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Abstract 

Websites featuring appearance-focused content are a medium for constant appearance comparisons, addiction and 

pressure to meet existing beauty-ideals. This study investigated a sample of 264 males and females who use 

appearance-focused websites, with a view to determining the relationship with appearance dissatisfaction and self-worth. 

Data collection involved posting links to online questionnaires on popular social networking sites. Internet appearance 

exposure was found to correlate with a greater drive for thinness in females, suggesting that exposure to the thin-ideal 

body images presented online reinforces women’s desire to achieve the cultural expectations of body shape and weight. 

Furthermore the study highlighted that internet addiction was associated with a drive for thinness and low self-esteem in 

both males and females, with differences exhibited in regards to body-esteem. These findings emphasise the need for 

pathological internet use to be incorporated into media literacy programs and to encourage a critical stance toward 

current beauty standards.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Body Dissatisfaction 

Extensive dissatisfaction with body shape and weight has frequently been observed in research sampling women and 

adolescent girls, with body concerns being described as normative discontent (Rodin, Silberstein, & Striegel-Moore, 

1984). Body dissatisfaction is described as a negative subjective evaluation of the weight and shape of one’s body, and 

has been identified as a robust risk factor for eating disorders (Wade & Tiggemann, 2013). Longitudinal studies have 

indicated that body dissatisfaction is one of the most significant precursors to negative emotional states and unhealthy 

body-related behaviours; therefore, researchers have expressed the importance of developing a greater understanding of 

the risk factors that lead to an overall dissatisfaction with one’s body (Dittmar, 2009). 

Prominent theories postulated to account for the development of body dissatisfaction typically emphasise the influential 

role of developmental and sociocultural factors (Heinberg, 1996). Developmental theories posit that childhood and 

adolescent development factors, such as teasing about appearance and the timing of the onset of puberty, are central to 

the formation of body image disturbance in adulthood (Heinberg, 1996). Sociocultural theories argue that the pressure 

to conform to current thin-beauty ideals comes from a variety of sociocultural influences, the most pervasive being the 

media, and is recognised as a widely accepted explanation for the aforementioned phenomena (Tiggemann & Slater, 

2013). Others contend that our exposure to the sociocultural beauty standards presented in the media significantly 

increases the risk of body image disturbance and eating pathology (Heinberg & Thompson, 1995) 

1.2 The Thin-ideal 

Thin-ideal internalisation, the extent to which individuals endorse the socially defined ideals of attractiveness, has been 

identified as a mediator in the relationship between media exposure and dissatisfaction with shape and weight (Dittmar 

& Howard, 2004).  Research has shown that exposure to the unrealistic beauty standards portrayed in the media 

contributes significantly to the development of eating disorders such as anorexia-nervosa and bulimia (Spettigue & 

Henderson, 2004; Tiggemann, 2003). In a study which examined the relationship between thin-ideal internalisation, 

body dissatisfaction, and symptoms of eating disorders within a sample of adolescent girls, it was found that pressure 

from family and peers, in combination with the acceptance of social standards related to appearance, contributed 

significantly to the development of eating pathology (Rukavina & Pokrajac-Bulian, 2006). Such findings indicate that 

the perception and acceptance of social standards regarding shape and weight has a profound influence on eating habits 
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and behaviours. 

1.3 Media Influences 

An extensive amount of research exists to support the notion that exposure to the thin-ideal body images presented 

within magazines and/or television advertisements is associated with body image concerns (Grabe, Ward, & Hyde, 

2008). However, although adolescents and younger adults are especially avid adopters, social networking is growing in 

popularity for older adults. The Office for National Statistics reports that in 2012, 48% of adults and 87% of 16-24 year 

olds use social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter to communicate online. A recent growth has been 

documented in individuals accessing social networks via mobile devices, with percentages reported as 63% of adults 

and 72% of 16-24 year olds; culminating in a culture of continuous exposure to media images (ONS, 2012).  

Websites amalgamated with appearance-focused content are commonplace and are often targeted at young girls. They 

frequently carry health and beauty, clothing, pro-anorexia and celebrity content. (Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008; 

Tiggemann & Miller, 2010) contend that the developmental issues associated with adolescence are being played out 

online, with social networking sites often being their primary source of contact with offline friends. Although reviews 

have shown that these sites can offer a sense of social connectedness and well-being, they also provide a medium for 

constant appearance comparison; thereby adding pressure to meet existing beauty-ideals (Tiggemann & Miller, 2010).  

1.4 Appearance-Focused Internet Use 

Tiggemann and Miller (2010) investigated the relationship between internet-appearance exposure and body image 

concerns in a sample of 156 adolescent girls. Questionnaires were distributed that contained measures of the thin-ideal 

internalisation, physical appearance comparison, weight satisfaction, drive for thinness and specific internet usage. As 

predicted, internet appearance exposure was significantly associated with weight dissatisfaction and a drive for thinness. 

Additionally, those who spent more time on social networking sites (e.g. Facebook) experienced higher levels of weight 

dissatisfaction, a drive for thinness and internalisation of the thin-ideal. In contrast, time spent on websites such as 

Google and YouTube showed no association. Other researchers argue that intense forms of appearance conversations 

occur on social networks, which is a predictor of poor body image (Clark & Tiggemann, 2006). Such findings suggest 

that a type of engagement with particular sites is inherently negative for body image, not purely modal use of the 

internet.  

Due to advances in technology, a large proportion of individuals are adopting the use of the internet for work and social 

purposes. Despite its advantages, the internet has provided a medium that is proving addictive for some (Siomos & 

Angelopoulos, 2008). Recent empirical findings have begun to identify a potential relationship between excessive 

internet use and body image dissatisfaction, which has created a niche area for further study (Ceyhan, Ceyhan, & 

Kurtyilmaz, 2012). Internet Addiction Disorder (IAD) is a term used to describe excessive internet use which results in 

academic, social and occupational impairment; however, it is not yet recognised as a clinical disorder (Young, 1998b). 

The condition consists of various subtypes characterised by various compulsive internet activities, such as gambling, 

pornography use, shopping and gaming (Weinstein & Lejoyeux, 2010). Internet use is considered a problem when an 

individual exhibits symptoms such as losing themselves online, spending longer online than intended, neglecting 

real-life relationships as a result of focusing on internet relationships, reliance on its use for stress relief and denial of 

time spent online (Song, LaRose, Eastin, & Lin, 2004). 

Weinstein and Lejoyeux postulated a variety of reasons to explain excessive use of the internet, including that of a 

coping mechanism against underlying psychological developing issues, and as a forum for expanding social networks 

(and consequently enhancing meaningful relationships, confidence and social support) (Weinstein & Lejoyeux, 2010). 

‘Self-Presentational Theory’ contends that the internet provides a safe place for socially anxious individuals to interact 

and a medium for control over their image (Rodgers, Melioli, Laconi, Bui, & Chabrol, 2013). Indeed, a connection has 

been identified between shyness and internet addiction (Chak & Leung, 2004). Suler proposed the concept of the 

‘Online Disinhibition Effect’ as a possible explanation for internet addiction, explaining that the dissociative anonymity 

and invisibility of cyberspace allows everyday internet users to feel less restrained, and thus, more able to express 

themselves (Suler, 2004). 

Young explains that individuals who possess maladaptive cognitions, such as low self-esteem and self-worth, are at high 

risk of becoming addicted to the internet, as its capacity for anonymous interactions allows them to overcome perceived 

inadequacies (Young, 1998b). An unhealthy use of the internet can increase a person’s susceptibility to various social, 

academic and professional difficulties (Ceyhan, 2008). Subsequent studies have found that internet addiction is 

associated with lower levels of self-esteem, depression, life satisfaction, and mental ill health; thus hindering an 

individual’s coping skills and ability to adapt (Yang & Tung, 2007; Young, 1998b). Since it has been discovered that 

pathological internet use has a detrimental impact on social and emotional functioning, various studies have been 

conducted to examine psychological dependency on the internet (Ceyhan, et al., 2012). However, the role of satisfaction 
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with physical appearance as a predictor of problematic internet use has received little empirical attention.  

Koronczai and colleagues contend that dissatisfaction with bodily appearance often leads to individuals avoiding 

personal contact, and adopting an increased use of the internet to partake in social interactions (Koronczai et al., 2013). 

When exploring this relationship, Koronczai et al. found that satisfaction with body appearance had a significant effect 

on self-esteem, anxiety and problematic internet use amongst males and females, with the body satisfaction-problematic 

internet use relationship being mediated via the self-esteem–depression path. It appears that low self-esteem and poor 

self-image play a significant role in individuals immersing themselves online to avoid face-to-face contact. However, 

participants included in the study varied dramatically in terms of age (14 to 34 years) and it is possible that younger 

participants may have experienced different levels of self-esteem and body dissatisfaction compared to those over the 

age of 30. Tiggemann and Lynch found that although levels of body dissatisfaction remained stable across a sample of 

women ranging from 20 to 84 years, factors such as self-objectification, appearance anxiety, and habitual body 

monitoring significantly decreased with age (Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001).  

1.5 Internet Addiction and Body Image   

Rodgers and others further explored the association between internet addiction and body image concerns through the 

distribution of online questionnaires to 392 young adults (Rodgers, et al., 2013). Measures included time spent online, 

internet addiction symptoms, disordered eating, and body image avoidance. Internet addiction was found to be 

associated with body image avoidance in both genders, and, when controlling for the body-mass index (BMI), it was a 

significant predictor of disordered eating amongst women. A moderate association was identified between body image 

avoidance, disordered eating, and time spent on communication websites, suggesting that our perception of how others 

evaluate our appearance in combination with the desire to control self-presentation, may contribute to becoming 

addicted to the internet. However, a prominent issue with the aforementioned studies is their inability to determine the 

temporal relationships between the variables. It has also been suggested that the association between internet addiction 

and body dissatisfaction takes an indirect form, explaining that individuals who are dissatisfied with their body often 

suffer from deficient social support and problem solving skills, which exposes individuals to feelings of depression, and, 

consequently, increases the likelihood of carrying out problematic behaviours online (Ceyhan, et al., 2012). 

A prominent limitation regarding the majority of the aforementioned studies is that their samples revolve primarily 

around adolescent girls; however, a growing body of research has indicated that men also experience anxiety when it 

comes to their bodies (Burlew & Shurts, 2013). In a similar way to women, dissatisfaction with body shape and weight 

in the male population is believed to be triggered by exposure to images of the traditional ideal male masculine body 

depicted in the media (Morris & Katzman, 2003). For instance, Smolak and Stein identified a relationship between the 

number of idealised male bodies portrayed in the media and the prevalence of body dissatisfaction and weight disorders 

in men (Smolak & Stein, 2006). Body image concerns amongst men are thought to be fuelled by exposure to idealised 

images of women with men experiencing higher levels of self-consciousness regarding their bodies after reading 

magazines that featured images of scantily-clad thin women, concluding that this exposure creates pressure for men to 

obtain similar idealised physiques (Aubrey & Taylor, 2009). 

1.6 Gender Differences in Body Dissatisfaction 

Research has highlighted that although both men and women experience dissatisfaction with their bodies, women 

generally experience lower levels of body satisfaction in comparison to men (Algars et al., 2009). Furthermore, whilst 

women exhibit a desire to lose weight, men focus on increasing muscle mass (Petrie, Greenleaf, & Martin, 2010). Men 

are more likely to report that they are lighter in comparison to their actual weight and are less likely to rate their bodies 

as unattractive; hence demonstrating key differences in the way that men and women respond to questions about their 

bodies (Rasmussen, Eriksson, & Nordquist, 2007) When exploring the underlying causes of body dissatisfaction 

competitiveness and pressure to have a better body were identified as key contributors in men (Blashill, 2011), whereas 

the perceived pressure to meet societal standards of the perfect body appeared a crucial determinate in women (Knauss, 

Paxton, & Alsaker, 2007). Therefore, whilst external pressures appear to be the primary drive behind the male body 

image, internal pressures are more influential to the construction of the female body image. 

Franzoi and Shields recognised that body-esteem (an important dimension of self-esteem that involves self-evaluations 

of one’s body or appearance) is a multidimensional construct that differs for men and women (Franzoi & Shields, 1984). 

Previously, measures such as the Body-Cathexis Scale (Secord & Jourard, 1953) assumed that body-esteem could be 

expressed as a single score constructed from an individual’s preferential responses to a list of body items; however, 

studies conducted after its development questioned the assumption of unidimensionality (Fisher, 1964). Whilst 

developing a new measure of body-esteem, Franzoi and Shields conducted a factor analysis which revealed that the 

major body-esteem dimensions differed for men and women. For men, body-esteem concerns are centred on their 

physical condition, upper body strength, and physical attractiveness, whereas for women it is primarily related to sexual 
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attractiveness, physical condition, and weight (Franzoi & Shields, 1984). Further evidence of gender differences in 

regards to body image concerns comes from Fernandez and Pritchard, who found that although media models were the 

primary predictor of a drive for thinness in both men and women, the secondary predictor differed (social pressures for 

women, internalisation for men) (Fernandez & Pritchard, 2012). Such findings highlight the importance of examining 

the impact of media sources on men and women separately to decipher gender differences.  

1.7 Research Aims 

Literature reviews have led to the conclusion that very little research exists that specifically examine the impact that 

constant exposure to appearance-focused internet content has on overall body image. Furthermore, past research has 

focused solely on body dissatisfaction amongst adolescent females. Adults are increasingly partaking in the use of social 

networks and are thereby being bombarded with images exemplifying the importance of looking youthful. Pressure to 

maintain these standards when experiencing the physiological changes associated with aging, may result in long-lasting 

body dissatisfaction (Marshall, Lengyel, & Utioh, 2012). Research has indicated that exposure to images featuring the 

ideal male body has a significant negative impact on body dissatisfaction in men (Blond, 2008). Such findings highlight 

the necessity for research incorporating the areas of body dissatisfaction that have greater relevance to the adult and 

male populations. The primary objective of the current study was to evaluate the contribution of internet appearance 

exposure and internet addiction in predicting the levels of body dissatisfaction, drive for thinness, body-esteem and 

self-esteem; within a more varied sample in terms of age and gender.  

2. Method 

2.1 Design 

A correlational research design was employed to examine the predictive value of internet use in the acquisition of body 

image concerns. The variables included internet appearance exposure, internet addiction, drive for thinness, body 

dissatisfaction, low self-esteem and body-esteem. 

2.2 Participants 

Participants were recruited by posting links to an online Qualtrics survey on social networking sites including Facebook 

and Twitter. As well as voluntary participation, the snowball effect was also acquired, as participants frequently passed 

on the details of the study to others. Four hundred and seven participants volunteered to complete the online survey; of 

those, 264 completed the entire survey (65%): 191 were female (72%) and 73 were male (28%). 81% were Caucasian, 

7% were Mixed, 8% were Asian, 2% were African Caribbean, and 2% identified themselves as Other. Ages ranged from 

18 to 64: 145 were 18-24 (55%), 69 were 25-34 (26%), 20 were 35-44 (8%), 22 were 45-54 (8%), and 8 were 55-64 

(3%).  

2.3 Demographic Information  

Participants were asked to provide details regarding their basic demographics, which included their age, gender, ethnic 

group identification, height, and weight (see Table 1.)  

2.4 Materials 

2.4.1 Internet Appearance Exposure 

A modified version of the Internet Appearance Exposure Scale (Tiggemann & Miller, 2010) was used to measure the 

extent to which people use websites that feature appearance-focused content. The websites mentioned in question six 

were modified to represent the most popular websites of UK audiences (Ebizmba, 2013b). Similarly, the social 

networking sites (SNS) mentioned in question five were modified to represent the most popular SNS of UK audiences 

(Ebizmba, 2013a). A number of questions regarding internet usage were featured, such as how long they spend on the 

internet during the week and weekend (none, 30 minutes or less, one hour, 2-3 hours, four hours or more), where they 

learn about websites (e.g. friends, search engines, other websites) and which SNS they use (e.g. Facebook, Twitter). 

Participants were asked which of the 19 options (e.g. emails, searching for images, fashion websites) they use the 

internet for, to which they were required to rank in order the three activities they spend the most time on. The final 

question detailed a list of 10 popular websites compiled from current internet ratings (Ebizmba, 2013b), with the option 

to add a further two websites. Internet sites were then rated by three independent raters on appearance focus: zero (no 

emphasis), one (some emphasis), and two (large emphasis), with a total internet appearance exposure score being 

calculated by multiplying the rating with the frequency with which the site was viewed and summing across sites. 

2.4.2 Internet Addiction 

Internet addiction was assessed using the Internet Addiction Test (Young, 1998a). This scale assesses the degree to 

which an individual’s internet use affects their daily routine, social life, productivity, sleeping patterns and feelings. It 

consists of 20 items (e.g., “How often do you find yourself anticipating when you will go on-line again?”) with which 



Studies in Media and Communication                                                             Vol. 3, No. 2; 2015 

42 

 

respondents rate their agreement on a five-point scale (rarely to always). Higher scores indicate greater problems with 

internet use, with possible scores ranging from 20 to 100. In the present sample, the scale had high internal reliability (α 

= .91)  

2.4.3 Drive for Thinness 

Drive for thinness was assessed using the Drive for Thinness subscale of the Eating Disorder Inventory-3 (EDI-3) 

(Garner, 2004). This subscale assesses preoccupation with dieting, weight, and an extreme desire to be thinner. It 

consists of seven items (e.g., “I am terrified of gaining weight”) rated on a 0-4 point scoring system (never to always). 

Higher scores indicate a greater drive for thinness, with possible scores ranging from 0 to 28. In the present sample, the 

subscale demonstrated high internal reliability (α = .93). 

2.4.4 Body Dissatisfaction 

Body dissatisfaction was assessed by the Body Dissatisfaction subscale of the EDI-3 (Garner, 2004). This subscale 

assesses discontentment with the overall shape and size of different regions of the body (i.e. stomach, hips, and thighs). 

It consists of 10 items (e.g., “I feel satisfied with the shape of my body”) rated on a 0-4 point scoring system (never to 

always). Higher scores indicate greater levels of body dissatisfaction, with possible scores ranging from 0 to 40.. In the 

present sample, the subscale had high internal reliability (α = .92). 

2.4.5 Low Self-esteem  

Self-esteem was assessed by the Low Self-Esteem subscale of the EDI-3 (Garner, 2004). This subscale assesses the 

basic concept of negative self-evaluation. It consists of six items (e.g., “I feel ineffective as a person”), five of which 

measure feelings of inadequacy and lack of personal worth, with the final item measuring the perception of being 

unable to achieve personal standards; rated on a 0-4 point scoring system (never to always). Higher scores reflect lower 

levels of self-esteem, with possible scores ranging from 0 to 24. In the present sample, the subscale had high internal 

reliability (α = .93). 

2.4.6 The Body-Esteem Scale 

The Body-Esteem Scale (BES) is a factorially derived measure used to assess the different dimensions of body 

satisfaction in men and women (Franzoi & Shields, 1984). The original BES features a list of 35 body parts and 

functions (e.g. appetite, weight, and physical stamina) to which respondents indicate their feelings towards each part of 

their own body on a 5-point scale (strong negative feelings to strong positive feelings). In this study, two items (item 

number three, nose, and item number 31, sex activities, were discounted in order to reduce the number of questions. For 

women, three subscales were provided to measure sexual attractiveness, weight concern, and physical condition, whilst 

for men, the subscales measured physical attractiveness, upper body strength, and physical condition. Lower scores 

indicate poorer body-esteem, with possible scores ranging from 33 to 165. In the present sample, the shortened scale 

demonstrated adequate internal consistency (α = .96), with alpha coefficients for individual subscales ranging from .87 

to .96. 

2.5 Procedure 

The study was approved by the local ethics committee. Links to the online questionnaire were posted on various 

websites, including Facebook and Twitter. The post contained a brief outline of what the study entailed and declared 

that only individuals over the age of 18 were allowed to participate. Participants were shown a consenting information 

sheet that they were required to read before consenting to take part which made it clear that participation was voluntary 

and that they had the right to withdraw their answers at any time, either during the study by exiting the web browser, or 

afterwards by contacting the researchers. A debrief sheet was also provided the contact details of a variety of local and 

national support groups.  

3. Results 

To explore the link between the internet and body image measures, a series of correlational analyses were conducted. 

For the variables that demonstrated a significant association, various linear regressions were performed to assess the 

contribution of internet appearance exposure and internet addiction to predicting body dissatisfaction, drive for thinness, 

body-esteem, and low self-esteem. 

 

3.1 Gender Differences in EDI-3 Scores 

Initially, tests were performed to assess whether males and females differed in their levels of drive for thinness, body 

dissatisfaction, and low self-esteem. As the Body-Esteem Scale features different subscales for men and women, an 

exploration of gender differences was not required for this measure. From this data, it was concluded that females are 
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statistically higher in DT (U = 4652.00, p<0.001), BD (U = 3732.00, p<0.001), and LSE (U = 4702.00, p<0.001). 

Consequently, data analysis was conducted separately for males and females. 

3.2 Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive data provides information about internet appearance exposure, internet addiction, and body image measures 

(see Table 1). Both females and males indicated that their modal internet use during the week and weekend was more 

than four hours per day. For females, the most frequent use of the internet was for email (n=183), accessing social 

networking sites (n=175), shopping (n=152) and watching videos (n=141). For males, frequent use was for email and 

watching videos (n=69), social networking sites (n=60) and news/current affairs websites (n=58). When asked to 

explicitly rank the categories in terms of time, females reported spending the most time on social networking sites 

(n=149), emails (n=95), and homework (academic or work-related; n=92); whereas men reported spending the most 

time on social networking sites (n=48), news/current affairs websites (n=31), and watching videos (n=29).  

Of the social networking sites, the most popular among both males and females were Facebook and Twitter, with 94% 

of females and 81% of males using Facebook, and 38% of females and 42% of males using Twitter. The majority of 

participants found out about websites through search engines (females 82%; males 89%), and friends (females and 

males 75%). From a list of specific websites (see Table 2), both males and females reported spending the most time on 

Facebook, with females spending an average of 77 minutes per day and males 73 minutes per day. This was followed by 

YouTube (females 44 minutes per day; males 52 minutes per day), Google (females 40 minutes per day; males 36 

minutes per day), and Twitter (females 35 minutes per day; males 31 minutes per day). Websites reported under “other” 

more than twice included Reddit, Tumblr, Instagram and Etsy. Participants N = 52 (19.77%) met the IAT’s criteria for 

internet addiction, defined as moderate to severe levels of internet addiction (Young, 1998a) including 35 women and 17 

men, with 222 participants (166 female, 56 male) meeting the criteria for mild internet addiction. Internet addiction 

scores ranged from 7 to 87, including a mean score of 37.41.  

Table 1. Means and standard deviations for internet and body image measures  

 Mean (SD) No of Participants 

Internet Appearance Exposure 
Males 28.03 (6.87) 73 
Females 27.89 (6.22) 191 
Internet Addiction 
Males 37.84 (13.23) 73 
Females 37.25 (13.05) 191 
BMI 
Males 25.73 (5.28) 72 
Females 24.32 (6.15) 190 
Drive for Thinness 
Males 4.92 (5.15) 73 
Females 9.93 (8.68) 191 
Body Dissatisfaction 
Males 9.96 (7.10) 73 
Females 18.62 (11.12) 191 
Low Self-Esteem 
Males 3.75 (4.64) 72 
Females 6.41 (5.53) 191 
Body-esteem 
Physical Attractiveness (Male) 35.49 (6.33) 73 
Sexual Attractiveness (Female) 35.74 (8.36) 190 
Upper Body Strength (Male) 31.03 (7.30) 73 
Weight Concern (Female) 26.79 (10.39) 190 
Physical Condition (Male) 44.36 (9.99)  73 
Physical Condition (Female) 26.25 (7.38) 190 

 

Females: Internet appearance exposure; n=191, range=6-39. Internet addiction; n =191, range=7-87. BMI; n=190, 

range=14.33-52.34. EDI-3; n=191, DT range=0-28, BD range=0-40, LSE range=0-20. Body-esteem Scale; n =190, SA 

range=11-55, WC range=10-50, PC range=9-45. Males: Internet appearance exposure; n=73, range=0-45. Internet 

addiction; n =73, range=20-66. BMI; n =72, range=17.63-47.18. EDI-3; n =73, DT range=0-25, BD range=0-32, LSE n 

=72 range=0-20. Body-esteem Scale; n =73, PA range =21-50, UBS range=14-45, PC range=18-64:  

Table 2. Means and standard deviations for website duration of visit in minutes (per day) 

Website Mean SD 

Google 
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Males 35.53 (31.76) 31.76 
Females 39.89 (42.99) 42.99 
Facebook 
Males 72.67 (66.39) 66.39 
Females 77.24 (66.95) 66.95 
Yahoo 
Males 7.17 (10.57) 10.57 
Females 9.87 (16.62) 16.62 
YouTube 
Males 52.45 (68.09) 68.09 
Females 43.56 (61.17) 61.17 
Wikipedia 
Males 27.13 (48.18) 48.18 
Females 17.89 (18.82) 18.82 
MSN 
Males 3.68 (8.31) 8.31 
Females 9.80 (30.83) 30.83 
Amazon 
Males 11.40 (9.88) 9.88 
Females 14.64 (10.93) 10.93 
EBay 
Males 10.90 (19.48) 19.48 
Females 14.22 (22.89) 22.89 
Twitter 
Males 31.21 (71.13) 71.13 
Females 34.71 (85.34) 85.34 
Bing 
Males 6.25 (14.86) 14.86 
Females .39 1.62 

Females; Google (n=151) range=1-200, Facebook (n=152) range=2-360, Yahoo (n=54) range=0-90, YouTube (n=121) 

range=2-360, Wikipedia (n=104) range=0-120, MSN (n=44), range=0-200, Amazon (n=101), range=0-50, eBay (n=81) 

range=0-180, Twitter (n=73), range=0-700, Bing (n=33) range=0-8. Males; Google (n=57) range=0-120, Facebook 

(n=54) range=0-360, Yahoo (n=24) range=0-30, YouTube (n=51) range=0-300, Wikipedia (n=47) range=0-300, MSN 

(n=19), range=0-30, Amazon (n=43), range=0-35, eBay (n=29) range=0-100, Twitter (n=35), range=0-400, Bing (n=20) 

range=0-60. 

3.2.1 Internet Appearance Exposure & Body Image Measures 

Correlations were conducted to detect associations between internet appearance exposure and the three subscales of the 

EDI-3. For females, internet appearance exposure was revealed to have a positive correlation to a drive for thinness 

(r=.12, n=191, p<0.05). However, no other body image variables demonstrated a significant difference. For males, 

internet appearance exposure was revealed to be non-significant for all body image variables (p>0.05), which was 

predicted for the drive for thinness (r=.08, n=73, p>0.05).  

3.2.2 Internet Addiction & Body Image Measures 

Correlations were conducted to detect associations between internet addiction and the six dimensions of body 

dissatisfaction in males and females. For women, internet addiction was revealed to be negatively correlated with sexual 

attractiveness (p=-.15, n=190, p<0.05) and physical condition (r=-.26, n=190, p<0.001). Internet addiction demonstrated 

a non-significant relationship with weight concern (r=-.08, n=190, p>0.05). For men, internet addiction was revealed to 

be negatively correlated with physical attractiveness (r=-.20, n=73, p<0.05), upper body strength (r=-.35, n=73, p<0.01), 

and physical condition (r=-.20, n=73, p<0.05).  

Correlations were conducted to examine associations between internet addiction and the three subscales of the EDI-3. 

For females, internet addiction was revealed to be positively correlated with a drive for thinness (r=.15, n=191, p<0.05), 

body dissatisfaction (r=.13, n=191, p<0.05), and low self-esteem (r=.34, n=191, p<0.001). For males, internet addiction 

was revealed to be significantly positively correlated with a drive for thinness (r=.21, n=73, p<0.05) and low 

self-esteem (r=.42, n=72, p<0.001). However, internet addiction revealed a non-significant relationship with body 

dissatisfaction (r=.02, n=73, p>0.05). 

3.3 Regression Analysis 

Multiple regression texts have suggested that, as a rule of thumb, subject to variable ratios of 20:1 are adequate for 

developing prediction models, the current sample appears sufficient enough to ensure stable coefficients (Tabachnick & 

Fidell, 1989).  
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3.3.1 Internet Appearance Exposure, Internet Addiction & Drive for Thinness 

Internet appearance exposure only demonstrated a statistical correlation with a drive for thinness in females, therefore, 

internet addiction and internet appearance exposure were used in a standard multiple regression analysis to predict the 

female drive for thinness. Preliminary analyses were conducted to ensure assumptions were not violated. The prediction 

model was statistically significant, F (2, 190) = 3.17, p<0.05, and accounted for approximately 3.3% of the variance in 

the drive for thinness (R2 = 0.033, Adjusted R2 = 0.022). Examining the unique contribution of individual predictors 

revealed neither internet appearance exposure nor internet addiction varied significantly in relation to predicting the 

levels of a drive for thinness. 

3.3.2 Internet Addiction & Eating Disorder Inventory-3 Scores 

Several linear regressions were conducted to assess whether internet addiction was a significant predictor of the scores 

on the EDI-3. Linear regressions were performed for the female participants first. For the drive for thinness, the 

prediction model was statistically significant, [F (1, 190) = 4.19, p<0.05], with IA accounting for approximately 2.2% of 

the variance of DT (R2 = 0.022, Adjusted R2 = 0.017). For low self-esteem, the prediction model was statistically 

significant, [F (1, 190) = 23.71, p<0.001], with IA accounting for approximately 11.1% of the variance of LSE (R2 = 

0.111, Adjusted R2 = 0.107). However, for body dissatisfaction the prediction model was not statistically significant 

(p>0.05). 

Linear regressions were then performed for male participants. For low self-esteem, the prediction model was 

statistically significant, [F (1, 71) = 15.18, p<0.001], with IA accounting for approximately 17.8% of the variance of 

LSE (R2 = 0.178, Adjusted R2 = 0.166). However, for drive for thinness, the prediction model was not statistically 

significant (p>0.05). 

3.3.3 Internet Addiction & Body-Esteem scores 

Several linear regressions were conducted to assess whether internet addiction was a significant predictor of scores on 

the Body-esteem Scale. Linear regressions were performed for female participants first. For sexual attractiveness, the 

prediction model was statistically significant [F (1, 189) = 4.38, p<0.05], with IA accounting for approximately 2.3% of 

the variance of LSE (R2 = 0.023, Adjusted R2 = 0.018). For physical condition, the prediction model was statistically 

significant [F (1, 189) = 14.12, p<0.001], with IA accounting for approximately 7% of the variance of PC (R2 = 0.070, 

Adjusted R2 = 0.065). 

Linear regressions were then performed for male participants. For upper body strength, the prediction model was 

statistically significant [F (1, 72) = 9.66, p<0.01], with IA accounting for approximately 12% of the variance of PC (R2 

= 0.120, Adjusted R2 = 0.107). However, for physical attractiveness and physical condition, the prediction model was 

not statistically significant (p>0.05). 

4. Discussion 

The primary objective of the current study was to evaluate the contribution of internet appearance exposure and internet 

addiction to predicting levels of body dissatisfaction, the drive for thinness, body-esteem, and self-esteem; within a 

varied sample in terms of age and gender. As there were significant differences between males and females on reported 

levels of the EDI-3 measures, the data analysis was conducted separately. Prior research had identified an association 

between exposure to image-focused media and body dissatisfaction in young women (Tiggemann & Slater, 2013). 

However, this connection had not yet been explored in the adult and male population. Parallel with the findings of 

Tiggemann and Miller, the current study found that internet appearance exposure was significantly associated with 

higher levels of drive for thinness; suggesting that exposure to the thin-ideal body images presented online appears to 

reinforce women’s desire to achieve the ideal slim female body (Tiggemann & Miller, 2010). Therefore, further 

empirical evidence has been found to support that exposure to the unrealistic beauty standards portrayed in the media 

can contribute to the development of eating disorders such as anorexia-nervosa and bulimia (Spettigue & Henderson, 

2004; Tiggemann, 2003).  

In contrast to earlier findings that identified a relationship between image-focused internet use and body dissatisfaction, 

internet appearance exposure failed to demonstrate a significant association with any other measures of body image in 

the present sample (Bair, Kelly, Serdar, & Mazzeo, 2012). A possible explanation for this discrepancy is that the 

participants may have found it difficult to determine how much time they spent on each individual website. For instance, 

the amount of time spent online may vary considerably from day to day, meaning averages may have been inaccurate, 

and many individuals are able to visit different websites at the same time; thus making it difficult to determine 

individual media dosages (Tiggemann & Miller, 2010). 

Research has found that the reporting of sensitive information in web-based questionnaires can be prone to socially 

desirable responses, as the social distance and impersonal nature of the internet can inhibit trust development (Joinson, 
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2001). Link and Mokdad found a considerable variation in the participants’ estimates of heavy drinking when 

responding to an internet-based survey (Link & Mokdad, 2005). Block contends a difficulty when attempting to 

measure internet addiction, as the phenomenon is clouded by shame, denial and minimisation; consequently, individuals 

engaging in high levels of internet use may have felt unable to disclose their true times spent online, thereby leading to 

the potential under-reporting of internet consumption (Block, 2008). Future research would benefit from a more 

sophisticated and objective recording mechanism of internet use, such as tracking the internet sites visited or viewing 

individual internet history records.  

The apparent lack of significant findings can be explained by a possible inadequacy with the procedure for calculating 

participants’ internet appearance exposure score. Three independent raters used a 3-point likert scale (0 = no emphasis, 

1 = some emphasis and 2 = large emphasis) to rate the list of 10 websites on appearance focus, a procedure 

recommended by Tiggemann and Miller (2010). In practice, however, most rating scales such as the likert-type and 

attitude measures contain either five or seven response categories (Bearden, Netemeyer, & Mobley, 1993). It could be 

argued that the use of a 3-point scale lacks sufficient points of discrimination, meaning that the raters may have been 

forced to choose the next best alternative; thus introducing the possibility of measurement error. Indeed, psychometric 

literature has suggested that having more scale points generally leads to improved reliability, with Preston and Colman 

finding the optimum number of response categories to be seven, with test-retest reliability decreasing for scales with 

more than 10 and less than four categories (Preston & Colman, 2000). Future modification of the study would involve 

asking the raters to use a 7-point likert scale to determine website appearance focus to increase the reliability of the 

scoring measure. Additionally, the independent raters differed in terms of age and gender, which may impact how 

individuals view the appearance-focused content of each website. 

In regards to the male participants, internet appearance exposure failed to demonstrate a significant association with any 

of the body image measures. A non-significant association with a drive for thinness was expected, as research has 

shown that men place more focus on increasing muscle mass rather than losing weight (McCreary & Sasse, 2000; Petrie, 

et al., 2010). However, the lack of association with body-esteem measures suggests that other factors identified within 

the literature search, such as competitiveness (Blashill, 2011), may have greater relevance to the male population than 

appearance exposure. The items on the body dissatisfaction subscale of the EDI-3 were designed specifically to measure 

discontentment in women; therefore, the scores generated by the subscale may incorrectly reflect the true levels of body 

dissatisfaction in the male participants. In a clinical comparison of men and women on subscales of the EDI-3, Stanford 

and Lemberg found that men scored significantly lower in levels of dissatisfaction with appearance in comparison to 

women (Stanford & Lemberg, 2012), which contradicts previous research findings that have shown that in some areas 

both genders report equal levels of body dissatisfaction (Ricciardelli & McCabe, 2001). The subscale was incapable of 

discriminating between men with and men without eating disorders, with the researchers thereby concluding that eating 

disorders vary significantly amongst genders and that the subscale is incapable of adequately capturing body 

dissatisfaction as it presents in males. This suggests the need for the development of an eating disorder assessment tool 

that features body regions typically of concern for males, such as “have larger arms” and “have a ‘V’ shaped body,” in 

order to produce a more reliable and valid measure of body dissatisfaction in men (Parks & Read, 1997).  

The current study found a significant association between internet addiction and a variety of body image concerns in 

both males and females. Women who reported higher levels of internet addiction scored significantly lower on measures 

of perceived sexual attractiveness and physical condition, and demonstrated a higher drive for thinness, body 

dissatisfaction, and low self-esteem. Male participants who reported high levels of internet addiction scored 

significantly lower on measures of perceived physical attractiveness, upper body strength, and physical condition, and 

demonstrated a higher drive for thinness and low self-esteem. These results replicate the previous studies that found an 

association between internet addiction, self-esteem, and disordered eating amongst both men and women (Koronczai, et 

al., 2013; Rodgers, et al., 2013). However, the significant association between internet addiction and a drive for thinness 

was not expected due to men typically placing more focus on increasing muscle mass than losing weight (McCreary & 

Sasse, 2000). As internet addiction demonstrated a significant association with the majority of body image variables 

under investigation, hypothesis two was accepted.  

It cannot be determined if these findings indicate that internet addiction contributes to the development of disordered 

eating and body image concerns, or whether the combination of body concerns and desire to control self-presentation 

contributes to the development of internet addiction. For instance, Rodgers and colleagues contends that the body 

satisfaction-problematic internet use relationship may be bidirectional, as individuals experiencing high levels of body 

image concerns and disordered eating use the internet as a coping mechanism, which in turn can put individuals in a 

vicious cycle that results in higher levels of psychopathology (Rodgers, et al., 2013). As the present study is 

correlational in design, causal conclusions between the aforementioned variables cannot be drawn. The question of 

cause and effect also applies to the relationship between internet appearance exposure and the drive for thinness in 
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women, although it is possible that appearance-focused media exposure influences women’s drive for the thin-ideal 

body, it could also be that dissatisfaction with appearance results in women actively seeking internet media that contains 

pictures of women with the ideal slender body (Tiggemann & Miller, 2010). Consequently, future research should 

employ the use of an experimental design in order to ascertain the direction of this relationship.  

The results from the regression analysis showed that internet addiction is a significant predictor of the majority of body 

image variables in both genders. Interestingly, the outcome variable that could most be predicted by internet addiction 

was low self-esteem in men, accounting for approximately 17.8% of the variance. A possible explanation for this is 

provided by Shotton, who explains that introverted males and those with low self-esteem have a greater propensity for 

internet addiction, as it provides a medium to overcome their deficiencies in social skills, communication, and social 

relationships (Shotton, 1991) .  

The drive for thinness was the only body image variable that could be significantly predicted by levels of both internet 

appearance exposure and internet addiction. Together, the variables explained 3.3% of the variability in the drive for 

thinness, suggesting that pathological internet use, in conjunction with exposure to the thin-idealised images depicted 

online, is capable of producing excessive concerns with dieting and weight in women. However, the low percentage 

suggests that the model does not explain a high proportion of variability in the response data around the mean. This may 

reflect the apparent inadequacy of the internet appearance exposure scores, a lack of predictor variables, or that other 

variables not considered in the present study are better predictors of body image concerns and disordered eating.  

For instance, Rodgers et al. (2013) found that BMI, internet addiction symptoms, and body image avoidance explained 

54% of the variability in disordered eating. Wade and Tiggemann (2013) also identified perfectionism as pertinent to 

levels of body dissatisfaction, accounting for 69% of the total variance. Fairburn and colleagues identify clinical 

perfectionism as one of four core mechanisms that contribute to the development and maintenance of eating pathology; 

thus highlighting the need to examine the contribution of a higher volume of predictor variables to generate a more 

accurate prediction model (Fairburn, Cooper, & Shafran, 2003). 

The exploration of specific internet and website usage by participants yielded some interesting results. The modal time 

spent online of four or more hours per day is higher than that (2 to 3 hours) reported by Tiggemann and Miller (2010), 

with social networking sites Facebook and Twitter being reported as the most frequent uses of the internet by both men 

and women. This reflects the growing popularity of social networking for all ages and genders. Other websites that were 

frequently reported as been visited by participants were Instagram (n=7), Reddit (n=9) and Tumblr (n=12); these 

websites are regarded as highly image-focused, allow increased anonymity in comparison to Facebook, and have been 

implicated in containing material that promotes unhealthy self-destructive behaviours such as self-injury and eating 

disorders (Lewis & Arbuthnott, 2014). These findings highlight the increasing prevalence of websites that are providing 

constant appearance comparison, and therefore, the requirement for further empirical attention in regards to the extent 

to which the material contained within these websites is fuelling the development of body image concerns. 

The study has a number of practical implications. With 94% of the present sample having regular access to social 

networking sites and 84% meeting the criteria for mild internet addiction, this research confirms how much of a hold 

cyberspace has on society today. As internet addiction, and to a lesser extent internet appearance exposure, were 

demonstrated to have an association with various body image concerns across a varied participant sample, it highlights 

the need for pathological internet use to be incorporated into media literacy programs and to be acknowledged as a 

prolific source of influence on both male and female body image. Individuals of all ages need to be encouraged to take a 

critical stance towards the unrealistic thin-ideal images presented to them online and to limit their engagement with 

social networking sites. Furthermore, these findings could be used to advocate changes in website design, so that 

messages and advertisements that glorify thinness and promote weight loss are discouraged from display. 

The present study has made an important contribution to a niche area of research regarding the role of the internet in the 

formation of body dissatisfaction in the frequently understudied sample of men. Although it has failed to replicate the 

previous findings that exposure to thin-ideal body images online has a detrimental impact on body satisfaction, it has 

demonstrated that this form of exposure reinforces women’s desire to be thinner in order to achieve the ideal body. 

Furthermore, it has highlighted the prevalence of pathological internet use in today’s society, and the detrimental impact 

it can have on body image in men and women. Most importantly, it has paved the way for future research to examine 

the direction of the observed relationships and solidify the aforementioned findings. 
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