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Abstract

Body image dissatisfaction and depressive symptoms have previously been
shown to be significantly linked, and the media is a contributing risk factor for
body image dissatisfaction. The present study investigated whether acute ex-
posure of males and females to “thin-ideal” images would induce a significant
decrease in body image satisfaction, and whether any effect would be further
influenced by depressive symptoms. In a repeated measures design, ninety-six
participants completed a depression inventory followed by body satisfaction
questionnaires before and after an intervention exposing them to ‘thin-ideal’
body images. Data analysis revealed an overall significant negative correlation
between depressive symptoms and the change in body image satisfaction scores
from pre- to post-exposure to “thin-ideal” bodies. Further analysis indicated
that this effect was greater for males than females. The current results demon-
strate that those with more depressive symptoms are increasingly vulnerable to
the negative effects of the media portrayal of “ideal” bodies and that this effect
is gender-specific. Future research could consider replicating this study in dif-
ferent countries in order to establish cross-cultural differences and further in-
form interventions worldwide.
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1. Introduction

Body image dissatisfaction (BID) has become an increasing concern, especially
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with the rise in popularity of social media (Perrin, 2015), where exposure to “thin-
ideal” bodies may cause an increase in BID (Tiggemann & Slater, 2004). This is
particularly pertinent given the link between BID and depression (Kostanski &
Gullone, 1998), a serious worldwide problem, with a global prevalence rate from
2001 to 2020 of 34% (Shorey et al., 2022).

The idea of body image refers to our mental representation of the shape, size,
and form of our bodies. Two components constitute body image: The “perceptual
component” refers to the accuracy of the estimation of body size, and the “attitu-
dinal component” represents the feelings one may have towards one’s body (Slade,
1988). Failure to accurately estimate one’s body size or negative attitudes and feel-
ings towards one’s body can result in BID, the negative evaluation of one’s body,
either as a whole or of specific parts of the body (Bessenoff, 2006). BID has been
conceptualised by some as a distortion of body size estimation, perceiving that the
body is larger than it is (McCabe et al., 2006). Others have emphasised the dis-
crepancy between accurate perceptions of reality versus those of a “thin ideal”
(Szymanski & Cash, 1995), with Hawkins et al. (2004) reporting that images of
“thin-ideals” in magazines increased BID and negative mood while decreasing
self-esteem. Many individuals have reported experiencing BID at least once in
their lifetime, causing them to strive to change their body shape and size via exer-
cising or dieting (Anton et al., 2000; Furnham et al., 2002). Although prolonged
BID can lead to the development and maintenance of eating disorders (Stice &
Shaw, 2002), the vast majority of individuals who suffer BID at some point in their
lives do so without developing such problems (Hughes & Gullone, 2011).

Previous research has found that BID is linked with other mental health prob-
lems, specifically depression (Terence et al., 2024). Depression is typically associ-
ated with a sense of self-depreciation, as sufferers will report low levels of self-
esteem and confidence. The combination of somatic and psychological symptoms
in those who suffer from depression suggests that BID is an additional concern in
these individuals (Marsella et al., 1981). Evidence indicates that those who suffer
from depression are much more likely to experience BID (Gavin et al., 2010).
Equally, Paxton et al. (2006) found that increased BID was a risk factor for depres-
sion and linked with negative mental health effects such as low self-esteem. Such
cross-sectional data make causal links hard to infer, but Taylor and Cooper (1992)
carried out a repeated measures, experimental study employing 85 female partic-
ipants. They reported that low, depressed mood plays a vital role in exacerbating
disturbances in body size perceptions, suggesting that depression may be a causal
factor for BID. The current study will extend this by investigating whether females
and males with higher levels of depressive symptoms are more likely to experience
a change in BID, following exposure to “ideal body” images.

Research exploring the impact of social factors in causing BID has indicated
roles for the media such as magazines, music videos, advertisements, and social
media (de Vaate et al., 2023). The media predominately portray “thin ideal” fig-

ures of women (Stice et al., 1994). This notion is of an ideal female body shape
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characterised by a small waist and minimal amounts of fat around the body, legs,
and face. Tiggemann and Slater (2004) investigated the effect of idealised images
from the media on BID of young women and found that exposure to such ideal-
ised images in music videos induced concerns regarding body appearance. The
authors suggest that the media mediates social comparison tendencies, which re-
sult in BID. Tiggemann and Slater (2013) furthered this by exploring the effects
of social media, such as Facebook, on the BID of teenage girls, reporting that the
teenage girls who used Facebook were more likely to have BID compared to those
who did not.

For males, the “ideal body” type portrayed by the media is a toned muscular
figure characterised by large defined muscles, a V-shaped upper body where the
shoulders are broader than the waist and low body fat (Blond, 2008). It has been
identified that in magazines, male models have become increasingly more mus-
cular and toned over time (Leit et al., 2001). Previous research has indicated that
68% to 95% of adult males experience BID with their higher-than-preferred
amounts of body fat and/or lack of preferred muscularity (Jung et al., 2010). An
experimental study by Galioto and Crowther (2013) found that exposure to media
presentations of muscular and slender men led to an increase in BID in males.
Barlett et al. (2008) carried out a meta-analysis of experimental studies that em-
ployed male participants. They reported significant, negative effects indicating
that pressure from the mass media was linked with BID, excessive exercise, self-
esteem, and depression within this population.

The present study aims to investigate whether pre-existing levels of depressive
symptoms influence the potential impact of acute exposure to “ideal body” stimuli
on BID. The second aim is to investigate whether any effect is the same in males

as in females.

2. Method
2.1. Design

The current study utilised a repeated measures design. The repeated measures fac-
tor was the measurement of BID pre- and post-exposure to ‘ideal body’ stimuli.
The predictor variable was the baseline level of depressive symptoms. The out-
come variable was the change in BID from pre- to post-exposure. The between-

groups factor was the gender of the participant.

2.2, Participants

A G * Power analysis with an alpha of 0.05 and power of 0.80 indicated that a
minimum of 100 participants were required in order to identify a moderate effect
size of 0.2. In total, 96 participants completed the study. Seventy-six were females
(Mage=22.91, SD = 6.55) and 20 were males (Mag = 19.85, SD = 2.62). Participants
were recruited via social media, for example, Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat and

Twitter. All participants were from the UK.
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2.3. Materials

Beck Depression Inventory (BDI)

This questionnaire measures participants’ levels of depressive symptoms. Pre-
viously stated to have a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.93 (Beck et al., 1996), this study also
found a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.93. The BDI has a 21-item format with a 4-point
Likert scale ranging from 0 (not present) to 3 (severe). Example statements in-
clude “sadness”, “sense of failure” and “loss of interest in sex”. Higher scores in-
dicate a greater level of depressive symptoms.

Body Esteem Scale (BEYS)

The second questionnaire was the physical/sexual attractiveness items from the
Body Esteem Scale (BES). Previously stated to have a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.81
(Franzoi & Shields, 1984), this study found it to be 0.92, indicating a higher inter-
nal consistency. There are 36 items, with factor loadings of physical/sexual attrac-
tiveness, upper body strength/weight concern, and physical condition. However,
for the purpose of this study only the statements within the physical/sexual attrac-
tiveness factor loading were used as these were the most appropriate in measuring
BID. These statements included: “body scent”, “lips”, and “chest or breasts”.
Higher scores indicate greater body satisfaction.

Body Appreciation Scale (BAS)

The Body Appreciation Scale (BAS) also measured body image satisfaction.
Previously reported to have a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.94 (Avalos et al., 2005), the
current study confirmed this with a calculated value of 0.95. The BAS consists of
13 jtems employing a 5-point Likert scale. One example of an item within this
questionnaire is: “I do not focus a lot of energy being concerned with my body
shape or weight”. Higher scores indicate greater body satisfaction.

Ideal body presentation

For the “thin-ideal” body intervention process, participants were given a mock
memory test in an attempt to distract them from the real purpose of the study and
to encourage engagement with the stimuli. Female participants were presented
with pictures of 12 female models representing the “ideal” body to remember.
Male participants were presented with 12 male models representing the “ideal”
body to remember. All the images were found on online shopping websites. The
faces of the models in the images were cropped out, and all the models were in

underwear in order to show their bodily features to best effect.

2.4. Procedure

The study gained ethical approval from the Faculty of Health and Life Sciences
ethics committee at Northumbria University. Participants accessed the study
online via a link provided on social media. Participants were required to confirm
informed consent to progress onto the rest of the study. Participants first com-
pleted both the BDI, BAS, and the BES. After this, the “ideal body” intervention

took place in the form of a mock memory test. In the encoding phase, participants
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were asked to remember six images of same sex models. Each image was shown
for 5 seconds. In the recognition phase, they were presented with 12 images (6
original and 6 novel) sequentially and asked to state whether each model was the
same as one shown previously by clicking on a “yes” or “no” button. Finally, par-
ticipants completed the BES and BAS once more. The study took approximately

15 minutes to complete.

3. Results

3.1. Treatment of Data

The data was exported from Qualtrics to SPSS version 25 to carry out the analysis.
The Likert scales for the BID, BES, and BAS were automatically converted into
numerical form, and no items from the questionnaires required reverse scoring.
Following removal of incomplete data sets, the total score for each questionnaire
was computed for each participant, and these were used for the following statisti-

cal analysis.

3.2. Relationships between Variables at Baseline

Pearson correlations were computed between the baseline scores on the three var-
iables: Beck Depression Inventory, Body Esteem Scale, and Body Appreciation

Scale; see Table 1. These are then evaluated based on Cohen’s effect size criteria.

Table 1. Pearson correlation coefficients between pairs of variables for all participants at
baseline (N = 96). BDI = Beck Depression Inventory; BES = Body Esteem Scale; and BAS
= Body Appreciation Scale. *** signifies p < .001.

BES BAS
BDI =477 =.720%%*
BES .709¢*

The depression (BDI) scores were significantly negatively correlated with body
esteem (BES), r (94) = —.477, p < .001, a medium to large effect. In addition, the
depression scores were significantly negatively correlated with body appreciation
(BAS), r (94) = —.720, p < .001, a large effect. This demonstrates that before the
“ideal body” intervention, overall participants with higher levels of depressive
symptoms had higher levels of body image dissatisfaction. The two body satisfac-
tion scales were significantly positively correlated with a large effect size, r (94)
=.709, p < .001. This gives reassurance that they are measuring similar but not
identical constructs. As such, the two scales were combined to form a single body

satisfaction scale for further analysis.

3.3. Impact of the “Thin-Ideal” Intervention

The BES and BAS scores for both pre- and post-assessments were then converted

into z-scores and combined additively to produce a single body satisfaction scale
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score for both pre- and post-intervention time points. A change in these pre- to
post- z-scores was then computed as a separate variable such that a negative z-
score change indicates a decrease in body satisfaction from pre- to post-interven-
tion. These scores were then correlated with the participants’ pre-existing depres-
sion scores (BID). This Pearson correlation was found to be negative and signifi-
cant with a medium effect size, r (94) = —.294, p=.004. This indicates that partic-
ipants with higher pre-existing depressive symptoms experienced a greater drop

in body satisfaction as a consequence of the “thin-ideal” intervention task.

10.00

20.00 30.00 40.00 50.00 60.00 70.00
Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) score

Figure 1. Scatterplot of change in body satisfaction scores against depressive symptoms (N = 96). Removal of the

outlying data point did not change the relationship, and so the individual was left in the analysis.

3.4. Gender Differences

To investigate gender differences, separate bivariate correlations were computed.
For males to err on the side of caution, one outlying data point was removed as it
significantly strengthened the observed relationship. One removed, there was a
significant negative correlation with a large effect size between the change in body
satisfaction z-scores and depressive symptoms (BDI), r (17) = -.498, p=.025. By
comparison, for females there was a non-significant negative correlation with a
medium effect size, r (74) = —.212, p = .066. This would suggest that males with
higher levels of depressive symptoms are more vulnerable and negatively im-
pacted by the “thin-ideal” intervention with regard to their body satisfaction com-
pared to females. See Figure 2. However, when calculating the significance of the
difference between the two correlations of males and females, the difference was
not statistically significant, z = —1.25, p = .211. Therefore, this assumption cannot

be verified.
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Figure 2. Scatterplot of change in body satisfaction scores against depressive symptoms for males (N = 19) and

females (N = 76). Removal of the outlying data point did change the relationship for males, and so the individual

was excluded from the analysis.

4. Discussion

The first aim of the present study was to investigate whether existing levels of de-
pressive symptoms would influence the decrease in body satisfaction following
exposure to thin-ideal images. Overall, the data revealed a significant, negative
correlation between levels of depressive symptoms and the change in body image
satisfaction. Individuals who reported having higher levels of depressive symp-
toms were more vulnerable to the negative effects of the “ideal” bodies they were
exposed to during the intervention. The second aim of the study addressed possi-
ble gender differences and revealed that although there was a stronger negative
correlation between depressive symptoms and the decrease in body satisfaction
for males than for females, this difference was not statistically significant. This
finding is potentially influenced by the small male sample size and the result
should be viewed as a potential trend until a larger sample is employed to confirm
the possible difference.

The results presented here provide support for those of previous studies, e.g.,
Hawkins et al. (2004), Paxton et al. (2006), and strengthen the knowledge base as
a consequence of the improved methodologies employed compared to previous
studies. For example, Stice et al. (1994) did not measure body image satisfaction
prior to the intervention where they showed ‘ideal’ body images. Therefore, it can

be argued that participants may have had low body image satisfaction prior to the
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study, and that this was not caused by the intervention itself. In the current study,
the assessment of depressive symptoms at baseline and the pre- and post-inter-
vention assessment of body image satisfaction allowed us to quantify the change
in body image satisfaction as a direct result of the intervention and then correlate
it with pre-existing depressive symptoms. The statistically significant results re-
ported here with medium to large effect sizes are evidence that this method was
successful in its aims as well as providing support for the previous findings of Stice
et al. (1994).

Rierdan and Koff (1997) carried out a meta-analysis of correlational studies in
young girls and found that weight satisfaction and weight concerns were signifi-
cantly correlated with higher levels of depressive symptoms, with small effect
sizes. The current study improved on this as it looked at the more global construct
of body image satisfaction. This takes into account all aspects of body satisfaction,
such as the size, shape, and weight of the body, and noted medium to large effects.
These findings further highlight the importance for individuals who are depressed
and suggest restricting their engagement with idealised body images, which could
potentially exacerbate their body image dissatisfaction. Such a finding is not novel,
however. Mable et al. (1986) reported that depression showed a significant rela-
tionship with body image dissatisfaction, albeit with a small effect size. The im-
provement demonstrated here is through the repeated measures of BDI assess-
ment and the inclusion of the intervention.

The findings of the present study clearly suggest that exposure to ‘ideal’ body
images leads to a decrease in body image satisfaction, and that this effect might be
greater in those who have higher levels of depressive symptoms. Such findings
highlight that the media portrayal of such “ideal” body types as those to be aspired
to may be a risk factor for significant body image dissatisfaction (Altabe &
Thompson, 1996; Heinberg & Thompson, 1995). The majority of previous studies
have investigated this link between exposure to “ideal” bodies and body image
dissatisfaction in females. For example, Tiggemann and Slater (2004) found that
the exposure to idealised images in music videos induced concerns about body
image in women. These researchers furthered this by looking at other platforms
such as social media sites, the findings indicating similar relationships (Tigge-
mann & Slater, 2013). An important addition to knowledge reported here is that
the effects for males are as large and potentially larger than those for females, es-
pecially when levels of depression are accounted for. However, as noted above the
failure of the gender comparison to reach statistical significance indicates a possi-
ble trend that requires confirmation from a larger sample.

One of the main premises of the current research has been that existing levels
of depression might affect the impact of “ideal” body images on body dissatisfac-
tion. However, an alternative perspective must be considered. Bornioli et al.
(2021) conducted a prospective study that demonstrated that levels of body dis-
satisfaction predicted the onset of depression in adolescent males and females. It

is possible that in the current study the exposure to the ideal body images in-
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creased the level of depressive symptoms experienced by the participants. Given
that we only measured depression on one occasion, it is not possible for us to
evaluate the possibility that our intervention significantly impacted both body sat-
isfaction and depression, and indeed that those with higher levels of body image
dissatisfaction would respond to the intervention with a greater impact on depres-
sion than those with low levels of body image dissatisfaction. As such, the current
study adds little to the understanding of potential causal influences between these
variables. Further research is required to clarify this situation. Such research could
employ a longitudinal design measuring both variables at multiple time points to
better clarify the directional relationship between depression and body dissatis-
faction.

Despite the amount of research documenting the relationship between body
image dissatisfaction and depression, few studies have taken a cross-cultural per-
spective, with most being based in the UK or the USA. As exceptions, Xie et al.
(2010) found that Hispanic adolescents reported slightly higher levels of body im-
age dissatisfaction compared to Asian adolescents. Furthermore, the association
between BID and depression was found to be slightly stronger in American ado-
lescents than in Korean adolescents (Choi & Choi, 2016). Future research would
benefit from drawing on a wider range of cultures in order to inform a worldview
of the problem. Furthermore, therapeutic interventions in different countries may
also benefit from knowledge informing treatment plans by potentially helping in-
dividuals suffering from depression, by recognizing the negative effects the “ideal”
body images in the media can have on them, and how they can possibly protect
themselves from this.

The current study’s primary limitation is the small and unbalanced sample (76
females, 20 males), which limits statistical power for the gender comparison that
formed a core hypothesis. The small sample of males severely hampers the ability
to draw firm conclusions about gender and it is important that the suggested dif-
ference is confirmed through replication with a larger sample. Even numbers of
males and females would also strengthen the reliability of the statistical analysis.

In conclusion, our findings support those of previous studies and further the
current knowledge within this research area. The demonstration of a strong, sig-
nificant, negative correlation between the change in body image satisfaction and
levels of depressive symptoms following exposure to “ideal” body images strength-
ens our understanding of the relationships between these variables. With previous
research being somewhat contradictory in terms of gender differences (Brausch &
Muehlenkamp, 2007; Wood et al., 1996), the present study suggests that depressed
males may be more sensitive to the impact of “ideal” bodies than are females, alt-
hough the small sample size here precludes the confident reporting of such an
effect. A larger replication would be of benefit. Research of this nature may prove
valuable for informing psychologists and helping to improve therapies provided
by them for those who suffer from depression and have high levels of body image

dissatisfaction.
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