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Abstract: The current study examined the links between viewing female and male sexualized Instagram images (SII) and body image concerns
within the three-step process of self-objectification among adolescents aged 13–18 years from Germany (N = 300, 61% female). Participants
completed measures of SII use, thin- and muscular-ideal internalization, valuing appearance over competence, and body surveillance.
Structural equation modeling revealed that SII use was associated with body image concerns for boys and girls via different routes.
Specifically, female SII use was indirectly associated with higher body surveillance via thin-ideal internalization and subsequent valuing
appearance over competence for girls. For both girls and boys, male SII use was indirectly linked to higher body surveillance via muscular-ideal
internalization. Implications for the three-step model of self-objectification by sexualized social media are discussed.
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Instagram is one of the fastest-growing social networks and
is most popular among teenagers, of whom 72% are using it
(Pew Research Center, 2018). With over 100 million
photographs uploaded on Instagram per day (Instagram,
2019), adolescents are likely to be exposed to a high num-
ber of images on a regular basis. There is a large body of
research linking sexualized media, defined as media
emphasizing sexual appearance and sexual appeal to
others, to body image concerns (Karsay et al., 2018; Ward,
2016). Yet scholars have called for more research focusing
on social media specifically and including male samples
(Ward, 2016). The purpose of this study is to examine
associations between adolescents’ use of sexualized Insta-
gram images (SII) and body image concerns, conceptual-
ized here as appearance-ideal internalization (thin- and
muscular-ideal), valuing appearance over competence,
and body surveillance. The study extends previous research
by examining the specific association of exposure to both
male and female SII, by examining the role of different
forms of appearance-ideal internalization (thin- and muscu-
lar-ideal), and by including both male and female
adolescents.

Sexualized Media Use
and Self-Objectification

A well-supported theoretical framework for understand-
ing the relation of media exposure with body image is
objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). The
theory states that women in Western culture learn from
an early age that their body is evaluated by others and
gradually internalize this observer perspective, thereby
learning to evaluate themselves from a third-person,
appearance-focused point of view. This process is called
self-objectification and has been linked to numerous
negative outcomes for women (Tiggemann & Williams,
2011). Self-objectification is manifested at the cognitive level
in individuals’ tendency to value appearance over compe-
tence (further referred to as valuing appearance); at the
behavioral level, it is shown through persistent body surveil-
lance (Calogero, 2011). Following objectification theory,
sexualized media constitute one form of objectification and
contribute to the development of self-objectification
(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Accordingly, an extensive
body of correlational research has demonstrated links
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between the use of sexualizedmedia and self-objectification,
and experimental research demonstrated that women
exposed to sexualized media in the laboratory show height-
ened self-objectification (Karsay et al., 2018; Ward, 2016).

Media researchers have further identified women’s
tendency to internalize the society’s appearance ideal as a
mediator in this relation. A prominent model featuring
appearance-ideal internalization is the three-step model of
self-objectification by Vandenbosch and Eggermont (2015).
The authors postulate that sexualized media predict valuing
appearance directly and indirectly via appearance-ideal
internalization. Both of these facets then increase body
surveillance. This model has been tested with adoles-
cents’ traditional media use and general Facebook use
(Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2012, 2015).

Self-Objectification and Gender

Objectification theory was originally developed to describe
the experiences of women. Yet, sexualized portrayals of
men in the media have increased in past decades, resulting
in more pressure for boys to be muscular and look sexy
(Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2013). Research is needed
to clarify whether the relations between sexualized media
and self-objectification are similar among boys and girls
(Moradi, 2010). So far, studies have found that female
and male adolescents’ use of sexualized traditional media
(Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2012, 2015), and SII use
(Skowronski et al., 2020) predict self-objectification via
appearance-ideal internalization, with no evidence of a
moderating effect of gender. However, these studies did
not take the gender of the sexualized media subjects into
account, which may also be relevant for the relation
between media use and self-objectification. The essential
proposition of objectification theory is that women internal-
ize an outside-perspective on themselves because they
experience objectification through the sexualization of
women (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). In the same fashion,
men should internalize this perspective through experi-
ences of male sexualization. On Instagram, sexualized
women primarily convey the standard of thinness, and
research has demonstrated that thin-ideal internalization
is an essential variable for girls (Thompson & Stice,
2001). By contrast, male sexualization typically focuses on
muscularity and strength (Carrotte et al., 2017). Accord-
ingly, previous studies have shown that exposure to thin-
ideal images increases body image concerns in girls, but
not in boys (Hargreaves & Tiggemann, 2004). Male body
image concerns are more closely linked to the muscular
ideal (Thompson & Cafri, 2007). It may thus be reasoned
that female images are associated with thin-ideal internal-
ization for girls, and male images are linked to muscular-
ideal internalization for boys (Moradi, 2010).

Sexualization on Instagram

Studies that specifically measure the habitual consumption
of sexualized images on Instagram are rare. At the same
time, Instagram is a purely picture-based platform, and
users may encounter images of both peers and celebrities
simultaneously on the platform, possibly rendering sexual-
ized images more relevant to their body image concerns
(Holland & Tiggemann, 2016). Most importantly, Instagram
is known for the wide-spread use of appearance-based
hashtags (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2018) and its particularly
large amount of male sexualized images (Carrotte et al.,
2017). Because Instagram is especially popular among teen-
agers (Medienpädagogischer Forschungsverbund Südwest,
2019), research is needed on links betweenmale and female
images on Instagram and adolescents’ body image con-
cerns. Examining the differential use of, and pathways from,
sexualized male and female images, Instagram is a relevant
object of study because it addresses both thinness and mus-
cularity, as reflected in popular hashtags like #thinspiration
and #fitspiration (Carrotte et al., 2017; Ghaznavi & Taylor,
2015). Previous studies examining social media either
focused on general measures of internalization without dif-
ferentiating between thinness and muscularity (Vanden-
bosch & Eggermont, 2015) or did not differentiate
between the gender of the sexualized persons (Skowronski
et al., 2020). Thus, the proposition that SII of males and
females may be differentially associated with thin-ideal
and muscular-ideal internalization for girls and boys has
not yet been tested.

The Current Study

To address these limitations, the current research mea-
sured boys’ and girls’ use of male and female SII and tested
associations in an extended model derived from the three-
step self-objectification process (Vandenbosch & Egger-
mont, 2015). The prediction model is presented in Figure 1.
Extending previous research, we predicted gender differ-
ences in the relations between male and female SII and
facets of internalization. Specifically, we assumed that for
girls, female SII would be linked to thin-ideal internalization
(Hypothesis 1a) and valuing appearance (Hypothesis 2a),
whereas, for boys, male SII would be linked to muscular-
ideal internalization (Hypothesis 1b) and valuing appear-
ance (Hypothesis 2b). For both genders, we assumed
that valuing appearance would be predicted by thin-ideal
internalization (Hypothesis 3) and muscular-ideal internal-
ization (Hypothesis 4). We further assumed that higher
thin-ideal, muscular-ideal internalization, and valuing
appearance would predict greater body surveillance
(Hypothesis 5). Finally, we hypothesized that higher use
of gender-congruent SII (female SII for girls, male SII for
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boys) would be indirectly linked to greater body surveil-
lance via thin-ideal internalization and valuing appearance
for girls and via muscular-ideal internalization and valuing
appearance for boys (Hypothesis 6).

Method

Participants

Participants were recruited by spreading the link to the
online survey via secondary school teachers, youth club
leaders, and Instagram. Of the 379 adolescents who started
filling in the survey, 313 reached the end of the survey
(dropout rate of 17.41%). Thirteen participants were
excluded (9 did not specify their gender, 4 did not answer
the Instagram questions), resulting in a final sample of N =
300 (183 female, 117 male) with a mean age of M = 15.46
years (SD = 1.38). Participants could opt to take part in a
raffle of Amazon vouchers worth 10€.

Instruments

Use of Sexualized Instagram Images (SII Use)
Participants were shown three pictures of sexualized
women and three pictures of sexualized men taken from
public Instagram profiles. The pictures showed young
adults in various forms of scarce clothing and body-
emphasizing poses. Pictures were validated in a pilot study
(described in the Electronic Supplementary Material,

ESM 1) and are available upon request. For each picture,
participants were asked to rate how often they see similar
pictures on Instagram on a 5-point scale from 1 (= never)
to 5 (= very often). Participants were told that they should
not focus on the specific persons but on the way in which
they were presented (e.g., clothing, pose). Cronbach’s αs
were .85 for the female SII scale and .83 for the male
version.

Appearance-Ideal Internalization
The Thin/Low Body Fat and the Muscular/Athletic
subscales of the Sociocultural Attitudes Towards Appear-
ance Questionnaire – 4 Revised (SATAQ-4R) were used
(Schaefer et al., 2017). Participants rated the extent to which
they strive toward appearance ideals on a scale from
1 (= strongly disagree) to 5 (= strongly agree). The Thin
subscale consisted of three items (e.g., “I want my body to
be very thin”), α = .84, the Muscular subscale of four items
(e.g., “It is important for me to look muscular”), α = .93.

Valuing Appearance
Valuing appearance was assessed by an adapted version of
the Self-Objectification Questionnaire (Noll & Fredrickson,
1998; Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2012). Participants
were asked to rate the importance of 10 body attributes
(e.g., weight, physical fitness) from 1 (= not at all important)
to 10 (= very important). The difference between partici-
pants’ mean scores on the appearance-based scale (α = .79)
and the competence-based scale (α = .83) determined
participant’s score of valuing appearance. A factor analysis
confirmed the two-factorial structure (see ESM 2).

Figure 1. Proposed model of the relation between female and male SII use, thin- and muscular-ideal internalization, valuing appearance, and
body surveillance. H1–H6 refer to Hypotheses 1–6.
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Body Surveillance
An adapted version for German adolescents of the Surveil-
lance subscale of the Objectified Body Consciousness Scale
was used (Knauss et al., 2008; McKinley & Hyde, 1996).
The scale consisted of 11 items (e.g., “During the day,
I think about how I look many times”), rated on a scale
from 1 (= strongly disagree) to 4 (= strongly agree), α = .84.
Following the procedure of previous research (Sevic et al.,
2020; Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2015), four items of
the body surveillance subscale were used to create the
latent variable.1

Control Variable
To control for participants’ overall Instagram use,
participants indicated on a scale from 1 (= not at all) to
7 (= more than 20 times) how often they check Instagram
on an average day. They further reported how much time
they spend on Instagram on a typical day on a scale from
1 (= no time at all) to 7 (= 4 hours or more). The product
of frequency and intensity was calculated to yield a score
of overall Instagram use.

Procedure

The study was conducted online using the Limesurvey
software. After providing informed consent, participants
completed the body image measures followed by the
Instagram questionnaires, before they were debriefed
online. The study was approved by the Ethics Committee
of the authors’ university.

Overview of Bayesian Analysis

To test our hypotheses, we used the modern Bayesian
methodology, which has gained popularity in psychological
research (van de Schoot et al., 2017). This approach enabled
us to translate our theoretical expectations into prior distri-
butions, which were then incorporated into the analysis to
test the probability of the hypothesized model, given the
data (Muthén & Asparouhov, 2012). Furthermore, the
Bayesian approach offers several advantages over frequen-
tist approaches for evaluating our proposed model: First, it
does not rely on large sample sizes. Second, population
parameters (e.g., means or regression coefficients) are
described by probability distributions, which reflect beliefs
about the uncertainty about the population parameters
rather than assuming one unknown, but fixed true value,
like in frequentist approaches. Third, when examining
complex models as in this study, frequentist approaches

often pose overly strict assumptions because they assume
exact zero cross-loadings and exact invariance between
constructs. By contrast, Bayesian methodology allows for
some “wiggle room” by applying prior distributions
centered around zero to different parameters and cross-
loadings (Winter & Depaoli, 2020).

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Differences between boys and girls were tested with SPSS
26 using one-way analyses of variance instead of multivari-
ate analysis of variance, which uses listwise deletion. An
α-level of p < .006 (.05/8) was used to correct for multiple
comparisons. Table 1 displays the descriptive statistics and
zero-order correlations for all study variables. Gender
differences were found on all variables, with girls scoring
higher on all variables except for muscular-ideal internal-
ization, on which boys had higher scores. Male and female
SII use significantly correlated with each other and with
muscular-ideal internalization for boys and girls. For girls,
female SII use correlated with thin-ideal internalization.
Female SII use (for boys and girls) and male SII use (for
boys) were correlated with body surveillance. SII use and
valuing appearance were uncorrelated.

Hypothesis Testing

To examine the proposed paths and gender differences in
the associations, the structural equation model presented
in Figure 1 was tested using latent class analyses with Mplus
8.5. For female SII, male SII, thin- and muscular-ideal
internalization, and body surveillance, the respective items
were used as indicators of the latent variables. Due to its
rank-order format, we included valuing appearance as a
manifest variable in the model. All variables were controlled
for general Instagram use and age. Relying on our assump-
tions, we applied normally distributed zero-mean small vari-
ance prior distributions (variance of 0.01) to the differences
between factor loadings and item intercepts for boys and
girls and to the differences between the paths supposed to
be equal for boys and girls, reflecting the assumption that
the findings would not vary by gender. The priors of the
loadings of the items for SII and internalization on the
non-expected latent factor were set to a normally distributed
zero mean with small variance (0.01). Uninformative Mplus
default priors were applied to all other model parameters.

1 We tested the same model with all items of the body surveillance scale. The results remained unchanged except for a slight decrease in model
fit.
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No differences between boys and girls in the factor loadings
and item intercepts were significant, indicating approximate
strong measurement invariance across gender groups. The
model showed a good fit, PPP < .001, CFI = .95, RMSEA
= .05. The standardized coefficients are presented in
Figure 2. To test the significance of both direct and indirect
paths, 95% Bayesian credibility intervals were calculated
which are presented in Table 2.

Hypothesis 1a that female SII would be associated with
heightened thin-ideal internalization for girls, but not for
boys was confirmed. Furthermore, male SII was linked to
muscular-ideal internalization for boys, consistent with
Hypothesis 1b. Against our prediction, male SII also pre-
dicted muscular-ideal internalization in girls. The proposed
positive paths to valuing appearance from female SII for
girls and from male SII for boys were not significant, failing

to support Hypotheses 2a and 2b. As predicted inHypothesis
3, thin-ideal internalization predicted valuing appearance
for girls and boys. However, muscular-ideal internalization
did not predict valuing appearance, lending to no support to
Hypothesis 4. We further found that thin- and muscular-
ideal internalization and valuing appearance predicted
body surveillance for boys and girls, consistent with
Hypothesis 5. In Hypothesis 6, we proposed indirect links
from gender-congruent SII (female for girls, male for boys)
to body surveillance via internalization (thin-ideal for girls,
muscular-ideal for boys) and valuing appearance. This pre-
diction was supported for girls only. For boys, we found
indirect links from male SII to body surveillance only via
internalization. We also found evidence that male SII was
indirectly linked to body surveillance via muscular-ideal
internalization for girls.

Figure 2. Final model for the relationships between SII use and self-objectification. The first coefficients refer to girls, the second to boys.
No coefficients are significantly different. All paths are controlled for overall Instagram use and age. *p < .05; Model fit: CFI = .95, RMSEA = .05.

Table 1. Zero-order correlations among all variables for girls (above the diagonal) and boys (below the diagonal) and means (M) and standard
deviations (SDs)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Age .19** .19** .09 .07 .04 .09 .03

2. Instagram use1 .07 .18* .27*** �.01 .01 .09 .13

3. Female SII .14 .32*** .70*** .25** .23** .03 .26***

4. Male SII .13 .05 .58*** .04 .22** .02 .13

5. Thin-ideal internalization .07 .15 �.08 �.03 .31*** .35*** .39***

6. Muscular-ideal internalization .02 .24* .30** .29** .03 �.03 .24***

7. Valuing appearance �.03 .06 .00 �.11 .24** �.05 .44***

8. Body surveillance .04 .14 .26** .29** .18* .44*** .09

M (SD) for girls 15.56 (1.09) 17.57 (10.63) 3.26 (1.03) 2.43 (1.00) 3.07 (1.05) 2.04 (0.88) �0.16 (1.74) 3.06 (0.66)

M (SD) for boys 15.29 (1.73) 10.81 (9.77) 2.85 (1.19) 1.91 (0.86) 2.11 (0.90) 3.33 (1.05) �0.88 (1.59) 2.51 (0.66)

F gender difference 2.79 30.76*** 10.41** 20.91*** 66.21*** 131.17*** 13.02*** 48.02***

Note. SII = use of sexualized Instagram images; Valuing appearance = valuing appearance over competence. 1Frequency � Intensity. ***p < .001; **p < .01;
*p < .05.
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Discussion

The current study used objectification theory (Fredrickson
& Roberts, 1997) to examine the role of exposure to gen-
dered sexualized images in adolescents’ habitual Instagram
use for understanding self-objectification. Expanding previ-
ous models (Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2015), we investi-
gated both muscular-ideal and thin-ideal internalization in
this relation. Consistent with our hypotheses, female SII
use was associated with body surveillance indirectly via
thin-ideal internalization and valuing appearance for girls.
Furthermore, male SII use was indirectly linked to body
surveillance via muscular-ideal internalization for both
gender groups. While female images are associated with
the thin-ideal for girls, male sexualization highlights the
muscular body ideal for both boys and girls. This result
might mirror the current shift in female appearance ideals
in the context of Instagram: Having a muscular body has
become an important trend among girls, and male pic-
tures are presented at a substantial rate in this context
(Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2018). This makes it more likely
for girls to internalize the muscular ideal when seeing male
sexualized images, which usually emphasize muscularity
(Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2013).

On the whole, our results suggest that sexualization on
Instagram might contribute to adolescents’ body image
concerns, similar to sexualized content in traditional media
(Karsay et al., 2018). However, as a social medium, Insta-
gram may have implications for the further development
of objectification theory: Users typically follow similar

accounts along with their peers, which renders using
Instagram a socially shared experience. For instance, users
often discuss the bodies of the individuals they see on Insta-
gram, which might intensify the links between sexualized
images and self-objectification (Wang et al., 2020). Future
research is needed to examine these assumptions. It would
further be interesting to test whether body-positive content
on Instagram might buffer this proposed effect, as it might
lead individuals to question body ideals.

Against our predictions, we did not find direct paths from
female and male SII use to valuing appearance. Moreover,
we did not find a significant path from muscular-ideal
internalization to valuing appearance. A reason may be that
valuing appearance reflects the tendency to value appear-
ance attributes like weight and shape, associated with the
thin ideal, over competency attributes like fitness and
strength, associated with muscularity. If people score high
on muscular-ideal internalization, they might not value
appearance over competence, or even value the competence
attributes over appearance. Overall, our study underlines the
need for more research on the concepts of thin- and
muscular-ideal internalization and their relevance for
valuing appearance.

Limitations

The current study is limited by its correlational design.
As such, it cannot support statements about the causal
order of the model variables. However, longitudinal and
experimental studies confirm the temporal order assumed

Table 2. Direct and indirect paths in the model

Girls Boys

Direct paths (standardized)

Female SII ? Thin-ideal internalization .26* [.10, .42] �.13 [�.37, .11]

Female SII ? Valuing appearance �.33 [�.78, .09] .21 [�.14, .60]

Male SII ? Muscular-ideal internalization .31* [.15, .47] .34* [.12, .54]

Male SII ? Valuing appearance .29 [�.14, .77] �.21 [�.60, .16]

Thin-ideal internalization ? Valuing appearance .44* [.30, .59] .36* [.22, .50]

Thin-ideal internalization ? Body surveillance .27* [.10, .43] .20* [.05, .37]

Muscular-ideal internalization ? Valuing appearance �.12 [�.27, .01] �.12 [�.30, .06]

Muscular-ideal internalization ? Body surveillance .27* [.13, .41] .44* [.24, .62]

Valuing appearance ? Body surveillance .35* [.21, .49] .19* [.01, .36]

Indirect paths (standardized)

Female SII ? Thin-ideal internalization ? Body surveillance .07* [.02, .14] �.02 [�.09, .02]

Female SII ? Valuing appearance ? Body surveillance �.11 [�.29, .03] .03 [�.03, .15]

Female SII ? Thin-ideal internalization ? Valuing appearance ? Body surveillance .04* [.01, .08] �.01 [�.03, .01]

Male SII ? Muscular-ideal internalization ? Body surveillance .08* [.03, .16] .14* [.04, .28]

Male SII ? Valuing appearance ? Body surveillance .10 [�.05, .28] �.03 [�.15, .03]

Male SII ? Muscular-ideal internalization ? Valuing appearance ? Body surveillance �.01 [�.04, .001] �.01 [�.03, .004]

Note. SII = use of sexualized Instagram images. Valuing appearance = valuing appearance over competence. *p < .05 [95% Bayesian CI].

Journal of Media Psychology (2022), 34(1), 55–62 � 2021 The Author(s). Distributed as a Hogrefe OpenMind article under
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in our study (Ward, 2016). Therefore, our results are
consistent with the proposition that habitual SII use may
negatively affect male and female adolescents’ body image.
Following Slater’s (2007) theory on reinforcing spirals,
adolescents with a negative body image might specifically
select media high in sexualization. Longitudinal designs
are needed to test this possibility. Indeed, recent longitudi-
nal research found evidence for reverse relationships
between appearance-ideal internalization and body surveil-
lance (Vangeel et al., 2018). Future research should further
control for user variables like body mass index (BMI),
which was not assessed in this study. However, some
research speaks against the role of BMI as a covariate in
the association between sexualized media use and self-
objectification (Skowronski et al., 2020).

In sum, our findings provide support for objectification
theory (Fredrickson&Roberts, 1997) and the three-step pro-
cess of self-objectification (Vandenbosch & Eggermont,
2015). They also have theoretical implications for the grow-
ing literature on male sexualization and self-objectification.
The findings highlight the central and gendered role
of appearance-ideal internalization, with muscular-ideal
internalization being relevant for boys and both thin- and
muscular-ideal internalization being relevant for girls.
Therefore, muscular-ideal internalization should be
included in future research. Together, the findings show that
SII use is linked to body image concerns for both boys and
girls, but the relevant stimuli might differ between genders:
Female and male sexualized images relate to body image
concerns for girls, whereas for boys, male images appear
to be more relevant. As male sexualization in the media
increases, this is an important finding for intervention
programs that should target boys and girls alike and take
gendered preferences for sexualized media content into
account.

Electronic Supplementary Materials

The electronic supplementary material is available with the
online version of the article at https://doi.org/10.1027/
1864-1105/a000296
ESM 1. Pilot study
ESM 2. Valuing appearance over competence: Factor
analysis
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