Teen Girls Body Image and
Social Comparison
on Instagram—

An Exploratory Study in the U.S.

This document from Facebook researchers, posted in early 2020 on an internal company site, examines teenage girls’ experiences with
appearance comparisons on social media and how that affected their body image and mental health. In the document, the names of
Facebook employees whose names appear in the documents have been redacted, excepting only the most senior. Every named person

has been contacted and given an opportunity to comment. Third-party images that aren’t directly relevant to the research have been
pixelated. And some title pages were modified to remove extraneous material.
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Teen Girls Body Image and Social Comparison on Instagram - An
Exploratory Study in the US
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Objectives

Instagram'’s investment in teen well-being is expanding to encompass social comparison, focusing first on
appearance-based social comparison and its negative impact on teen girls body image

WE CONDUCTED RESEARCH TO:

* Obtain a more detailed and nuanced understanding of social comparison, especially appearance-based
compansons,on Instagram among female Instagram users and how it impacts their body image

* Understand how female Instagram users think the app affects their tendency to compare themselves to
others

* Receive initial feedback on social comparison product ideas

\

IN ORDER TO:

* Inform product teams how to best support teens in this space
~ = Inform outreach teams on how we might build meaningful and impactful campaigns in this space
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Executive Summary

« Body image comparisons are formed by a trifecta of factors: body standards, flawless skin, and
fashion. Other social comparisons include influencer “money for nothing” lifestyles, relationships (family
and romantic), travel, experiences, and lalents.

* Social comparison journeys mimic the grief cycle. Pre-existing moods are a precursor to a downward
emotional spiral, encompassing a range of emotions from jealousy to self-proclaimed dysmorphia.

* Confidence-building and inspiration are rooted in the combination of reality, accessibility, and attainable
aspiration.

* Social comparison is worse on Instagram It is perceived as real life. but based on celebrity standards.

Explore and profile stalking enables never-ending rabbit holes. Celebrity content is more frequent but
friends’ content is more impactful in terms of social chmparison.

* Other apps are shielded by fun filters. TikTok is grounded in dance. fun. Snapchat is sheltered by the

element of fun that keeps focus on the face and not the body. At the other extreme, VSCO is a detached
dream that is 100% edited.



Executive Summary

» We can help break the cycle of social comparison: celebrate small but meaningful accomplishments;
show progress toward a goal; customize and personalize Instagram experience, personalized time-out

mindfulness breaks that break the spiral, surface body inclusive influencers and flip the switch from envy to
inspiration

« We have opportunities to engage at each step of the social comparison journey by creating targeted
product interventions specific to surface, content type and graph

« Communications in the realm of social comparison need to be validating, realistic, and sympathetic. The
source needs to be someone perceived as imperfect but accepting their own flaws rather than someone

portraying a perfect image.
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Why? Frequent social comparison is a r of subjective
well-being and teens say NOrSe.
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Jackground - Appearance Comparison

| Jal 0) Social Cormmw on
® Definition: When someone feels bad about themselves after comparing
~ themselves with others \
. Includes: Triggers range from appearance (appearance comparison) to socio-
~ economic status

dy Image
Definitic A person’s perceptions or feelihgs about their body or phm

.

M dissatisfaction, body dysmorphia and eating disorders. Ca
wnce comparisons or health issues _
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Background - Appearance Comparison

(Positive)
e Definition: \When somoone | fter comparing themselves
with others
® Includes: Similar to negativ : an be wide range of

triggers



Triggers

What are the common triggers of social comparison for Ceen giris?

When do they feel bad about themselves vs. inspired or motivated as a result of these
comparisons?




Teen girls say most comparisons are related to
body or appearance ﬂ
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Minvy can be triggered by any number of
factors, from celebrities to feeling untalented




lVhile inspiration is triggered by accessible celebrities,
“real” life on Instagram, and feeling validated
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Inspiration is triggered by confidence and motivation

Confidence Motivation
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‘Vhen does content about body and appearance trigger envy/depression and when does

1 trigger inspiration?




Images related to body and appearance can trigger
inspiration instead of envy

Inspirational +

Motivating

Certain kinds of content only tngger envy Even if not like them, moment of relatability makes big difference
1. Lack of context 1. Attainability - Seeing how far someone's come
* Not knowing how someone got 1o the pont th . —
\ RS O Gutcome instead of joumey 2. Value beyond boqay, mlmabuhty contextualizatioe
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5. Fitness content that is informative



Images -related to body and appearance can trigger
inspiration instead of envy

Inspirational +

cnvy/ Jealousy
Motivating
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Mindfulness Breaks that prompt reflection can break
the spiral

Reflection = Power/Control/Responsibility

» Learned helplessness is replaced with responsibility/control

"Reflecting back, you reakze thaf * Awareness provides perspective. »
‘| didn’t realize it is a THING in my life”, “Why do | care?"

« Turns external focus inward

“Why not focus on myself and my confidence and being
my best self”, “| can change my thought pattems”

« Solidifies Instagram as Creative vs. Real life




User Journey

What happens emotionally when teen girls see content that triggers appearance

comparison?
What does the journey from social comparison to negative outcomes (like stress, anxiety

Or depression) look like?




Higher standards decrease self-esteem, until they’re
recognized as being unattainable

ATTAINABLE

a STANDARDS



The impact of celebrity content is amplified by mimicry
and frequency

® Each individual post or stor

a small impact on users
® However, users report seeing multi

many celebrities and influencers in ea . molifving

their effect. \
® In addition. their friends mimic celebrities’ beauty and fashios

standards, further compounding the effect of an

content.




Content from the middle rung of friendships engender

the most social comparison
Middle rung friends aren’t E ' 't classmates

LOOSE CONNECTIONS
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Comparusons on Instagram can change how young

women wew and describe themselves
H *.,w REAL LI 5 THE ME ON INSTAGRAM

MULTI-DIMENSIONAL
Dynamic shape

ONE-DIMENSIONAL
Boxed in (small box)

Unique Not in control
Colorful Dark
HIGH LOW
Raised up Alone
High esteem Pulled down
Confident Low esteem
CENTERED CHAINED TO THOUGHTS
Stability, animals, nature Rabbit hole
Slige, ladder Anxious
People Overthinking




The effect of any piece of content is a combination of
four key factors
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Once on a spiral, teens work through a series of
emotions that in many ways mimic stages of grief

insecurty

Withdrawal




Role of Social Media

/\hat role does Instagram play in this journey?
/Vhat role do our competitors play?

- [neiagram better/worse than Snap, Twitter or Tiktok? Why, Why not?




Instagram is seen as having the highest impact,
although TikTok and Snapchat aren’t far behind

High

INSTAGRAM




Apps’ contributions to social comparison lie on two
axes -- perceived reality and formality

High realism + High realism +
Low formality = High formality =

Medium comparison @ igh comparison
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On Instagram, Explore, Feed, and Stories contribute t:
social comparison but in different ways

EXPLORE ‘@, |
PROFILES ' | \
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Users experience of downward spiral is exacerbated
by our platform

.
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Aspects of Instagram exacerbate each other to create
a perfect storm
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l health outcomes related to this can be severe

[ el ike maybe (because | look
u::wldm'fmlm'
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had mends! | dan't realize that
was possibie *




healthy or unhealthy path

~ Work on internal confidence

 (seif tak)
* | am good enough, focus on what

External factors impact whether users go down

UNMHEALTHY

Dysmorphia
* Fick out bad things In mirror

r* ' 8 ; p gOhand-in-hmd
* Be with friends who love me T
). . Body mage = not worthy
pirational Quotes of 4 boytnend/grrttnend
way from what we don't have ‘
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#2 Maturity = perspective + _
confidence r




Coordinated product and outreach efforts can help flip
the switch from negative to positive social comparison

SOCIAL
COMPARISON
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Conclusion

Key take-aways and what this means for product development




Conclusion

* Body image comparisons are formed by a trifecta of factors body standards, flawless skin. and
fashion. Other social comparisons include influencer “money for nothing” lifestyles, relationships (family
and romantic), travel, experiences, and talents

* Social comparison journeys mimic the grief cycle. Pre-existing moods are a precursor to a downward
emotional spiral, encompassing a range of emotions from jealousy to self-proclaimed dysmorphia.

» Confidence-building and inspiration are rooted in the combination of reality, accessibility, and attainable
aspiration.

+ Social comparison is worse on Instagram_ It is perceived as real life, but based on celebrity standards.
Explore and profile stalking enables never-ending rabbit holes. Celebrity content is more frequent but
friends’ content is more impactful in terms of social comparison.

+ Other apps are shielded by fun filters. TikTok is grounded in dance, fun. Snapchat is sheltered by the
_element of fun that keeps focus on the face and not the body and sharing with close friends. At the other

VSCO is a detached dream that is 100% edited.




Targeted Interventions

+ Celebrate small but meaningful accomplishments (o show users their lives are moving forward.

» Show progress toward a goal showing the journey rather than just the destination highlights the work in

progress that is life.

« Customize and personalize Instagram experience: allow users o easily show dislike for types of content
to customize the algorithm on Explore. Allow for easier graph trimming, both for who they follow and who

follows them.
« Personalized time-out mindfulness breaks help people remember that Instagram isn't real life.

« Surface body inclusive influencers to make teens feel validated and included.

~ + Flip the switch from envy to inspiration through concerted effort to change norms around sharing and
surfacing highlights that are inspiring but not triggering.

. Surface “fun” filters rather than filters designed around beautification.




Pl

ad interventions

+ Lean into current time spent tools to remind teens to take a break from Instagram.

. Communications should be empathetic but realistic. often it's as simple as validating the experience of
| and telling them it's OK.

= body inclusive influencers in campaigns to help teens feel included and validated. Celebrities
m and poke fun at themselves have most positive impact than influencers who present ideal

h transformation journeys, especially those with realistic starting points, rather than celebrating




Relevant Research

g OeIT Expression on Instagram
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