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Appearance-related social media consciousness (ASMC) is defined as the extent to which individuals’
thoughts and behaviors reflect ongoing awareness of whether they might look attractive to a social
media audience. In this 3-study paper, we report the development and validation of the ASMC Scale for
adolescents. In Study 1, we developed 18 items and received input from adolescent focus groups and
content experts, resulting in 13 items. In Study 2, we administered these items to a high school sample

Is(ey_wi’rds"d. (N = 1227; 51.8 % girls; Mage = 15.72), completing an exploratory factor analysis and a confirmatory
BZZI; i$:gela factor analysis on two split halves. Results supported a single-factor solution with configural, metric, and

partial scalar gender invariance. In Study 3, we administered the scale to a second high school sample (N
=226; 58.4 % girls; M,ge = 16.25). ASMC scores demonstrated strong internal consistency, convergent and
incremental validity, and test-retest reliability (measure re-administered for n=207). Higher ASMC was
associated with higher depressive and disordered eating symptoms, controlling for time on social media,
gender, race/ethnicity, and body surveillance. Girls reported higher mean scores than boys. Findings
support the use of this 13-item scale in reliably assessing adolescents’ ASMC, which may have important

implications for mental health in the age of social media.
© 2020 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND
license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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1. Introduction

The use of photo-based social media sites is now a central part of
adolescents’ lives. In a nationally representative U.S. study in 2018,
more than half of youth aged 13-17 reported checking photo-based
social media sites such as Instagram, Snapchat, and Facebook at
least once an hour (Rideout & Robb, 2018). Teens report using the
highly visual sites of Instagram and Snapchat more than any other
type of social media (Rideout & Robb, 2018). Such photo-based
social media sites, which emphasize physical appearance, allow the
possibility that at any moment, an individual’s photograph could
be broadcast to an audience of peers (de Vries, Peter, de Graaf, &
Nikken, 2016; Fox & Vendemia, 2016). In this social media environ-
ment, young people may frequently imagine the online audience
and engage in behaviors aimed at maximizing their physical attrac-
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tiveness on social media (e.g., Zheng, Ni, & Luo, 2019). To capture
this process, a recent study of U.S. young women introduced the
construct of appearance-related social media consciousness (ASMC),
defined as the extent to which individuals’ thoughts and behaviors
reflect ongoing awareness of whether they might look attractive
to a social media audience (Choukas-Bradley, Nesi, Widman, &
Higgins, 2018). College women reported frequently experiencing
ASMC, and higher ASMC was associated with body dissatisfac-
tion and depressive symptoms (Choukas-Bradley et al., 2018). The
purpose of the current research was to develop and validate a
theory-based and psychometrically sound measure that captures
adolescents’ experiences of ASMC, and examine preliminary asso-
ciations between ASMC and mental health correlates. We focus on
high-school aged adolescents given their high frequency of check-
ing photo-based social media platforms (Rideout & Robb, 2018),
as well as unique features of the adolescent developmental period
that may heighten the impact of social media (e.g., Nesi, Choukas-
Bradley, & Prinstein, 2018).

1740-1445/© 2020 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-

nd/4.0/).
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1.1. Theoretical perspectives on body image: developmental and
sociocultural perspectives

Several theories from developmental and social psychology
highlight the intersecting biopsychosocial processes that may
impact adolescents’ body image. These theoretical perspectives set
the stage for social media’s role in physical appearance concerns,
as well as for the development of ASMC as a critical new construct
with relevance for young people.

Adolescence is adevelopmental period during which individuals
are acutely attuned to social status and feedback from peers, and
social media may tap into these key adolescent motivators (Nesi
et al., 2018; Sherman, Payton, Hernandez, Greenfield, & Dapretto,
2016). One developmental phenomenon common during adoles-
cence is the imaginary audience, which describes the sense that
others are watching one’s every move (Zheng et al., 2019). Young
people are especially attuned to physical appearance evaluations
of oneself and others, and attractiveness is often central to a
sense of self-worth, especially among young women (Thompson,
Heinberg, Altabe, & Tantleff-Dunn, 1999). An “appearance cul-
ture” among adolescent boys and girls involves discussions about
physical appearance and how to improve it (Jones, 2004; Jones,
Vigfusdottir, & Lee, 2004). In this way, cultural beauty standards are
transmitted by peers, perhaps exacerbating body dissatisfaction by
encouraging social comparison and internalization of beauty ide-
als (Jones, 2004; Thompson et al., 1999). Social media sites may
exacerbate these concerns, as they frequently emphasize physical
attractiveness and provide unprecedented opportunities for social
comparison and peer feedback on appearance.

Outside of the developmental Iliterature, broader self-
presentation theories have posited that individuals are motivated
to present themselves in a positive light and often engage in impres-
sion management strategies to do so (Leary, 1995; Schlenker &
Pontari, 2000). When people engage in self-presentation, they
create an idealized persona for a real or imagined audience. Young
people’s self-presentational strategies often focus on impres-
sion management related to physical appearance (Leary, 1995;
Mills, Musto, Williams, & Tiggemann, 2018). Social media sites
offer ample opportunities for adolescents to engage in selective
self-presentation focused on physical appearance, given frequent
posting of photos and the presence of an audience of peers (Fox &
Vendemia, 2016; Manago, Graham, Greenfield, & Salimkhan, 2008).

The sociocultural or tripartite model of body image describes
how sociocultural influences contribute to body dissatisfaction.
Thompson et al.(1999) described “omnipresent” societal standards
for beauty that are difficult (if not impossible) to achieve, and which
are conveyed by mass media, parents, and peers. Individuals inter-
nalize these beauty ideals, and because most people do not meet
these beauty standards, body dissatisfaction results. Importantly,
in the two decades since this theory was discussed, cultural beauty
standards have become increasingly unrealistic for the majority
of young people in the U.S. For example, young women are now
socialized to pursue not only thinness but also a fit and toned body
(Deighton-Smith & Bell, 2018), and young men are socialized to
pursue a higher degree of muscularity than in prior generations
(Edwards, Tod, Molnar, & Markland, 2016). Adolescents are now
exposed to idealized bodies at unprecedented rates through social
media sites and apps (Kleemans, Daalmans, Carbaat, & Anschiitz,
2018).

Finally, Fredrickson and Roberts’ (1997) objectification theory
suggests that the unrelenting focus on women’s physical appear-
ance creates a cultural contextin which girls and women internalize
an observer’s perspective on their bodies and perpetually mon-
itor their physical selves (i.e., self-objectification). Furthermore,
young women learn that their attractiveness is a currency that
can be used for positive treatment, and that their interpersonal

value is based on physical appearance. At roughly the same time,
McKinley and Hyde (1996) described the construct of objecti-
fied body consciousness—women'’s tendency to internalize cultural
beauty standards, to believe that achieving these standards is
within their control, and to view their bodies as outside observers
in order to monitor compliance with these standards (i.e., engage
in body surveillance). While the media objectification of women'’s
bodies is a pervasive cultural phenomenon, individuals differ in
the degree to which they engage in self-objectification, with impli-
cations for mental health. Young women who engage in higher
levels of self-objectification report higher body shame, greater
depressive symptoms, more disordered eating, and other mal-
adaptive outcomes (see Calogero, Tantleff-Dunn, & Thompson,
2011). Furthermore, self-objectification may be relevant for under-
standing young men’s body image as well (e.g., Vandenbosch &
Eggermont, 2016). The context of social media likely facilitates self-
objectification, as young people can frequently monitor their own
physical appearance in photos.

1.2. Social media use and appearance concerns in adolescence

In the two decades since these sociocultural theories were intro-
duced, social media has become a dominant source through which
adolescents receive information about beauty standards (Perloff,
2014). This requires an updated understanding of prior theories,
and necessitates the recognition of new constructs, such as ASMC,
that are specific to the social media context.

Social media use likely has important psychological implications
for body image, given its combination of features that tap directly
into key adolescent motivators. Social media has been described
as a transformative social context for adolescents, with features
that differentiate it from offline interactions (Nesi et al., 2018), and
which may exacerbate appearance concerns (Cohen, Newton-John,
& Slater, 2018). According to the transformation framework, social
media’s visualness encourages a focus on physical appearance and
its quantifiability creates peer feedback (often based on appear-
ance in photos) that is new in its nature and frequency. In addition,
social media’s availability, publicness, and permanence create a new
interpersonal reality, in which individuals can view photos of them-
selves and peers at any time and place, and images can be viewed,
disseminated, and permanently accessed by a broad network of
peers (Nesi et al., 2018).

While young people have always been attuned to their own
and their peers’ physical appearance and engaged in appearance-
focused social comparisons, these processes may be exacerbated
through social media (Manago, Ward, Lemm, Reed, & Seabrook,
2015). Social media provides the opportunity to carefully curate
one’s image through generating and selecting photos that present
oneself as maximally attractive, and then editing those photos
to further increase attractiveness (e.g., applying filters to look
thinner, Fox & Vendemia, 2016; McLean, Paxton, Wertheim, &
Masters, 2015). Social comparisons with peers’ idealized photos on
social media may breed body dissatisfaction (e.g., Fox & Vendemia,
2016; Kleemans et al., 2018). Furthermore, social media sites may
increase youths’ focus on their own images, given the possibility
that at any moment, a photo could be taken and posted for a peer
audience (Choukas-Bradley et al., 2018). Once photos are posted,
adolescents are often directly subjected to the objectifying gaze
and comments of peers, and they also witness peers’ receipt of such
comments (de Vries, Peter, Nikken, & de Graaf, 2014). Even during
their offline moments, young people may find themselves moni-
toring their bodies to prepare for the possibility that photos will be
taken or posted (Choukas-Bradley et al., 2018). The link between
social media use and self-objectification has been demonstrated
among both young women and men (e.g., Fardouly, Diedrichs,
Vartanian, & Halliwell, 2015; Manago et al., 2015; Vandenbosch &
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Eggermont, 2012). Taken together, theory and empirical research
suggest that social media may provide the perfect storm for exac-
erbating the peer appearance culture.

1.3. Appearance-Related Social Media Consciousness (ASMC)

The features of social media and the societal emphasis on phys-
ical appearance collectively give rise to ASMC. A pilot study by
Choukas-Bradley et al. (2018) used four preliminary items to mea-
sure ASMC in a sample of college women, finding that ASMC was
common and that higher levels of ASMC were linked to lower body
esteem and higher depressive symptoms. While this study pro-
vided preliminary evidence for ASMC as an important construct in
young women'’s lives, it focused only on college women. Research
is needed that examines ASMC among adolescent boys and girls.

Moreover, there is a strong need for a reliable and valid scale
that assesses adolescents’ ASMC. Existing scales that assess self-
objectification and objectified body consciousness (e.g., Objectified
Body Consciousness Scale [OBCS], McKinley & Hyde, 1996; Self-
Objectification Questionnaire [SOQ], Noll & Fredrickson, 1998;
Self-Objectification Behaviors and Beliefs Scale [SOBBS], Lindner
& Tantleff-Dunn, 2017) tap into similar constructs but do not
assess social media-specific behaviors that now reflect norma-
tive experiences among young people. With social media use now
representing an integral part of adolescents’ interpersonal and
phenomenological experiences, and with more than half of high-
school aged teens checking photo-based social media sites at least
once an hour, we must understand adolescents’ appearance-related
consciousness that is specific to social media. A social media-
specific scale will allow the assessment of cognitions, behaviors,
and emotions that are specific to the social media context, such as
imagining one’s body through the lens of a social media audience
even when offline, editing photos before posting them to social
media, and zooming into social media photos to see what body parts
look like. Importantly, while scales have recently been developed
that capture some of adolescents’ appearance-related social media
behaviors (e.g., McLean et al., 2015), no scale captures the full range
of ASMC experiences. To the extent that ASMC is a common expe-
rience with mental health implications, a reliable and valid ASMC
Scale could serve as a valuable assessment tool for researchers and
practitioners.

In the current set of studies, we aimed to develop a com-
prehensive yet brief ASMC Scale and assessed its reliability and
validity in samples of adolescents. Based on theory and prior empir-
ical work, we aimed to capture multiple behavioral, emotional,
and cognitive experiences that reflect ASMC. First, given ideas
proposed by Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) and McKinley and
Hyde (1996) regarding the internalization of an observer’s per-
spective on the body, and more recent empirical work indicating
that social media may exacerbate young people’s concerns about
the online audience (Choukas-Bradley et al., 2018), we expected
ASMC to involve the imagined audience—the tendency to imagine
one’s body through the lens of a social media audience. Addi-
tionally, the checking, surveilling, and self-monitoring behaviors
that were highlighted in earlier theories regarding women'’s self-
objectification (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; McKinley & Hyde,
1996), and documented in recent empirical work on young people’s
social media use (e.g., Fox & Vendemia, 2016; McLean et al., 2015),
may manifest in behaviors indicating vigilance to and surveillance
of one’s own photos on social media. Furthermore, based on prior
research (Fox & Vendemia, 2016; McLean et al., 2015), we expected
adolescents to report behaviors related to carefully selecting and
editing photos in order to create a maximally attractive image on
social media.

In addition to our primary scale development and validation
goals, we had two secondary goals. First, we investigated whether

ASMC was associated with mental health symptoms. While some
support has been found for correlations between overall time spent
on social media and negative body image and disordered eat-
ing (Holland & Tiggemann, 2016) and between overall time on
social media and depressive symptoms (Lin et al., 2016; Twenge,
Joiner, Rogers, & Martin, 2017), several studies suggest that spe-
cific social media behaviors and cognitions focused on physical
appearance—rather than overall time on social media—drive these
associations (Butkowski, Dixon, & Weeks, 2019; Cohen, Newton-
John, & Slater, 2017, 2018; Lamp et al., 2019; Mills et al., 2018).
ASMC reflects adolescents’ behaviors, cognitions, and emotions
related to photo-based social media experiences, with potential
implications for mental health. We examined associations between
ASMC and adolescents’ body surveillance, self-objectification, body
comparison, body shame, depressive symptoms, and disordered
eating. Second, we examined gender differences in mean levels of
ASMC and in its association with mental health correlates. Based
on theories and empirical work indicating that adolescent girls
are more attuned to physical appearance concerns than adolescent
boys, we hypothesized that girls would be higher than boys in mean
levels of ASMC. However, given limited prior work on the mental
health correlates of adolescent boys’ appearance focus on social
media (for an exception, see Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2016), no
a priori hypotheses were generated regarding gender differences
in the strength of associations between ASMC and mental health
correlates.

Three studies were conducted with separate samples of U.S. ado-
lescents. In Study 1, we developed 18 items that reflected ASMC
and then received feedback from adolescent focus groups and con-
tent experts, resulting in a final set of 13 items. In Study 2, we
administered these 13 items to a large sample of adolescents. We
conducted an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and then a confir-
matory factor analysis (CFA), using random assignment to split the
sample in half. We also examined the internal consistency of scale
items and conducted tests for gender invariance. Finally, in Study
3, we administered the ASMC Scale to a new sample of adolescents.
We examined the scale’s internal consistency, convergent validity
(associations with body shame, self-objectification, body surveil-
lance, and body comparison), and incremental validity (through
hierarchical regression analyses examining associations between
ASMC, disordered eating, and depressive symptoms, controlling
for demographic variables, time on social media, and body surveil-
lance). We also examined test-retest reliability with adolescents
from Study 3; 92 % of youth in this sample were available for
re-administration of the measure approximately one week later.
Finally, we examined the role of gender in mean levels of ASMC
and as a moderator of the associations between ASMC and mental
health correlates.

2. Study 1

The purpose of Study 1 was (1) to develop an initial pool of items,
(2) toreceive feedback from adolescents regarding these items, and
(3) to receive feedback from content experts, in order to develop a
set of ASMC items that could then be administered to adolescents
and examined through factor analysis.

Several steps were taken to generate items for the ASMC scale.
First, we drew upon objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts,
1997) and the transformation framework (Nesi et al., 2018) to
identify theory-based concepts related to how adolescents may
experience ASMC. We also adapted several items based on lan-
guage from the OBCS Body Surveillance Subscale (McKinley & Hyde,
1996), the Self-Objectification Behaviors and Beliefs Scale (Lindner
& Tantleff-Dunn, 2017), and the Self Photo Investment Scale and
Self Photo Manipulation Scale (McLean et al., 2015). Finally, we
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Table 1
Item and Scale Descriptive Statistics for the Final 13-item ASMC Scale in Study 2 and Study 3.
Study 2 Study 3

Item M (SD) Skewness  Kurtosis M (SD) Skewness  Kurtosis

1. When people take pictures of me, I think about how I will look if the pictures are posted  3.65(2.03) 0.15 -1.12 475(1.81) -045 -0.67
on social media.

2.1 think about how specific parts of my body will look when people see my pictures on 3.26(2.08) 041 -1.06 413(2.02) -0.12 -1.14
social media.

3. Even when I'm alone, I imagine how my body would look in a social media picture. 2.65(1.94) 0388 -0.40 2.98(1.88) 0.63 —-0.65

4. During the day, I spend time thinking about how attractive I might look when people 2.74(1.87) 0.77 -0.46 3.03(1.76) 0.47 -0.65
see pictures of me on social media.

5.1try to guess how people on social media will react to my physical appearance in my 3.26(2.03) 0.42 -1.01 3.23(1.84) 0.28 -0.95
pictures.

6. My attractiveness in pictures is more important than anything else I do on social media.  2.79(1.87) 0.71 -0.52 2.38(1.53) 091 0.12

7. When I go to social events, | care more about looking attractive in pictures people might 2.60(1.74) 0.85 -0.13 2.17(1.29) 0.87 -0.20
post on social media than I care about having a fun time.

8. If an unattractive picture of me is posted on social media, I feel bad about myself. 3.24(2.02) 047 -0.92 3.01(1.87) 0.66 -0.60

9.11ook at pictures of myself on social media again and again. 3.14(2.00) 0.54 -0.83 3.55(1.93) 0.25 -0.97

10. I zoom into social media pictures to see what specific parts of my body look like. 3.02(2.07) 0.62 -0.87 2.61(1.87) 0.99 -0.14

11. If someone takes a picture of me that might be posted on social media, I ask to look atit 3.94(2.14) -0.01 -1.27 436 (2.00) -0.26 -1.04
first to make sure I look good.

12. Before I post pictures on social media, I crop them or apply filters to make myselflook  3.31(2.08) 0.39 -1.09 3.46(1.93) 0.32 -0.92
better.

13. If someone takes a picture of me that might be posted on social media, I pose in a 3.37(2.05) 0.32 -1.07 3.00(2.02) 0.67 -0.80
particular way so that I'll look as attractive as possible.

Full ASMC Scale 3.15(1.60) 0.42 -0.58 3.28(1.31) 0.22 -0.55

Note: Range for all items was 1-7. 1 = Never, 2 = Almost Never, 3 = Rarely, 4 = Sometimes, 5 = Often, 6 = Almost Always, 7 = Always. The full scale instructions were as follows:
“The next questions ask about your experience with social media. When we say ‘social media,’ for this scale, we are referring to photo-based social media sites and apps like
Facebook, Snapchat, and Instagram. We are NOT talking about dating websites or apps such as Tinder. Please read each statement and decide how frequently this happens
for you.” Five items from the original ASMC scale were omitted from the final 13-item version. These omitted items were as follows: (1) When I look at social media pictures,
[ notice areas of my appearance that I think others will view negatively; (2) I spend time looking through pictures of myself that are posted on social media and thinking
about whether I look attractive in them; (3) I take lots of pictures of myself before posting one, so I can find one that looks as attractive as possible; (4) I take pictures of
myself throughout the day, to increase my chances of finding an attractive picture to post on social media; (5) I do “photo shoots” with my friends, where we take lots of

pictures in a row, so that I will look my best in social media photos.

adapted four items that had been pilot-tested in an earlier study
of ASMC administered to college women (Choukas-Bradley et al.,
2018). This process led to the generation of 18 items that reflect
ASMC. See Table 1 for all scale items. Detailed information on item
generation can be found in the Online Supplemental Material.

Focus group work involved gathering feedback on preliminary
ASMC items from two focus groups with adolescents: one in a high
school setting (n = 7; 57 % male; Mage=16.3) and one in a mid-
dle school setting (n = 7; 43 % male; Mage =12.4). Parents provided
consent and adolescents provided assent before participating. The
focus groups were approved by the University Human Research
Protection Office. We used focus group feedback to finalize the
wording of all items. Participants reported that the items captured
behaviors, cognitions, and emotions that they and their peers expe-
rienced on a regular basis.

Finally, we asked three content experts to review the 18-item
measure and to report whether they believed the items clearly and
comprehensively represented the constructs it was designed to
measure. Specifically, we reached out via email to three content
experts selected based on their expertise in and extensive publish-
ing in the areas of adolescent body image, media and social media
influences, and the role of gender in body image concerns. Each
expert was an independent reviewer and none had collaborated on
the original ASMC paper or with the current authors on any other
project. We asked each expert to review our 18-item measure and
offer feedback on clarity and comprehensiveness, along with any
other feedback. Each expert replied via email with their feedback,
summarized below.

All three experts reported that the ASMC Scale comprehensively
assessed the construct of ASMC. The experts also expressed enthu-
siasm about the construct and scale. However, the experts also
raised concerns about the clarity and/or content validity of spe-
cific items. Based on their feedback, we removed five items. These
included the item: “When I look at social media pictures, I notice
areas of my appearance that I think others will view negatively.”

Specifically, an expert noted that because ASMC reflects conscious-
ness, its valence should be neutral. We also removed this item: “I
spend time looking through pictures of myself that are posted on
social media and thinking about whether I look attractive in them,”
based on an expert pointing out that it was a double-barreled item.
Furthermore, we removed three final items: “I take lots of pictures
of myself before posting one, so I can find one that looks as attrac-
tive as possible;” “I take pictures of myself throughout the day, to
increase my chances of finding an attractive picture to post on social
media;” and “I do ‘photo shoots’ with my friends, where we take
lots of pictures in a row, so that I will look my best in social media
photos,” based on feedback that these items tapped behaviors and
thoughts within single items. More specifically, an expert noted
that it was not possible to determine whether the behavior (e.g., “I
spend time looking through pictures of myself that are posted on
social media”) or the thought (e.g., “thinking about whether I look
attractive in them”) was providing more explanatory power.

Thus, based on feedback obtained during Study 1, we retained
13 ASMC items, which we administered to a large sample of ado-
lescents in Study 2.

3. Study 2

Following the development of items in Study 1, the goal of Study
2 was to administer these items to a sample of U.S. adolescents to
develop a final version of the scale. We examined the factor struc-
ture and internal consistency of the items, as well as testing for
gender invariance.

3.1. Method

3.1.1. Participants

The analytic sample included N=1227 adolescents in the 9th
through 12th grades (Mage = 15.72 years, SD=1.13; range = 14-19)
attending a public, suburban high school in the Southeastern United
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States. These participants were drawn from a sample of 1875, who
participated in a larger intervention study on the topic of social
media. The main intervention outcomes are the subject of another
paper that is separate to the aims of the current study. Based on
official school records, 51.8 % of the analytic sample were girls; 47.0
% were Caucasian, 36.0 % were Hispanic/Latino, 8.4 % were Asian,
6.0 % were African American, and 2.4 % were of mixed or other
races/ethnicities (race data were missing for 0.1 % of participants);
and 24.3 % were eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. The analytic
sample included 556 (45.3 %) 9th graders, 325 (26.5 %) 10th graders,
228 (18.6 %) 11th graders, and 118 (9.6 %) 12th graders.

3.1.2. Procedure

Study 2 was approved by the University of Pittsburgh’s Human
Research Protection Office and by the Character Lab Research
Network. All data for Study 2 were collected and de-identified
by Character Lab Research Network (and for school record data,
Mathematica) before being shared with our team. At no point did
students have contact with a member of our research team. Schools
sent an informational letter about the study to parents, along with
an opt-out permission form. Students provided assent before com-
pleting the study materials. Classroom teachers introduced the
study to students and helped administer study materials. All activ-
ities were completed by students during regular school hours and
on school computers using Qualtrics Survey Software.

The analysis for Study 2 wuses data collected in April,
approximately three months after participants completed the
aforementioned intervention materials.! During the April survey,
participants completed the Appearance-Related Social Media Con-
sciousness Scale, in addition to other measures as part of the
intervention evaluation (but which are not reported here). Of the
1,875 participants who accessed the intervention survey, 1,296
(69.1 %) accessed the follow-up April survey used in the current
study. Of these 1296 participants, 1227 (94.7 % of follow-up sample)
provided complete data on the ASMC scale. Our analyses reported
below were run with these 1227 participants.

3.1.3. Measures

3.1.3.1. Demographic information. School records were used to
gather basic information about each participant’s gender, age,
race/ethnicity, and eligibility for free or reduced-price lunch.

3.1.3.2. ASMC Scale. Students completed the ASMC Scale that was
developed in Study 1 (see Table 1). The full instructions for the
ASMC Scale were as follows: “The next questions ask about your
experience with social media. When we say “social media,” for this
scale, we are referring to photo-based social media sites and apps
like Facebook, Snapchat, and Instagram. We are NOT talking about
dating websites or apps such as Tinder. Please read each state-

1 Three months prior to the collection of data used in Study 2, participants were
randomly assigned to one of three experimental conditions, delivered via Qualtrics
in the context of school classrooms: (1) a brief message that focused on the potential
long-term benefits of eliminating or reducing social media use; (2) a brief mes-
sage that framed reducing social media use as being aligned with autonomy and
social justice; (3) a no-treatment control condition. Because two of these condi-
tions involved messages that focused on social media use, we tested to ensure that
no main effects of condition on ASMC scores were observed; indeed, we found no
main effects, F(2, 1224)=.51, p =.604, or interactive effects with gender, F(2,1221) =
0.59, p =.555. In other words, these brief messages did not have a significant main or
interactive effect on ASMC scores assessed three months later. We nevertheless con-
ducted sensitivity analyses to ensure that a similar pattern of results would remain
when restricting our sample to the participants who had been randomly assigned to
the no-treatment control condition (n = 393). Results with this subsample revealed
a similar pattern of results reported for Study 2 (i.e., results of the EFA, CFA, tests of
gender invariance, internal consistency). Thus, to maximize statistical power, only
results from the full sample of 1,227 participants are presented. Results from the
no-treatment control analyses are available upon request from the first author.

ment and decide how frequently this happens for you.” Participants
responded to items on a 7-point Likert Scale (1=Never, 2=Almost
Never, 3=Rarely, 4=Sometimes, 5=0ften, 6=Almost Always, 7=Always).

3.2. Results

3.2.1. Item- and scale-level descriptive statistics

Item-level and full-scale descriptive statistics were conducted
in SPSS 25.0 (see Table 1). No items were significantly skewed, with
all skewness values below an absolute value of 1 and all kurtosis
scores below 1.5 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2018). No univariate outliers
were detected (all z-scores < 3.0, range —1.37 to 2.52). For the full
sample, the ASMC mean was 3.15 (SD=1.60). Higher mean scores
were observed for girls (M = 3.64, SD=1.50) compared to boys (M
=2.63,SD=1.55;t(1,225)=11.57, p <.001).

3.2.2. Exploratory factor analysis (EFA)

We conducted an EFA using full information maximum likeli-
hood estimation in MPlus 8 (Muthen & Muthen, 1998-2017). Data
from Study 2 were randomly split into two halves. In order to ensure
that random assignment was successful, we tested for differences
between the two halves in gender, race, grade, and free/reduced
price lunch; no differences were revealed. The first half was used
for exploratory factor analysis (EFA; n=613) and the second for
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA; n=614). Gorsuch (1983) recom-
mended never including less than 100 participants and a minimum
of five participants per measured variable for EFA. Based on these
guidelines, the sample size within the split-half sample was more
than adequate for EFA. Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin’s (KMO) measure of
sampling adequacy (MSA) was conducted via SPSS and indicated
these items had a high degree of common variance suitable for
factor analysis, KMO=.97, and the significance of Bartlett’s test of
sphericity, x2(78)=6662.11, p <.001, indicated that the correlation
matrix was factorable (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2018).

EFA was conducted using geomin rotation with 30 random start
values. Oblique rotation was used to allow factors to be correlated,
should more than one factor emerge. However, results of the EFA
revealed a unidimensional solution. Only one factor emerged with
an eigenvalue greater than 1.00 (A =8.28), whereas eigenvalues for
a second and third factor were only 0.76 and 0.55, respectively.
Model fit for the single factor model was good, x2(65)=322.34, p
<.001; CFI=.956; TLI=.947; RMSEA =.080; SRMR =.031. The single
factor explained 60.7 % of the total item variance. Factor loadings for
all items on this single factor were excellent, with each standard-
ized loading exceeding .69 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2018; See Table 2).

3.2.3. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)

The single-factor structure of the ASMC Scale was assessed using
a CFA in the second half of the sample (MPlus 8; Muthen & Muthen,
1998-2017). The single-factor model showed adequate fit to the
data: x2(65)=402.16, p <.001; CFI=.948; TLI=.938; RMSEA =.092;
SRMR=.033. All items’ standardized loadings were higher than .70,
and error variances ranged from .28 to .50. The single ASMC factor
explained 63.3 % of the total item variance.

3.2.4. Tests of measurement invariance

After confirming the single-factor structure of the ASMC
scale, measurement invariance by gender was examined within a
multiple-group CFA framework. Model fit indices were examined,
including the model chi-square value, CFI, TLI, SRMR, and RMSEA.
Given the high sensitivity of the chi-square statistic to large sample
sizes (Bentler & Bonett, 1980), we relied on comparison of all model
fit indices in determining measurement invariance across groups,
guided by prior recommendations for acceptable change criteria
by Chen (2007), i.e., -.01 for CFI, .015 for RMSEA, and .015 for scalar
invariance. All results are shown in Table 3.
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Table 2
Factor Loadings of Retained Items in Study 2.

Factor Loadings

Item EFA CFA
1. When people take pictures of me, I think about how I will look if the pictures are posted on social media. 774 .802
2.1 think about how specific parts of my body will look when people see my pictures on social media. 813 .851
3. Even when I'm alone, I imagine how my body would look in a social media picture. 776 795
4. During the day, I spend time thinking about how attractive I might look when people see pictures of me on social media. 775 785
5.1try to guess how people on social media will react to my physical appearance in my pictures. 816 .849
6. My attractiveness in pictures is more important than anything else I do on social media. .780 .808
7. When I go to social events, | care more about looking attractive in pictures people might post on social media than I care about having a fun time. 754 741
8. If an unattractive picture of me is posted on social media, I feel bad about myself. 781 787
9.11ook at pictures of myself on social media again and again. 796 .841
10.1zoom into social media pictures to see what specific parts of my body look like. 811 .823
11. If someone takes a picture of me that might be posted on social media, I ask to look at it first to make sure I look good. .690 713
12. Before I post pictures on social media, I crop them or apply filters to make myself look better. 735 .705
13. If someone takes a picture of me that might be posted on social media, I pose in a particular way so that I'll look as attractive as possible. .817 .826

Note: Standardized item loadings are presented. All item loadings were significant at p <.001.

Table 3

Tests of Measurement Invariance Across Gender in Study 2.

Model Fit Indices Model Fit Comparisons

Model X2 df CFl RMSEA Model Comparisons Ax? Adf p ACFI ARMSEA
M1: Configural Invariance 515.89 130 939 .098
M2: Metric Invariance 554.95 142 935 .097 M2 vs. M1 39.06 12 <.001 —.004 -.001
M3: Scalar Invariance 660.89 154 .920 .104 M3 vs. M2 105.94 12 <.001 —-.015 .007
M3b: Partial Scalar Invariance 581.02 149 932 .097 M3b vs. M2 26.07 7 <.001 —-.003 .000

Notes: x? = chi-square; df = degrees of freedom; CFl=Comparative Fit Index; RMSEA = Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; A = change in parameter. Model 1 (M1)
= baseline model (without invariance); Model 2 (M2) = invariant factor loadings; Model 3 (M3) = invariant factor loadings and item intercepts; Model 3b (M3b): invariant

factor loadings and some (but not all) item intercepts.

First, we tested for configural invariance, or equivalence of
model form, by examining overall fit statistics for the multiple-
group, single-factor model with all factor loadings, item intercepts,
and item residuals free to vary across gender groups. Model fit
was acceptable, x2(130)=515.89, p < .001; CFI=.939; TLI=.927;
RMSEA =.098; SRMR =.038, indicating that the basic organization
of a single ASMC construct with 13 item loadings is appropriate for
both boys and girls.

Next, we tested for metric invariance by constraining factor
loadings to be equivalent across gender groups, and then compar-
ing model fit between the constrained and unconstrained models.
The metric invariance model revealed very similar model fit to the
configural invariance model, x2(142)=554.95, p < .001; CFI=.935;
TLI=.928; RMSEA=.097; SRMR=.052, supporting the equivalence
of item loadings on the ASMC factor for boys and girls.

Finally, we tested for scalar invariance by constraining item
intercepts to equality across groups, and comparing this model to
the metric invariance model. The fully constrained model showed
a slight decrement in fit compared to the metric invariance model,
Xx%(154)=660.89, p < .001; CFI=.920; TLI=.919; RMSEA=.104;
SRMR =.060. Thus, item intercept constraints were released, and
model fit re-examined, until acceptable model fit was achieved.
Ultimately, a solution in which 5 item intercepts were allowed to
freely vary across gender was retained, x2(149)=581.02, p < .001;
CFI=.932; TLI=.929; RMSEA =.097; SRMR =.053. Prior research has
suggested that the majority of items on a factor should be invari-
ant for partial scalar invariance (Steenkamp & Baumgartner, 1998;
Vandenberg & Lance, 2000); thus, partial scalar invariance was sup-
ported for the ASMC Scale.

3.2.5. Internal consistency

Cronbach’s alpha estimates for ASMC scores were .95 for the
full sample, .94 for girls, and .96 for boys. Thus, results support the
ASMC scores’ strong internal consistency for girls and boys.

3.3. Discussion

Study 2 revealed through an EFA and CFA that the 13 ASMC
items loaded onto a single factor. Internal consistency was strong
for the 13-item scale, both for the full sample and for boys and girls
separately. Measures of skewness and kurtosis were acceptable and
no univariate outliers were revealed. Tests of gender invariance
revealed configural invariance, metric invariance, and partial scalar
invariance. Girls reported higher levels of ASMC than boys. Thus,
Study 2 provides evidence for strong psychometric properties of
the ASMC Scale in a large sample of adolescents, and suggests that
scale scores can be compared between boys and girls.

4. Study 3

The goal of Study 3 was to examine the reliability and validity of
the 13-item ASMC Scale in a new sample of adolescents. The ASMC
Scale was administered to a sample of U.S. high school students
on two occasions, approximately one week apart, to assess test-
retest reliability. In addition, we examined internal consistency,
convergent validity, and incremental validity (associations with
depressive symptoms and disordered eating, controlling for demo-
graphic variables, time on social media, and body surveillance).

4.1. Method

4.1.1. Participants and procedures

Participants were 226 adolescents (Mage = 16.25; 58.4 % girls,
39.8 % boys, 1.8 % transgender or other gender identity; 45.6
% White/Caucasian, 24.3 % African American/Black, 25.2 % His-
panic/Latinx, and 4.9 % other race/ethnicity) attending a rural
public high school. All 10th and 11th graders (N = 754) were
invited to participate and were asked to return a parent permis-
sion form regardless of whether their parent granted consent (n
= 309 forms returned). Among youth who returned the form, 237
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parents granted consent. The final sample included 226 students
who assented to the study and completed the baseline assessment.

All self-report questionnaires for the current study were com-
pleted as part of the baseline assessment and one-week follow-up
for a larger study of a health intervention (Widman et al., 2019),
before any intervention had been delivered. Participants completed
surveys on laptop computers in their classrooms, administered
through Qualtrics. Privatizing dividers were used to protect
confidentiality of student responses during study procedures. Par-
ticipants received a $10 gift card for their participation in the overall
study. All procedures were approved by the Institutional Review
Board.

4.1.2. Measures
4.1.2.1. Demographics. Ademographicform wasincluded to gather
basic information about gender identity, age, and race/ethnicity.

4.1.2.2. Appearance-related social media consciousness. We admin-
istered the final 13 ASMC items to participants (o=.92 in the full
sample; a =.90 for girls and a =.91 for boys).

4.1.2.3. Time onsocial media. Participants reported their daily time
on social media using a scale from O (Less than 1 h) to 10 (10 or more
hours).

4.1.2.4. Body surveillance and body shame. Body surveillance and
body shame were assessed with the established Body Surveillance
and Body Shame subscales of the OBCS (McKinley & Hyde, 1996).
Items are measured on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 =
strongly agree). Scores derived from each of the subscales have ade-
quate reliability and validity (McKinley & Hyde, 1996; Moradi &
Varnes, 2017). A mean of items from each subscale was computed,
with higher scores indicating higher levels of body surveillance
(oe=.86in the current sample; a =.86 for girls and « =.85 for boys)
and body shame (« =.84; o =.85 for girls and « =.71 for boys).

4.1.2.5. Self-objectification. Self-objectification was assessed with
the Self-Objectification Behaviors and Beliefs Scale (Lindner &
Tantleff-Dunn, 2017). This scale consists of 14 items and has pre-
viously been validated for use with young adult women (Lindner
& Tantleff-Dunn, 2017). Items are measured on a 5-point scale
(1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). A mean of items
was computed, with higher values indicating higher levels of self-
objectification (=.91 in the current sample; a=.90 for girls and
a=.92 for boys).

4.1.2.6. Body comparison. Body comparison among same-gender
peers was assessed using a modified version of the Body Compari-
son Orientation scale of the Body, Eating, and Exercise Comparison
Orientation Measure (BEECOM; Fitzsimmons-Craft, Bardone-Cone,
&Harney, 2012). The 6-item scale assesses body-related social com-
parison with peers. BEECOM scores from the original version of
this scale have been shown to have strong reliability and valid-
ity in samples of college women (e.g., Fitzsimmons-Craft et al.,
2012). To adapt the scale for the current mixed-gender sample,
we made several modifications to the scale, with the goal of using
gender-neutral language. Specifically, we changed the word “fig-
ure” to “body”; removed examples of gendered body parts; changed
adescription of “revealing clothing” to “minimal or revealing cloth-
ing”; and changed an item about being “toned” to include “toned
or muscular.” Items were rated on a 7-point scale (1 = neverto 7 =
always). A mean score was computed, with higher scores indicat-
ing higher levels of body comparison (o =.95 in the current sample;
a=.95 for girls and o =.92 for boys).

Table 4
Correlations among ASMC Scale and Primary Study Variables for Study 3.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. ASMC Full Scale -
2. Self-Objectification 697 -
3. Body Surveillance 53% 52% -
4. Body Shame A46** 56" 58" -
5. Body Comparison 67** 70" 56" 55" -
6. Disordered Eating A49** 53 39" 61" 60" -

7. Depressive Symptoms ~ .32** 40" 29" 37" 41" 40"
Note. *p <.01; **p <.001.

4.1.2.7. Disordered eating. Symptoms of disordered eating were
assessed using the Eating Disorder Examination Questionnaire
-Short Form (EDE-QS; Gideon et al., 2016). This 12-item scale has
been shown to have reliability and validity in a university sam-
ple (Gideon et al., 2016). A mean of the items was calculated, with
higher scores indicating higher levels of disordered eating (o =.87;
a=.87 for girls; a=.85 for boys).

4.1.2.8. Depressive symptoms. Participants reported on depressive
symptoms over the past two weeks through the Short Mood and
Feelings Questionnaire (SMFQ; Angold, Costello, Messer, & Pickles,
1995), a widely used 13-item measure in which adolescents report
symptoms on a Likert scale (0 = Not True, 1 = Sometimes, 2 = True). A
mean of items was computed, with higher scores indicating higher
depressive symptoms (o =.92 in the current sample; « =.92 for girls
and a=.91 for boys).

4.2. Results

4.2.1. Item- and scale-level descriptive statistics

There were no missing data on ASMC scale items. Descriptives
for each item and the full scale are presented in Table 1 (item means
ranged from 2.17 to 4.75). No items were significantly skewed.
For the full ASMC Scale, measures of skewness and kurtosis were
acceptable, both for the full sample and for boys and girls sepa-
rately. No univariate outliers were detected. As in Study 2, mean
levels of ASMC were higher for girls (M =3.81,SD=1.23) compared
to boys (M = 2.54,SD=1.07; t (220)=7.91, p <.001).

4.2.2. Internal consistency, convergent validity, and test-retest
reliability

Strong internal consistency was again confirmed in this sam-
ple (full sample a=.92; girls a=.90; boys a=.91). Convergent
validity was demonstrated with moderate to large bivariate corre-
lations between the ASMC Scale and each of body surveillance, body
shame, self-objectification, and body comparison (see Table 4).
In examining convergent validity by gender, both girls and boys
showed moderate to large correlations between ASMC and each
body image variable (rs for girls from .35 to .68, for boys from
.32 to .65). Test-retest reliability was examined by calculating the
Pearson bivariate correlation between mean values of the ASMC
Scale, administered approximately one week apart. Of the original
226 participants, 207 (91.6 %) completed the measure at both time
points; the resulting r = .83 (p < .001) indicated good test-retest
reliability.

4.2.3. Incremental validity

Two hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to test
the incremental validity of the ASMC Scale in predicting mental
health correlates. Power analyses were conducted using G*Power
3.1 (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009) for the proposed regres-
sion models consisting of five predictors (gender, race, time on
social media, body surveillance, and ASMC), with a sample size
of 226, alpha value of .05, and desired power of .80. Results sug-
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Table 5
Hierarchical Linear Regression Analyses for Study 3.

Depressive Symptoms

Disordered Eating

Step Statistics

Final Statistics

Step Statistics Final Statistics

AR? B (se) B B (se) B AR? B (se) B B (se) B
Step 1, Covariates 20 20"
Gender —.22(.08) —.20"* -.19(.20) -.18 —.18(.09) —-.14* .34 (.21) 27
Race —-.01(.07) .03 .02 (.07) .02 —.06 (.08) -.05 —-.05(.07) —.04
Time on Social Media -.01(.01) —.02 —.02(.01) -.10 .03 (.01) .14* .01 (.01) .06
Body Surveillance 10(.03) 257 .06 (.03) 15 .15(.03) 327 .07 (.03) .16
Step 2, Main Effect .03 .07+
ASMC .09 (.04) 23" .09 (.04) 22° 17 (.04) 367 .22 (.04) 46"
Step 3, Interaction Effect .00 .01*
ASMC x Gender - - .02 (.06) .04 - - —-.13(.07) -31
Total R? 157 28"
Note: Gender coded 0 = female, 1 = male; Race coded 0 = non-white, 1 = white.
" p<.05.
" p<.0l.
™ p<.001.

gested adequate power to detect small to medium effect sizes (f2 >
0.035) for the association between ASMC and depressive symptoms
and disordered eating, based on Cohen’s (1988) guidelines for local
effect sizes in multiple regression. Gender, race, time spent on social
media, and body surveillance were added in a first step; ASMC was
added in the second step. One participant was missing data on the
OBCS scale, and two were missing data on the EDE-QS and SMFQ
scales. Four participants who did not identify as male or female
were excluded from analyses due to small sample sizes. Missing
data were handled using listwise deletion in SPSS. Notably, ASMC
was associated with depressive symptoms and disordered eating,
controlling for race, gender, time spent on social media, and body
surveillance (Table 5). Exploratory analyses were also conducted
to determine whether gender moderated the associations between
ASMC and each of depressive symptoms and disordered eating. An
interaction term was created by multiplying gender (coded as 0 for
female and 1 for male) by ASMC. This product term was entered into
hierarchical regression models in the final step. Results revealed no
significant gender moderation for the model predicting depressive
symptoms, as the interaction term was not a significant predictor,
b(se) = .02 (.06), p= 0.81. However, a significant interaction term
was revealed in predicting disordered eating, b(se) = -.13(.07), p=
.044. This interaction was further probed using PROCESS in SPSS
25.0 (Hayes, 2012). Results suggested that for girls, the effect of
ASMC on disordered eating was significant, b(se) = .22 (.04), p<
.001, whereas no significant effect of ASMC on disordered eating
was found for boys, b(se) =.08 (.06), p= .144.

4.3. Discussion

Study 3 findings provide support for the reliability and valid-
ity of the ASMC Scale items among adolescents, suggesting that
it is an appropriate measure of ASMC in adolescents. Specifically,
these results provided evidence for the internal consistency, test-
retest reliability, convergent validity, and incremental validity of
scores on this scale. Finally, results suggest that ASMC is associ-
ated with negative mental health outcomes in both boys and girls,
but that associations between ASMC and disordered eating may be
particularly relevant for girls.

5. General discussion

The goal of this paper was to describe the development and
validation of the Appearance-Related Social Media Consciousness
Scale. ASMCis a construct that captures the extent to which individ-
uals’ thoughts and behaviors reflect ongoing awareness of whether

they might look attractive to a social media audience (Choukas-
Bradley et al., 2018). In the current set of studies, we aimed to
develop a theory-based and psychometrically sound measure that
captures adolescents’ experiences of ASMC. In three studies, we
provide evidence for the reliability, validity, and acceptability of
the ASMC scale. Results suggest the importance of this construct
for young people’s psychological experiences: adolescents reported
frequently experiencing ASMC, and higher levels of ASMC were
associated with maladaptive mental health correlates (depres-
sive symptoms and disordered eating). Finally, gender analyses
revealed that adolescent girls reported higher mean levels of ASMC
than boys. For both girls and boys, higher ASMC was associated
with depressive symptoms. However, higher ASMC was signifi-
cantly associated with disordered eating among girls only. Results
have important theoretical and practical implications.

5.1. The ASMC Scale: evidence of reliability and validity of an
important new construct

With social media use now a ubiquitous part of life for adoles-
cents (Rideout & Robb, 2018), it is vitally important to understand
young people’s subjective experiences with social media. ASMC
experiences appear to be common among adolescents. In fact, only
10 % of the first sample (15.7 % of boys, 4.9 % of girls) and 4% of the
second sample (8.9 % boys, 0.8 % girls) responded with Never to all
ASMC items. In other words, 90 % of the first sample and 96 % of
the second sample reported some degree of ASMC. This suggests
that young people often engage in behaviors and cognitions that
reflect a focus on social media physical appearance, including care-
fully curating photos before posting them, scrutinizing photos that
have already been posted, and imagining how one would hypothet-
ically look to a social media audience, with emotional and mental
health implications. Importantly, our findings also highlight the
ways that young people think about their attractiveness on social
media during their offline moments.

It is not surprising that ASMC is common among adolescents,
given key features of social media and this developmental period.
During adolescence, individuals are highly attuned to physical
appearance judgments and are motivated to present themselves
as attractive (Noser & Zeigler-Hill, 2014). Young women are espe-
cially socialized to equate self-worth with physical attractiveness
and to monitor their bodies for compliance to cultural beauty
norms (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; McKinley & Hyde, 1996).
These cognitive, emotional, and behavioral experiences are likely
exacerbated through social media, given its high levels of visualness,
quantifiability, availability, publicness, and permanence (Nesi et al.,
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2018). These social media features provide the perfect context for
adolescents to engage in ASMC.

The current studies provide support for ASMC as an important
construct and address the need for a psychometrically sound scale
to assess these experiences. One published study provided prelim-
inary evidence for the importance of ASMC among undergraduate
women, but relied solely on four items and did not include samples
of males or younger adolescents (Choukas-Bradley et al., 2018).
Existing self-objectification and objectified body consciousness
scales assess similar constructs—as is suggested by the correlations
between the ASMC Scale and two of these scales (Lindner & Tantleff-
Dunn, 2017; McKinley & Hyde, 1996)—but they do not assess social
media-specific behaviors or contexts. Additionally, existing scales
assessing social media appearance-related behaviors (e.g., McLean
et al., 2015) had not yet assessed the full spectrum of ASMC expe-
riences. Results suggest the reliability and validity of scores from
the ASMC Scale, for adolescent girls and boys.

5.2. Mental health correlates of ASMC

ASMC may have important implications for young people’s men-
tal health. Our results suggest that after controlling for time spent
on social media, gender, race, and body surveillance, higher ASMC
was associated with higher depressive symptoms among both boys
and girls, and with disordered eating among girls. The current stud-
ies add to a growing body of work suggesting that specific social
media behaviors and cognitions, rather than overall time spent on
social media, may be more strongly associated with mental health
(e.g., Cohen et al.,, 2017, 2018; Meier & Gray, 2014). A recent sys-
tematic review of the literature found that appearance-focused
activities on social media were associated with body image dissatis-
faction and disordered eating (see Holland & Tiggemann, 2016), and
a recent meta-analytic review found associations between specific
appearance-focused social media behaviors and internalization of
the thin ideal (Mingoia, Hutchinson, Wilson, & Gleaves, 2017). Prior
work indicates associations between social media “appearance
exposure” (i.e., photo-based activities) and weight dissatisfaction
(Meier & Gray, 2014), and between social media-based social com-
parison and body dissatisfaction (e.g., Fardouly et al., 2015) and
depressive symptoms (e.g., Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). Studies have
also shown that manipulating one’s photos mediates associations
between self-objectification and depressive symptoms (Lamp et al.,
2019), and that investment in selfies is associated with thin-
ideal internalization, body dissatisfaction, and disordered eating
(Butkowski et al., 2019; Cohen et al., 2017, 2018). This growing
body of work highlights a notable shift in the field of social media
research. Studies that focus solely on overall social media use may
fail to capture important individual differences in subjective expe-
riences of social media—both on and offline. ASMC reflects a set of
social media experiences that are worthy of further investigation.

5.3. Gender and ASMC

An exploratory aim of these studies was to examine gender
differences in ASMC. Results suggest that across both samples, ado-
lescent girls reported higher mean ASMC scores than boys. Greater
than 95 % of girls in our first sample and 99 % of girls in our sec-
ond sample reported some degree of ASMC. In addition, while
higher ASMC was associated with depressive symptoms for both
girls and boys, it was also associated with disordered eating among
girls only. Decades of theory and research indicate that young
women are more affected than young men by appearance ideals
conveyed via mass media (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Thompson
et al., 1999; van den Berg et al., 2007) and recent research high-
lights gender differences in the focus on physical appearance on
social media as well (Haferkamp, Eimler, Papadakis, & Kruck, 2012;

Perloff, 2014; Seidman & Miller, 2013). Our findings suggest that
ASMC may be especially common among adolescent girls. This is
consistent with objectification theory, which asserts that women’s
self-objectification creates a shared set of experiences that are
essential to understanding the psychology of women (Fredrickson
& Roberts, 1997). Today’s young women have a shared set of expe-
riences imagining how attractive they may look to a social media
audience, with critical implications for their mental health.

However, ASMC impacts young men as well. The vast majority
of adolescent boys in our samples (84 % and 91 %, respectively)
reported at least some degree of ASMC, and higher ASMC was
associated with poor body image and depressive symptoms. These
findings are consistent with prior work describing the effect of
physical appearance ideals on young people. For example, for both
adolescent boys and girls, appearance-related conversations with
friends have been linked to body dissatisfaction via internaliza-
tion of beauty ideals (Jones et al., 2004). Additionally, a review
found that young men’s experimental exposure to mass media
images of idealized male bodies had a small but statistically signifi-
cant negative impact on body dissatisfaction (Blond, 2008). Several
studies have also revealed connections between social media expe-
riences and greater body dissatisfaction and self-objectification
among young men (e.g., de Vries et al., 2016; Manago et al., 2015;
Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2016). It is important to note that a dif-
ferent pattern of associations between ASMC and disordered eating
among boys may have emerged if we had used a disordered eat-
ing measure that tapped into muscularity-related behaviors. The
impact of social media on young men’s body image remains an
important and understudied area of research.

5.4. Limitations and future directions

This set of studies makes a critical contribution to the literature
on social media use and body image, and also highlights a number
of potential future directions for research. First, without a longitu-
dinal or experimental study design, we cannot determine whether
ASMC leads to or is caused by mental health concerns. Examining
associations between ASMC and mental health outcomes over time
is a critical next step in this line of work. Additionally, all measures
in the current studies were self-reported. While many items of the
ASMC Scale reflect subjective experiences that would be difficult to
assess without self-report measures, future work should employ
experimental designs and objective measures to the extent pos-
sible. For example, experimental designs could examine whether
exposure to idealized social media photos leads to greater increases
in body shame among individuals higher in ASMC. Furthermore,
our measure of time spent on social media did not differentiate
between time spent on social media overall, versus on photo-based
sites specifically. In contrast, the ASMC Scale instructions ask par-
ticipants to consider photo-based social media sites specifically.
Future research should distinguish between these types of social
media use when considering overall time on social media. Addi-
tionally, our scale anchors did not allow an examination of whether
some adolescents who responded “never” to our ASMC items were
using social media in a distinct way from other participants, or
perhaps that they were not currently active on social media. Fur-
thermore, we focused on symptoms of depression and disordered
eating in community samples of high school students, and future
work will need to assess the role of ASMC in clinical populations
- for example, among individuals at risk for eating disorders who
may be involved in “pro-Ana” (i.e., pro-eating disorder) communi-
ties that emphasize “thinspiration” on social media (see Griffiths
et al., 2018). Future work should also examine whether ASMC is
associated with young men’s disordered eating using measures that
capture excessive muscle-seeking behavior. Finally, while our anal-
yses did not reveal any intervention effects on ASMC (see footnote
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1), it is possible that the ASMC measure was not sensitive enough
to pick up on changes in ASMC. Future studies should build on our
preliminary work, investigating the psychometric properties of this
scale across awider age range, and in more diverse samples in terms
of race/ethnicity, sexuality, gender identity, and geographic region.

5.5. Implications

Given the mental health risks that may be associated with
ASMC—and with the broader societal over-emphasis on physical
attractiveness (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; McKinley & Hyde,
1996; Thompson et al., 1999)—adolescents’ frequent use of photo-
based social media sites is worthy of future study. The ASMC
Scale provides a valid and reliable tool for future work in this
area. The current studies highlight how concerns about physi-
cal appearance on social media may not only affect adolescents
when they are actively using social media, but also during their
“offline” moments. Individuals may find themselves perpetually
attuned to and “camera-ready” for the social media audience
(Choukas-Bradley et al., 2018). Our findings highlight the need for
interventions that target young people’s problematic social media
use. Preliminary work suggests the potential efficacy of social
media literacy interventions for adolescent girls in reducing eating
disorder risk (McLean, Wertheim, Masters, & Paxton, 2017).

Sexual objectification has been described as a system that is
perpetuated by cultural beliefs about how women enjoy being
objectified (Calogero & Tylka, 2014). Similarly, broad systematic
factors likely perpetuate young people’s—and especially young
women’'s—focus on their attractiveness in social media pho-
tos. Today’s adolescents have grown up in a world in which a
great proportion of their interpersonal interactions occur online,
and in which social media sites offer an ever-present platform
for self-presentational tactics focused on physical appearance.
These experiences may negatively affect adolescents’ psycholog-
ical development and perpetuate problematic societal messages
regarding the importance of physical attractiveness. The ASMC
Scale offers a critical step forward in understanding, and ultimately
intervening, in the complex role of social media in young people’s
body image.
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