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Abstract 

Social appearance anxiety has become an increasingly severe social issue, particularly 

among women, because of the huge number of beautified photos on social media that 

perpetuate unrealistic appearance ideals. This has been aggravated by the content 

curation algorithms of social media that continuously push highly similar content to 

users. Through the lens of algorithm-mediated social learning and the Tripartite 

Influence Model, this study revealed the roles of algorithm-mediated image-based 

social media use and appearance talk in predicting users’ social appearance anxiety 

and further explicated the nuances in the underlying mechanism as well as contextual 

factors. Through a survey conducted among female RedNote users in three Chinese 

cities representing different Tiers in diverse geographic locations (N = 1,234, age: 

M = 29.14, SD = 7.60, range = 18–65), we found that (1) passive social media use, 

including general use intensity and viewing appearance-related content, was positively 

associated with social appearance anxiety, while active social media use was not; 

(2) internalization mediated the relationship between users’ passive social media use 

and their appearance anxiety; (3) appearance talk was linked to appearance anxiety 

via internalization; and (4) some of the above relationships were moderated by the 

social context where the participants resided. These findings offer insights into users’ 

interactions with algorithm-mediated image-based platforms and users’ cognition and 

behavior regarding psychological well-being. 
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Introduction 

Social appearance anxiety refers to the “fear of being negatively evaluated for one’s appearance” (Hart et al., 2008, 

p. 49). This type of social anxiety can be linked to various negative physical and psychological outcomes, such as 

higher levels of loneliness (Papapanou et al., 2023), lower self-esteem (Adams et al., 2017), and eating disorders 

(Levinson et al., 2013). Therefore, mitigating social appearance anxiety is an urgent public health issue, especially 

in today’s digital environments where people are exposed to massive numbers of filtered or manipulated pictures 

that perpetuate unrealistic beauty ideals. 

Social media is a major source of information and provides venues for social networking. It has been found that 

social media use has a notable association with users’ psychological well-being, and the findings point to both 

positive and negative associations (Valkenburg, 2022). Scholars have recently noted the association between the 
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use of image-based social media such as Instagram and increases in users’ appearance concerns and body 

dissatisfaction (e.g., Engeln et al., 2020; Fardouly et al., 2018). Building on this line of research, the present study 

examines the role of the use of algorithm-mediated imaged-based social media in predicting users’ social 

appearance anxiety, the relevant underlying mechanism, and the role played by social context. 

This study is situated in the case of a Chinese social media platform—RedNote, also known as Xiaohongshu. 

RedNote is China’s largest lifestyle social media platform with over 200 million monthly active users. Users share 

their experiences regarding lifestyle-related topics such as beauty, fashion, fitness, food, travel, entertainment, 

and parenting through photos, videos, text, and livestreaming. RedNote is often referred to as the “Chinese 

Instagram,” as Instagram is not accessible in China and RedNote shares similar functions as Instagram. Despite 

that, RedNote and Instagram have different content curation algorithms which play a crucial role in shaping user 

experience on these platforms. According to some industry sources, “Instagram’s algorithm prioritizes high-quality 

content based on relevance, timeliness, and user engagement.” “In contrast, XiaoHongShu’s algorithm focuses on 

content quality, authenticity and relevance to individual user interests” (Hau, 2025). As such, a RedNote user’s main 

feed is filled with user-generated posts aligned with the user’s personal interests and past behaviors, while 

Instagram’s algorithm gives greater weighting to the users’ social networks and the recency of the posts. The 

dynamics of user interactions and subsequent responses are different across the two platforms. Moreover, 

RedNote and Instagram are situated in different cultural contexts. Instagram, based in the US, boasts a global, 

primarily Western, audience, while RedNote’s audience is predominantly Chinese. Many studies have investigated 

body image concerns and social media use focusing on Instagram (e.g., Engeln et al., 2020; Fardouly et al., 2018; 

Saiphoo & Vahedi, 2019). Given the abovementioned differences between Instagram and RedNote, it remains 

unclear whether the findings from Instagram studies can be generalized to RedNote. Furthermore, significant 

cross-cultural variations have been found regarding social media use and body image concerns, particularly 

between the Eastern and the Western cultures and between individualistic and collectivistic cultures (Lee et al., 

2014; Schaffer & Debb, 2020; Sheldon et al., 2017). Hence, this investigation into the role of RedNote use in 

predicting social appearance anxiety in the Chinese context is warranted. 

Our theoretical perspective of this study integrates social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) and the Tripartite 

Influence Model (Thompson et al., 1999). Social learning theory addresses how human behaviors are shaped 

through interactions with the external environment, within which media use and interpersonal conversations are 

important processes. The Tripartite Influence Model also highlights the crucial role of media and social circles in 

influencing the formation of socially acceptable appearance standards. Thus, we take this approach to examine 

how algorithm-mediated social media use and appearance talk predict female users’ appearance anxiety. 

Furthermore, RedNote is home to numerous celebrities and fashion influencers whom female users admire. 

Following these celebrities and influencers and viewing and engaging with their posts are part of female users’ 

RedNote use activities (Zhang et al., 2021). Celebrities and influencers are found to have a considerable influence 

on their followers’ body dissatisfaction, as they set high standards for “beauty,” which their followers may then 

internalize as an ideal (Feltman & Szymanski, 2018; Roberts et al., 2022). Meanwhile, “appearance conversations 

direct attention to appearance-related issues, reinforce the value and importance of appearance to close friends, 

and promote the construction of appearance ideals” (Jones et al., 2004, p. 324). Thus, we also investigate the role 

of internalizing the appearance ideal in the algorithm-mediated learning process. This extends the applications of 

social learning theory and the Tripartite Influence Model to the algorithm-mediated information context. 

This study specifically targeted female adult users of RedNote. Notable gender differences have been found in 

terms of appearance related perceptions and attitudes, psychological well-beings, and social media use patterns. 

For example, female American college students reported more negative self-evaluations of their appearances and 

lower levels of emotional well-beings than their male counterparts (Muth & Cash, 1997). Moreover, women spend 

more time, share photos more frequently and engage more with others’ photos by liking and commenting on 

image-based social media platforms than men (Marengo et al., 2024; Thelwall & Vis, 2017). Therefore, it is possible 

that the relationship between RedNote use and social appearance anxiety would differ between genders. Given 

that the majority (approximately 70%) of RedNote users are women (Ch, 2025; Gao, 2024; GMA, 2024), we included 

only female users in this study to obtain a clear picture of the role of RedNote use in predicting social appearance 

anxiety for them, which may provide insights into designing targeted interventions to mitigate social appearance 

anxiety for this gender group. 

  



 

 

A Multidimensional Approach to Social Media Use 

Many studies have documented that the use of social media, particularly if it is image-based (e.g., Instagram), is 

associated with appearance concerns and body dissatisfaction (Engeln et al., 2020; Fardouly et al., 2018). However, 

these studies have measured social media using different methods, which may affect the findings. For example, 

in their meta-analysis, Saiphoo and Vahedi (2019) differentiated general social media use, i.e., the intensity of use 

or the time spent on social media, from appearance-focused use, which refers to the use frequency or time spent 

specifically on appearance-related content. Their meta-analysis found that appearance-focused use had a 

stronger effect on body image concerns than general use. Other studies have taken a multi-dimensional approach 

to social media use, examining its role in relation to mental well-being or assessing various forms of content-

specific use, such as connecting with others, posting content, or viewing and commenting on others’ posts (Maftei 

et al., 2023; C.-C. Yang et al., 2021). 

We contextualize social media use as a multidimensional construct in the context of RedNote to gain a 

comprehensive understanding of its role in users’ appearance anxiety. We examine general use (i.e., use intensity) 

and appearance-focused use (i.e., viewing, posting, commenting on appearance-related posts, and following 

celebrities and influencers). This enables us to identify the extent to which specific social media activities can 

predict users’ appearance anxiety, thus informing the design of corresponding approaches to effectively reduce 

appearance anxiety. In the following section, we discuss the mechanism of RedNote use through the lens of social 

learning. 

Algorithm-Mediated Social Learning via Social Media 

Social learning theory suggests that human behaviors are shaped by observing and imitating those of others (i.e., 

modeling) and are then reinforced by reward and punishment mechanisms (Bandura, 1977). Bandura noted that 

social learning can take place through direct (e.g., face-to-face social interactions) or indirect (e.g., observing 

images of individuals via mass media) experiences. The scope of social learning can thus be expanded to social 

media platforms to account for current digital information environments. 

One distinctive feature of social learning on social media platforms is the pivotal role of algorithms, “much of what 

we learn and how we learn is influenced by content algorithms designed by corporations” (Brady et al., 2023, p. 

947). In the case of RedNote, users who have viewed or engaged with appearance-related content may be exposed 

to more and more appearance-related content as a result of the human–algorithm interactions, which amplifies 

the impact of platform use on their cognitive and emotional responses. Both general use and exposure to 

appearance-related content on Instagram have been found to be positively associated with appearance concerns 

(Engeln et al., 2020; Fardouly et al., 2018; Saiphoo & Vahedi, 2019). We thus expect these associations to hold and 

may even be stronger in the algorithm-mediated context of RedNote because of the amplification effect of the 

algorithms. Accordingly, we propose the following hypotheses. 

H1: General RedNote use is positively associated with social appearance anxiety. 

H2: Viewing appearance-related content on RedNote is positively associated with social appearance anxiety. 

Social media users also post their own content and comment on others’ posts as forms of active social media use 

(Frison & Eggermont, 2017). For example, on Reddit, both posting and commenting were negatively associated 

with levels of depression (Escobar-Viera et al., 2018). Besides, following celebrities and influencers on image-based 

social media is another common type of active social media use activities, and it is positively related to social 

appearance anxiety among Turkish adolescents (Caner et al., 2022). Moreover, a scoping review on this topic 

revealed that the relationship between active social media use and psychological well-being varied across studies 

and may be subject to the platform affordance and content as well as the characteristics of content generators 

and receivers (Valkenburg, 2022). RedNote is an emergent platform that has attracted relatively limited academic 

attention despite its huge user base. In light of previous studies on Instagram and other platforms, we propose 

the following hypotheses regarding the roles of posting, commenting, and following in this context. 

H3: Appearance-related active use of RedNote, including a) posting, and b) commenting on appearance-related 

content and c) following celebrities and influencers, is positively associated with social appearance anxiety.  



 

 

Appearance Talk and Social Appearance Anxiety 

In addition to various types of social media use, we investigate whether and how appearance conversations are 

associated with female social media users’ social appearance anxiety. Sociocultural theories such as the Tripartite 

Influence Model (Thompson et al., 1999) emphasize that media and interpersonal factors such as family and peers 

can influence the formation of appearance-related social standards and can result in negative psychological 

outcomes. Conversations about body size and shape have been referred to as “body talk” (Chow & Tan, 2016; 

Wang et al., 2022) and “fat talk” (Arroyo & Harwood, 2012), which generally have negative connotations. In this 

study, the term “appearance talk” refers to interpersonal discussions about appearance-related issues. 

Correlational and experimental studies have provided evidence for a positive relationship between body talk and 

body image concerns (Mills & Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, 2017). Chinese adolescent girls and young women often engage 

in conversations about physical appearance with their peers, and the more they engage in such talk, the more 

dissatisfied they become with their body shapes (Chen & Jackson, 2012; Wang et al., 2022). In this view, offline 

interpersonal conversations about physical appearance are likely to induce social appearance anxiety as 

hypothesized below. 

H4: Appearance talk is positively associated with social appearance anxiety. 

The Mediating Role of Appearance-Ideal Internalization 

We further investigate the mediating mechanism linking various social media use activities and appearance talk 

to social appearance anxiety. The internalization of appearance ideals is defined as “the extent to which an 

individual personally adopts socially defined appearance ideals” (Jarman et al., 2021, p. 140). The Tripartite 

Influence Model (Thompson et al., 1999) indicates that the media, family, and peers are the three main socio–

cultural actors that exert social influence in terms of presenting beauty ideals and constructing social standards 

regarding physical appearance. Through the media and interactions with family and peers, individuals typically 

accept socially dominant appearance ideals and internalize the associated appearance standards (Rodgers et al., 

2015). This internalization of ideals can then influence the development of body dissatisfaction and result in a 

decrease in psychological well-being (Paterna et al., 2021). 

Numerous photos showing physically attractive faces and bodies are displayed on image-based social media, and 

the celebrities and fashion influencers who share their photos play a major role in setting beauty standards by 

offering the ideal appearance. The literature has documented that both general use intensity and appearance-

focused use of social media negatively relate to body satisfaction through the internalization of thin body ideals 

(Jarman et al., 2021). In addition to social media, Roberts et al. (2022) found that traditional media, family, and 

peers were also sources of appearance pressure for adolescent girls and can lead to greater body dissatisfaction 

via the further internalization of the thin ideal. However, most studies have focused on body image concerns and 

body dissatisfaction rather than social appearance anxiety. Such anxiety has increasingly become a societal 

problem in the age of social media, as the algorithm-mediated content curation mechanisms of image-based 

platforms can magnify the effects of social media exposure and engagement on social learning. Given the 

affordance of RedNote’s content curation algorithm, a user’s main feed is filled with user-generated posts aligned 

with the user’s personal interests and past behaviors, and the amount or percentage of appearance-related 

content they are exposed to may increase because of their continuous engagement with such content. This 

amplifies the impact of RedNote use on user responses, including internalizing the appearance ideals they have 

continuously been exposed to and the associated appearance standards. In this sense, the social learning curve 

in relation to the use of algorithm-driven platforms may differ from that of non-algorithm-driven platforms as 

algorithm mediation uniquely amplifies internalization of the social norms and standards related to certain 

interest areas on the respective algorithmic platform. In addition, interpersonal discussions on appearance-

related topics within one’s social circle, such as family members and peers (i.e., appearance talk), can promote the 

internalization of appearance ideals, resulting in negative psychological well-being (Mills & Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, 

2017; Wang et al., 2022). Based on the Tripartite Influence Model and relevant studies of body dissatisfaction, we 

propose the following hypotheses regarding social appearance anxiety. 

H5: The relationship between general social media use and social appearance anxiety is mediated by the 

internalization of the appearance ideals projected by celebrities and influencers. 



 

 

H6: The relationship between appearance-focused content use on social media, including a) viewing, b) posting, 

and c) commenting on appearance-related content and d) following celebrities and influencers, and social 

appearance anxiety is mediated by the internalization of the appearance ideal projected by celebrities and 

influencers. 

H7: The relationship between appearance talk and social appearance anxiety is mediated by the internalization of 

the appearance ideals projected by celebrities and influencers. 

Figure 1. The Conceptual Model of the Study. 

  

Notably, although there is substantial evidence in the literature for the impact of social media use and body talk 

on body image concerns (Course-Choi & Hammond, 2021; Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016; Fioravanti et al., 2022), it is 

possible that the direction of the relationship can be inverse (i.e., body image concerns may affect social media 

use and body talk; Frison & Eggermont, 2017; Rogers et al., 2015). We argue, however, that the relationships 

presented in the conceptual model (see Figure 1) are more plausible than the opposite direction based on the 

following theoretical and empirical grounds. Theoretically, the two classic social scientific theories that this study 

draws from both hold the assumption that media is a social actor that influences individuals’ perceptions and 

behaviors (Bandura, 1977; Thompson et al., 1999). Aligned with this theoretical assumption, this study emphasizes 

on media effect and hypothesizes that social media use and interpersonal communication may influence female 

RedNote users’ social appearance anxiety. Empirically, longitudinal and experimental studies that are generally 

considered more robust for bolstering causal claims than cross-sectional studies have supported that social media 

use has a significant impact on psychological well-being (Course-Choi & Hammond, 2021; Fardouly & Vartanian, 

2016; Fioravanti et al., 2022; Lin et al., 2023). 

Furthermore, this study examines whether the above relationships as presented in the conceptual model varied 

by geographic location where users resided. Geographic location represents the macro social cultural context 

which plays a crucial role in shaping users’ formation of social norms and internalization of social standards. An 

eight-nation study involving both Eastern and Western cultures finds significant cross-cultural differences in social 

anxiety and a significant correlation between social anxiety and social norms (Heinrichs et al., 2006). Additionally, 

the relationship between social media use and body dissatisfaction has also been found be contingent on the 

cultural context (Lee et al., 2014; Schaffer & Debb, 2020; Sheldon et al., 2017). However, prior studies have focused 

on differences across nations, rather than regional differences within a nation. Given China’s vast territory and 

cross-region heterogeneity, variations across regions have been observed in many aspects such as health status 

(Sun et al., 2011), well-being (X. Yang et al., 2020), and work values (Kwon, 2012). Hence, investigation into regional 

differences in terms of social media use and social appearance anxiety can provide insights into the nuances in 

relation to the broader social cultural factors associated with geographic location. 



 

 

Covariates 

To provide a more accurate estimation of the roles of the variables included in the conceptual model, we included 

users’ demographics, including age, education, and income, and the personality trait of narcissism as covariates. 

There is empirical evidence that age moderates the relationship between social media use and psychological well-

being. More specifically, for younger adults under 30, social media use is negatively associated with anxiety; 

however, for adults aged 30 and above, the association is positive (Hardy & Castonguay, 2018). Education and 

income have also been found to be significantly linked to social media use (Özgüven & Mucan, 2013) and anxiety 

(Bjelland et al., 2008; Liu et al., 2023). Previous studies have also noted that narcissism is associated with social 

media use and social appearance anxiety (Boursier & Gioia, 2020; McCain & Campbell, 2018). Therefore, these 

variables should be taken into consideration to isolate the effects of social media use and interpersonal 

conversations on social appearance anxiety. 

Methods 

Participants and Procedures 

We tested the hypotheses using an online survey of female RedNote users in China. This study was approved by 

the Human Subjects Ethics Committee of the corresponding author’s institution (Approval No. H003088). To 

increase the representativeness of the sample, we applied a stratified sampling method, in which we first selected 

three Chinese cities and then obtained our samples from these cities. Chinese cities are classified into three tiers 

based on criteria such as GDP, population size, and political administration. We then selected a representative city 

from each of the three tiers and from different geographic regions: Shanghai (Tier 1, in Eastern China), Chengdu 

(Tier 2, in Western China), and Harbin (Tier 3, in Northeastern China). We chose Shanghai, an international 

metropolis, as the exemplar city for Tier 1, as it is a global hub for business, finance, trade, and politics. In 2023, 

Shanghai had one of the largest populations of all Chinese cities, with approximately 24.75 million inhabitants, as 

well as the highest GDP, about 4.72 trillion yuan. Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan Province, is a Tier 2 city, and it is 

a major commerce, technology, and finance center in Western China. Chengdu’s overall urban development does 

not match the scale of Tier 1 cities, although it has experienced substantial economic growth, with a GDP of 

approximately 2.21 trillion yuan and a population of 20 million in 2023. Finally, Harbin, located in Northeastern 

China, is the capital of Heilongjiang Province, with a much smaller urban population (9.82 million) and economy (a 

GDP of approximately 500 billion yuan in 2023). Thus, Harbin is classified as a Tier 3 city.  

Only female RedNote users in Shanghai, Chengdu, and Harbin were eligible to participate in the survey. The online 

survey was administered in August 2022 via Wenjuanxing, an online market research company in China whose 

sample pool covers over 2.6 million registered respondents with diverse demographic and geographic 

backgrounds. The survey platform distributed the questionnaire to eligible residents in these cities and provided 

financial compensations to those who submitted valid responses. The survey company employed rigorous quality 

control measures to ensure data reliability. These measures included removing cases with duplicate IP addresses, 

failed attention checks, and responses completed in an unreasonably short time.  

After excluding two participants with missing data, we obtained 1,234 valid responses (NShanghai = 417,  

NChengdu = 404, NHarbin = 413). The average age of the participants was 29.14 years (range = 18–65, SD = 7.60). In 

terms of education, 77.2% held a bachelor’s degree, while 12.3% had postgraduate education and 10.5% had 

finished high school or below. In terms of income, over half of the participants (58.5%) earned less than 8,000 yuan 

per month, nearly one-third (34.1%) earned between 8,000 and 20,000 yuan, and 7.4% earned above 20,000 yuan. 

According to China’s latest national population census data (National Bureau of Statistics, 2020), our sample is 

younger and more highly educated than the general female population. However, based on user profile data from 

RedNote (Ch, 2025; Gao, 2024; GMA, 2024), approximately 70% of its users are women, 75% are young people 

aged 18 to 34, 71% hold a bachelor’s degree or higher, and 50% reside in first- or second-tier cities. These figures 

suggest that our sample closely matches the typical demographic characteristics of RedNote users. 

  



 

 

Measures 

General Use Intensity of RedNote 

General use intensity was measured with five items adapted from the Facebook Intensity Scale (Ellison et al., 2007), 

which we modified to fit the context of RedNote. The participants were asked to rate the items (e.g., “Using 

RedNote is part of my everyday activity”) on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). The five items 

were averaged, with higher scores indicating a greater intensity of use (Cronbach’s α = .85, M = 3.58, SD = 0.81). 

Viewing Appearance-Related Content on RedNote 

Viewing appearance-related content on RedNote was measured with two items. The first was, “How often do you 

view appearance-related content on RedNote (e.g., fashion, cosmetics, skincare, weight loss, plastic surgery, 

medical aesthetics)?” The response options ranged from 1 = never to 5 = always. The second item required 

participants to rate the percentage of appearance-related content that they had browsed on RedNote. The 

response options ranged from 0 to 100 percent. We recoded the answers as follows: 1 = ‘0–20%’, 2 = ‘21–40%’,  

3 = ‘41–60%’, 4 = ‘61–80%’, and 5 = ‘81–100%’. The two items were averaged, with a higher score indicating a higher 

frequency of viewing appearance-related content on RedNote (M = 3.47, SD = 0.94, Spearman’s correlation = .52, 

p < .001). 

Posting Appearance-Related Content on RedNote 

We asked the respondents to indicate the frequency of their posting of appearance-related content on RedNote 

on a 5-point scale (1 = never, 5 = always; M = 2.63, SD = 1.11).  

Commenting on Appearance-Related Content on RedNote 

The participants were asked to report how frequently they commented on others’ appearance-related posts on 

RedNote. This item was rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1= never to 5 = always (M = 2.24, SD = 1.09). 

Following Celebrities and Influencers on RedNote 

Following celebrities and influencers on RedNote was assessed by asking the participants to report the number of 

influencers and celebrities on RedNote that they followed. As the distribution of this response was skewed, we 

log-transformed the answers (log (x+1)) to achieve normality (M = 1.04, SD = 0.61).  

Appearance Talk 

We assessed appearance talk using three items adapted from Jones et al. (2004; e.g., “My friends and I talk about 

how important it is to always look attractive”) on a 5-point scale (1 = never, 5 = always). The three items were 

averaged, with higher scores indicating more frequent appearance talk with friends (Cronbach’s α = .73, M = 3.61, 

SD = 0.81). 

Appearance-Ideal Internalization 

Three items from the Sociocultural Attitudes Toward Appearance Questionnaire-3 (Thompson et al., 2004) were 

used to measure the internalization of appearance ideals. We slightly reworded the items to emphasize 

that appearance ideals were reflected in the participants’ references to influencers on RedNote. The participants 

were asked to rate the items (e.g., “I wish I looked like the influencers on RedNote”) on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly 

disagree, 5 = strongly agree). The three items were averaged, with higher scores indicating greater internalization 

of the appearance ideal (Cronbach’s α = .80, M = 2.79, SD = 1.00). 

Social Appearance Anxiety 

Social appearance anxiety was measured with the Social Appearance Anxiety Scale (Hart et al., 2008). The 

participants were asked to rate their level of agreement or disagreement (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) 

with seven items that assessed the anxiety of being negatively evaluated by others due to their overall appearance. 

A sample item is “I am concerned that people may not like me because of the way I look.” After conducting a 

confirmatory factor analysis as reported below, we removed one item because its standardized factor loading was 

below the acceptable threshold. The average of all six items was calculated, with higher scores indicating higher 

social appearance anxiety (Cronbach’s α = .87, M = 2.94, SD = 0.89).  



 

 

Control Variables 

Participants’ demographics, including age, education, and income, and the personality trait of narcissism were 

included as covariates. Narcissism was measured with the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (Ames et al., 2006). 

The participants were asked to indicate their levels of agreement (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) with nine 

items. A sample item is “I like to be the center of attention.” The responses on the nine items were averaged, with 

higher scores demonstrating higher levels of narcissism (Cronbach’s α = .77, M = 3.21, SD = 0.58). 

These original measures were in English, and two bilingual speakers translated them into Chinese and back 

translated them to ensure accuracy.1 

We conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using maximum likelihood estimation to evaluate the 

measurement model for constructs assessed with multiple items. The model specified four latent constructs: 

general RedNote use intensity (5 items), appearance talk (3 items), appearance-ideal internalization (3 items), and 

social appearance anxiety (initially 7 items). All latent constructs were allowed to correlate. The remaining 

measures (i.e., viewing, posting, commenting, and following) were excluded from the CFA because they were 

treated as observed variables (i.e., single-item measures or composite indices) and therefore did not provide 

multiple indicators for specifying latent constructs.  

The initial CFA results indicated that the measurement model had an adequate fit to the data, χ² = 750.16,  

df = 129, p < .001, CFI = .93, TLI = .92, RMSEA = .06, 90% CI [.058, .067], SRMR = .07. However, one item from the 

social appearance anxiety scale had a standardized factor loading of .30, which was below the commonly accepted 

threshold of .50 (Hair et al., 2018). Therefore, we removed this item and re-ran the CFA. The new measurement 

model had a good fit, χ² = 554.85, df = 113, p < .001, CFI = .95, TLI = .94, RMSEA = .06, 90% CI [.052, .061],  

SRMR = .04, and all standardized factor loadings exceeded the .50 cutoff, suggesting that the measures used in 

our study demonstrate adequate validity. We also calculated the variance inflation factor (VIF) to test for any 

multicollinearity. The VIF values were all between 1 and 2, below the threshold value of 5 (Menard, 1995). Thus, 

multicollinearity did not appear to be an issue in this study. Table 1 presents the correlation matrix of the variables. 

 

Table 1. Zero-Order Correlation of Variables. 

 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

1. Age 29.14 7.60 —            

2. Education — — .01 —           

3. Income — — .35*** .37*** —          

4. Narcissism 3.21 0.58 .01 .10*** .20*** —         

5. General use intensity 3.58 0.81 .004 .09*** .24*** .33*** —        

6. Viewing 3.47 0.94 −.15*** .05 .14*** .23*** .39*** —       

7. Following 1.04 0.61 −.14*** .09** .16*** .17*** .39*** .40*** —      

8. Posting 2.63 1.11 .05 .07* .22*** .31*** .37*** .37*** .27*** —     

9. Commenting 2.24 1.09 .05 .04 .19*** .30*** .30*** .29*** .22*** .50*** —    

10. Appearance talk 3.61 0.81 .04 .04 .17*** .33*** .44*** .39*** .29*** .44*** .35*** —   

11. Internalization 2.79 1.00 −.01 .01 .08** .32*** .34*** .30*** .20*** .35*** .36*** .49*** —  

12. Social appearance 

anxiety 
2.94 0.89 −.23*** −.08** −.17*** −.01 .08** .17*** .09** .08** .08** .18*** .37*** — 

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 

Data Analysis 

H1 through H4 examined the role of general social media use, use of appearance-related content on social media, 

and appearance talk in predicting participants’ levels of social appearance anxiety. Hierarchical regressions were 

performed to test these proposed predictors in a stepwise fashion. To examine the mediation hypotheses 

presented in H5 to H7, we applied the PROCESS macro in SPSS (Model 4) with 5000 bias-corrected bootstrap 

samples and 95% confidence intervals (Hayes, 2022). A confidence interval that does not include zero indicates 

a statistically significant indirect effect at the α = .05 level. We also performed additional analyses to investigate 

whether a participant’s geographic location (i.e., Shanghai, Chengdu, or Harbin) played a moderating role in the 



 

 

above relationships via PROCESS (Model 8). This aimed at revealing whether the results could be universally 

generalized to other geographic locations within China or were determined by the social or economic 

development level of their location despite their similar cultural settings. Age, education, income, and narcissism 

were included as covariates in all the analyses, and additional covariates were added to some of the above 

analyses as specified in the Results below. 

Results 

After controlling for age, education, income, and narcissism, we found that the intensity of general RedNote use 

was significantly associated with appearance anxiety, b = 0.14, SE = 0.03, t = 4.15, p < .001. Thus, H1 was supported 

(Model 1). We then added the four types of appearance-related content use to the model as an additional block 

(Model 2). Viewing appearance-related content was a significant predictor of appearance anxiety, b = 0.12,  

SE = 0.03, t = 3.76, p < .001, but the number of celebrities and influencers that a user follows, the frequency of 

posting appearance-related content, and the frequency of commenting on appearance-related posts were not. 

These results supported H2 but not H3. We then added appearance talk as a new block (Model 3), which was 

positively associated with appearance anxiety, b = 0.19, SE = 0.04, t = 5.27, p < .001. Therefore, H4 was supported. 

It should be noted that general use intensity was not significantly associated with appearance anxiety in Models 2 

and 3. Table 2 summarizes the results of the hierarchical regression analyses. 

 

Table 2. Hierarchical Regression Analysis on Social Appearance Anxiety. 

 
Model 0 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

b SE β b SE β b SE β b SE β 

Block 1: Control variables 

   Constant 3.97*** 0.22  3.67*** 0.23  3.41*** 0.24  3.21*** 0.24  

   Age −0.02*** 0.003 −.20 −0.02*** 0.003 −.20 −0.02*** 0.004 −.17 −0.02*** 0.004 −.18 

   Education −0.09 0.05 −.05 −0.08 0.05 −.05 −0.07 0.05 −.04 −0.07 0.05 −.04 

   Income −0.04** 0.01 −.09 −0.05*** 0.01 −.11 −0.06*** 0.01 −.14 −0.06*** 0.01 −.14 

   Narcissism 0.03 0.04 .02 −0.03 0.05 −.02 −0.08 0.05 −.05 −0.11* 0.05 −.07 

Block 2: General use 

   General use 

   intensity 
   0.14*** 0.03 .12 0.06 0.04 .06 0.02 0.04 .02 

Block 3: Appearance−related content use 

   Viewing       0.12*** 0.03 .12 0.09** 0.03 .09 

   Following       0.01 0.05 .01 -0.004 0.05 −.003 

   Posting       0.04 0.03 .05 0.01 0.03 .01 

   Commenting       0.04 0.03 .05 0.03 0.03 .04 

Block 4: Appearance talk 

   Appearance talk          0.19*** 0.04 .17 

R2 .067 .080 .102 .122 

Adjusted R2 .064 .076 .095 .115 

Adjusted R2 

Change 
— .012 .019 .020 

F 21.95 21.23 15.43 16.96 

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 

 

Based on the above results, we conducted mediation analyses of the three significant predictors—general use, 

viewing appearance-related content, and appearance talk—to test H5, H6, and H7 (see Table 3). We found that 

after controlling for age, education, income, and narcissism, general use intensity had a nonsignificant direct effect 

on appearance anxiety (b = 0.01, SE = 0.03, t = 0.39, p = .696), but a significant indirect effect through internalization 

(b = 0.12, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.09, 0.15]). Therefore, H5 was supported, and the effect of general use intensity on 

appearance anxiety was almost fully mediated by internalization. Viewing appearance-related content on RedNote 



 

 

had a significant direct effect on appearance anxiety (b = 0.07, SE = 0.03, t = 2.56, p = .011, 95% CI [0.02, 0.12]) and 

an indirect effect through internalization, which was also significant (b = 0.07, SE = 0.01, 95% CI [0.04, 0.09]). This 

result was observed after controlling for age, education, income, narcissism, and general RedNote use. H6(a) was 

thus supported, and the indirect effect via internalization accounted for approximately half of the total effect. 

With age, education, income, narcissism, general use intensity, and viewing appearance-related content on 

RedNote included as covariates, the results showed that the direct effect of appearance talk on appearance 

anxiety was not significant, b = 0.05, SE = 0.04, t = 1.42, p = .155, 95% CI [−0.02, 0.12]. In contrast, appearance talk 

had a significant indirect effect on appearance anxiety through internalization, b = 0.15, SE = 0.02, 

95% CI [0.12, 0.19]. H7 was supported, and the indirect path via internalization accounted for about 75% of the 

total effect of viewing appearance-related content on appearance anxiety. 

 

Table 3. Direct and Indirect Effects of General Use Intensity, Viewing Appearance-Related Content, 

and Appearance Talk on Social Appearance Anxiety. 

Path Effect SE 95% CI 

General use intensity → social appearance anxiety 0.01 0.03 [−0.05, 0.07] 

General use intensity → internalization → social appearance anxiety 0.12 0.02 [0.09, 0.15] 

Viewing appearance-related content → social appearance anxiety 0.07 0.03 [0.02, 0.12] 

Viewing appearance-related content → internalization → social appearance anxiety 0.07 0.01 [0.04, 0.09] 

Appearance talk → social appearance anxiety 0.05 0.04 [−0.02, 0.12] 

Appearance talk → internalization → social appearance anxiety 0.15 0.02 [0.12, 0.19] 

Note. Bold fonts indicate statistical significance (p < .05).  

 

Table 4. The Moderation of City in the Direct and Indirect Effects of General Use Intensity, Viewing Appearance-Related 

Content, and Appearance Talk on Social Appearance Anxiety. 

City Paths Effect SE 95% CI 

Shanghai General use intensity → social appearance anxiety −0.09 0.05 [−0.19, 0.01] 

 General use intensity → internalization → social appearance anxiety 0.14 0.02 [0.09, 0.19] 

 Viewing appearance-related content → social appearance anxiety 0.09 0.04 [0.003, 0.17] 

 Viewing appearance-related content → internalization → social appearance 

anxiety 
0.10 0.02 [0.07, 0.14] 

 Appearance talk → social appearance anxiety −0.01 0.05 [−0.11, 0.09] 

 Appearance talk → internalization → social appearance anxiety 0.16 0.02 [0.12, 0.20] 

Chengdu General use intensity → social appearance anxiety −0.01 0.03 [−0.07, 0.06] 

 General use intensity → internalization → social appearance anxiety 0.13 0.02 [0.10, 0.16] 

 Viewing appearance-related content → social appearance anxiety 0.07 0.03 [0.02, 0.13] 

 Viewing appearance-related content → internalization → social appearance 

anxiety 
0.07 0.01 [0.05, 0.10] 

 Appearance talk → social appearance anxiety 0.05 0.04 [−0.02, 0.12] 

 Appearance talk → internalization → social appearance anxiety 0.15 0.02 [0.12, 0.19] 

Harbin General use intensity → social appearance anxiety 0.08 0.04 [0.001, 0.16] 

 General use intensity → internalization → social appearance anxiety 0.11 0.02 [0.08, 0.15] 

 Viewing appearance-related content → social appearance anxiety 0.05 0.04 [−0.02, 0.13] 

 Viewing appearance-related content → internalization → social appearance 

anxiety 
0.04 0.02 [0.01, 0.08] 

 Appearance talk → social appearance anxiety 0.11 0.05 [0.01, 0.20] 

 Appearance talk → internalization → social appearance anxiety 0.15 0.02 [0.11, 0.19] 

Note. Bold fonts indicate statistical significance (p < .05).  

 

We also explored whether the above relationships were conditioned by city using PROCESS Model 8.  

City (1 = Shanghai, 2 = Chengdu, and 3 = Harbin) was added to the model as a moderator of the direct and indirect 

effects of the exogenous variable on appearance anxiety (see Table 4). The results showed that city was not a 



 

 

significant moderator of the indirect effect of general social media use on appearance anxiety through 

internalization (the index of moderated mediation = −0.01, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [−0.04, 0.02]). However, the direct 

effect was conditioned by city (b = 0.09, SE = 0.03, t = 2.63, p = .009): only Harbin participants reported a significant 

positive direct association between general use and appearance anxiety (b = 0.08, SE = 0.04, t = 1.99, 

p = .047, 95% CI [0.001, 0.16]), while this association was not significant among Shanghai and Chengdu participants 

(Shanghai: b = −0.09, SE = 0.05, t = −1.86, p = .063; Chengdu: b = −0.01, SE = 0.03, t = −0.17, p = 0.862). 

Interestingly, we found that this pattern was reversed for viewing appearance-related content, as city significantly 

moderated the indirect effect of viewing appearance-related content on appearance anxiety through 

internalization (the index of moderated mediation = −0.03, SE = 0.01, 95% CI [−0.05, −0.01]). More specifically, the 

indirect effect was stronger among female RedNote users in Shanghai (b = 0.10, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.07, 0.14]) than 

for those in Chengdu and Harbin (Chengdu: b = 0.07, SE = 0.01, 95% CI [0.05, 0.10]; Harbin: b = 0.04, SE = 0.02, 95% 

CI [0.01, 0.08]). However, the specific city did not influence the direct effect (b = −0.02, SE = 0.03, t = −.56, p = .572). 

With regard to appearance talk, city was not a significant moderator of the direct effect of appearance talk on 

appearance anxiety (b = 0.06, SE = 0.03, t = 1.76, p = .078), nor was it a significant moderator of the indirect effect 

of appearance talk (the index of moderated mediation = −0.004, SE = 0.01, 95% CI [−0.03, 0.02]). 

Discussion 

Social appearance anxiety has become an increasingly severe problem, particularly among women, because of 

the huge number of beautified photos flooding social media that feature unrealistic appearance ideals. Drawing 

on algorithm-mediated social learning and the Tripartite Influence Model, in this study, we revealed the roles of 

algorithm-mediated image-based social media use and appearance talk in predicting users’ social appearance 

anxiety, and we explored the underlying mechanism and contextual factors. Through a survey conducted among 

female RedNote users in three Chinese cities representing different Tiers, we found that the level of general use 

of the platform was indirectly associated with users’ appearance anxiety via internalization, while viewing 

appearance-related content was directly and indirectly linked to appearance anxiety. These relationships were 

moderated by the participants’ specific geographic locations. The direct association between general use intensity 

and appearance anxiety was significant only among Harbin participants (Tier 3 city), while the indirect effect of 

viewing appearance-related content on appearance anxiety through internalization was strongest for Shanghai 

participants (Tier 1 city). Additionally, appearance talk was indirectly associated with social appearance anxiety via 

internalization. These findings offer unique insights into users’ interactions with this algorithm-mediated platform 

and their corresponding cognition and behavior regarding social appearance anxiety. We discussed the theoretical 

and practical implications of our findings as follows. 

Algorithm-Driven Social Media Use  

The results support that passive social media use (i.e., general use intensity and viewing appearance-related 

content) was positively associated with social appearance anxiety rather than active social media use (i.e., posting 

and commenting on appearance-related content and following celebrities and influencers). The previous research 

findings on the ability of passive versus active social media use to predict well-being are mixed (Valkenburg, 2022). 

For example, in their meta-analysis, Yin et al. (2019) found that the effects of passive and active social media use 

on aggregate psychological outcomes were nonsignificant. However, another meta-analytic study on specific well-

being reported a weak but positive association between active social media use and anxiety (r = .06) and a stronger 

association for passive social media use (r = .21; Hancock et al., 2019). Our findings align with these results rather 

than those of Yin et al. (2019). These mixed findings indicate that psychological well-being is a complex concept 

that encompasses various distinct types of well-being such as depression, anxiety, and self-esteem, all of which 

may have differential associations with social media use. Our results further confirm that passive social media use 

(i.e., general use intensity and viewing appearance-related content) plays a more important role in predicting social 

appearance anxiety than active social media use (i.e., posting and commenting on appearance-related content 

and following celebrities and influencers). One possible explanation for this is that the aggravation of social 

appearance anxiety through social learning demands the acceptance of the predominant social norms regarding 

beauty standards and the internalization of these standards to guide an individual’s behavior. Passive social media 

use better fits the purpose of this process as it mainly involves viewing content and taking in information, 

manifesting a classic media effect induced by content exposure. In contrast, active social media use such as 



 

 

posting and commenting requires users to invest more physical and intellectual resources, which indicates a 

higher likelihood of exercising critical thinking and thus potentially higher resistance to the content, particularly if 

it can have negative impacts. This echoes the findings of other well-being studies, suggesting that active social 

media use alleviates depression while passive social media use increases depressive symptoms (Escobar-Viera et 

al., 2018). Therefore, we can tentatively conclude that when criticizing the dark side of social media use on negative 

well-being outcome, we probably should blame passive social media use. However, active social media use may 

help people resist the potentially negative influence of unhealthy content. In addition, passive social media use on 

algorithm-based platforms may be a more accurate predictor of users’ cognition and behavior, as their activities 

on the platform can be considered as input into the content curation algorithm, which can then be fine-tuned to 

better predict users’ interests and thus provide them with more appropriate personalized content. From this 

viewpoint, active social media use is part of the human–algorithm interaction on the platform, whereas passive 

social media use indicates the level of exposure to the content pushed to the user by the algorithm. This highlights 

the power of the algorithms applied to image-based social media in disciplining user behavior. More research is 

needed to further disentangle the roles of different types of passive and active social media use in reducing the 

potential influence of algorithm-mediated learning, particularly when the content elicits negative psychological 

outcomes. However, it should be noted that the effect size of general social media use and viewing appearance-

related content found in this study was small as reflected in the adjusted R2 change. Compared to social media 

use, demographics and personality traits were stronger predictors on social appearance anxiety. In this view, we 

should not blame algorithmic social media solely for negative psychological well-being and relevant adverse 

outcomes. Social appearance anxiety is a complex social problem, and resolving this problem demands joint 

efforts from individuals, social media platforms, educational institutions, and governments.  

Internalization as the Underlying Mechanism 

We also found that the mechanisms through which general use and content-specific use were associated with 

social appearance anxiety differed. Internalization almost fully mediated the positive relationship between general 

use and appearance anxiety, while viewing appearance-related content was both directly and indirectly associated 

with increased levels of appearance anxiety. This is consistent with findings regarding Western platforms such as 

Instagram, as research has indicated that both general use and content-specific use have indirect effects on body 

dissatisfaction via internalization (Jarman et al., 2021). In our study, the direct association between viewing 

appearance-related content and appearance anxiety can be understood through the lens of the classic media 

effect model of content exposure. Whereas the mediating role of internalization in the effect of general use and 

viewing appearance-related content on appearance anxiety lends support to the notion of the algorithm-mediated 

social learning that takes place on RedNote. The more time users spend on RedNote, the more likely they will be 

to internalize the norms and standards promoted by the platform’s content, which may be due to continuous 

exposure to the highly similar content curated by the algorithm. Thus, the roles of general versus content-specific 

use should be further examined in the contexts of different algorithmic social media.  

In addition to social media use, interpersonal discussions related to physical appearance (i.e., appearance talk) 

were found to play a complementary role in promoting appearance anxiety via internalization. This aligns with the 

prediction of the Tripartite Influence Model, which indicates that even in the age of algorithmic social media when 

human communication is increasingly mediated by various media technologies, direct interpersonal 

communication remains important for internalizing the social norms promoted through social media content to 

be part of users’ own world views and values that guide their cognition and behavior. Future studies can investigate 

the factors of interpersonal communication that may affect the processes and outcomes of algorithm-mediated 

social learning, such as the frequency and intensity of interpersonal discussions as well as the partner of 

interpersonal communication.  

It is important to note that this mediating mechanism was supported with the cross-sectional data of this study 

which cannot establish temporality. Nevertheless, the Tripartite Influence Model posits that internalization is one 

key mechanism that the media and social circles shape the formation of socially accepted standards (Thompson 

et al., 1999). Additionally, the mediating role of internalization identified by this study is also consistent with 

previous studies (Paterna et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2022). Therefore, we believe this finding is more plausible than 

the other direction, and more longitudinal and experimental evidence is expected to substantiate the causal 

relationship. 

  



 

 

The Moderating Role of Geographic Location  

The identified relationships are also conditioned by the geographic contexts. The three cities of Shanghai, 

Chengdu, and Harbin differ in geographic location, population size, and the level of economic development. The 

Shanghai (Tier 1 city) participants reported the strongest indirect association between viewing appearance-related 

content and appearance anxiety through internalization. In contrast, only Harbin (Tier 3 city) participants reported 

a significant positive direct association between general use and appearance anxiety. This should be interpreted 

through a holistic lens of the geographic, economic, social and cultural factors of the respective location. Shanghai 

is an economically developed and highly modernized region where the level of penetration and development of 

media systems is advanced. Its population is more than 2 times the population of Harbin and its GDP is more than 

9 times that of Harbin, indicating considerable differences in terms of economic development and associated 

lifestyles of residents between Shanghai and Harbin. Furthermore, these differences are also consistent with the 

level of mediatization in the two cities. Mediatization is the extent of the media’s role in societal development and 

cultural change as a social institution, in other words, to what extent the society is mediated by the media 

(Hjarvard, 2008). For instance, Shanghai has two of China’s largest media conglomerates—Shanghai United Media 

Group and Shanghai Media Group, covering newspapers, magazines, websites, radio, cable television, satellite 

television, and other media formats. Whereas Harbin’s media industry has a much smaller size and a lower level 

of development. Moreover, RedNote has a higher penetration rate in Tier 1 cities than in Tier 3 cities (Ch, 2025; 

Gao, 2024; GMA, 2024). Taken together, it is suggested that the level of mediatization of Shanghai is higher than 

that of Harbin.  

In this view, the direct association between general use and appearance anxiety in Harbin can be explained 

through the classic angle of media effects, that is, more media exposure, stronger media effects, indicating the 

effects stem from the use of the medium rather than the media content in contexts featuring a relatively lower 

level of economic development and mediatization. However, the indirect association between appearance-related 

content exposure and appearance anxiety through internalization among Shanghai participants tells a different 

story: in contexts featuring a high level of economic development and mediatization, the media plays a prominent 

role in shaping people’s views and values through the process of internalization, which is a self-persuasion process 

featuring individuals integrating opinions and norms into their inner value systems. Norms internalized through 

the influence of social media may be more resistant to potential attacks and thereby have a more enduring effect 

on attitudes and behavior. Future studies are recommended to test the long-term effects of RedNote use in terms 

of how resistant the perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors formed through media use is to counterarguments in 

different regions within and outside China with longitudinal research design. 

Theoretical Implications 

This study contributes to the existing body of studies on social media use and psychological well-being in the 

following aspects. First, this study approaches this topic from an innovative perspective that integrates algorithm-

mediated social learning and the Tripartite Influence Model. Social learning theory and the Tripartite Influence 

Model were originally developed in the context of traditional media. This study expands the scope of these classic 

theories to the algorithm-mediated information context, particularly the image-based algorithmic platforms, and 

provides empirical evidence for the underlying mechanism of internalization. Moreover, the interest-based 

content curation affordance of RedNote algorithm may uniquely amplify internalization of the social norms and 

standards related to certain interest areas because of user-algorithm interactions, which is a new insight regarding 

the algorithm-mediated information context. Second, this study explicates the differential roles of passive social 

media use and active social media use as well as the unique roles of general use and content-specific use in the 

process of algorithm-mediated learning, contributing to deepening our understanding of this new theoretical 

notion. Third, previous studies have noted that the association between social media use and body dissatisfaction 

in Western and Asian countries differs (Lee et al., 2014). This study extends this line of research into the Chinese 

context and the platform RedNote which has unique algorithmic affordances. Furthermore, few studies have 

assessed the cross-regional differences within a country in this regard, let alone in the Chinese context. Our study 

fills this research gap and contributes to the literature by revealing how the level of mediatization in a society and 

the nuances of local cultures within a nation can help determine the role of social media in predicting users’ 

psychological well-being.  



 

 

Practical Implications 

Based on our findings, we offer the following suggestions for mitigating social appearance anxiety in China. First, 

the platform may design some relevant features to mitigate the potential harm of extensive algorithmic media 

use. For example, they may send reminders or prompts to heavy users whose total time spent on the platform 

exceeds a maximum. It is also important for platforms that employ algorithms to curate personalized content for 

their users to disclose the factors that they rely on for content curation decisions to their users for transparency 

purposes. Relatedly, the platforms may refine their algorithms to implement content controls for avoiding 

excessive presentation of content on a certain topic in a short time span to a particular user. Second, a community-

based peer-assisted approach can reduce the social appearance anxiety induced by social media use, as 

interpersonal communication can influence its development. Third, local social and cultural factors should be 

considered when taking such approaches, and small-scale pilot tests can be conducted with local residents before 

any remedy is implemented on a larger scale.  

Limitations and Conclusion 

Our study has some limitations that should be considered when interpreting the results and planning future 

research. First, causal relationships cannot be established from cross-sectional studies, so other methods such as 

longitudinal designs or experimental methods can be used to gather more substantial evidence of causality. 

Second, although we attempted to ensure that our sample was representative by applying a stratified sampling 

method, we only collected data from three cities, which represented different tiers, due to limited resources. 

Moreover, our study only included female adult users of RedNote in the three cities. Caution should be exercised 

when generalizing the results to other contexts, other age groups, other genders, and rural users. Third, we only 

focused on the psychological well-being outcome of social appearance anxiety; whether it also applies to other 

outcomes such as depression and self-esteem requires further investigation. Fourth, some measures can be 

improved. Measures of general use and appearance-related use of RedNote were not associated with a specific 

time frame, so participants might have various interpretations of the items. Future research can specify a 

timeframe in these measures (e.g., in the past week) to enhance the measurement validity. For measures such as 

the number of celebrities and influencers a participant follows on RedNote and the frequency of social media use 

behaviors (e.g., viewing content), due to their self-reported nature, the accuracy of the results may be difficult to 

assess. Future studies are recommended to obtain relevant data from other sources such as digital user record. 

Furthermore, although appearance-related social media use and appearance talk were statistically significant 

predictors of social appearance anxiety, their incremental contribution to the explained variance was relatively 

small. Therefore, the practical impact of these behaviors should be interpreted with caution. Future research 

should incorporate a broader range of psychological or environmental factors to better account for the remaining 

variance. 

To conclude, in this research, we reveal the predictors, mediating mechanism, and contextual factors of social 

appearance anxiety in the Chinese context. The findings enrich our understanding of the interplay between 

various types of social media use, interpersonal discussions, and psychological well-being in algorithm-mediated 

social media environments. We also extend the classic Tripartite Influence Model to algorithmic media. Our study 

also offers practical insights into how effective remedies can be designed to mitigate the negative influences of 

social media use. 

Footnotes 

1 Before we started the data collection, we invited a few female RedNote users (university students) to complete 

the draft questionnaire. Based on their feedback, we slightly changed the wording of some items to enhance 

readability. Then we hired a professional survey company in China to collect data for this survey. The survey 

company first conducted a pilot test and collected around 50 responses. We conducted a preliminary analysis with 

the 50 responses and did not spot any irregularity. Then the survey company continued to collect more data. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A 

Table A1. Items Used for All Variables. 

General Use Intensity of RedNote (Ellison et al., 2007; 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) 

RedNote is part of my everyday activity. 

RedNote has become part of my daily routine. 

I feel out of touch when I haven’t logged onto RedNote for a while. 

I feel I am part of the RedNote community. 

I would be sorry if RedNote shut down. 

Viewing Appearance-related Content on RedNote 

How often are you exposed to appearance-related content (e.g., fashion, cosmetics/skin care, hair, fitness/exercise, weight 

loss/dieting, cosmetic surgery) on RedNote? (1 = never, 2 = occasionally, 3 = sometimes, 4 = often, 5 = always) 

What percentage of the content you are exposed to on RedNote is related to appearance? (0-100%) 

Posting Appearance-related Content on RedNote 

How often do you post appearance-related content (e.g., fashion, cosmetics/skin care, hair, fitness/exercise, weight 

loss/dieting, cosmetic surgery) on RedNote? (1 = never, 2 = occasionally, 3 = sometimes, 4 = often, 5 = always) 

Commenting on Appearance-related Content on RedNote 

How often do you comment on others’ appearance-related posts (e.g., fashion, cosmetics/skin care, hair, fitness/exercise, 

weight loss/dieting, cosmetic surgery) on RedNote? (1 = never, 2 = occasionally, 3 = sometimes, 4 = often, 5 = always) 

Following Celebrities and Influencers on RedNote 

How many accounts you follow on RedNote are celebrities and influencers? 

Appearance Talk (Jones et al., 2004; 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) 

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

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

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

Appearance-ideal Internalization (Thompson et al., 2004) 

(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) 

I compare my appearance to the appearance of celebrities and influencers on RedNote.  

I wish I looked like the influencers on RedNote. 

I think the appearance of influencers on RedNote is exactly what the society now accepts as the standards of beauty.  

Social Appearance Anxiety (Hart et al., 2008; 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) 

I get tense when it is obvious people are looking at me. 

I am concerned people would not like me because of the way I look. 

I worry that my appearance will make life more difficult for me. 

I am concerned that I have missed out on opportunities because of my appearance. 

I get nervous when talking to people because of the way I look. 

I worry people will judge the way I look negatively. 

I feel comfortable with the way I appear to others. (excluded due to low factor loading) 
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Appendix B 

Table B1. Full Results of Hierarchical Regression Analysis on Social Appearance Anxiety. 

 Model 0 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

 b SE β t p b SE β t p b SE β t p b SE β t p 

Block 1: Control variables                  

   Constant 3.97 0.22  17.87 < .001 3.67 0.23  15.78 < .001 3.41 0.24  14.22 < .001 3.21 0.24  13.32 < .001 

   Age −0.02 0.003  −.20 −6.86 < .001 −0.02 0.003 −.20 −6.58 < .001 −0.02 0.004 −.17 −5.67 < .001 −0.02 0.004 −.18 −6.04 < .001 

   Education −0.09 0.05 −.05 −1.67 .096 −0.08 0.05 −.05 −1.62 .105 −0.07 0.05 −.04 −1.38 .167 −0.07 0.05 −.04 −1.28 .201 

   Income −0.04 0.01 −.09 −2.69 .007 −0.05 0.01 −.11 −3.47 < .001 −0.06 0.01 −.14 −4.26 < .001 −0.06 0.01 −.14 −4.23 < .001 

   Narcissism 0.03 0.04 .02 0.59 .554 −0.03 0.05 −.02 −0.63 .528 −0.08 0.05 −.05 −1.71 .088 −0.11 0.05 −.07 −2.48 .013 

Block 2: General use                 

   General use intensity 0.14 0.03 .12 4.15 < .001 0.06 0.04 .06 1.76 .079 0.02 0.04 .02 0.57 .568 

Block 3: Appearance-related content use                

   Viewing         0.12 0.03 .12 3.76 < .001 0.09 0.03 .09 2.87 .004 

   Following         0.01 0.05 .01 0.20 .846 −0.004 0.05 −.003 −0.09 .931 

   Posting           0.04 0.03 .05 1.43 .152 0.01 0.03 .01 0.34 .737 

   Commenting          0.04 0.03 .05 1.59 .113 0.03 0.03 .04 1.19 .234 

Block 4: Appearance talk                  

   Appearance talk               0.19 0.04 .17 5.27 < .001 

R2 .067 .080 .102 .122 

Adjusted R2 .064 .076 .095 .115 

F 21.95 21.23 15.43 16.96 
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