projective techniques to 

increase the experience for both the participants and the researchers. Projective techniques 

are used to provoke creativity and add to the richness of the in-depth interviews, as they may 

yield information about the participants’ true feelings and attitudes. Solely making use of 

direct questioning may not be sufficient when the aim is to tap into the participants’ deep 

beliefs. Therefore, projective techniques are used to contribute to participants’ ability to 

articulate attitudes or feelings below their consciousness. Furthermore, they are useful in the 

sense that in-depth interviews may become more enjoyable and interesting for the 

participants when including projective techniques (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). Malhotra and 

Birks (2007) further suggest that projective techniques are appropriate when the topic 

concerns sensitive or personal issues, as they may add to the validity of the responses, as the 

purpose of the study is disguised. The researchers in this study adopted an association 

technique, which is a form of projective technique where stimuli were presented to 

participants, who responded with their first spontaneous reaction. An imagery association 

technique was used in this study, where the researchers asked for the participants’ 

spontaneous reactions to the chosen images, that are further described in Section 3.8. By 

doing so, the authors of this study argue that it opened for an honest discussion from the 

beginning of the sessions. In a following section of the interviews, probing questions 

regarding the expressed reactions was asked to achieve a deeper understanding and create 

the opportunity for the participants’ to further explain their responses. According to 

Malhotra & Birks (2007), the use of an imagery association technique is motivated to 

contribute to the researchers’ achievement of accurate results. However, the main purpose 

of using an association technique in this study, was to engage the participants and create 

interest among the them. Introducing participants to idealized images, might have facilitated 

the start of a conversation and provoked creativity. Due to the consideration of a sensitive 

topic, where it might be that the participants’ feelings are held in their subconscious, the 

technique could hopefully have helped the participants to articulate their feelings (Malhotra 

& Birks, 2007). 

3.5 Sample Selection 

In order to collect information regarding the characteristics of a population, researchers 

usually take a sample, which is a subset of that population, chosen to participate in a study. 

The sampling process starts with specifying the target population, for which the researchers 
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will make interpretations accordingly with information received from the sample. Referring 

back to the purpose of this thesis, the aim is to achieve a deep understanding of how young 

Swedish women perceive the beauty ideal communicated by companies on social media. 

There are several reasons for focusing the study on women. Parents, peers and media are 

recognized as the main sociocultural influences contributing to an ideal that individuals feel 

pressured to attain (Keery et al., 2004; Thompson & Heinberg, 1999). These sociocultural 

pressures leading to body dissatisfaction, are greater among women than men (Balcetis, Cole, 

Chelberg & Alicke, 2013; Dittmar, 2005). Furthermore, women are socialized to believe their 

physical attributes are evaluated by others, to a greater extent than men. Therefore, women 

are more likely to internalize an observer’s perspective of their physical appearance. Hence, 

there is a great risk for an excessive focus on their body attributes. Consequently, this may 

also have effects of diminished psychological wellbeing, in terms of for example appearance 

anxiety (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). The level of psychological wellbeing among young 

women in Sweden is continuously decreasing, and anxiety and depression are emotions 

becoming progressively common among these women. Among all men and women in other 

age groups in Sweden however, mental health problems are not increasing. The psychological 

wellbeing among these other groups, has in fact improved during the past years 

(Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2016). Solely focusing the study on women is therefore considered 

as relevant to the purpose of this thesis.  

 

The researchers further chose to narrow focus on women in adolescence. The bodily changes 

occurring for women in adolescence, combined with the social challenges that begin in this 

period, provoke negative mental health issues for women in this stage of life (Fredrickson & 

Roberts, 1997). According to recent data from Folkhälsomyndigheten (2016), 57 percent of 

15-year-old women in Sweden reported that psychological or somatic problems were present 

at least once a week during a six-month period. Therefore, focusing this study on 15-year-

old women was motivated by the number of mental problems that are present among this 

age group, compared to other age groups. As the researchers aimed to explore on young 

women’s perceptions towards idealized social media’s images, focusing on the age group of 

15-year-old women was further argued by their presence and engagement on social media. 

Compared to other age groups, young women between 13-16 years old are the most active 

social media users (Statens Medieråd, 2015). The target population for this study is therefore 

15-year old women in Sweden, who are active Instagram-users. The reason for a target 
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population that are active on the specific social media platform Instagram is further 

motivated in section 3.8. 

3.5.1 Sample Size 

The sample size was guided by considering the nature of research and analysis, accordingly 

with sample sizes for similar studies with corresponding research design (Malhotra & Birks, 

2007). When conducting in-depth interviews, Saunders & Lewis (2012), suggest sample size 

is dependent on the level of heterogeneity within the targeted population. For homogeneous 

populations, they suggest a sample size of approximately 10, whereas the sample size for 

heterogeneous populations is suggested to be in between 15 and 25. For this study, 15 

interviews were conducted. The authors of this study motivate this number based on the 

target populations similarity in gender, age, occupation, and city of inhabitancy, in 

combination with their social media usage similarities (Davidsson, 2016; Findahl & 

Davidsson, 2015; Statens Medieråd, 2015). However, due to the researchers' perceived 

difficulties in defining what is a homogenous population, the aspiration was to conduct 

interviews until the researchers perceived saturation of data. Williams and Morrow (2009) 

argue that every interview is unique, hence true saturation of data cannot be reached. 

However, with this in mind, when 12 interviews were conducted the researchers started to 

see a lack of variety in the participants' responses. Hence, the researchers agreed upon 

conducting 3 more interviews, resulting in a sample size of 15.  

3.5.2 Sampling Technique 

Non-probability sampling is adopted for this study, as selection of participants do not rely 

on chance. When sampling units rely on chance, it implies the probability of all members of 

a population to be selected for participation in a study, which refers to probability sampling. 

Non-probability sampling rather depend on the researchers and their judgement, as they 

arbitrarily decide upon included sample elements (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). This technique 

is commonly used for exploratory studies, which do not require broad population inferences. 

While it may not be feasible to draw a sample based on probability, the subjective element 

and convenience for the researcher is important to consider in non-probability samples. The 

technique further entails that the obtained estimates are not statistically projectable to the 

entire population. Despite this, precisely specifying the population and calculating 

probabilities for all units are not always possible, and resources may be limited. However, for 

the purpose of this study a non-probability sample was more pertinent, as securing a large 
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representative sample is not of relevance when exploring on perceptions (Malhotra & Birks, 

2007). 

 

When visiting the school where the researchers planned to sample the participants, the initial 

approach was with the principal. Accordingly with the suggestions of the principal, contact 

was made with two students who further identified other students willing to participate. In 

addition, the researchers approached additional 15-year-old women in the hallway who also 

wanted to participate in the study. After each interview, the participants were asked to help 

identify additional participants. Hence, the sampling technique adopted for this study was a 

mixture between a convenience sampling- and snowball sampling technique. Making use of 

these techniques was convenient, as well as cost- and time-saving, both for the school where 

the participants study, and for the researchers. Convenience sampling is appropriate when 

the purpose is to generate insight into an issue and the research design is exploratory, and 

may be used when the targeted population is students (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). Although 

convenience sampling and snowball sampling are argued to be convenient sampling 

techniques, it is important to be aware that adopting these sampling techniques might result 

in a biased sample, as there is a risk for homogeneity (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009). 

In this study, the risk of bias could be reflected in the results, as the participants are likely to 

have similar characteristics and perceptions. However, the authors of this study argue that 

adopting a mixture of the two sampling techniques was appropriate according to the study’s 

purpose, which is further motivated in the following section.  

3.5.3 Recruitment of Participants 

The sample units chosen attend a secondary school located in the city where the researchers 

conducted their study. The main motivation for this decision was convenience in terms of a 

place where multiple 15-year-old young women could be reached. Sampling from this 

particular school was moreover advantageous in the sense that characteristics of the young 

women were varied, due to them not being eligible to choose courses based on their interests. 

In the city where the research was conducted, there are certain secondary schools where 

students are eligible to choose a certain orientation based on their interests, such as sports 

or music. Therefore, the choice of the particular school for this study is motivated by low 

risk of bias. However, the researchers are aware of that as the sample was merely collected 

from one city, it might be a limitation if perceptions differ between cities. 
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As the population targeted by the researchers are below 18 years old, it implies they are not 

of age in Sweden (Barnombudsmannen, 2015). Therefore, the researchers requested the 

participants’ parents for permission, in order to ensure that the young women were allowed 

to attend the interviews. In cooperation with the principal, permission forms were sent via 

the participants’ smartphones to their parents, and the parents’ consent were documented by 

the researchers. However, before sending the permission forms, the researchers of the study 

confirmed that the participants were active users on social media and have or have had an 

Instagram account, in order to eliminate elements not considered as appropriate for the 

sample. In this way, the researchers made sure that the sample represents the target 

population accurately. The women who were permitted to participate in the study by their 

parents were then invited to a semi-structured interview by the use of their previously 

received contact information. 

3.6 Pilot-testing 

In order to identify and prevent potential problems, three test-interviews were held, where 

both of the researchers were present. In this way, the researchers were able to eliminate 

problems and improve the quality of the interviews (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). According to 

Saunders and Lewis (2012), test-interviews are useful to ensure that questions are easily 

understood and are not leading. Further test-interviews ensure that researchers are provided 

with the data needed for the study. They are also used for practical matters, such as assessing 

the length of the interview and to see whether for example the recorder works well. These 

test interviews, referred to as pilot-testing, were held under similar circumstances as the 

following in-depth interviews (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). The test-interviews primarily helped 

the researchers of this study to adjust the way questions were posed in order to make the 

participants feel comfortable and open up. The researchers realized that certain questions 

were asked to broadly, and therefore put the questions in a context to help the participants 

to give a specific response and provide relevant data. For example, instead of simply asking 

“Is it important to you what others think of you?” the researchers put the questions in a 

context, such as “When you are at school, do you care about what others think of you?”, 

and/or “Do you care about what others’ think about your posts on Instagram?”. Further, 

pilot-testing contributed to the decision of posing more questions in a third person 

perspective, so that the participants could relate to the feelings of another person in a given 

situation. This was done in order for the researchers to achieve accurate responses, and to 

reduce social pressure to respond in an acceptable way (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). The pilot-
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testing further contributed to the researchers’ decisions in how to dispose the interview time 

and what parts of the session to emphasize. In line with acknowledged characteristics of 

exploratory research, the authors experienced that the study evolved as more interviews were 

conducted (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). After each interview, further discussions arose, which 

resulted in the development of additional questions considered as useful in accordance with 

the purpose. As aforementioned, three test-interviews were held, however the researchers’ 

judgement was that the second and third pilot-testing generated rich and relevant data, and 

were therefore included in the result of the study. However, the order of the different 

interview sections was altered after the second pilot-testing. The researchers realized that 

questions regarding the participants’ general Instagram usage should be covered in the 

beginning of the interviews. 

3.7 Execution of Semi-Structured Interviews 

In cooperation with certain teachers at the school which the participants attend, the 

researchers were able to conduct the interviews in a classroom at that school. This was done 

accordingly with the aspiration to ensure convenience and a relaxed ambience for the 

participants. Offering refreshments further contributed to the ambition of a relaxed 

ambience. In addition, as the researchers aspired for intimacy and friendship, each interview 

started off with small talk. Malhotra & Birks (2007) suggest that it is of major importance 

that participants are reassured on the usage of the captured data, since the aspiration is for 

the participants to elicit deeply held feelings. Therefore, before the session started, the 

researchers guaranteed anonymity, and that all information achieved during the interviews 

would only be used for the purpose of the study. As suggested by Malhotra & Birks (2007), 

the researchers’ desire was that that all the aforementioned actions combined, would 

contribute to that the participants would feel comfortable in expressing their feelings on the 

topic. A topic guide consisting of several subjects to be covered with proposed questions 

was prepared and used during the interviews, which can be found in Appendix 1. The 

questions were formulated based on the purpose and research questions. Further, the 

researchers formulated the questions with regards to the frame of reference, in order to 

facilitate the analysis of the findings. To capture information from the interviews properly, 

all interviews were audio recorded using an iPhone. In this way, the authors of this thesis 

were provided with an unbiased and accurate record for the subsequent analysis following 

the interviews, allowing them to listen again (Saunders & Lewis, 2012). However, all 

participants had to give their consent for recording, and if a participant did not allow audio 
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recording, the interviewers were prepared to take notes. Further, as the native language of all 

participants is Swedish, all interviews were reasonably carried out in Swedish, and the 

findings were then translated by the researchers to English.  

 

As aforementioned, the session started with a couple of minutes of small talk, in order to 

create a relaxed atmosphere and make participants comfortable (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). 

When the interviews started, the participants were not fully introduced to the topic, solely 

provided with information of how the session would proceed. In order engage the 

participants and provoke feelings and reactions, the researchers made use of an imagery 

association technique during the first section of the session. Participants were presented with 

social media images selected by the researchers, and were asked to spontaneously respond 

with what first came to mind. Certain probing questions were also asked to obtain further 

information, depending on their reactions to the images, without disclosing the purpose. As 

the topic was not fully presented at this part of the session, the researchers could achieve 

accurate information regarding their spontaneous perceptions of the images (Malhotra & 

Birks, 2007).  

 

The next part of the interview consisted of general, simple questions, in order to boost 

participants’ egos and thereby encourage them to express themselves freely. This was done 

by asking simple questions regarding their Instagram usage and behavior. As the interaction 

between the interviewer and participant in an in-depth interview is considered as highly 

important, the following questions were not fully decided beforehand, in order for the 

interviewer to sense the mood of the participants and decide upon the subsequent direction. 

Probing was done in order to elaborate on interesting answers, which is important in order 

to achieve meaningful answers and acquire information that might be hidden. This hopefully 

contributed to the participant perceiving the session as creative and meaningful (Malhotra & 

Birks, 2007). Hence, each interview was slightly different and the following questions were 

dependent on the participants’ previous replies. The researchers put effort into observing 

when a participant’s enthusiasm was triggered, and thereby followed the specific participants’ 

interests, which guided questions and probes. Building up intimacy and credibility with the 

participants is further suggested by Malhotra & Birks (2007) to encourage them to open up, 

and therefore considered throughout the interview process. 
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The third part of the interview involved questioning related to body image and body 

dissatisfaction, by for example exploring the participants’ perceptions of themselves and to 

what extent the participant perceived sociocultural pressure being present. After this part, 

the researchers disclosed the purpose of the study, which allowed for a deeper discussion. In 

the fourth part of the interview, questions concerning the participants’ feelings, more 

specifically related to the purpose were asked. Further into the discussion, as the researcher 

and participant became more comfortable with each other, the researchers hoped for the 

participants to feel motivated to reveal additional feelings (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). Certain 

research questions were also asked more than once, however posed differently. By 

approaching a subject from various angles, the researchers were able to achieve varied and 

rich information from the participants (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015).  

 

By considering the aspects mentioned in previous sections, the researchers hoped to increase 

motivation for participants to respond in accordance with their feelings. The interviewers 

considered the intensity in the questions, due to the type of questions being asked, which 

aimed to understand the participants in great depth. Another reason for this consideration 

was that the subject might be considered as sensitive, and too intensive questioning in these 

situations are suggested to make participants disturbed or upset (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). 

Therefore, if noticing that a participant felt uncomfortable, probing did not continue. In line 

with suggestions by Saunders and Lewis (2012), mainly open-ended questions were posed in 

the interviews. Moreover, the interviewers put emphasis on being personal and developing 

empathy with the participants. After the sessions, participants were asked if they had any 

additional questions or if there was anything they wanted to add. This hopefully helped them 

to return to the emotional state they had before the interview (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). After 

the interviews, the researchers contacted the participants by text and thanked them for 

participating. The participants were also offered to contact the researchers once the thesis 

was informed to be finished, if they wanted to take part of the thesis or the interview-material. 

 

With regards to the age of the participants, Malhotra & Birks (2007) suggest consideration 

must be taken to their multi-faceted personalities. They might be one persona at home, one 

in the classroom and another in their peer group. Children and teenagers may lack maturity 

and self-knowledge to know, explore or admit their behavior in relation to a certain context. 

Although adults also have multi-faceted personalities, they have experience to understand 

the various behaviors they would adopt depending on the circumstance. This aspect was 
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considered when it came to the formulation of questions, as too straightforward questions 

might make children and teenagers confused (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). Therefore, as 

participants in this study are teenagers, formulation of research questions was considered in 

the sense that they not were asked too broadly. For example, when asking questions 

regarding a specific situation, the context in which the situation would take place was given. 

Several of the questions were also posed in a third person perspective, with the aim of 

facilitating the understanding for the participants and reduce social pressure to respond in 

an acceptable way. Furthermore, the researchers tried to adjust their language accordingly 

with the language of the participants. This was done by the aspiration of developing a natural 

discussion in the perspective of the participant (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). However, due to 

that the participants of this study are in their mid-teens, in combination with the researchers’ 

opinion regarding their maturity, this was not seen as an obstacle that could not be overcome.  

3.8 Choice of Advertisements 

The researchers of this study have decided to mainly focus the interview-questions on the 

platform Instagram, as this is the platform most frequently used by the studied age-group 

(Statens Medieråd, 2015). A substantial increase in the usage of Instagram has also been 

recognized among all swedish citizens (Findahl & Davidsson, 2015). The authors 

furthermore argue this decision from their own observations of the platform’s purpose. The 

other social media that are recognized as the most popular social media platforms are 

Facebook and Twitter (Findahl & Davidsson, 2015), which also provides the possibility to 

engage in other activities besides posting images. Focusing on Instagram where only images 

are shared, is therefore considered by the authors as relevant according to the purpose of the 

study. This is motivated by the researchers as they perceive that the communication of the 

beauty ideal is facilitated through the use of images. Snapchat however, which is a social 

media widely used by the target population in this study (Findahl & Davidsson, 2016; Statens 

Medieråd, 2015), mainly provides short sequences of the published images. Further, in order 

to be exposed to images on Snapchat, the member actively needs to follow the account 

publishing the images. However, through Instagram, members are provided by numerous 

pictures, and can easily access accounts with many followers and pictures receiving a high 

number of likes. Therefore, the decision of focusing this study on Instagram is also 

demonstrated by the risk of being involuntarily exposed to images on that platform, posted 

by the aforementioned popular accounts, regardless of whether the individual follows the 

account or not. Based on the researchers’ opinions and the functions of the platforms, the 
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possibility for members to prevent themselves from exposure is lower on Instagram than 

what it is on Facebook, Twitter, and Snapchat. Questioning participants of Instagram in 

particular, might have facilitated their understanding of their perceptions in a particular 

context, as this might be a difficulty due to their age (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). Hence, 

Instagram is emphasized in this thesis, in order to explore on young women’s perceptions of 

the beauty ideal communicated on social media and its potential effects on them.  

 

Only images published by corporate Instagram accounts were chosen, for the results to be 

considered by companies and be relevant in marketing purposes. The authors of the study 

chose to focus on the fashion industry, since it emphasizes the importance of appearance 

through images of models and due to young women’s tendency to idealize such fashion 

models (Grogan, 2016; Tiggemann & McGill, 2004; Tiggemann, Verri & Scaravaggi, 2005). 

The images used for the interviews were selected from prominent and active companies on 

Instagram, based on the researchers’ observations, in terms of number of followers, likes and 

word of mouth regarding popularity. In combination with the authors’ opinion, the chosen 

images were representative of the beauty ideal communicated by companies on social media. 

Besides single pictures, screenshots of the chosen companies’ Instagram feeds were 

presented, in order for the participants to obtain an overall view of the message the company 

conveys. In total, ten images were presented. Pictures where women are air-brushed and 

modified, skinny, have flawless hair and makeup, as well as pictures of natural or plus size 

models were presented to the participants. The images were chosen and applied in the 

interviews with the aforementioned purpose of provoking feelings and creativity among the 

participants (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). 

3.9 Data Analysis 

When analyzing the collected data, the generic process presented by Malhotra & Birks (2007) 

was adopted, as the authors of this study found the structure and logic of this approach 

appropriate. The generic process outlines four stages of analysis for qualitative data.  

 

The first step of the process involves the data assembly, where data from various sources are 

collected (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). Accordingly, notes from interviews, audio recordings 

and transcripts, researchers’ reflections, and the images from the association technique in the 

first section of the interview were gathered by the researchers. As the in-depth interviews 

were conducted in Swedish, effort was put on transcribing the data. In order to not modify 



 

 29 

the meaning of participants’ perceptions, translation of the data had to be done carefully. 

Further, as there were two researchers in this study and they transcribed the interviews 

separately, they had to ensure that they translated the same Swedish word, to the same 

English word. The researchers of this study solved the issue by mainly working together 

while transcribing. In this way, they were able to continuously double-check translations and 

ensure that uncertain translations correspond to the translations of the other researcher.  

 

In the second step, data reduction, the researchers organize and structure the data. This 

involves making decisions regarding what is relevant, including deleting irrelevant data. When 

reducing the data, the researchers need to engage in the process of coding, which implies 

categorization in terms of assigning codes or labels to the collected data. It was again 

important that the previously translation process was done correctly, as it is critical for the 

categorization to truly represent the participants’ views. Condensing the data into categories 

is suggested to enable researchers to identify meaningful parts, which results in analyzable 

units. This enables themes to emerge and further insights to arise, as well as it allows for 

comparison. Models of interconnection of the categories can also be developed, in order to 

demonstrate related categories or compare participant or context similarities and differences 

(Malhotra & Birks, 2007). The researchers of this study identified prominent topics that 

recurred during the interviews and created themes based on these topics. Accordingly with 

the suggestions of Malhotra and Birks (2007), this facilitated the process of analysis, as new 

insights arose. Considering the association technique, the purpose was to provoke creativity 

and engage the participants. Therefore, the association technique was not further analyzed, 

as the responses were brief, and the researchers therefore did not consider it to provide 

additional richness to the data. However, for the interest of the reader, key-points from the 

association technique are provided in Table 2-5, in Chapter 4.  

 

The third step of the generic process is the data display, which is the assembly of information, 

that allows for conclusions to be drawn. The data display is not only a helpful part in the 

analytic process, the purpose with the data display is also to provide a public view of the 

categories and how they are connected, by illustrating the researchers’ vision of logics and 

meaning of the gathered data (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). The researchers of this study did this 

by presenting the key-points from the empirical findings in Table 6, in the end of the Chapter 

4. Further, when presenting the analysis, it followed the order of the identified themes. In 

this way, the researchers’ process of drawing conclusions was facilitated and it hopefully 
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contributed to an easier understanding for the reader, as well as an increased reading 

experience.  

 

The last step of the process applied for data analysis is the data verification, which involves 

the demonstration of credibility. As the researchers have displayed their meaning of the data, 

they need to verify their vision by skepticism, and ensure valid conclusions. In other words, 

they have to make sure that the presented meaning of collected data not just reflect their 

individual views. The individual views are based on the researchers’ social and cultural values, 

and therefore, they must be aware of these values to ensure that interpretations are not 

biased. In order to do that, a theoretical understanding of the subject is necessary (Malhotra 

& Birks, 2007). Accordingly with recommendations from Malhotra and Birks (2007), the 

researchers made use of the concept triangulation. This was done by using secondary data 

sources, such as findings from similar studies, to compare their findings and gain confidence 

in that a credible view is represented. By comparing different types of data and methods, the 

researchers could reflect upon what was causing the different results (Malhotra & Birks, 

2007). Credibility was further demonstrated in accordance with suggestions from Malhotra 

and Birks (2007), in terms of what is known as participant validation. The researchers 

achieved confidence in their conclusions by contacting participants after the conducted 

interviews were analyzed, in case of uncertainties. In this way, participants were able to 

provide the researchers with feedback and verify the conclusions (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). 

As aforementioned, validity is pervasive throughout the entire research process. Hence, it is 

suggested that the researchers continuously question and review their own actions and views, 

which the researchers of this study therefore considered during the whole process of this 

thesis (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). 

 

However, when assessing quality of research, the choice of a qualitative study is considered.  

There are difficulties in applying conventional quality criteria in qualitative research, as the 

results from an interpretative research paradigm does not include quantifiable facts. 

Therefore, the topic of how to assess validity in qualitative research has been discussed 

(Whittemore, Chase & Mandle, 2001). Hence, the authors will demonstrate the quality of 

their research further in the following section. 
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3.10 Quality Assessment 

The authors adopted the recommendations by Williams and Morrow (2009) in order to 

strengthen the quality of their research further. Their approaches for assessing 

trustworthiness, are divided into three categories; integrity of the data, balance between reflexivity 

and subjectivity, and clear communication of findings. 

3.10.1 Integrity of the Data 

To achieve integrity of the data, Williams and Morrow (2009) suggest that the researchers 

should include as much information and detail as possible, in order for replication to be 

possible. This refers to dependability, and implies that a similar study would generate similar 

results. Therefore, the authors have provided an explicit and detailed method, where each 

step of the study was thoroughly explained. In addition, all material used throughout the 

research process, such as the topic guide and pictures from the association technique used 

in the interviews are included in the Appendix. In addition, the researchers transcribed all 

interviews, and these transcripts are available upon request. Quality is further demonstrated 

by adequacy, which means that the quality and quantity of the data is considered as sufficient. 

One approach to ensure quality is through the concept triangulation, which corresponds to 

the suggestions by Malhotra & Birks (2007). As previously mentioned, this was applied by 

the researchers through reviewing and comparing secondary data with the empirical findings, 

in order to achieve a multi-faceted view. Apart from the number of conducted in-depth 

interviews, motivated in section 3.5.1, Morrow (2005) suggests that theoretical saturation of 

the data should be reached to ensure quality. The researchers aspired for redundancy, in 

other words data saturation, meaning that no new information could arise through the 

proceeding of data collection. It is argued that true redundancy cannot be achieved, as each 

participant is unique (Williams & Morrow, 2009). However, the researchers of this study 

argue that the variety of responses as well as length, depth and quality of the conducted in-

depth interviews were sufficient for data saturation. Data saturation was considered as being 

reached when 15 interviews were conducted. Quality is further ensured as the researchers 

conducted test-interviews, which helped the researchers to adjust their interview technique. 

For example, it helped the researchers to understand the importance of posing questions in 

a third person perspective and to avoid leading question. In addition, the last part of 

achieving integrity of the data includes transparency of interpretations, where quotes from 

the in-depth interviews are provided when presenting the empirical findings of the study 
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(Morrow, 2005; Williams & Morrow, 2009). If further transparency would be requested, 

transcripts and audio-files from the interviews are available. 

3.10.2 Balance between Reflexivity and Subjectivity 

Achieving balance between reflexivity and subjectivity, implies a balance between what is 

actually said by the participants and how this is interpreted by the researchers. By posing 

questions on the same subject, however in a different manner, the researchers were able to 

approach one subject from several angles, and thereby achieve varied and rich information 

(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). Apart from contacting the participants asking for feedback and 

verification of conclusions if uncertainty was present, the researchers realized the advantages 

of not conducting the research alone. An individual researcher’s bias was prevented by 

discussing the findings from each interview. By doing so, the researchers were able view the 

participants’ suggestions from different perspectives, which facilitated the interpretation 

process, as opposed to if conducting the research alone. This resulted in the reduction of 

subjectivity (Williams & Morrow, 2009; Malhotra & Birks, 2007). Furthermore, the 

researchers ensured objectivity by not disclosing the purpose of the study until the last 

section of the interviews, and were thereby hopefully able to reveal the participants’ true 

feelings (Malhotra & Birks, 2007).  

3.10.3 Clear Communication of Findings 

In order to achieve trustworthiness, the researchers must be able to clearly communicate 

their findings, as well as how the findings are important. It should be easy to understand how 

the findings are interpreted, and quotes from the participants should be provided in order to 

support those interpretations. Evidence that the presented research questions have been 

answered should be provided, as well as the situational context of the findings. Finally, it is 

recommended that a discussion of current theories and practices, and connections of the 

findings with existing literature is included by the researchers (Williams & Morrow, 2009).  

 

The recommendations were applied by the researchers by providing an explicit section 

describing the empirical findings and how interpretations were made within the context of 

the situation, with supporting quotes from the in-depth interviews. A table presenting the 

highlights from the association technique was further included. In order to connect the 

empirical findings to existing literature, the frame of reference presented in Chapter 2 was 

used when analyzing the collected data from the in-depth interviews. The interpretations 
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made by researchers were summarized and presented to show their relevance in relation to 

the purpose of study. In order to further provide clear communications of the findings, the 

conclusion answered the research questions (Williams & Morrow, 2009). 

 

4 Empirical Findings 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter, the empirical findings from the conducted interviews are presented. The findings are presented 

as a summary of the conducted interviews, and are divided in themes that represents the most recurring and 

prominent topics discussed during the interviews. The chapter starts with a table presenting the interviews, 

followed by a table presenting the highlights from the Association Technique. Subsequently, the data gained 

from the interviews are further presented under the five identified themes. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

The practical aspects of the conducted interviews are presented below. 

Table 1  Interview Information 
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4.1 Association Technique 

The association technique adopted in the first part of the conducted interviews is presented 

in the tables below, where each column represents a participant and each row represents a 

picture. Highlights from the participants’ responses were noted for each of the ten pictures, 

and when participants did not respond within a reasonable time after the image was shown, 

this was noted as well. When respondents did not have a response at all to a picture, the box 

simply included a dash. As described in Section 3.4.1, the association technique was used in 

order to engage the participants and provoke creativity. Therefore, the responses are solely 

briefly presented in the table below, as extracting results was not the main purpose of the 

technique. However, certain comments and quotes that the researchers found relevant for 

the purpose of this study, were included in the presentation of the findings in Section 4.2. 

 

Table 2  Association Technique Image 1-6 
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Table 3 Association Technique Image 1-6 

 

Table 4  Association Technique Image 7-10 
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Table 5 Association Technique Image 7-10  

 

4.2 Topic Themes 

The five themes presented in this chapter were identified by the researchers and chosen 

based on the most recurring and prominent topics that arose during the interviews. 

Furthermore, the identified themes were chosen based on the general level of engagement 

and enthusiasm among the participants, shown during the interviews. The five themes are; 

Several Hours a Days Spent on Instagram and Editing of Pictures, The Beauty Ideal Differs 

From the Average Girl, Affected Differently By the Beauty Ideal, Appearance is Central, and 

Suggestions for Improvement. 

4.2.1 Several Hours a Day Spent on Instagram and Editing of Pictures 

In each interview, there was a section concerning the participants general Instagram usage. 

Each participant expressed that they use Instagram on a daily basis, and frequently during 

each day.  
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“I mean, very much. Every time I look at my phone, which is several times during an hour, I mean like all 

the time, then I always look at Instagram and look through my feed. So multiple times each day.” – 

Participant 1 

 

Certain of the participants expressed a more excessive usage of the app. Participant 6 

expressed that she used Instagram approximately 9- 10 hours a day, and was aware that it 

was more than half of her hours awake each day. Further, Participant 1 expressed that she 

was obsessed with Instagram. 

 

“Yes. I could use it like every minute. I’m super addicted to my phone too, so I was fully addicted to 

Instagram.” – Participant 1 

 

When participants were asked to look into their phone to check the battery usage spent on 

Instagram, several of the participants had Instagram on first or second place in the list 

showing what app that is used the most. Participant 12 explained that each session spent on 

Instagram is fairly quick, however the number of visits during each day are frequent, which 

was mentioned by several of the other participants as well. When asked what accounts they 

follow, the participants expressed that they follow friends, celebrities and other users they 

don’t know personally, such as bloggers.  

 

“It’s pretty varied, but mostly bloggers, and lifestyle and clothing companies. And then friends of course.” – 

Participant 11 

 

When the participants were asked why they follow accounts by individuals they don’t know 

personally, the majority responded that it was to gain inspiration, and to get an insight into 

their lives. Several participants said that if for example a blogger posts a picture when she 

travels, they might want to travel there as well, or if she posts a picture on how she looks, 

they might want to assimilate her look. Participant 12 found it difficult to explain why she 

follows accounts by individuals she does not know personally.  

 

“I have no idea. You start to question yourself now, like why do I really do that? Why would I want to see 

that?” – Participant 12 
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Participant 12 further explained that she assumes that pictures portraying a “perfect” life is 

what people want to see, and explained a scenario of a girl standing on a beach, drinking 

from a coconut. According to Participant 14, she follows accounts by women she do not 

know personally due to that they are pretty, and her desire to both look and be like them.  

 

“I think it is due to that you think they are pretty, and become inspired, and want to look like them. You 

kind of like, want to be like them, so you get inspiration from them, kind of. Clothes and such.” – Participant 

14 

 

The participants were also asked what kind of pictures they post on Instagram. The majority 

responded that they mostly post selfies and pictures of their friends, and if they do something 

special, such as travel. No respondent expressed that they did not post selfies. Participant 1 

expressed that posting pictures of oneself is a chance to show off one’s appearance. She 

further suggested that posting a pretty selfie on Instagram, equals that a person has 

succeeded. The participant continued to talk about her feelings towards this matter, where 

she started off expressing that she was not jealous, instead proud when her friends, as 

expressed, succeeded, with a good selfie. However, she continued by expressing that while 

viewing these pictures, she questioned why she was at home treating herself with food. 

 

In addition, they were asked if they spend much time on considering whether to post a certain 

picture, as well as if they care about what other people will think about the picture. Participant 

14 said that she spends much time thinking about an appropriate caption before posting a 

picture, as well as explained how she sometimes find caption ideas, even though she is not 

planning to post a picture at the time.  

 

“Yes, I do that too, and sometimes I’m just like walking around, and then suddenly I realize something that 

I could have as a caption for an Instagram-picture, and you take a lot of pictures.”  – Participant 14 

 

The majority of the participants admitted to that they care about what others think of the 

pictures they post, and expressed that they only post a picture if they consider it to be good. 

Participant 14 mentioned that she cares, even though she does not show it. Other 

participants found it difficult to articulate their feelings regarding their matter, for example 

Participant 12. 
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“I believe that, or of course I care and I don’t post anything that I don’t think it’s nice, but then I think 

that… Or… Yes, I care. I don’t post anything that I think that anyone could think was weird, or I wouldn’t, 

so yes I guess I care a about stuff like that.” – Participant 12  

 

The section concerning their Instagram behavior also included a question regarding their 

perceived purpose of using the app. Several responses were given, however a recurring 

answer was that they use it because everyone else does. Further, they suggested that it is a 

way to see what other people do as well as showing them what they do. Validation was also 

a reason mentioned by several of the participants.  

 

“I think that, if thinking about yourself, it is to achieve validation if posting a picture, and you want people 

to like your pictures and get a lot of followers and so on. If thinking about other people, you want to see where 

your friends are and what they do, but also like if you follow like Nelly.com, it’s due to that you want to see 

clothes, like the latest fashion, kind of.” – Participant 14 

 

Participant 7 expressed how validation was a central aspect, however what others post is less 

interesting. 

 

“Because you want validation, I think many people do. I f you post a selfie I think many people get happy if 

they get a nice comment or so. Then maybe a bit to see what others do and what they post. But if you think 

about it, what others post maybe isn’t really that interesting.” – Participant 7 

 

Participant 12 explained that she believes that people use Instagram in order to show other 

people the good parts in their lives. 

 

“Partly because I want to see others’ lives, but also because, if I’m going to be totally self-critical, I think it’s 

about showing other people your life, and like if you want to show other people your life, you don’t show the 

bad things in your life.” – Participant 12 

 

Questions regarding if and how the participants edit their pictures were also posed. All 

respondents said that they edit their pictures before posting them. Further, the majority of 

the participants use an additional app to edit their pictures, before exporting the image to 

Instagram.  
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Several techniques on how to enhance their pictures were explained to the researchers. The 

participants explained how they increase the contrast, exposure, and saturation, resulting in 

brighter pictures where the colors are enhanced and individuals in the pictures look more 

tanned. Participant 9 explained how colors can be used in the additional app, to decrease the 

degree of vagueness. According to her, adding a blue tone to yellow pictures made the picture 

look better. Further, the additional app provides the possibility to edit certain parts of the 

picture, such as the background, to make it brighter. According to Participant 14, apart from 

enhancing the pictures it is possible to make the hips wider, by the use of Photoshop.   

 

Despite that several of the participants expressed that they put effort in editing their own 

pictures, several of them explained their discontent regarding the excessive editing of pictures 

that is occurring on Instagram and other social media. During the association technique in 

the beginning of the interviews, a fairly unedited picture, not portraying the beauty ideal 

created on social media, was shown to the participants. Participant 6 expressed her 

appreciation towards this post. 

 

“Well, I like this, when posting pictures like this, instead of photoshoping everything.” – Participant 6 

 

Several of the participants further expressed that the editing of pictures on Instagram and 

other social media has a part in conveying the ideal beauty, which in turn leads them to 

compare themselves with images of edited girls. Participant 13 explained that even though 

models contradicting the beauty ideal are used in advertisements, the issue remains that such 

pictures are edited, while as participant 14 explains that the editing makes her feel bad.  

 

“Yes, that’s what I’ve thought the whole time, you feel bad due to this, because since the pictures are edited, 

that’s not how you really look, but then you think that it’s normal to look that way. So, then you’re also 

trying to look like that.” – Participant 14 

 

When asked to describe the ideal girl on Instagram, several participants acknowledged that 

the beauty ideal was almost impossible to achieve, partly due to the amount of editing put 

into such pictures. Participant 9 expressed that average girls do not look like the beauty ideal, 

and are not as “petite”, or as tanned as they appear to be in the pictures, due to the amount 

of editing.  
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“They’re not super-thin, they don’t have that big breasts, and not that big butt either, and then they’re, I 

mean you always look better on a picture once it’s edited, compared to how you look in reality, it’s always 

like that. So, you’re not that “petite” that you are on the picture, and not that tanned that you are on the 

picture, and so on.” – Participant 9 

 

Participant 6 further expressed her discontent by explaining the pressure she felt due to social 

media, as she automatically compares herself to the pictures portraying the ideal girls, even 

though being aware of that the pictures are edited. 

 

“Yes. Especially due to social media, because automatically you’re comparing yourself to everyone, and then 

it’s photoshoped.” – Participant 6 

4.2.2 The Beauty Ideal Differs from The Average Girl 

When asked to describe the beauty ideal presented on Instagram, the majority of the 

participants described a thin girl, with large breasts and big butt; a girl that is skinny, but yet 

curvy. The ideal beauty was further described as a naturally handsome girl that is tanned, 

with long hair, big lips, nice skin, and beautiful facial features. It was described by some that 

white, blonde girls who are more tanned than their genetic prerequisites allow for, often are 

presented. Several of the participants put emphasis on body features when explaining the 

beauty ideal, and being thin seemed to be a major component when it comes to reaching the 

beauty ideal. When describing the beauty ideal, the word thin was the first word used by the 

majority of the participants. Furthermore, participant 12 expressed how she perceived that 

being excessively thin is associated with being beautiful, and everything else implies being fat 

and ugly. When discussing the beauty ideal, the researchers posed probing questions 

regarding body focus, due to it being a recurring topic. Participants agreed to that when 

assessing their appearance, the body is emphasized. Participant 11 said that the face is not as 

relevant as the body is, appearance-wise. In accordance with this, Participant 2 mentioned 

that the face, apart from the body, can be fixed with make-up. 

 

“Yes, because it feels like you can fix the face, like put some more make-up on.” – Participant 2 

 

When asked to describe the ideal girl, the participants’ responses did not only include features 

related to their looks. An expensive lifestyle, which includes lots of travels and luxury was 

associated with the ideal by several of the participants.  
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“Well, rich, thin, good looking. By rich I mean that she is able to go to all places she wants to and take nice 

pictures and then, well, that’s the ideal according to the accounts I follow, and there are a lot of people who 

look that way, for example bloggers.” – Participant 2 

 

After describing the beauty ideal communicated on Instagram, the participants were asked 

to describe an average girl. A common response among the participants was that they 

associated an average girl with themselves and that they did not look like the beauty ideal. 

Participant 2 expressed the desire to look like the beauty ideal, but did not consider herself 

as equal to that beauty ideal. However, she said that she probably was similar to it, partly due 

to her desire to assimilate the beauty ideal, but clarified that she did not fully succeed. A 

similar response was given by Participant 4 who expressed that an average girl does not look 

like the beauty ideal, and laughed at the thought of comparing them two.  

 

“Not like them. Laughs. The ideal girl is what models look like, very thin and tall, but a normal girl is one 

that looks like me. I’m normal.” – Participant 4 

 

Participant 12 further explained her definition of an average girl.  

 

“Well a normal girl is like normal-weighted, not thick and not thin, and then if it’s a white person she doesn’t 

really have a tan, and then maybe she doesn’t have this super thin waist, and she might have 2 breasts that 

are different in sizes, and then like, some hips, and a butt that’s just there, and the hair is also just there. I 

mean there’s like no one who looks like the ideal tells them to.” – Participant 12 

 

The attainability of the beauty ideal was further discussed. As previously mentioned, 

Participant 2 considered herself as similar to the beauty ideal as she is striving for it. However, 

the majority of the participants responded that it was not attainable, which they had different 

explanations to. 

 

“No, it is very hard because they are models and it is a tough line of work. They have strict meal plan, and 

certain measures that they must have, to be a model and I don’t think that’s reasonable.” – Participant 4 

 

“No, I mean, no. Almost no one looks like that, and if it is, he or she has probably gone through surgery, or 

have very edited pictures. So, it’s difficult.” – Participant 12 
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4.2.3 Affected Differently by The Beauty Ideal 

The participants were asked to explain their positive and negative experiences from viewing 

idealized social media images. While as the negative effect were dominating, the majority of 

the participants had difficulties in explaining how they were affected positively by the 

idealized images. This was noticed by the researchers in the sense that the participants had 

to pause and think for a while before responding, as well as “I don’t know” was a recurring 

response. One of the mentioned positive effects however was inspiration, for example to 

work out as mentioned by Participant 3. However, Participant 3 acknowledges that it is 

important to work out in moderation.  

 

“Positively? Hmm, like I said before you could get inspiration. For example, when looking at this picture 

you might get inspired to work out, and it is good to work out but not too much.” – Participant 3 

 

Inspiration for travel destinations as well as fashion was mentioned during the association 

techniques, however not mentioned by any of the participants when directly asked to identify 

positive effects from viewing idealized images. Participant 2 also mentioned that looking at 

pictures that are pretty, is fun.  

 

Participant 14 explained that as she knows that her friends become happy when receiving 

comments including compliments regarding their appearance, it makes her happy too. 

However, when she was asked if comparisons were not made then, she realized that the 

positive effect was instead was recognized as negative.  

 

“Yes, sometimes there are, for example if you have a friend that receives a lot of comments, and then someone 

else doesn’t, and then she might get jealous of that friend.” – Participant 14 

 

Several participants did not consider there to be any positive effects, and solely mentioned 

the negative effects. When the participants were asked directly how the beauty ideal affects 

them negatively, the participants gave the researchers varied, detailed responses.  

 

“If you think that the girls look better than yourself, that’s becoming a negative thing, and like, nicer hair, 

and then you get anxiety because of that, and then you don’t know that they might have put several hours on 

getting that hair done, and you don’t really understand that.” – Participant 14 
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“It’s probably, like with bikini-pictures, that you are supposed to have a bikini-body. I mean, what is even 

a bikini-body? It’s only that you have a bikini. A body, and a bikini. Simple as that. But, what you aspire 

for is extreme. It’s not healthy. Working out is healthy, that’s a fact. But, working out to the extent that you 

become as thin as… I mean we all have different bodies, not all people are able to become as thin as Victoria’s 

Secret models, and they work out very, very much too. And I don’t think you feel good, mentally, at all.” – 

Participant 2 

 

“It is that you always want to change something about yourself, because you are never satisfied. You see 

pictures where they have the perfect body, perfect lives with a lot of travels and so.” – Participant 4 

 

Participant 9 explained that due to ideal girls’ minimal clothing, low body-fat, prevalent 

posing, and facial expressions, it triggers a pressure among girls to constantly be sexy, thin 

and good looking. Another negative effect mentioned by Participant 4, was that she never 

feels content, and that she only sees what is wrong when looking in the mirror. Moreover, a 

recurring mentioned negative aspect among the participants, was their tendency to compare 

themselves to the beauty ideal.   

 

“I think that many girls look down at themselves and their body, and that they are very displeased, and I am 

too because I compare myself so much with others that I don’t think my body looks good. And that’s not very 

good.” “I think that many thinks like me. That they compare themselves with others and always think that 

someone is better looking than themselves, so you always compare yourself.” – Participant 4 

 

The participants explained that they compare themselves with people on social media, 

particularly Instagram, and other people such as acquaintances who they are not as 

comfortable with as their friends. 

 

“It can be people on social media, but it can also be people in school and like people in general. I can compare 

myself pretty much to, or both appearance-wise, clothing style and then I can make comparisons personality-

wise as well. Like I’m not good because someone else has another, better personality and therefore I can 

compare myself to her, so it’s both ways.” – Participant 12 

 

Participant 14 explained that she compares herself to the beauty ideal, and that she probably 

does it more often than she thinks she does.  
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“Yes, I probably do it more often than what I think, but if seeing a picture on Instagram, you might think 

like you want to look like her even though you don’t, and you know that you are not able to look exactly like 

her, but you still want to.” – Participant 14  

 

Participant 6 revealed that one of her friends got sick in anorexia, due to making comparisons 

between herself and images on Instagram and other social media. However, even though all 

the participants suggested being affected negatively in one way or another, the majority of 

the participants did not consider themselves as vulnerable as their friends and acquaintances. 

Compared to other girls their age, several of them expressed that their body image and self-

confidence was better. Even though this was not explicitly asked by the researchers, it was a 

prevailing statement in the majority of the interviews. When Participant 14 was asked how 

she perceived that her friends and acquaintances view themselves appearance-wise, she 

explained that the majority have issues concerning their appearance, and that they want to 

look like the beauty ideal. For example, she said that certain of her friends do not think that 

they have as large breasts as the guys want them to, which therefore results in them trying 

too much. However, when asked how she views her own body, she explained that she does 

not have a lot of issues. Participant 11 perceived that she was affected, however not as 

affected as other girls by the beauty ideal on Instagram and other social media.  

 

“Of course it does. But I’m pretty good at not caring as much as other girls, because… Like if I don’t look 

like those girls or models in the photos then I guess I’m pretty natural for not doing that. Because I’m 15 

years old, I work out and I do sports and I have to eat quite a lot, so I’m not that affected.” – Participant 

11 

 

Participant 2 explained how she thinks she feels better about herself than her friends.  

 

“Yes, I actually think that my self-image is pretty good. But still, I mean everyone has issues with something, 

but compared to many other girls that I know, my self-image is better than theirs, or they have more issues 

concerning their looks than what I do.” – Participant 2 

 

The previously mentioned situations in which participants had negative experiences, were 

not recognized by all participants, who expressed that they were not concerned about the 

issue. When Participant 6 was asked if she finds it important others think of her when going 

to school or a party, she responded that it is not. 
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“Well, no, not very much. Of course, you care about what others think, but if I feel good then maybe others 

might think that I look good too.” – Participant 6 

 

Participant 9 was asked if she compare herself to other people, but responded that she does 

not. 

 

“No, I don’t compare myself to others, but for example if someone is wearing something you can be like “Oh, 

that’s so nice” and so on, it’s more like that.” – Participant 9 

 

She further responded that she neither compared herself to people on social media nor 

people on TV. 

 

4.2.4 Appearance is Central 

As previously mentioned, several of the participants expressed during the interviews that 

there is great emphasis on appearance. Participant 2 explained how one of her friends often 

feel sad about the way she looks, and further how she feels the pressure to work out as 

summer is getting closer. Participant 12 and Participant 2 further explained how there is a 

prevailing focus on appearance among the people in their surroundings.  

 

“I have felt it a lot. Like the last week, I have thought about like every day. Like how much I’m going to 

work out, and so on.” – Participant 2 

 

“I have noticed it’s so much about how you look. You chose people depending on their looks. They’re probably 

kind but there is probably someone who’s a way much better match, who you would have so much more fun 

with but just doesn’t look in a certain way. You might not get status from her, and therefore then you can’t 

hang out with her.” – Participant 12 

 

Participant 12 continued by providing the interviewer with an example of a couple in her age 

where the girl is very popular, and the boy is not. This has raised a lot of attention among 

their peers, due to their difference in status. Participant 12 concludes by stating that it is a 

clear example of “how everything is about the looks”. Participant 6 expressed how she has 

issues concerning her appearance due to her being bullied as a child, and Participant 3 further 

perceive that it is obvious that you want people to gain a good impression of your appearance. 
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Participant 9 explained how several of her friends continuously complain about their bodies, 

in terms of being fat. Further, Participant 1 explained how Instagram has become increasingly 

focused on appearance, which was also described by Participant 7. 

It’s a lot about appearance there. In the beginning it might have been more about posting to tell about your 

life, but now it’s more about the feed and so. You can post pictures of things that are totally pointless, but it 

looks pretty on your Instagram account. – Participant 7 

 

The majority of the participants stated that social media plays a prominent role in the creation 

of the beauty ideal. According to several of the participants, social media creates a pressure 

to look like this ideal.  

 

“I think it’s social media, because it’s not a lot in reality, or of course you can see someone that you think is 

handsome and then want to be like her, but I think it’s more on social media that it has become such a big 

thing, like you’re supposed to… or all these trends you’re supposed to follow.” – Participant 14 

 

Furthermore, as expressed by several participants, the pressure stem from boys. Participant 

11 expressed that girls perceive that boys assess girls due to their appearance. She further 

suggested that boys her age do not know what “real” girls look like, as they have only seen 

girls’ bodies on Instagram and their mothers’ bodies. This corresponds with what Participant 

14 expressed about boys’ preferences.  

 

“I think… They also start to follow accounts like this, points at the pictures, because they want to see it, 

because they don’t see it a lot in reality, because no one looks like these edited pictures.” – Participant 14 

 

During the association technique, where Participant 9 was shown a picture of a girl in her 

underwear, she explains her perception of that girls are posting nude pictures due to their 

need for validation from boys. Participant 1 further explained that what boys want, is central. 

If a boy wants a girl to look in a certain way, she will adjust her appearance accordingly. 

Participant 12 perceives that boys have been instilled with the beauty ideal, and if no norms 

were present, they would all have their own opinions. She explained how the pressure on 

appearance might be increased when boys are around, due to the perception she has of their 

superiority.  
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In addition to social media and boys, parents, peers, and media was also mentioned to affect 

the participants, in terms of for example women in magazines. Acquaintances, such as people 

they do not know well, or only met online, were also expressed to create a pressure on them. 

However, Instagram and other social media were the most prominent influencers in creating 

appearance pressure according to the young women. 

4.2.5 Suggestions for Improvement 

The girls who participated in the study were asked if they had any ideas regarding what could 

be done in order to increase the positive experience of using Instagram. All participants 

shared their ideas, which included suggestions for both companies and individuals. 

According to Participant 12, companies should present images of all kinds of people. 

Participant 14 suggested that more natural pictures should be posted by companies, as all 

viewers do not understand that several hours has been spent on styling the model’s hair. She 

further suggested that all models do not need to wear make-up. However, she explained that 

natural pictures might not be as profitable for the company, as such pictures might not draw 

as many people’s attention. Hence, the company would not sell as much clothes. Despite 

this, she perceived that there is a chance that girls would see themselves in the clothes the 

company is selling, and therefore the clothes would sell anyway. Further, she suggested that 

certain customers would buy their clothes to support their advertising. 

 

“I think it’s both ways because, of course you might get more buyers if it’s a girl with a lot of make-up and 

such, like a model, but even if it’s like for example models that are a little bit bigger, maybe people might 

think like “That’s so good that they’re using bigger models”, and then you still want it, because you want to 

support them, kind of.” – Participant 14 

 

According to Participant 2, the ones who post the pictures have the main responsibility. She 

therefore suggested that companies need to consider the effects of their actions to a greater 

extent than what they seem to do, as she perceives that the effects of the created beauty ideal 

on social media has gone out of hand. According to Participant 9, companies have to think 

about what image they want to convey before they post pictures. Participant 6 also suggested 

that the companies should not excessively photoshop the pictures, so that a fair view of the 

models can be achieved. Participant 9 said that famous clothing brands should use models 

that are a bit bigger, in order for their customers to be able to relate to the girls in the pictures. 

This corresponds with the perceptions of Participant 3, who explained that using more 
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“regular” girls as models would result in the possibility for girls to relate to the pictures posted 

by companies. When asked why companies currently do not use more of “regular” girls as 

models she had no answer, but her perception was that by doing so, they would sell even 

more. However, she expressed that if it would be done by one company only, people would 

perceive the model as fat and ugly. Therefore, in order for people to become inspired by the 

pictures, she perceives that it is important that this initiative is followed by a great majority 

of companies. This is supported by Participant 9, who expressed similar opinions.  

 

“No, or if everyone would do it maybe, but if only one company would do it they would think that they are 

ugly and such.” – Participant 9 

 

When Participant 9 was asked if she would still be inspired by the pictures posted by 

companies, even though they not include idealized women, she responded that she would. 

She explained that this is due to that they instead would convey an important message.  

 

“Yes, I would. Because I like when they show that you can look the way you want to do, and I think it is 

important that they convey that.” – Participant 9 

 

Participant 4 also perceive that companies should use models that do not correspond with 

the beauty ideal, as she perceives that there is no variety in the models’ appearance. By doing 

this, she believes people would understand in that not everyone looks like that.   

 

“We must inform everyone that it isn’t normal. Like Nelly and Na-kD that are two big clothing-sites, where 

a lot of young people buy clothes, all the models look alike and are skinny but if they might bring in models 

that are not like the ideal, then maybe people would feel that everyone doesn’t look like that and it’s not 

normal really. More regular girls.” – Participant 4 

 

Furthermore, Participant 4’s perceptions are that it would have helped if companies used 

more regular girls as models, but that the idealization starts already in early age, by clothing 

companies for children clothes using idealized models. She therefore suggests that this is an 

issue that must be taken care of earlier.  
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“I think that would’ve helped, but it starts already in children’s clothing companies and models for children’s 

clothes, that “You don’t look in a certain way, you can’t…” It starts already in an early age and that it 

must be fixed even earlier in younger ages.” – Participant 4 

 

Although several of the participants expressed the companies’ responsibilities in the matter, 

a number of participants suggested that the individuals following these companies’ accounts 

have their own responsibility to not become affected. Participant 6 suggested that if an 

individual feel that she is negatively affected, she should unfollow the account or stop using 

Instagram. Participant 2 also expresses how the companies do not have all the responsibility, 

and that individuals themselves must understand that they might have to unfollow certain 

accounts. She explains that this is due to the difficulty in not affecting anyone negatively with 

a post.  

 

“If you know that you are a person that easily gets negatively affected, then I think that you’re responsible 

yourself to unfollow those accounts. I also believe that, for example if I was a blogger or model something, then 

I’m not supposed to post anything that triggers something, but even if I believe that they are wrong, they can 

choose in which way to sell a product, but I don’t think they don’t have all of the responsibility. Because you 

have to understand yourself, that you might have to unfollow them or something. Because, some people are 

naturally thin, and I mean, thin is not bad either.” – Participant 2 

 

According to Participant 12, apart from companies taking their responsibility by presenting 

all kinds of people, all people must take responsibility by reflecting upon their own actions, 

in terms of what they chose to post to Instagram. In addition to consider what they post, she 

also suggested that people should consider their behavior in terms of not only spending time 

with people who are normative and good looking.  

 

“Yes, companies should present all kinds of people, and that all people reflect upon how they act and how am 

I towards my peers, for example I might just hang out with people like me who are rather normative kind of, 

and that you think about that it doesn’t describe a person, how she looks like. And that you think about 

how you portray yourself, what pictures you post on yourself and what you want to achieve by doing it.” – 

Participant 12 

 

Participant 3 suggested that it is important to discuss the topic further, in order to achieve a 

deeper understanding. She further mentioned her perceptions regarding parents’ 
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unawareness of the issue and expressed her appreciation towards the researchers for 

addressing the issue.  

 

“Yes, and in addition, I don’t think parents and legal guardians are aware of this issue. I don’t think they 

know about the incitement about social media, and the number of people with anorexia and so on, and I 

don’t believe they have an understanding about the issue at all, actually.” – Participant 2 

 

“No but I think like, you have to do for example like this. Points at the researchers. Like talk and discuss 

about it more, because that’s when you understand it. Because it’s not like we talk about this in school” – 

Participant 2 

 

In accordance with Participant 3, Participant 12 showed her gratitude towards the 

researchers. She perceives that it is an important topic to discuss and further explained that 

being interviewed regarding this topic made her face herself, as she started to reflect upon 

on what affect her Instagram usage has on herself.  

 

“No but it’s very healthy to do this, and talk about it, and do this interview. Because like, “what do I want 

with this picture I’m posting on Instagram?” – Participant 12 
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4.2.6 Summary of Findings 

In order to facilitate for the reader, a table including key-points from the five themes is 

presented below. 

 

Table 6  Key-points from Empirical Findings 

 

 

 

5 Analysis 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

The analysis chapter will be divided into two parts, where the first section includes a discussion comparing the 

empirical findings with the frame of reference. The second part will include further discussion of the results 

from the analysis, with the aim to propose development of existing theory. 

______________________________________________________________________ 
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This chapter consists of a discussion of the empirical findings, which will be analyzed and 

interpreted by the researchers based on existing theories. In the first section, the researchers 

will look at similarities and differences between the empirical findings and previously 

presented theories, with the aim to provide information to the second section of the analysis. 

In the second section, a proposition for development of theory will be presented. Thus, the 

researchers may draw a conclusion in the subsequent chapter, and thereby answer the 

research questions and fulfill the purpose of the study.  

5.1 Analysis of the Empirical Findings  

Following, a comparison between the empirical findings and the theories in the frame of 

reference will be presented, which will follow the themes identified in the empirical findings.  

5.1.1 Several Hours a Day Spent on Instagram and Editing of Pictures 

According to sociocultural theory, experienced pressure from media is an example of 

sociocultural pressure (Dittmar, 2005; Keery et al., 2004; Thompson & Heinberg; 1999). 

Connecting this to the empirical findings, the participants suggested Instagram and other 

social media as being a sociocultural pressure. They explained that they use Instagram every 

time they look at their phone, which is several times during an hour, reflecting social media’s 

presence in their everyday life. Accordingly with previous findings, media is recognized as 

the most powerful sociocultural influence in the creation and maintenance of the ideal 

(Dittmar, 2005; Groesz et al. 2002). Increasing evidence was found by Thompson and 

Heinberg (1999) that media is the most powerful factor in contributing to the ideal, as body 

image disturbances might be developed. Tiggemann and McGill (2004) further argues how 

individuals are pressured to attain the beauty ideal, due to the sociocultural environment. 

Linking this to the empirical findings of this study, the general opinion among the 

participants was that Instagram and other social media are determinant in the creation of the 

beauty ideal. Instagram is explained to be the most, or second most used social media among 

the participants and claimed by the participants to influence them in terms of for example 

how to look. As the social media-platform Instagram is a part of media, this demonstrates 

how Instagram is a present sociocultural influence in their everyday-life, and how the app 

contributes in creating the beauty ideal (Dittmar, 2005; Harper & Tiggemann, 2007; 

Tiggemann & McGill, 2007).  
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It was further found that the participants look at idealized accounts on Instagram and other 

social media as role models, concerning how to look and what to do, as they express a desire 

to assimilate their appearance and lifestyle. They are influenced by the accounts they follow 

and the conveyed beauty ideal, and further claimed to compare themselves to this beauty 

ideal. According to theory by Martin and Gentry (1997), the effect comparison has on the 

young women’s self-perception and self-esteem depends on whether the motive is self-

evaluation, self-improvement, or self-enhancement. It was expressed by some of the 

participants that they view images on Instagram and other social media to gain inspiration, 

which might correspond to comparison with the motive of self-improvement (Martin & 

Gentry, 1997). The motive of self-improvement was assumed by the researchers, due to the 

purpose of collecting inspiration, which was expressed to be for example to dress better or 

travel to the same destinations. Further, several of the participants expressed comparison to 

edited and idealized images to have a negative effect on their body-image, which can be 

connected to comparison with the motive of self-evaluation. Previous theory has found that 

when the motive of comparison is self-evaluation, it has negative effects on self-perception 

and self-esteem (Martin & Gentry, 1997). This can be linked to the empirical findings of this 

study, where the participants suggested that comparison to idealized images on social media 

has negative effects on them. This comparison that the participants make with the idealized 

images may also be connected to theory of upward social comparison. According to this 

theory, upward social comparison occurs when comparing oneself to someone superior 

(Cattarin et al., 2000; Suls et al., 2002; Tiggemann & McGill; 2004). This is exemplified by 

the participants, as the models portrayed in the images posted by idealized accounts are 

considered as superior, and therefore used as role models.  

 

In the empirical findings, it was further found that in the participants’ attempt to attain the 

beauty ideal, they post selfies, pictures of friends and pictures of special occasions, which 

they also edit before posting. They closely consider the choice of picture to post, meticulously 

and always edit them, and would not post a picture they do not consider as good. Despite 

editing their own pictures, the majority of the participants expressed discontent regarding 

the general editing of pictures by idealized accounts on Instagram and other social media. 

This can be linked to theory of internalization, which implies accepting an ideal and therefore 

taking actions to meet that ideal (Thompson & Stice, 2001). Hence, due to the participants’ 

actions towards reaching the beauty ideal, this indicates that this ideal is internalized among 

the young women in this study. Furthermore, the participants of the study suggested that the 
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beauty ideal is almost impossible to achieve, which is implied to be due to the prevailing, 

excessive editing of pictures on Instagram. This can be connected to previous theory by 

Posavac et al. (2001), where one of the described concepts in theory is “Artificial Beauty”. 

The “Artificial Beauty” implies that the ideal woman is flawless due to several techniques, 

such as air-brushing, and the ideal woman therefore communicates inappropriate standards 

for women. In this study, the participants explained how they experience pressure and that 

the editing of pictures makes them feel bad about themselves. This too, corresponds to what 

the theory of internalization states, as the difficulty in reaching the beauty ideal is a factor 

contributing to the negative self-perspective among young women (Thompson & Stice, 

2001). 

 

As aforementioned, the participants perceived that the ideal is almost impossible to achieve. 

The general opinion among the participants is that there is a prevailing unrealistic beauty 

ideal presented on Instagram, which they strive to attain, making them feel negatively about 

themselves in several aspects. However, the researchers’ opinion is that the young women 

are contributors in the creation of this ideal, judging by their explained Instagram behavior, 

in terms of time spent on considering and editing posts. As aforementioned, they solely post 

edited pictures, mainly on special occasions or good selfies. Thus, their self-knowledge might 

be an interesting factor to consider in the process of internalization, as their actions on 

Instagram appear to not correspond with their opinions, in terms of discontent towards the 

beauty ideal and editing of pictures. 

 

The previously explained process where an influence leads to social comparison and 

internalization, can be explained by Figure 1, which is presented in the frame of reference. 

This comprised version of the Tripartite Influence Model, depicts how Instagram, being a 

part of the sociocultural influence media, may affect the development of body dissatisfaction 

through social comparison and internalization (Keery et al., 2004).  

5.1.2 The Beauty Ideal Differs from the Average Girl 

The general opinion among the participants was that the main component in reaching the 

beauty ideal is being thin. Thin was the first word expressed by almost all the participants 

when explaining the ideal woman, and recurred during the interviews. Even though some 

participants did not express it explicitly, they expressed concerns regarding their diet and 

weight, which supported the researchers’ interpretations of the importance of thinness in 
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reaching the beauty ideal. The participants’ emphasis on thinness as a part of the beauty ideal 

is most likely based on what they explain to be exposed to on Instagram and other social 

media. Linking this to previous findings, a study concerning weight among models found 

that 94 percent of models in prominent agencies are underweight. In this study, only 75 out 

of 3000 had a healthy BMI (Rosenbaum, 2016). Based on models described presence on 

Instagram, through paid advertisements, brands’ accounts using models, or models’ personal 

accounts, it is reasonable to believe that this might reflect the type of women that the young 

women are exposed to. In regard to the accounts the participants follow on Instagram, as 

well as their expressed exposure to accounts they do not follow, it is not difficult to 

understand that the ideal beauty they describe is characterized mainly by being thin. The 

empirical findings of this study are in line with previous research where it was found that the 

beauty ideal revolves around being thin (Spitzer et al., 1999), and this is further strengthened 

by the pervasive encouragement to attain thinness on social media (e.g. alexandrabring, 2017; 

carolinedeisler, 2017; denisemoberg, 2017; fashionablefit_2017; healthyfoodadvice, 2017; 

idawarg, 2017; kayla_itsines, 2017; Yamamiya et al., 2005).  

 

Besides the expressed emphasis on thinness, the opinion of the majority was further that the 

ideal woman is one who has large breasts and a big butt, a woman that is skinny yet curvy. 

Hence, focus appeared to be on body features. Participant 2 expressed that the face, as 

opposed to the body, can be fixed with make-up. Accordingly, Participant 11 expressed that 

the face is not as relevant as the body, in terms of appearance. The participants’ perceptions 

of the beauty ideal differs from previous findings, in terms of body shape. The majority 

expressed the importance of being curvy, while simultaneously being thin. This partly 

contradicts previous findings, in the sense that the 15-year-old women seem to emphasize 

the features breasts and butt to a greater extent. However, the participants realized the 

unattainability of this body shape for most people, and acknowledged the difficulty in being 

thin to such an extent that the beauty ideal communicates, or a combination of thin and 

curvy. This can be connected to theory by Posavac et al. (2001), that presented the concept 

“Genetic Reality”. The “Genetic Reality” refers to that women are not biologically 

predisposed to be as thin as women in media, which may explain the participants’ perceived 

difficulty in attaining the communicated beauty ideal on social media. The discussion 

regarding the difference between the ideal women and average women was a recurring topic. 

The reason for why the participant’s perceptions of the beauty ideal differs from existing 

theory in terms of ideal body features, might be due to their age, going through the years of 
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adolescence. In these years, bodily changes occur (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997), which 

might contribute to their focus on these developing body features, and thereby create other 

views on the beauty ideal. In addition to the opposing features thin and curvy, other opposing 

features were expressed by the participants when describing the beauty ideal. A white, blonde 

girl who is more tanned than her genetic prerequisites might allow, was described. Further, 

another aspect contributing to the unattainability according to the young women of the study, 

was the admiration of an ideal lifestyle often seen on Instagram and other social media. The 

ideal lifestyle was described as centered around luxury and travel, while as the participants 

are 15 years old and attend secondary school. Hence, in the researchers’ opinion it is not 

difficult to understand that they view the beauty ideal as unattainable.  

5.1.3 Affected Differently by the Beauty Ideal 

According to the participants, looking at idealized images on Instagram was associated with 

fewer positive than negative effects, and some of the participants even expressed that there 

were no positive outcomes stemming from it. However, detailed responses regarding the 

negative effects were given. Even though they realized limited or none positive effects from 

viewing Instagram images, the participants use the app several times an hour. It therefore 

remains questionable why the participants use the app to such extent, when the positive 

effects according to them, are that limited. 

 

These negative effects stemming from the usage of Instagram expressed by the participants, 

further strengthens what was previously discussed regarding media being the most powerful 

of the sociocultural influence factors (Dittmar, 2005; Groesz et al. 2002; Thompson & 

Heinberg, 1999). In accordance with theory, the empirical findings of this study suggest that 

individuals are pressured to attain the beauty ideal created by the sociocultural environment 

(Tiggemann & McGill, 2004). As expressed by the participants in this study, the major 

negative effects from their Instagram behavior, in terms of viewing images of idealized 

women, are pressure about their appearance and comparison with the women portrayed in 

the images. Participant 9 expressed that the way the ideal woman is presented, triggers a 

pressure among young women to constantly be sexy, thin and good looking. 

 

As aforementioned, in addition to pressure, comparison between oneself and the ideal images 

on Instagram was experienced by the participants as one of the negative effects stemming 

from the use of Instagram. Connecting this to theory, this is an example of social comparison, 
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which occurs when the evaluation of oneself is dependent on one’s comparison with others 

(Festinger, 1954), which is generated by exposure to idealized media images (Engeln-Maddox 

(2005). Further, Engeln-Maddox (2005) explained that social comparison may lead to an 

increase in body dissatisfaction and internalization. The majority of the participants 

expressed that they experienced such effects, in terms of viewing themselves as far from 

beauty ideal and therefore being dissatisfied with their appearance. They explained how they 

perceived that this was due to comparing themselves to idealized images, either consciously 

or subconsciously. This refers to the aforementioned upward comparison, which occurs 

when comparing oneself to someone superior, such as models in media (Cattarin et al., 2000; 

Martin & Gentry, 1997; Suls et al., 2002; Tiggemann & McGill, 2004). According to theory, 

upward social comparison to the promoted thin ideal might increase body dissatisfaction 

among women (Tiggemann & McGill, 2004). Social comparison can also occur with similar 

others (Suls et al., 2002; Van Yperen and Leander, 2014), which can be exemplified by the 

participants’ explanation of how they compare themselves to acquaintances. However, 

according to the findings of this study, upward social comparison with dissimilar, superior 

others appeared to be more common in the contribution to dissatisfaction concerning body 

and appearance. This appeared as several of the participants had experienced various 

consequences from the use of Instagram, such as friends suffering from anorexia due to 

comparison with idealized images. Several of the participants further explained how they 

deleted their Instagram accounts or stopped posting pictures, due to extensive pressure and 

comparison, in terms of a desire to receive as many likes as their peers. 

  

All participants expressed experiences related to the aforementioned discussed effects 

stemming from sociocultural pressures, namely internalization and social comparison. 

However, to what extent this affected their body image and body dissatisfaction was not 

aimed to be measured, but negative feelings towards their body was expressed by several of 

the participants. It was notable that the participants found it easier to express feelings from 

their friends’ point of view, as opposed to expressing their own feelings. The general opinion 

among the participants was that their body image and self-confidence are better than their 

friends, and the participants further claimed that their friends care more than they do. Linking 

this to theory, Martin and Gentry (1997) suggest that young women’s self-perception of 

physical attractiveness and self-esteem are affected negatively when being exposed to thin 

idealized models. Even if the participants perceive that they do not have as low self-

confidence, or care as much as their friends, the majority of the participants’ friends are 
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explained by the participants to care and have low self-confidence due to viewing idealized 

images on Instagram and other social media. However, the age of the participants might 

imply that the participants refer to their own feelings when responding in the perspective of 

a third party, for example their friends. This is explained to be due to lack in maturity and 

self-knowledge, and that they might not want to admit their own feelings. Social pressure to 

respond in an acceptable way is therefore reduced when referring to a third party (Malhotra 

& Birks, 2007). Hence, the researcher’ interpretation is that the findings in this study are in 

line with theory by Martin and Gentry (1997) that young women are negatively affected by 

being exposed to thin idealized models. 

5.1.4 Appearance is Central 

There was a notable emphasis on appearance among the participants. It was explained how 

individuals in their surroundings are evaluated based on their appearance, and that groups 

are formed based on these evaluations. Participant 12 expressed that even though she was 

certain in that she could find even better friends, who she could have more fun with 

compared to her current friends, their appearance is an issue as they belong to another status 

group. The general opinion among the young women was that making friends with people 

who are dissimilar based on appearance, and thereby has another status level, would draw 

attention towards those individuals. Some participants further explained how bullying is 

present, in terms of weight and overall appearance, however this is mainly present in school 

and direct bullying on Instagram and other social media was not expressed by any of the 

participants. However, Instagram was perceived by some of the participants as being 

increasingly focused on appearance, and the pressure stemming from the beauty ideal on 

social media is constantly increasing. Moreover, the participants explained a pressure to look 

as good in reality as on Instagram, partly due to the editing possibilities. As aforementioned, 

consideration and effort put into the images they post on Instagram and other social media, 

in combination with the comparison to others’ posted images, may explain the pressure 

present on social media. The young women describe how this might be an explanation to 

the prevailing focus on appearance and pressure in the everyday-life of the participants.  

 

As aforementioned, the majority of the participants perceive pressure and make comparisons 

with acquaintances and idealized women on social media. However, a prominent topic during 

the conducted interviews was the pressure the participants experience from young men. 

Several of the participants explained that it is common that young women adjust their 
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appearance accordingly with young men’s preferences, which is partly reflected in their 

behavior on Instagram and other social media, as they strive for validation. However, it is 

explained by some of the participants how they perceive that the young men’s preferences 

are created based on the beauty ideal on Instagram and other social media, as the young men 

are instilled with the beauty ideal as well. The participants perceive that this is due to that 

young men have not formed their own opinion regarding women’s appearance yet, due to 

their age and possible lack of experiences of women’s bodies. The experienced pressure from 

young men and how their preferences are suggested to stem from social media may further 

support previous theory, that social media as a part of media is the most powerful 

sociocultural influence (Groesz et al. 2002; Thompson & Heinberg, 1999). However, the 

empirical findings in this study differ from previous theory, which states that the main 

sociocultural factors are peers, parents and media (Keery et al., 2004). Parents as an influence 

factor was only recognized by one of the participants and therefore not considered by the 

researchers as prominent in the creation of the beauty ideal among the participants, as social 

media, young men, peers, and acquaintances. 

 

As aforementioned, as the young women of this study consider young men to be an influence 

factor, they take on actions to meet the young men’s preferences, which are claimed to be 

based on the beauty ideal on Instagram and other social media. The actions taken by the 

young women of the study may be related to the theory of internalization, which is when an 

ideal is accepted and therefore actions are taken to meet this ideal (Thompson & Stice, 2001). 

This is exemplified by the young women’s attempt to meet the young men’s preferences, in 

terms of posting Instagram pictures of themselves in a provocative manner with the 

aspiration of meeting the beauty ideal and thereby obtain validation from the young men. 

The empirical findings of this study, suggesting that the young women take on actions to 

meet the preferences of young men, can be related to findings by Fredrickson and Roberts 

(1997). In their study, they found that internalization is based on the observer’s perspective 

of one’s physical appearance, which in this study may refer to young men’s perspectives.  

5.1.5 Suggestions for Improvement 

The young women of the study emphasize the importance in that the majority of companies 

must take actions in contributing to a healthier beauty ideal, which can be done by presenting 

a variety of women in all of their marketing activities. It was expressed that if only one 

company would take initiative and use models who contradicts the beauty ideal, they might 
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be considered as unattractive. Some participants expressed that the use of models 

contradicting the beauty ideal should be implemented already in earlier ages, as they perceived 

that the beauty ideal was communicated to children as well. This goes in line with the 

suggestions by Clay et al. (2005), that strategies on how to deal with the processes of 

internalization, sociocultural pressures and social comparison should be considered in early 

ages among girls.  

 

The general perception was further that the companies are not the only ones accountable, 

but that each individual also bare responsibility.  If being a person who is easily affected by 

idealized images, the suggestion was to unfollow such accounts. However, this may be 

difficult to apprehend and considering the participants’ age, level of maturity, and self-

knowledge (Malhotra & Birks, 2007), the sustainability of this argument might be vague. As 

the suggestions were varied, where both companies and individuals were argued to have 

responsibility, it appears that there is no obvious solution to the issue. It is however 

considered as important by the participants, that in order to proceed towards improvement, 

cooperation among companies and discussion regarding the matter is necessary. 

5.2 Summary of Analysis and Proposition for Development 

From the information obtained from the empirical findings in relation to previous theory, 

an increased understanding of the development of body image disturbance and body 

dissatisfaction have been achieved. The general perception of the beauty ideal communicated 

on Instagram and other social media was that it is unrealistic and unattainable and makes the 

young women feel bad in various aspects. However, this beauty ideal is explained to be 

accepted and internalized by the young women. By posting edited pictures with the aim to 

meet the beauty ideal, the young women in this study are considered to contribute in the 

creation of this ideal. This difference in opinion and behavior might be due to their age, as 

their self-knowledge might be lacking, in terms of not understanding their own behavior in 

a certain context (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). However, the researchers’ perception is that self-

knowledge might differ independently of age. Previous theory has recognized that the 

combination of previous experience, demographics and physical attributes affects the 

individual’s experience of internalization (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Further, it was 

found by Tiggeman and McGill (2004) that personal traits influence the development of body 

dissatisfaction through comparison. However, based on the analysis of the empirical findings 

in this study, the researchers found that the personal trait self-knowledge, solely influence 
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the process of internalization. If a young woman has self-knowledge, she might be aware of 

when her actions contribute to the creation of the beauty ideal, and internalization of the 

beauty ideal might be avoided. The effect of self-knowledge on social comparison will 

therefore not be considered in this study, as empirical findings only indicated its potential 

effect on internalization. If this proposition is correct, low self-knowledge might lead to 

higher level of internalization. This may therefore extend previous theory by Tiggemann and 

McGill (2004), as it specifies a possible personal trait which might be a contributor in the 

development of body dissatisfaction. This scenario is illustrated below in Figure 2, where the 

variable self-knowledge is added to Figure 1, adopted from the model by Keery et al. (2004).  

 

Figure 2  Influence model - Self-knowledge 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Keery et al. (2004).  

 

The Tripartite Influence model suggests that peers, parents and media are the three main 

factors influencing the development of body dissatisfaction (Keery et al., 2004). However, 

during recent years, social media has emerged greatly (Davidsson, 2016), and according to 

the empirical findings, the participants suggest that they use Instagram frequently. The 

general opinion was further that Instagram and social media have a prominent role in the 

creation of the beauty ideal. In addition to its perceived importance in the creation of the 

beauty ideal, social media allows for a two-way communication and interaction between 
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consumers and companies, and therefore differs from traditional media (Mangold & Faulds, 

2009). The interaction social media allows for implies the possibility to like, comment, and 

share posts and therefore generate rapid spread and high reach of content (Swist et al., 2015). 

According to the young women in this study, an influential aspect in the importance of social 

media’s contribution to the beauty ideal, is that the images posted on Instagram are edited. 

The perceptions are further that the women presented on these idealized images are often 

models with strict meal plans and work-out schedules, or they might have gone through 

surgery. However, as all young women explained that they edit their pictures before posting 

them on Instagram and other social media, they are, as aforementioned, considered to 

contribute in the creation and maintenance of the beauty ideal. Hence, Instagram and other 

social media have changed the prerequisites for young women in reaching the beauty ideal. 

As social media enable these editing possibilities, it allows for a greater number of people to 

contribute to the beauty ideal, as they are able to assimilate this ideal when posting pictures 

on social media. The greater number of people assimilating the beauty ideal on social media, 

in turn increases the young women’s exposure to this ideal. Before the presence of social 

media, the beauty ideal was communicated through the sociocultural influence media in for 

example magazines and on TV. It is therefore reasonable to believe that the exposure to the 

beauty ideal through media did not occur to the same extent then, as today, where social 

media is present as well.  

 

Through social media, the young women explained how they are exposed to the beauty ideal 

every time they look at their phones, which is several times an hour. Hence, social media is 

a prominent sociocultural influence, in terms of the frequency in its presence. According to 

the empirical findings of this study, it is perceived by the young women to be the strongest 

of sociocultural influences. Therefore, the researchers of this study suggest that social media 

as an additional influence factor should be considered and analyzed separately, in order to 

determine its relevance in the process of developing body dissatisfaction and body image 

disturbance.  

 

Other factors present, however not perceived and interpreted as prominent in affecting the 

beauty ideal, are added to the proposed development of the model as well. In this way, all 

variables identified in the empirical findings are included, in order to achieve a deeper 

understanding of how the influence factors might contribute to the creation of body 

dissatisfaction and body image disturbance. Besides social media, sociocultural pressure was 
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experienced to stem from peers, acquaintances and young men. Judging from the empirical 

findings, peers, acquaintances, and young men are in turn influenced by social media. Hence, 

as peers, acquaintances, and young men experience pressure from social media as well, the 

pressure young women experience from them is based on the pressure from social media. 

The pressure from social media may affect the young women directly, and indirectly through 

peers, acquaintances and young men. This further motivates the researchers’ interpretation 

that social media is a prominent influence, affecting several variables in the process of 

developing body dissatisfaction and body image disturbance. Moreover, it strengthens the 

arguments by the young women of the study, perceiving social media as the strongest 

sociocultural influence. Therefore, in addition to adding social media as a separate influence 

factor, the researchers further suggest to consider its indirect effects on body dissatisfaction 

and body image disturbance, through young men, acquaintances and peers. This proposition, 

of how the communicated beauty ideal might affect young women, is presented in Figure 3 

below, in order to describe the suggested process and facilitate a deeper understanding. 

 

Figure 3  Influence Model – Proposed development of the model  

 

 

 

Adapted from: Keery et al. (2004). 
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6 Conclusion and Discussion 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter aspire to answer the research questions and will further discuss the relevance of the study, 

provide managerial implications, and suggest future research opportunities. 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

6.1 Conclusion 

By the help of the empirical findings and the analysis chapter, the aspiration of this section 

is to answer the research questions and fulfil the purpose of the study. 

6.1.1 What Are Young Women’s Perceptions Regarding the Communicated 

Beauty Ideal on Social Media? 

It is perceived by the young women that the beauty ideal is mainly associated with thinness, 

whereas other body features such as large breasts and a big butt are important components 

in reaching the beauty ideal. The ideal woman is described as excessively thin, however 

simultaneously curvy. In addition, several varied features were described as important to 

possess, in order to correspond with the beauty ideal. However, the authors were unable to 

conclude the importance of other features than the aforementioned body features, as the 

opinions among the participants of this study were not consistent. However, the beauty ideal 

appears to center around body features, and what is not thin is not beautiful. The beauty 

ideal is further perceived to be associated with a certain lifestyle including luxury and travels, 

as this is what the ideal women’s Instagram accounts reflect. The young women’s perceptions 

are that the beauty ideal is unrealistic and unattainable, as women’s appearance on social 

media do not correspond with their appearance in reality. This is suggested to mainly be 

dependent on the editing possibilities that are present, which is not appreciated by the young 

women, however exploited by all of them. Besides editing, the young women explained that 

there are further explanations for the unattainability of the beauty ideal. These explanations 

were that the ideal women are often likely to be models, with meal plans and work-out 

schedules, or they might have gone through surgery. Thus, the young women perceive that 

the communicated beauty ideal do not reflect someone like themselves. Further suggestions 

by the participants were that appearance is a central aspect in their everyday life, which is 

perceived to be mainly due to the frequency in the communication of the beauty ideal 

through Instagram and other social media. As explained by the young women, this occurs 

several times an hour, every day. In combination with the suggestions of the participants, 
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this leads the authors to interpret that the young women’s general perception is a desire for 

the beauty ideal to not be as exaggerated as they perceive it to be. 

6.1.2 How Do Young Women Believe That the Beauty Ideal Communicated on 

Social Media Affect Their Body Image and Body Dissatisfaction? 

With support from the empirical findings, it can be concluded that the communicated beauty 

ideal on social media affect the young women negatively, however they are affected 

differently by this ideal. Various effects from viewing idealized images on social media are 

found, where the positive are fewer than the negative. The positive effects are perceived by 

the young women in the study as scarce or non-existent. The young women explained how 

the beauty ideal lead them to compare themselves with images of idealized women on social 

media. They further suggested how they often feel discontent and as if they are never good 

enough, which was generally understood by them to be due to comparison with idealized 

women on social media. The majority of the participants explained how they believe that this 

comparison further lead them to feeling dissatisfied with their bodies. These perceptions by 

the participants correspond with previous findings found by Tiggemann and McGill (2004) 

and Engeln-Maddox (2005), that upward social comparison with idealized women in media 

may lead to body dissatisfaction. It is therefore reasonable to conclude that the body 

dissatisfaction present among the young women can be explained by comparison with 

idealized images on social media. The young women further connect body dissatisfaction, 

with a general strive to meet the beauty ideal, which they perceive as unrealistic and 

unattainable. Their actions to meet the beauty ideal, such as editing of pictures and dieting, 

can be linked to an acceptance and endeavor to attain this ideal. Hence, this may indicate 

that their body dissatisfaction is explained by the concept of internalization, where an ideal 

becomes guiding principles (Thompson et al., 2003). Further, the presence of certain 

indications of body image disturbances among the young women was discussed by the 

authors. No conclusions can be made whether body image disturbances are present among 

the young women, due to the complexity of the concept. However, the young women 

explained how they believe that their body image is affected negatively by idealized images 

on Instagram and other social media. Their perceptions of their body image being negatively 

affected, was according to the researchers’ interpretations, implicit strengthened by the young 

women’s suggestions regarding constant illegitimate body complaints present among them 

and their peers. 
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Body image disturbance and body dissatisfaction are further suggested to be affected by the 

perceived pressure the young women experience, due to their editing of pictures on social 

media, where they try to convey the best version of themselves. The idealized images present 

on Instagram and other social media, result in the young women feeling pressured to post 

and edit pictures similar to these ideal images. In turn, the young women explain how the 

pressure is reflected in their attempt to appear similar in reality as they do on social media. 

The pressure from idealized images on Instagram and other social media is further increased 

as the beauty ideal communicated on social media is perceived to affect peers, acquaintances 

and young men as well. Partly, the beauty ideal is communicated directly to the young women 

through social media. Simultaneously, the unattainable beauty ideal is communicated to 

peers, acquaintances and young men, which contributes in the creation of their preferences. 

Therefore, the pressure from social media affects the young women directly, and indirectly 

through peers, acquaintances and young men. Hence, using Instagram as an example of social 

media, it is reasonable to conclude that social media is a prominent sociocultural influence, 

which contributes in the young women experiencing pressure, internalizing the beauty ideal, 

and making comparisons to this ideal. In combination with the frequency of the young 

women’s usage of social media, a reasonable conclusion is that the negative effects on their 

body dissatisfaction and body image, most likely mainly stem from social media. 

6.2 Relevance of the Study and Managerial Implications 

As explained in Chapter 1, mental health problems among young women in Sweden has 

increased during the past decade. Simultaneously, social media usage has increased greatly. 

As studies are limited on media’s effect on women in Sweden, as well as the research is scarce 

on the effects of social media’s communicated beauty ideal, this study provides relevant 

information regarding these matters. Due to the steep increase in social media usage, this 

study is timely as it considers societal changes and its impacts. In addition, the study might 

help to address the mental health issues among young women in Sweden, and understand if 

social media might be an influence in the development of these issues. As it was found in the 

study that social media is a prominent sociocultural influence, the study may provide an 

understanding of how companies’ actions on social media affect young women. With a 

broader perspective and a deeper understanding of how companies’ communication affects 

the young women, companies and marketers may achieve increased incentives to act upon 

the issue and adapt their social media marketing activities. This is relevant as a deeper 

understanding may be a first step towards a solution to the issue. Further, with the results of 
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this study, marketers may be incentivized to contribute in the creation of a healthier beauty 

ideal on social media.  

 

The recommendation made by the authors is that companies must consider that their social 

media marketing activities reach and affect a broad variety of consumers, and not only the 

target audience a certain marketing activity is aimed to be directed towards. As described in 

the problem definition of this thesis, this specifically concern young women, as they are the 

age group in Sweden who use social media most frequently. In order for young women to 

not become as negatively affected, it is suggested that companies must cooperate in 

communicating a healthier beauty ideal. Based on the empirical findings of this study, the 

companies marketing activities should be adjusted in terms of using a variety of women, and 

models contradicting the ideal. If companies would communicate a healthier beauty ideal, 

there may be a chance that the beauty ideal internalized by the young women will be adjusted 

as well. If solely a single or a few companies act upon the issue, there is a risk that these 

companies’ perceived attractiveness will decrease. Further suggestions imply that companies 

communicating to younger target audiences are responsible as well, as the beauty ideal is 

perceived to be communicated and created already among children. Therefore, companies 

communicating towards these target audiences should take action, in order to arrive at a 

future where a healthier beauty ideal is communicated. By considering the ethical aspects of 

their social media marketing activities, these companies may gain competitive advantage in 

the long run (Gauzente & Ranchhod, 2001). In combination with the empirical findings of 

this study, this may imply that if fashion companies cooperate and adjust their 

communication in order to decrease the current beauty ideal’s negative effects, these 

companies might increase their profitability in the future.   

6.3 Further Research Suggestions 

As this study suggests that social media and its communicated beauty ideal might contribute 

in the development of body dissatisfaction and body image disturbances among young 

women, a quantitative study measuring this relationship is encouraged. By conducting 

quantitative studies measuring the possible relationships among the variables presented in 

proposition for development, Figure 3, statistical inferences may be made and the 

relationship between the variables can be measured. Hence, this would allow for the ability 

to assess the strength of social media’s impact in the sociocultural environment. In addition, 
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further research considering the importance of ethical social media marketing is encouraged 

by the authors of this thesis.  
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Appendix 1 

Topic Guide, Semi-structured Interviews 

 

1. Projective Technique - association technique. 

Purpose of the study not yet disclosed.  

 

10 images of women, chosen from the accounts of prominent companies on Instagram are 

shown to the participant. The participants are asked to respond with what first comes to 

mind. 

 

2. General questions concerning the participants Instagram usage 

1) How much time do you think you spend on Instagram each day? 

2) What kind of accounts do you follow? 

3) What kind of pictures do you post on Instagram? 

4) When posting these pictures, do you edit the them or use any filters? 

5) Can you try to explain why you use Instagram? 

 

3. Questions related to body image 

1) Do you care what others think of what you post on Instagram? 

2) Imagine that you are going to a party/school, is it important to you what others think 

of your looks?  

3) Do you spend a lot of time thinking about your looks? 

4) The pressure or importance to look good, where do you think it mainly comes from? 

5) Who do you think decides how you should look to “fit-in”?  

6) Looking at Instagram, how would you describe the ideal girl presented there? 

7) Now that you have explained the ideal girl, how would you describe a normal, or 

average, girl?  

8) Do you sometimes compare yourself to others? If yes, who? 

9) Do you do, or do you want to change anything about your looks? If yes, why? 

10) What do you think about your looks and your body? 

11) The beauty ideal you described and the things you explained that you want to change 

about your looks, do you think that it is achievable and realistic to look that way? 
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4. Disclosure of the purpose and related questions 

1) Now that you know the purpose, what are your thoughts about it? 

2) Known effects of this issue is body image disturbance, looking at other girls in your 

age do you agree that they might look at themselves in a wrong way, or in a way that 

does not correspond with their actual looks? 

3) Can you tell us more of the behavior of your friends, have you noticed, or do you 

think that the beauty ideal on social media has affected them somehow? 

4) Do you think that you might have experienced this yourself? 

5) What do you think are the positive effects that you experience from looking at 

idealized pictures on Instagram? 

6) What do you think are the negative effects that you experience from looking at 

idealized pictures on Instagram? 

7) The negative effects that you described, do you think there is anything that can be 

done to decrease those negative effects? 

 

Participants were offered look at the pictures again and asked if they wanted to add anything 

else. 
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Appendix 2 – Association Technique 

Images used in the Association Technique are presented below in chronological order. 
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