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Abstract

In recent years, social media has become a central platform for communication, self-expression,
and identity development, particularly among young women. This paper explores the complex
relationship between social media usage and self-esteem in young women, focusing on the
psychological effects of comparison, validation-seeking behavior, and exposure to idealized
beauty standards. Drawing on existing literature from psychology, sociology, and media studies,
the study examines how platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat contribute to body
dissatisfaction, anxiety, and diminished self-worth. It also investigates the role of influencers and
algorithmic content delivery in reinforcing narrow standards of beauty and success. In contrast,
the paper highlights emerging digital movements promoting body positivity, mental health
awareness, and digital literacy as potential sources of resilience. Ultimately, this research

underscores the need for greater awareness and education around social media’s impact,

advocating for a more critical and empowered engagement with digital platforms.
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Introduction

In today’s digital age, social media platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat have
\become central to the daily lives of young women, serving as spaces for self-expression,
connection, and identity formation. While these platforms offer opportunities for creativity and
community-building, they also present a unique set of psychological challenges. One of the most
pressing concerns is the effect of social media on self-esteem — a core aspect of psychological

well-being that shapes how individuals perceive their worth and capabilities.
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Young women are particularly vulnerable to the pressures of social media, where carefully
curated content often promotes unrealistic beauty standards and idealized lifestyles. The constant
exposure to filtered images, influencer content, and peer comparisons can foster feelings of
inadequacy, body dissatisfaction, and anxiety. As social validation increasingly becomes tied to
likes, comments, and followers, many young women find their self-worth linked to their online

presence.

Literature Review

Social Comparison and Self-Esteem

Numerous studies highlight the role of social comparison in undermining self-esteem. Fardouly
et al. (2015) found that women who frequently compared themselves to others on social media
experienced lower body satisfaction. Similarly, Perloff (2014) argued that idealized online

portrayals often foster feelings of inadequacy and anxiety.

Appearance-Based Validation

Research by Meier and Gray (2014) shows that engaging in appearance-focused activities such
as posting selfies or monitoring likes contributes to decreased self-worth. This is especially

evident in adolescents and young adults, whose identities are still forming.

Positive Aspects of Social Media

Not all research presents social media as harmful. Cohen et al. (2019) found that body-positive
content and inclusive messaging can actually enhance body image and increase self-esteem.
Online communities focused on wellness, mental health, and self-acceptance offer emotional

support and counteract toxic beauty norms.

Individual Differences and Media Literacy
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Valkenburg et al. (2017) emphasize that individual traits—such as existing self-esteem,
resilience, and media literacy—play a major role in determining how users are affected by online
content. Those with higher critical thinking skills tend to resist negative messages more

effectively.

Objectives of the Research:

1. To Investigate the Negative Effects of Social Media on Self-Esteem:

Examine how exposure to idealized images and comparison-driven content on social media

impacts young women’s body image and self-worth.

Analyze the role of social comparison, particularly upward comparison, in contributing to

feelings of inadequacy and lowered self-esteem.

2. To Explore the Role of Validation-Seeking Behavior in Shaping Self-Esteem:

Investigate how behaviors like posting selfies, tracking likes, and seeking social validation affect

young women'’s self-perception and emotional well-being.

Assess the psychological consequences of basing self-worth on external validation from social

media interactions.

3. To Identify the Positive Aspects of Social Media on Self-Esteem:

Explore how engagement with body-positive, mental health awareness, and self-love content on

social media can help improve self-esteem and promote positive body image.

Examine the role of online communities and digital support groups in enhancing confidence and

fostering a sense of belonging.

4. To Analyze Individual Differences in the Impact of Social Media:
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Investigate how individual factors, such as personality traits, media literacy, and pre-existing

self-esteem levels, mediate the relationship between social media use and self-esteem.

Research Methodology

To investigate the influence of social media on young women’s self-esteem, this study will
employ a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative and qualitative research
techniques to provide a comprehensive understanding of the topic. The mixed-methods approach
allows for the collection of both numerical data (to identify trends and correlations) and
qualitative data (to explore personal experiences and perceptions). The research will be

conducted in the following steps:

Research Design

The study will follow a cross-sectional design, where data will be collected at one point in time,
allowing for the examination of associations between social media use and self-esteem. This
design is appropriate as it will provide a snapshot of how social media usage influences self-

esteem at a given moment, offering insights into current trends and patterns.

Population and Sample

The target population for this study will be young women between the ages of 18 and 30 who
are active users of social media. This age group is specifically chosen because young adulthood
is a critical period for identity formation and self-esteem development. Participants will be
recruited from universities, online communities, and social media platforms to ensure

diversity in background and experiences.

A sample size of approximately 200 participants will be selected using a convenience

sampling method, as it allows easy access to the population and is commonly used in social
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media research. Efforts will be made to ensure the sample is representative in terms of socio-

economic background, ethnicity, and geographic location.

Data Collection Methods

Quantitative Data Collection

A survey questionnaire will be administered to the participants, containing structured questions
designed to measure both their social media usage and self-esteem levels. The survey will be

divided into two main sections:

e Social Media Usage: This section will include questions regarding the frequency of
social media use, the platforms most frequently used (e.g., Instagram, TikTok,
Facebook), and the types of content most commonly engaged with (e.g., beauty, fitness,
lifestyle, body positivity).

e Self-Esteem: To measure self-esteem, the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES)
(Rosenberg, 1965) will be used. The RSES is a widely used tool with 10 items that assess
an individual’s overall sense of self-worth and self-acceptance. Participants will be asked
to rate their agreement with statements like "I feel that I am a person of worth, at least on

an equal plane with others" on a Likert scale.

Qualitative Data Collection

To complement the quantitative data, semi-structured interviews will be conducted with a
subset of participants (approximately 20-30). These interviews will explore participants' personal
experiences with social media, their perceptions of its impact on their self-esteem, and the ways
in which they interact with online content. The qualitative interviews will allow for deeper
insights into the emotional and psychological effects of social media use that may not be

captured by the survey alone.

Sample interview questions will include:
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e How do you feel about your body image after engaging with social media content?

o In what ways do social media platforms influence your self-esteem?

e (Can you describe any instances when social media made you feel more confident or less
confident about yourself?

e Do you actively seek validation on social media (e.g., likes, comments)? How does this

affect your self-worth?

Data Analysis

Quantitative Analysis

The quantitative data collected from the survey will be analyzed using statistical methods.
Descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation) will be used to summarize participants' social
media usage patterns and self-esteem levels. To examine the relationship between social media
usage and self-esteem, correlational analysis (such as Pearson’s correlation coefficient) will be
conducted. Additionally, multiple regression analysis will be used to determine the predictive
power of social media usage frequency and content type on self-esteem, controlling for potential

moderating variables (e.g., age, socio-economic status).
Qualitative Analysis

The qualitative interview data will be analyzed using thematic analysis, a method that allows
for the identification and interpretation of patterns or themes within the data. The analysis will be

conducted in several stages:

o Familiarization: The researcher will review interview transcripts to become familiar
with the data.
e Coding: Key phrases, words, or concepts related to self-esteem and social media

influence will be identified and coded.
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e Theme Development: Themes will be generated based on the coded data, which will
provide insight into how young women perceive social media’s impact on their self-
esteem.

o Interpretation: The researcher will interpret the findings in the context of existing

literature and theories related to self-esteem, body image, and social comparison.

Ethical Considerations

This study will adhere to ethical guidelines to ensure the safety, privacy, and well-being of

participants. The following ethical measures will be taken:

Informed Consent: All participants will be fully informed about the purpose of the
study, the nature of their participation, and any potential risks before they agree to
participate. Informed consent will be obtained through a signed consent form.

o Confidentiality: Participants’ personal information and responses will remain
confidential. Data will be anonymized, and identifying details will be removed from all
reports and publications.

o Right to Withdraw: Participants will be informed that they have the right to withdraw
from the study at any point without penalty.

o Psychological Safety: As the study deals with sensitive topics like self-esteem and body

image, participants will be provided with resources for counseling or mental health

support if needed.

Limitations

While this study will provide valuable insights, there are a few limitations:

o Self-Report Bias: The reliance on self-reported data may introduce bias, as participants
may provide socially desirable responses or misremember their social media usage.
e Cross-Sectional Design: The study will examine data at a single point in time, meaning

it cannot determine causal relationships between social media use and self-esteem
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Hypothetical Survey Data

Section 1: Social Media Usage

o Frequency of Social Media Use (per day):

o 0-1hour: 15%

o 1-2 hours: 30%

o 2-4 hours: 40%

o 4+ hours: 15%

e Most Frequently Used Platforms:

o Instagram: 45%

o TikTok: 30%

o Facebook: 10%

o Snapchat: 10%

o Other: 5%

e Types of Content Engaged With Most:

o Beauty and Fashion: 35%

o Fitness and Health: 25%

o Lifestyle (Travel, Food, etc.): 20%

o Body Positivity/Self-Love: 15%

o Mental Health Advocacy: 5%

Section 2: Self-Esteem (Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale - RSES)

Each statement is rated on a scale of 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree).

Statement Mean Score (out of 5)
I feel that I am a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others. 3.4
I am able to do things as well as most other people. 3.2
I feel I do not have much to be proud of. 2.9
On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. 3.1
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I wish I could have more respect for myself. 3.7
I certainly feel useless at times. 2.8
At times, I think I am no good at all. 2.5
I feel I have a number of good qualities. 3.6
I am a person of worth. 33
I take a positive attitude toward myself. 3.4

Section 3: Correlation Between Social Media Usage and Self-Esteem

e Correlation between Hours Spent on Social Media and Self-Esteem Score:
o r=-0.45 (moderate negative correlation)
o As the number of hours spent on social media increases, self-esteem scores tend
to decrease.
e Correlation between Social Media Platforms and Self-Esteem:
o Instagram (Image-based, beauty-related content): r = -0.50 (strong negative
correlation)
o TikTok (Short-form entertainment, trends): r = -0.30 (moderate negative
correlation)
o Snapchat (Casual communication, less appearance-focused): r = +0.10 (very

weak positive correlation)

Section 4: Qualitative Responses

1. How do you feel about your body image after engaging with social media content?
o Participant 1: "After seeing influencers who look flawless all the time on
Instagram, I often feel that I'm not good enough. I compare myself to them and

feel insecure about my body."
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o Participant 2: "Sometimes it makes me feel confident, especially when I find
body-positive accounts that share realistic images. It helps me feel better about
myself."

o Participant 3: "I try not to compare myself to others, but sometimes when I see
the way people edit their photos, I wonder if I'm missing something in my
appearance."

2. In what ways do social media platforms influence your self-esteem?

o Participant 1: "I feel more confident when I get likes or comments on my posts,
but if I don’t, I feel ignored or less important."

o Participant 2: "I think it’s helpful when I see people talking about mental health
or body image. It makes me feel like I'm not alone in struggling with those
things."

o Participant 3: "Social media definitely makes me feel both good and bad. It’s
like, when I get a lot of attention, I feel great, but it’s really draining if I see other
people getting more praise."

3. Do you actively seek validation on social media (e.g., likes, comments)? How does
this affect your self-worth?

o Participant 1: "Yes, I often check how many likes my photos get. If they get a
lot, I feel good about myself. If not, I feel a bit sad and wonder if people don’t
like me."

o Participant 2: "l used to check likes all the time, but now I’ve started to care less.
I try to focus on posting what I like, not just for validation."

o Participant 3: "It’s hard not to seek validation when it feels like the number of
likes is a reflection of your worth. It affects my mood a lot, especially when my
posts don’t get much attention."

4. Do you follow any body-positive or self-love content on social media? How does this

influence your self-esteem?
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Participant 1: "Yes, I follow body-positive accounts. They really help me
appreciate my body more. They remind me that I’m not the only one who
struggles with self-acceptance."

Participant 2: "I love following people who embrace their natural looks, and it’s
made me more comfortable in my own skin. It’s nice to see others being real and
unfiltered."

Participant 3: "Sometimes I wish I could be as confident as the people I see
online who love their bodies. But other times, it makes me feel like I should be

more accepting of myself."

Key Insights from the Survey Data:

Quantitative Findings:

o

The mean scores of self-esteem (Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale) reveal that, on
average, participants have moderate self-esteem levels. However, responses show
significant variability, with some participants experiencing lower self-esteem,
especially in relation to their body image.

There is a negative correlation between social media use and self-esteem,
particularly among those who spend more time on image-focused platforms like

Instagram.

Qualitative Findings:

o

Social comparison was frequently mentioned, with participants noting that
Instagram, in particular, often made them feel insecure due to the portrayal of
unrealistic beauty standards.

Positive content, such as body-positive and mental health-focused posts, was
acknowledged for its role in boosting self-esteem and fostering a sense of
community and support.

The seeking of validation through likes and comments was a prevalent theme,

with many participants reporting that the feedback they received influenced their
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self-worth, sometimes leading to feelings of inadequacy if the validation was

lacking.

Conclusion

This study aimed to explore the complex relationship between social media usage and self-
esteem among young women, focusing on how social media platforms influence body image,
emotional well-being, and overall self-worth. The findings suggest that social media plays a
significant role in shaping the self-esteem of young women, both negatively and positively.
Negative Effects: The data revealed a moderate negative correlation between the time spent
on social media and self-esteem levels. Platforms like Instagram, which emphasize beauty
standards and visual content, were particularly influential in fostering negative self-
perceptions. Social comparison, especially regarding edited and curated images, led many
participants to feel inadequate about their own appearance. Additionally, the pursuit of
validation through likes and comments on social media posts further contributed to
fluctuations in self-worth, often leaving individuals vulnerable to emotional distress when
this validation was absent.

Positive Effects: On the other hand, the study also highlighted the potential for social media
to positively influence self-esteem. Engagement with body-positive and mental health-
focused content provided a sense of empowerment and support for many young women.
Exposure to diverse body types and self-love movements helped foster greater self-
acceptance and encouraged participants to embrace their authentic selves. This underscores
the potential of social media as a tool for promoting positive body image and emotional well-
being when used consciously and with purpose.

Implications for Practice: The results emphasize the importance of cultivating a more
mindful and balanced approach to social media consumption. For young women, especially,
fostering a critical awareness of the content they consume and the way they engage with
social media can mitigate its potentially harmful effects on self-esteem. Encouraging the use
of social media for empowerment, self-expression, and connection to positive communities

can help to counterbalance the pressures of online social comparison.
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o Ultimately, this research underscores the need for more comprehensive digital literacy
programs that teach young women how to navigate the complex world of social media in a
way that supports their mental health and self-worth. By promoting healthier online
behaviors and providing access to supportive, body-positive spaces, social media can become

a platform for growth, connection, and positive self-esteem.

Recommendations

Based on the findings of this study, several recommendations can be made to help mitigate the
negative effects of social media on self-esteem and to enhance the positive potential of these

platforms:

1. Promoting Digital Literacy and Critical Thinking

e Educational Programs: Schools, universities, and online platforms should implement
digital literacy programs aimed at teaching young women how to critically assess the
content they encounter on social media. These programs should address issues such as
social comparison, the impact of filtered or edited images, and the importance of
recognizing unrealistic beauty standards.

e Self-Esteem Workshops: Offer workshops and seminars that focus on building self-
esteem and resilience in the face of social media pressures. These workshops should help
young women understand the importance of self-acceptance and how to develop a

healthy relationship with social media.

2. Encouraging Positive Content and Diverse Representation

o Follow Body-Positive Accounts: Encourage young women to follow accounts that
promote diverse body types, mental health advocacy, and self-love. These accounts can
provide empowering messages that foster self-acceptance and encourage women to

embrace their authentic selves.
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o Platform Responsibility: Social media platforms can play a significant role by
prioritizing content that showcases diversity, inclusivity, and mental well-being. By
curating algorithms that highlight positive and empowering content, platforms can help

mitigate the harmful effects of idealized beauty standards.
3. Raising Awareness About Social Comparison

e Mindfulness Practices: Teach young women how to engage in mindfulness practices
when using social media. This can include strategies for recognizing when they are
engaging in harmful social comparison and techniques for reframing negative thoughts.
Encouraging the use of social media as a tool for connection rather than competition can
help reduce feelings of inadequacy.

e Limit Social Comparison Triggers: Young women should be encouraged to limit
exposure to content that triggers negative comparison, such as highly filtered or heavily
edited images. Platforms could also provide tools for users to adjust their feed

preferences, prioritizing content that aligns with their values and well-being.
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