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Abstract 

The present study investigated the association between body talk on social networking 

sites (SNS) and body dissatisfaction as well as the mediating effects of appearance 

ideals internalization and appearance comparison in this relationship. Participants 

were 476 Chinese college students who completed questionnaires regarding SNS body 

talk, thin-ideal internalization, muscular-ideal internalization, general attractiveness 

internalization, appearance comparison, and body dissatisfaction. Results indicated 

that SNS body talk was positively linked to body dissatisfaction. The relationship 

between SNS body talk and body dissatisfaction was mediated by thin-ideal 

internalization and muscular-ideal internalization while the mediating effects of 

general attractiveness internalization and appearance comparison in this relationship 

were nonsignificant. Moderated mediation analysis further revealed that thin-ideal 

internalization mediated the association for women but not men and that other indirect 

effects did not differ among genders. The findings of this study provide more insights 

into the relationship between SNS use and body image. 
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Introduction  

Body dissatisfaction has been a common concern in related academia as it is associated with many health 

problems, such as eating disorders, depression, low self-esteem, decreased life satisfaction, and low subjective 

well-being (Davis et al., 2020; K. L. Jackson et al., 2014; Stice, 2002; K. Wang et al., 2018). In recent years, body 

dissatisfaction has also become increasingly prevalent among Chinese. A recent study focusing on Chinese college 

students found that over 87% of the participants were dissatisfied with their bodies and the extent of body 

dissatisfaction was comparable for men and women (K. Wang et al., 2018). Considering the prevalence of body 
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dissatisfaction among Chinese people, the present study thus focused on young Chinese adults to explore the 

potential antecedents of body dissatisfaction.  

Stemming from sociocultural theory, Thompson et al. (1999) proposed the tripartite influence model to explain 

the development of body dissatisfaction, in which sociocultural influences (i.e., media, peers, and family) have 

direct and indirect effects (via the mediating role of appearance ideals internalization and appearance 

comparison) on body dissatisfaction. This theoretical framework is originally developed to explain female body 

dissatisfaction in Western culture, and now it has been supported among boys and men (Karazsia & Crowther, 

2009; Smolak et al., 2005; Tylka, 2011), as well as populations from various non-Western countries (Chen et al., 

2007; Shin et al., 2016; Yamamiya et al., 2008). In the last two decades, with the popularity of social networking 

sites (SNS), scholars applied the tripartite influence model to examine the influence of SNS use on body image 

concerns and have gained empirical support (e.g., Fardouly et al., 2018; Feltman & Szymanski, 2018). Some 

researchers, however, suggested examining the effect of specific SNS activities on body dissatisfaction because 

they did not find a significant association between general SNS use (e.g., total use time and frequency) and body 

image concerns (Kim & Chock, 2015; Meier & Gray, 2014). A representative activity on SNS that might relate to 

body image concerns is interpersonal appearance-related interaction.  

Nichter and Vuckovic (1994) originally coined the term ‘‘fat talk’’ to refer to conversations about the body size/shape 

among groups of girls and women (typically in a negative manner). As more and more boys and men are engaging 

in appearance conversations and the contents they are talking about are not just about body fat, but also about 

muscle-building and other physical features, the term “body talk” is developed to refer to appearance-related 

interactions in general. It is defined as interpersonal interactions that focus attention on physical appearance, 

reinforce the value of appearance, and promote the construction of appearance ideals, which is also known as 

appearance conversation (Jones & Crawford, 2006; Y. Wang, Wang, et al., 2020). Previous research has 

documented that offline fat talk or body talk is a risk factor of body dissatisfaction (see reviews; Mills & Fuller-

Tyszkiewicz, 2017; Sharpe et al., 2013). As body talk happens mostly in peer interactions and SNS have become 

popular platforms for friends to communicate with each other, the present study thus focused on body talk with 

friends on SNS (hereinafter termed as SNS body talk) to explore its association with body dissatisfaction as well as 

the mediating roles of appearance ideals internalization and appearance comparison in this relationship. The 

potential gender differences in these associations were also investigated. 

SNS Body Talk and Body Dissatisfaction 

Nowadays, it is ubiquitous to use SNS, especially among young people. For example, the number of Chinese SNS 

users in 2019 was 862 million and it is expected to exceed 900 million by 2020, with young people accounting for 

43.8% (iiMedia Research, 2020). SNS may provide spaces for the propagation of body talk (Hummel & Smith, 2015; 

Walker et al., 2015). Specifically, when SNS users post updates or photographs related to physical appearance, 

some of their SNS friends may leave comments, and the posters would, in turn, reply to these comments. Similarly, 

users could also actively comment on their friends’ appearance-related status on SNS and gain feedback. As a 

result, with the interaction of “comment-reply”, body talk would be induced (Walker et al., 2015). For instance, a 

previous study showed that exposure to friends’ fitness posts on SNS was positively related to body talk (Arroyo 

& Brunner, 2016).  

Limited research, however, has investigated the influence of SNS body talk on body dissatisfaction. To our 

knowledge, two studies examined the impacts of viewing body talk on Facebook on women’s body dissatisfaction. 

They revealed that, in the Japanese context, women who witnessed thin-promoting comments reported lower 

levels of body satisfaction than those who browsed thin-discouraging ones, while this finding was not observed 

for women from Korea and U.S. (Taniguchi & Lee, 2012, 2013). It is important to note that passive exposure to 

others’ comments cannot represent active engagement and the interactive feature of body talk. Recently, one 

study examined the relationship between engaging in body talk on SNS and body dissatisfaction and found that 

SNS body talk was positively associated with body dissatisfaction among women (Y. Wang, Yang, et al., 2020). 

However, this study was conducted by using a sample of women and thus could not examine the possible gender 

differences. Therefore, the present study would examine the relationship between engaging in SNS body talk and 

body dissatisfaction among both men and women.  

 



 

The Mediating Role of Appearance Ideals Internalization 

According to the tripartite influence model, appearance ideals internalization is an important mediator between 

sociocultural influences and body dissatisfaction (Thompson et al., 1999). Appearance ideals internalization refers 

to the extent to which an individual cognitively buys into socially prescribed appearance ideals and expresses a 

desire to attain such ideals. The mediating role of appearance ideals internalization in the relationship between 

sociocultural pressures and body image concerns has been documented by previous research (e.g., Feltman & 

Szymanski, 2018; Shin et al., 2016). Body talk could direct attention to appearance-related issues, reinforce 

sociocultural standards of beauty, and promote the internalization of appearance ideals. The positive association 

between body talk and appearance ideals internalization has been identified in previous research (see Mills & 

Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, 2017, for a review). In fact, there is some evidence that appearance ideals internalization 

mediates the relationship between offline body talk and body dissatisfaction (Matera et al., 2013; Sharp et al., 

2014).  

Thin ideal has been the dominant description of female attractiveness and its internalization has repeatedly been 

documented to predict body dissatisfaction (see Cafri et al., 2005, for a review). Recently, a new female cultural 

appearance ideal has appeared alongside the thin ideal, which is more athletic or muscular, termed as 

athletic/muscular ideal (Stojcic et al., 2020). Research on the relationship between muscular-ideal internalization 

and body dissatisfaction among women has somewhat inconsistent findings. One study found a positive 

association between athletic-ideal internalization and body dissatisfaction (Calogero et al., 2004), while the other 

one showed that muscular-ideal internalization was not associated with body dissatisfaction (Bell et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, research examining the role of thin-ideal internalization and muscular-ideal internalization in female 

body dissatisfaction simultaneously found that both of these two factors were positively and significantly 

associated with body dissatisfaction (Vartanian et al., 2018). Another study, however, showed that athletic-ideal 

internalization predicted changes in compulsive exercise over time but not body dissatisfaction or dieting, while 

thin-ideal internalization predicted changes in all three outcomes (Homan, 2010). Ramme et al. (2016) further 

found that thin-ideal internalization mediated the relationship between sociocultural influences and body 

dissatisfaction, while athletic-ideal internalization did not.  

Early research on male body image has documented that the ideal body shape for men is with high muscularity 

(Mccreary & Sasse, 2000; Pope et al., 2000). Recently, however, male ideal body has shifted from being purely 

muscular to being low in body fat and high in muscularity (McNeill & Firman, 2014). K. Wang et al. (2018) found 

that for Chinese men who were not satisfied with their body, the proportion of those who want a slender figure 

(53.4%) was comparable to that of those who desire a fuller one (46.6%). Research focusing on the relationship 

between appearance ideals internalization and body dissatisfaction found that thin-ideal internalization and 

muscular-ideal internalization were positively and significantly associated with body dissatisfaction for men 

(Vartanian et al., 2018). However, to our knowledge, research that simultaneously examines the mediating roles 

of both thin-ideal internalization and muscular-ideal internalization in the relationship between sociocultural 

influences and male body dissatisfaction remains insufficient.  

Although some studies have examined the role of thin-ideal internalization and muscular-ideal internalization in 

the development of body dissatisfaction for women or men, the mediating effects of thin-ideal internalization and 

muscular-ideal internalization in the relationship between SNS body talk and body dissatisfaction among both 

men and women are still unclear. Furthermore, prior research focusing on the mediating role of appearance ideals 

internalization in the relation between offline body talk and body dissatisfaction did not distinguish different types 

of internalization in one study. Schaefer et al. (2017) developed the sociocultural attitudes toward appearance 

questionnaire-4-revised (SATAQ-4R), which addressed the limitations in previous scale and measured 

internalization from three dimensions: thin-ideal internalization, muscular-ideal internalization, and general 

attractiveness internalization. The present study hence simultaneously examined the mediating role of thin-ideal 

internalization, muscular-ideal internalization, and general attractiveness internalization in the relationship 

between SNS body talk and body dissatisfaction among both young men and women.  

The Mediating Role of Appearance Comparison 

Another important mechanism underlying the link between sociocultural influences and body dissatisfaction, 

which was proposed in the tripartite influence model, is appearance comparison (Thompson et al., 1999). 

According to this model, exposure to sociocultural influences would contribute to a greater tendency to make 



 

social appearance comparisons, such as comparing with images in the media, which in turn would result in body 

dissatisfaction because the idealized nature of images would make upward appearance comparisons particularly 

likely. The mediating role of appearance comparison has been identified by a wide range of research. For example, 

previous studies showed that appearance comparison mediated the link between SNS use and body image 

concerns (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2015; Kim & Chock, 2015). With regard to the present study, appearance 

comparison might mediate the relationship between SNS body talk and body dissatisfaction.  

Body talk involves scrutiny of one’s own appearance or that of others, thus it is not surprising that those who 

engage in body talk would commonly participate in appearance-comparing behaviors (Mills & Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, 

2017). For instance, a meta-analysis identified the significant cross-sectional and prospective correlations between 

body talk and appearance comparison (Mills & Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, 2017). Specific to SNS body talk, a study found 

that there was a positive association between body talk on Facebook and appearance comparison (Walker et al., 

2015). In turn, appearance comparison would lead to body dissatisfaction according to the tripartite influence 

model (Thompson et al., 1999). In line with this, previous research has demonstrated that social comparison 

mediates the association between offline body talk and body dissatisfaction (Matera et al., 2013; Shroff & 

Thompson, 2006). Therefore, we expected that appearance comparison would mediate the association between 

SNS body talk and body dissatisfaction. 

The Role of Gender 

Gender issue has always been an important topic in body image. Although body talk is regarded as a phenomenon 

among girls and women in the early stage of research (Nichter & Vuckovic, 1994) and has been linked to female 

body dissatisfaction in a wide range of research (see Mills & Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, 2017, for a review), this kind of 

appearance-related interaction is also documented among boys and men (Chow & Tan, 2016; Engeln et al., 2013). 

The association between body talk and body dissatisfaction is also confirmed in men although the effect size is 

smaller for them than that for women (Sharpe et al., 2013).  

Research focusing on the relationship between appearance ideals internalization and body dissatisfaction found 

that thin-ideal and muscular-ideal internalization were associated with body dissatisfaction for adolescent boys 

and girls (Jarman et al., 2021; Rodgers et al., 2020) as well as young men and women (Vartanian et al., 2018). A 

recent meta-analysis further showed that the relationship between the appearance ideals internalization and body 

dissatisfaction did not significantly differ across genders (Paterna et al., 2021). Most of the studies in this meta-

analysis, however, were conducted by using Western samples. In the Chinese context, research on gender 

differences in the associations of different types of internalization with body dissatisfaction is scarce. A study 

focusing on Chinese college students revealed that most of the women preferred a slender figure, which was 

underweight and far smaller than the most attractive female figure chosen by men. For men who were dissatisfied 

with their body, 53.4% desired a slender figure and 46.6% wanted a fuller one (K. Wang et al., 2018). Extending 

from this research, it is reasonable to expect that the role of thin-ideal internalization in body dissatisfaction would 

be stronger for women than men, while the effect of muscular-ideal internalization on body dissatisfaction would 

be stronger for men than women in the present sample. Regarding the role of general attractiveness 

internalization, it was examined largely for exploratory purposes considering the limited research. 

In terms of the relationship between appearance comparison and body dissatisfaction, it has been documented 

that appearance comparison has a positive association with body dissatisfaction among adolescents and young 

adults (Chen et al., 2007; van den Berg et al., 2007). A meta-analysis also showed that this relationship was 

confirmed for both genders with the effect size being smaller for men than that for women (Myers & Crowther, 

2009). As for the mediating role of appearance comparison, research focusing on gender differences showed 

inconsistent findings. Some studies found that appearance comparison functioned as a mediator between 

sociocultural pressures and body dissatisfaction among women but not men (Chen et al., 2007; van den Berg et 

al., 2007). In contract, another study supported that comparisons on Facebook mediated the relationship between 

passive Facebook use and body dissatisfaction among boys but not girls (Rousseau et al., 2017). Considering these 

inconsistent findings, no specific prediction on gender differences in terms of the role of appearance comparison 

was made in the present study. 

 

 



 

The Present Study 

Taken together, the present study aimed to investigate: (1) whether SNS body talk is related to body dissatisfaction; 

(2) whether appearance ideals internalization (i.e., thin-ideal internalization, muscular-ideal internalization, and 

general attractiveness internalization) mediates the relation between SNS body talk and body dissatisfaction; (3) 

whether appearance comparison mediates the relation between SNS body talk and body dissatisfaction; (4) 

whether there are gender differences in the direct and indirect associations between SNS body talk and body 

dissatisfaction mentioned above. Based on the tripartite influence model and literature review, we proposed the 

following hypotheses:  

H1: SNS body talk would be positively linked to body dissatisfaction.  

H2a: The positive link from SNS body talk to body dissatisfaction would be mediated by thin-ideal internalization, 

H2b: The positive link from SNS body talk to body dissatisfaction would be mediated by muscular-ideal 

internalization.  

H2c: The positive link from SNS body talk to body dissatisfaction would be mediated by general attractiveness 

internalization.  

H3: The positive link from SNS body talk to body dissatisfaction would be mediated by appearance comparison.  

H4a: Regarding gender differences, we predicted that the role of thin-ideal internalization in body dissatisfaction 

would be stronger for women than men.  

H4b: The effect of muscular-ideal internalization on body dissatisfaction would be stronger for men than women. 

The potential gender differences in other paths in the hypothesized model were examined largely for exploratory 

purposes. Taken together, the present study would provide a better understanding of how SNS use influence body 

image by examining the association between SNS body talk and body dissatisfaction as well as the mediating 

mechanisms underlying this relationship.  

Methods 

Participants and Procedure 

Participants were recruited by means of convenience sampling from two universities in China. The research 

assistants contacted 4 teachers to collect data in their class and they agreed. The study was advertised as research 

on Internet use and mental health. Ethical approval was gained from the first author’s University Ethics Committee. 

The survey was administered in classrooms by trained research assistants. Participants were asked to complete a 

list of questions regarding demographic items, SNS body talk, appearance ideals internalization, appearance 

comparison, and body dissatisfaction and they were free to withdraw at any time. Informed consent was obtained 

from all participants before data collection. Participants were voluntary to take part in the survey and they received 

no reward for the participation. A total of 480 students participated in the research and 4 students who were not 

able to complete the surveys were removed, which means the completion rate was 99.17%. These students major 

in electronic commerce, computer application technology, information management and animation production 

technology.  

Data from 476 participants were analyzed in the present study. In the final sample, 280 were women (59%) and 

196 were men. The participants’ ages ranged from 16 to 22, with an average age of 19.65 years (SD = 1.23). Based 

on the self-reported height and weight, body mass indices (BMI: kg/m2) ranged from 14.88 to 31.74 (M = 20.77, 

SD = 2.95). 

Measures 

SNS Body Talk 

Following previous research (Y. Wang, Wang, et al., 2020), appearance conversations with friends scale (Jones et 

al., 2004) was slightly modified to measure SNS body talk. Adaptations were made by adding a description on SNS 



 

to the original items (see Appendix A). A representative item was: On SNS, my friends and I talk about the size and 

shape of our bodies. Participants responded to 5 items on 5-point response scale (1 = never to 5 = very frequently). 

Items were averaged with a higher score indicating the participants talk about their bodies on SNS more 

frequently. In this research, Cronbach’s α was .90 for men and .88 for women, respectively. 

Appearance Ideals Internalization 

Appearance ideals internalization was assessed using the subscales of (SATAQ-4R; Schaefer et al., 2017). 

Internalization of thinness, muscularity, and general attractiveness were measured using Internalization: Thin/Low 

Body Fat (IT), Internalization: Muscular (IM), and Internalization: General Attractiveness (IG) subscales, respectively 

(see Appendix B). Representative items were: I want my body to look very thin (IT); It is important for me to look 

muscular (IM); and I don’t really think much about my appearance (IG). Participants were asked to respond on a 5-

point scale ranging from 1 (definitely disagree) to 5 (definitely agree). Items were averaged to form a total score with 

higher scores indicating higher levels of appearance ideals internalization. In the present study, the Cronbach’s 

alphas were acceptable for thin-ideal internalization (α = .70 for men and α = .74 for women), muscular-ideal 

internalization (α = .79 for men and α = .76 for women), and general attractiveness internalization (α = .77 for men 

and α = .74 for women).  

Appearance Comparison 

Appearance comparison was measured using the scale developed by Fardouly and Vartanian (2015). Participants 

were asked to indicate their level of agreement to 3 statements (see Appendix C), such as: I compare my physical 

appearance to the physical appearance of others when using SNS. Participants responded on a 5-point scale 

(1 = definitely disagree, 5 = definitely agree). Items were averaged to form a total score with higher score indicating 

higher tendency to compare appearance in general on SNS. In this research, Cronbach’s α was .83 for men and 

.90 for women, respectively. 

Body Dissatisfaction 

Body dissatisfaction was assessed using Body Areas Satisfaction Scale (BASS), a subscale of Multidimensional 

Body-Self Relations Questionnaire (MBSRQ; Cash, 2000). Participants were asked to report their levels of 

satisfaction on nine items with aspects of one’s appearance and overall appearance (see Appendix D). The BASS 

used a 5-point response scale ranging from 1 = very dissatisfied to 5 = very satisfied. Responses across the items 

were reversed and averaged, with higher scores representing higher levels of body dissatisfaction. In this research, 

Cronbach’s α was .89 for men and .88 for women, respectively. 

Data Analysis 

Descriptive statistics were calculated separately for men and women first, followed by bivariate associations 

among the variables of interest. Second, the mediation effects of appearance ideals internalization and 

appearance comparison in the relation between SNS body talk and body dissatisfaction were tested using Model 

4 of the PROCESS v3.4 macro (Hayes, 2013). Then, moderated mediation analysis was performed using Hayes’s 

(2013) PROCESS v3.4 macro for SPSS (Model 59) to test the role of gender in the mediation model. We calculated 

z-scores for each variable prior to the analyses to obtain standardized estimates (Aiken et al., 1991) given that the 

PROCESS macro does not report standardized estimates for moderated mediation models. This macro used the 

bootstrapping technique to test the significance of the direct and indirect effects by repeatedly sampling cases 

from the data and estimating the model in each resample. In the present study, we generated 95% bias-corrected 

confidence intervals (CIs) on the basis of 1000 bootstrap samples to estimate the effects. CIs that did not include 

zero indicated that the effects were statistically significant.  

 

 

 



 

Results 

Preliminary Analysis 

Means, standard deviations, and correlations for all variables are presented separately for men and women in 

Table 1. For men, SNS body talk was positively associated with thin-ideal internalization, general attractiveness 

internalization, appearance comparison, and body dissatisfaction. The relationship between SNS body talk and 

muscular-ideal internalization was not significant. Appearance comparison was positively associated with body 

dissatisfaction, while the associations of internalizations with body dissatisfaction were not significant. For women, 

SNS body talk was positively associated with thin-ideal internalization, muscular-ideal internalization, general 

attractiveness internalization, and appearance comparison. Thin-ideal internalization, general attractiveness 

internalization, and appearance comparison were significantly and positively related to body dissatisfaction, while 

the relationship between muscular-ideal internalization and body dissatisfaction was nonsignificant.  

Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations for Study Variables. 

Variables 
M (SD) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Women Men 

1. BMI 20.14 (2.60) 21.68 (3.17) 1 .13 −.10 .19** −.16* .09 .18* 

2. SNS body talk 2.24 (0.75) 2.15 (0.82) −.11 1 .13 .39** .23** .74** .14* 

3. Internalization (M) 2.58 (0.67) 3.29 (0.79) −.05 .20** 1 .29** .64** .12 −.01 

4. Internalization (T) 3.24 (0.73) 2.77 (0.75) .11 .14** .11 1 .37** .29** .10 

5. Internalization (G) 3.51 (0.58) 3.34 (0.69) −.04 .24** .11 .63** 1 .21** .08 

6. Appearance comparison 2.13 (0.81) 2.14 (0.88) .01 .68** .24** .28** .32** 1 .21** 

7. Body dissatisfaction 2.91 (0.67) 2.56 (0.68) .30** .09 .03 .27** .18** .15** 1 

Note. Internalization (M) = Muscular-ideal internalization, Internalization (T) = Thin-ideal internalization, Internalization (G) = 

General attractiveness internalization. Correlations for men and women are displayed above and below the diagonal, 

respectively. *p < .05. **p < .01. 

Testing for Mediation Effects 

BMI had a significant association with body dissatisfaction, thus was entered as a covariate in the following 

analyses. Regression analysis showed that SNS body talk positively and significantly predicted body dissatisfaction, 

b = .13, t = 2.94, p = .003, which supported H1. To further investigate how SNS body talk was related to body 

dissatisfaction, we tested the mediating role of appearance ideals internalization and appearance comparison 

using multiple mediation analysis. As shown in Table 2, SNS body talk was significantly and positively related to 

thin-ideal internalization (Model 1), muscular-ideal internalization (Model 2), general attractiveness internalization 

(Model 3), and appearance comparison (Model 4). In Model 5, thin-ideal internalization was positively associated 

with body dissatisfaction significantly. Muscular-ideal internalization negatively predicted body dissatisfaction. The 

links from appearance comparison and general attractiveness internalization to body dissatisfaction were 

nonsignificant. 

For the indirect effects, as presented in Table 3, the indirect effects of SNS body talk on body dissatisfaction 

through thin-ideal internalization and muscular-ideal internalization were significant. The mediating effects of 

general attractiveness internalization and appearance comparison in the association between SNS body talk and 

body dissatisfaction were nonsignificant. Note, however, that the indirect effects had small effect size. Thus, the 

results of the mediation analysis should be interpreted with caution. 

 

 

 



 

Table 2. Testing the Mediation Model. 

 

Table 3. Testing the Indirect Effects and Conditional Indirect Effects. 

 Indirect effect SE 95% CI 

Mediation model (indirect effects)    

SNS body talk → Internalization (T) → body dissatisfaction .04 .02 [.01, .08] 

SNS body talk → Internalization (M) → body dissatisfaction −.02 .01 [−.04, −.003] 

SNS body talk → Internalization (G) → body dissatisfaction .02 .02 [−.01, .18] 

SNS body talk → Appearance comparison → body dissatisfaction .09 .05 [−.01, .18] 

Moderated mediation model (conditional indirect effects)    

SNS body talk → Internalization (T) → Body dissatisfaction (men) −.01 .03 [−.08, .06] 

SNS body talk → Internalization (T) → Body dissatisfaction (women) .03 .02 [.002, .08] 

SNS body talk → Internalization (M) → Body dissatisfaction (men) −.01 .02 [−.05, .02] 

SNS body talk → Internalization (M) → Body dissatisfaction (women) −.01 .01 [−.03, .03] 

SNS body talk → Internalization (G) → Body dissatisfaction (men) .03 .03 [−.01, .09] 

SNS body talk → Internalization (G) → Body dissatisfaction (women) .01 .02 [−.04, .06] 

SNS body talk → Appearance comparison → Body dissatisfaction (men) .15 .08 [−.001, .30] 

SNS body talk → Appearance comparison → Body dissatisfaction (women) .04 .06 [−.07, .15] 

Note. Internalization (T) = Thin-ideal internalization, Internalization (M) = Muscular-ideal internalization, Internalization (G) = General 

attractiveness internalization.  

 

Testing for the Moderated Mediation Model  

We tested the potential gender differences in the mediation model. Specifically, the moderating roles of gender in 

the direct and indirect associations between SNS body talk and body dissatisfaction were examined. Results 

showed that two paths in the mediation model varied by gender. First, the path from SNS body talk to thin-ideal 

internalization was moderated by gender, b = .19, p = .028, 95% CI = [.020, .352]. As presented in Figure 1, simple 

slop analysis showed that the relationship was stronger among men, bsimple = .33, p < .001, 95% CI = [.209, .453], 

than women, bsimple = .15, p = .011, 95% CI = [.034, .257]. Second, the link from thin-ideal internalization to body 

dissatisfaction varied by gender, b = −.24, p = .029, 95% CI = [−.454, −.024]. As shown in Figure 2, thin-ideal 

internalization was significantly associated with body dissatisfaction only among women, bsimple = .22, p = .005, 95% 

CI = [.068, .371], not men, bsimple = −.02, p = .801, 95% CI = [−.175, .135]. No significant gender differences were 

found in other paths within the mediation model. 

In terms of conditional indirect effects, as shown in Table 3, the indirect effect of thin-ideal internalization in the 

relationship between SNS body talk and body dissatisfaction for men was nonsignificant. In contrast, the indirect 

effect of thin-ideal internalization for women was significant. Additionally, the indirect effects of muscular-ideal 

internalization, general attractiveness internalization, and appearance comparison were not significant for both 

Model  DV IV b SE t p 95% CI F R2 p 

Model 1 Internalization (T) SNS body talk .25 .04 5.57 < .001 [.17, .35] 16.32 .06 < .001 

Model 2 Internalization (M) SNS body talk .13 .05 2.86 .004 [.05, .24] 4.50 .02 .011 

Model 3 Internalization (G) SNS body talk .23 .04 5.32 < .001 [.01, .08] 18.21 .07 < .001 

Model 4 Appearance 

comparison 

SNS body talk 
.71 .03 21.83 < .001 [.69, .83] 239.46 .50 < .001 

Model 5 Body 

dissatisfaction 

SNS body talk −.01 .06 −0.11 .910 [−.13, .11] 

10.56 .12 < .001 

Internalization (T) .17 .05 3.19 .002 [.06, .25] 

Internalization (M) −.16 .05 −3.37 < .001 [−.01, .18] 

Internalization (G) .10 .05 1.89 .061 [−.001, .24] 

Appearance 

comparison .12 .06 1.95 .053 [−.004, .21] 

Note. Internalization (T) = Thin-ideal internalization, Internalization (M) = Muscular-ideal internalization, Internalization (G) = General 

attractiveness internalization.  

 



 

men and women. Notably, the results of the moderated mediation analysis should be interpreted with caution 

given that the effect size of the indirect effects was small. 

Figure 1. The Interaction Between SNS Body Talk and Gender on Thin-Ideal Internalization. 

 

Figure 2. The Interaction Between Thin-Ideal Internalization and Gender on Body Dissatisfaction. 

 

Discussion 

Grounded in the tripartite influence model (Thompson et al., 1999), the present study provided a preliminary 

investigation of the association between SNS body talk and body dissatisfaction among young men and women. 

Consistent with our hypothesis, SNS body talk was positively linked to body dissatisfaction. This finding is in 

accordance with previous research on the relationship between offline body talk and body dissatisfaction (Mills & 

Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, 2017). SNS have become important platforms for interpersonal interactions and thus provide 

new forums for online body talk (Hummel & Smith, 2015; Walker et al., 2015). These appearance-related 

interactions on SNS remind people of the importance of physical appearance and socially reinforce the importance 

of beauty ideals (Tiggemann et al., 2018). As a result, it is not surprising to find that SNS body talk would have a 

positive association with body dissatisfaction. Additionally, this study offers a novel perspective to explore how 

SNS use affects individuals’ body image. Although the negative influence of SNS use on body image has been 

documented by numerous studies (see Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016, for a review), some scholars suggest that 

specific activities might be more strongly related to body image concerns compared with general SNS use (Kim & 

Chock, 2015; Meier & Gray, 2014). Based on this suggestion, our study examined the association between a specific 

activity (i.e., body talk) on SNS and body dissatisfaction, which extended literature on SNS use and body image. 

Given its novelty, more explorations are needed in future research to further clarify the relationship between SNS 

body talk and body image concerns.  

Consistent with our hypothesis, thin-ideal internalization mediated the association between SNS body talk and 

body dissatisfaction. Notably, gender differences emerged in this indirect effect that thin-ideal internalization 



 

functioned as a mediator for women while this indirect effect was not significant for men. This result indicated 

that SNS body talk could induce women to internalize the thin ideal (Mills & Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, 2017), which in turn 

would increase their body dissatisfaction (Paterna et al., 2021). This finding is consistent with the proposition of 

the tripartite influence model (Thompson et al., 1999) and the empirical findings that sociocultural influences 

exerted their effects on women’s body dissatisfaction through thin-ideal internalization (e.g., Donovan et al., 2020; 

Ramme et al., 2016). For men the situation is different that sociocultural influences, such as SNS body talk in this 

study, could increase their internalization of low body fat, which in turn would lead to body fat dissatisfaction but 

might not be detrimental to their overall body dissatisfaction (Girard et al., 2018). This is because the male ideal is 

not clearly defined—at least much less clearly defined than female ideal (Buote et al., 2011), and male body 

attitudes are multidimensional (De Jesus et al., 2015; Tylka et al., 2005). For example, height is one of the major 

concerns regarding body image and even more important than weight concern for Chinese men (K. Wang et al., 

2018).  

Another interesting finding is that the path from SNS body talk to thin-ideal internalization was significantly 

stronger among men than women. This finding might be explained by the “drench effect”, which posits that an 

extraordinary, uncharacteristic, and sudden stimulus would have a heavier effect on individuals’ beliefs 

(Greenberg, 1988). In the current study, SNS body talk, especially talking about body fat, may be a more novel 

phenomenon for men compared with women. Thus, men would be more susceptible to the influence of SNS body 

talk. In other words, the same level of body talk may have a greater effect on thin-ideal internalization among men.  

In terms of muscular-ideal internalization, our results showed that muscular-ideal internalization mediated the 

association between SNS body talk and body dissatisfaction and no gender difference emerged in this indirect 

effect. This finding indicated that the indirect effect of muscular-ideal internalization in the relationship between 

SNS body talk and body dissatisfaction is equivalent for men and women. It is common to engage in muscle talk 

when men talk about their physical appearance (Engeln et al., 2013), and this encouragement of muscular ideal 

would induce them to internalize this ideal and drive for muscularity (Stratton et al., 2015). In turn, male body 

satisfaction would be influenced, depending on whether the muscular ideal could be attained. Since research has 

found that women engage in muscle talk as frequently as men do (Lin et al., 2021), it is possible that such type of 

appearance conversation would also link to muscular-ideal internalization in women, which in turn would have an 

influence on female body dissatisfaction.  

Surprisingly, muscular-ideal internalization was negatively related to body dissatisfaction, the direction of which is 

inconsistent with our prediction. The attainability of appearance ideals might provide somewhat explanation for 

this unexpected result. If an ideal is perceived attainable, it may serve to inspire individuals and motivate them to 

alter their behaviors, which in turn can generate positive outcomes (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997). Specific to 

appearance ideal, it has been documented that muscular development is considered as a more easily attainable 

feature than thinness and attractiveness (Buote et al., 2011; Paterna et al., 2021). Therefore, it is possible that 

individuals who internalized muscular-ideal could be inspired and motivated to alter their appearance and gain 

muscularity relatively easily by ways of working out, resulting in positive impact on body image. In line with this, a 

recent study found that muscular-ideal internalization was positively related to body satisfaction and well-being 

(Jarman et al., 2021). Additionally, it is also possible that there is a positive link from body satisfaction to muscular-

ideal internalization. That is, individuals who are satisfied with their body usually have a fit/toned body and thus 

buy into a muscular ideal, although this needs to be confirmed using a longitudinal design. Hence, more follow-

up research is necessary to figure out the relationship between muscular-ideal internalization and body 

dissatisfaction.  

Regarding general attractiveness internalization, we did not find a mediating role in the association between SNS 

body talk and body dissatisfaction, neither for women nor for men. Specifically, null finding was found for the path 

from general attractiveness internalization to body dissatisfaction. A possible explanation for the lack of this 

association might be traced back to the measures. Specifically, general attractiveness internalization reflects a 

more general desire for an attractive appearance (Schaefer et al., 2017) and for Chinese people facial appearance 

concern may be more culturally-salient than overall body dissatisfaction (T. Jackson & Chen, 2015). As a result, 

general attractiveness internalization had no mediating effect in the relationship between SNS body talk and 

overall body dissatisfaction. More explorations of different types of appearance ideals internalization and different 

dimensions of appearance dissatisfaction as well as their relationships among Chinese samples are needed in 

future research. Alternatively, sample size might interpret the null result to some extent. Thus, future research 

with larger sample size is needed to better understand this issue.  



 

Lastly, our results showed that appearance comparison did not have a mediating effect as the association between 

appearance comparison and body dissatisfaction was not significant. This unexpected result might be explained 

by the following reasons. First, similar to the null result between general attractiveness internalization and body 

dissatisfaction, the sample size might somewhat influence the significance of the link between appearance 

comparison and body dissatisfaction. Another explanation for the lack of association between appearance 

comparison and body dissatisfaction might be that appearance comparison and appearance ideals internalization 

play a serial mediating role in the relationship between SNS body talk and body dissatisfaction, as suggested by 

research examining and extending the tripartite influence model which found that appearance comparison has 

an indirect effect on body dissatisfaction through appearance ideals internalization (e.g., Halliwell & Harvey, 2006; 

Keery et al., 2004; Rodgers et al., 2011). 

The present study has some contributions. Our findings showed that SNS body talk was associated with body 

dissatisfaction, which could contribute to our understanding of the relationship between SNS use and body 

dissatisfaction and provide a novel perspective to investigate the influence of SNS on body image in future 

research. Furthermore, our study examined the mediating roles of appearance ideals internalization and 

appearance comparison in the relationship between SNS body talk and body dissatisfaction, which might extend 

the tripartite influence model in the context of SNS body talk. The findings indicate that the final model was 

characterized by greater gender similarities than differences despite gender differences as found in some paths, 

i.e., the path from SNS body talk to thin-ideal internalization and the path from thin-ideal internalization to body 

dissatisfaction. From a practical perspective, the findings of the present study indicate that internalization of a 

unique appearance ideal plays a vital role in the development of body dissatisfaction. Policy makers should take 

measures to decrease individual’s internalization by reducing the propaganda of and emphasis on a specific 

physical appearance in the media. For example, various body types could be encouraged in the media to challenge 

the sociocultural normative body ideals, such as fat acceptance movement on social media (Webb et al., 2017). 

Some limitations should be addressed in the present study. First, sample size in the present study, especially when 

analyzed separately for men and women, was small which might influence the significance of the results and the 

magnitudes of effect sizes. Thus, future research with larger sample size is needed to better understand this issue. 

In addition to the sample-size issue, the present study only focused on Chinese college students. Previous research 

has shown that age and culture differences emerged in body image (e.g., Bucchianeri et al., 2013; Stojcic et al., 

2020), which might further influence the associations examined in the present study. Future research should 

replicate our findings in samples from diverse age groups or cultural backgrounds. Second, the design of this study 

was cross-sectional, therefore causal inference about both direct and mediating effects could not be determined. 

More longitudinal or experimental research is needed to examine the bidirectional or causal relationships. Third, 

data were collected based on self-report measures, which might affect the validity of this study. Other methods, 

such as content analysis, could be used to analyze SNS body talk in order to gain more insights. In addition, the 

present study focused on body talk with SNS friends, future research could distinguish body talk with close friends, 

body talk with online friends, or a more general SNS body talk because the influence of sociocultural pressures 

from varied sources and comparison to specific target groups (e.g., family members, close friends, and distant 

peer target groups) is different (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2015). Similarly, more specific scales to measure 

dissatisfaction of different dimensions of body image should be developed to provide more insights into research 

on body image concerns.  
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Appendix 

Appendix A: SNS Body Talk 

1. My friends and I talk about how our bodies look in our clothes on SNS.  

2. My friends and I talk about what we would like our bodies to look like on SNS. 

3. My friends and I talk about how important it is to always look attractive on SNS.  

4. My friends and I talk about the size and shape of our bodies on SNS.  

5. My friends and I talk about what we can do to always look our best on SNS. 

Appendix B: Appearance Ideals Internalization 

1. It is important for me to look muscular. M 

2. It is important for me to look good in the clothes I wear. G 

3. I want my body to look very thin. T 

4. I think a lot about looking muscular. M 

5. I think a lot about my appearance. G 

6. I think a lot about looking thin. T 

7. I want to be good looking. G 

8. I want my body to look muscular. M 

*9. I don’t really think much about my appearance. G 

*10. I don’t want my body to look muscular. M 

11. I want my body to look very lean. T 

12. It is important to me to be attractive. G 

13. I think a lot about having very little body fat. T 

*14. I don’t think much about how I look. G 

15. I would like to have a body that looks very muscular. M 

Note. M = internalization: muscularity; T = internalization: thin/low body fat; G = internalization: general attractiveness; * = item reversed. 

Appendix C: Appearance Comparison 

1 When using SNS, I compare my physical appearance to the physical appearance of others. 

2 When using SNS, I compare how I am dressed to how other people are dressed. 

3 When using SNS, I sometimes compare my figure to the figures of other people. 

Appendix D: Body Dissatisfaction 

Dissatisfaction-satisfaction with discrete aspects of one’s appearance (i.e., face, hair, lower torso, mid torso, upper 

torso, muscle tone, weight and height) and overall appearance. 
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