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Abstract.

This study attempted to identify the age-related differences in young adult women and
middle-aged women’s body experience in the context of image-focused social media that put
female users in touch with idealized body images through picture viewing, sharing, editing and
evaluating under the eight-stage theory of psychological development. A quantitative
cross-sectional survey was distributed to 258 young adult females (aged 20-39 years) and 153
middle-aged females (ages 40-59 years) living in Malaysia urban districts mainly through
online platforms. Bivariate correlation analysis and single linear regression were applied to
investigate the impacts of image-based social media exposure on body esteem among women
of different ages based on social comparison theory and objectified body consciousness theory.
The direction of females’ appearance comparison behavior was also examined. Findings
indicated that there were similarities and differences in the investigated mechanism between
young and older women. No association between participants’ exposure to image-based social
media and their body esteem was found, while image-based social media exposure positively
predicted the degree of appearance-focused social comparison among participants across two
age ranges. Besides, the results suggested that more frequent physical appearance comparison
on social media was related to higher tendency to young and middle-aged females’ objectified
experience namely body surveillance and body shame that in return would negatively predict
their body esteem. However, young women have a stronger tendency to upward comparison as
opposed to older women. In conclusion, most parts of the mechanism related to social media
exposure, female body esteem, and body experience such as appearance-related comparison
and objectified body consciousness for the older females were similar to that found in the young
adult females.
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1. Introduction

Social media has become a major channel of interpersonal communication, and an
important impact on users’ appearance-related identity formation and mental well-being
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(Meeus, Beullens, & Eggermont, 2019). A growing number of studies have investigated the
relationships between social media and body esteem (Modica, 2019; Tiggemann, Hayden,
Brown, & Veldhuis, 2018) and connected appearance-related social comparison and objectified
body consciousness to the use of social media. Thinness, flawless skin, and unnatural body
proportions that highlights the ratio of the lower body are the stereotype of feminine body
standards imposed by online media (Tiggemann & Slater, 2013). So far, research findings have
indicated the negative influence of exposure to idealized images on social media (Bell,
Cassarly, & Dunbar, 2018; Modica, 2019). In terms of social comparison theory, prior studies
demonstrated that viewing images of celebrities and unknown attractive peers tend to increase
body image concerns compared to viewing travel images on social media (Z. Brown &
Tiggemann, 2016). Body esteem can be decreased if individuals frequently compare their
physical appearance with others (Vartanian & Dey, 2013).

Meanwhile, imaged-based social media enables users to present the ideal self by carefully
selecting the personal images they wish to post and processing them with various filters and
other editing tools (Choi & Behm-Morawitz, 2018; Holland & Tiggemann, 2016). Although the
retouching tools allow women to correct imperfections and enhance profile management,
Vandenbosch and Eggermont (2012) proposed that the editing process makes women conduct
habitual body surveillance and form cognition of their physical attractiveness through frequent
comparison of their bodies to societal standards of ideals. Additionally, recent research has
indicated that the process of editing involved them in body surveillance that can cause a lack of
confidence and increase the stigma of their bodies (Mills, Musto, Williams, & Tiggemann,
2018). These results further prove a prior study showing that social media exposes females who
actively engage in image-focused self-presentation and interactive activities, including image
sharing, image making, and image viewing, to the idealized body image standards with a higher
risk of decreasing body esteem (Fox & Vendemia, 2016).

1.1 Problem Statement

With easier access to the adolescent and college-aged aged participants, past studies have
rarely examined how media exposure affects middle-aged women’s body experience
(McKinley, 1999; Mills et al., 2018). Even if there are a few studies with regard to older
women, those are relatively old in the context of traditional media (Slevec & Tiggemann,
2011a). Moreover, the extant literature (Keel, Baxter, Heatherton, & Joiner, 2007; Tiggemann,
2004) that merely focuses on women’s body images during life span without the context of
social media exposure also has limited knowledge on how women across various age ranges
face body image concerns on social media so as to ignore a potential influencing factor, age
gap, in this field.

Furthermore, prior studies have indicated evidence of the age differences in association
with women’s self-concept that provides the rationale of individuals’ body image concerns
based on their age (Orth & Robins, 2019; Robins & Trzesniewski, 2005). Rosenberg (1979)
proposed the self-concept as “the totality of an individual's thoughts and feelings having
reference to himself as an object”. In the development of self-concept and experience of
physical changes, body image concerns are more prevalent among young women as they are
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more likely to be deeply absorbed in weight and body figure compared with the older women
(Soo, Shariff, Taib, & Samah, 2008; Yau & Reich, 2019). In addition, Diehl and Hay (2011)
revealed that elder people are more likely to be free of burden and their self-confidence can
guarantee their mental well-being and self-concept coherence that has a significantly positive
relationship with self-esteem. Self-esteem can lessen the negative impact of the media on body
esteem as the tendency to internalize the idealized body image standards declines and is less
likely to undermine body esteem among individuals with higher self-esteem (Meeus et al.,
2019; Ricciardelli & McCabe, 2001). Hence, the current study assumed that as women grew
older with rich experience, their body esteem would be less likely to be affected by the idealized
images on social media because they were able to clearly identify their self-concept with a
stronger sense of coherence and self-esteem.

To fill in the identified gaps in the extant literature, this research aimed to study the age gap
in the mechanism that enabled exposure to imaged-based social media to affect body esteem
and women’s behaviors in the online social environment in a sample of Malaysian young adult
females and middle-aged women females. This research also investigated the role of
appearance-related social comparison and objectified body consciousness in this mechanism.
The whole research was in the psychologically developmental context of females at different
life stages.

1.2 Image-based social media and body esteem

Social comparison theory, objectified body consciousness theory, and Erik Erikson’s life
cycle theory of eight-stage psychosocial development form the theoretical basis of this study.
Social comparison theory and objectified body consciousness theory describe the theoretical
relationship between appearance-related social comparison and women’s objectified body
experience on image-based social media which in turn will be associated with women’s body
esteem. Age differences in females’ body experience on image-based social media can be
inspired by the eight-stage theory.

Social media is a communication platform featured with public or semi-public profiles,
online interaction, user-generated content, and connections to other users (Ellison & Boyd,
2013). Image-based social networking sites, such as Instagram and Snapchat, have different
characters from Twitter and LinkedIn that are basically text-based social media. Most studies
about image-related content on social media have emphasized images of individuals’
appearance and body, excluding non-people images such as landscape pictures and travel
pictures that show a non-significant relationship with females’ body image disturbance and
psychological well-being (Z. Brown & Tiggemann, 2016).

Research indicated that women would suffer appearance-related pressure from the
excessively idealized photos posted on such image-saturated social media (Z. Brown &
Tiggemann, 2016). Researchers pointed that the idealized body standards hidden behind
image-based social media, which are difficult to achieve for most females, will cause women to
develop different levels of the attack on their body esteem when they notice the discrepancy
between their actual body images and the media ideals (Coy-Dibley, 2016).

47

inNfo@hsconf.org www. lisconf.org



6th InTernaTional Conference on New Findings ON Ku)
—

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

20 - 22 August 2021

Dublin, Ireland
Sai et al. (2018) distributed a questionnaire to 371 college students from three universities,
namely Management and Science University (MSU), Tunku Abdul Rahman University
College (TARC), and Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM). The outcome of statistical
analysis revealed that exposure to social media had a significant relationship with lower scores
on body esteem.

1.3 Appearance-related comparison and objectified body consciousness

Social comparison theory is an extension of the idea that people have a tendency to evaluate
their abilities and thoughts by comparing them with others in their groups (Festinger,
Schachter, & Back, 1950; Tiggemann et al., 2018). It is emphasized that comparison would be
triggered by the pressure of social isolation and being in accordance with groups’ shared values
and standards (Festinger & Thibaut, 1951; Kim, 2018). Festinger’s following aspiration works
also indicated that people feel satisfied with themselves when they are able to do as well as
others who are similar to them (Chang, Li, Loh, & Chua, 2019; Festinger, Torrey, &
Willerman, 1954).

This theory explains the mechanism that individuals tend to perform comparison with
others and photos that they perceive as realistically achievable targets on image-based social
media (Tiggemann et al., 2018). However, the advanced digital technology allows people to fix
their imperfect appearance-focused pictures that will be posted on social media, providing
women with more chances to be exposed to highly idealized photos of a variety of users,
including celebrities, models, friends, family, and peers, compared to traditional mass media
(Z. Brown & Tiggemann, 2016). Consequently, one feels the beauty standards imposed by
media are unattainable when they become aware of the gap between their real body images and
the idealized body images, making their body esteem decline (Ahadzadeh, Sharif, & Ong,
2017).

In addition to investigating the role of appearance-related social comparison, the present
research focused on the influence of the comparison direction. Upward comparison refers to
individuals comparing with people who they consider better than themselves and will lead to
low self-esteem or an inferiority complex, whereas downward comparison refers to ones
comparing with someone they see to be inferior to them (Tiggemann & Polivy, 2010).
Tiggemann et al. (2018) conducted a meta-analysis to review the experimental research in
which 220 female college students were randomly assigned to view Instagram photos in
different conditions. The results suggested that s when the female participants viewed the
thin-ideal photos, it led to more appearance-related social comparison, which in turn aroused
attacks on their body esteem, compared to viewing the average photos.

McKinley and Hyde (1996) described the objectified body consciousness concept as an
outsider’s viewpoint from which women evaluate their bodies and explained the reasons why
women are more likely to have body dissatisfaction than men are that the female bodies more
tend to be assessed and possibly objectified. It is suggested that media, including the mass and
online media, often frame females as objects to be judged and focused on (Calogero,
Tantleff-Dunn, & Thompson, 2011). The objectified body consciousness contains three

48

inNfo@hsconf.org www. lisconf.org



6th InTernaTional Conference on New Findings ON Ku)
—

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

20 - 22 August 2021

Dublin, Ireland
elements which are body surveillance, body shame, and control beliefs (McKinley & Hyde,
1996).

Body surveillance refers to when women monitor and judge their bodies from the
perspective of an external observer rather than focusing on what their bodies can do or the
feelings of their bodies (McKinley, 2006). Spitzack (1990) suggested that women have already
known that their body images are judged based on how they look, and they perceive their bodies
based on how they look in the eyes of others, instead of evaluation based on the feelings and
functions of their bodies. When women observe their bodies as outsiders, they have a great
opportunity to recognize the gap between their bodies and internalized media ideals (Knauss et
al., 2008).

Therefore, body surveillance will trigger negative emotions in their body images that are
known as body shame, causing destructive effects such as viewing oneself as a bad person who
fails to adhere to the societal norms (McKinley, 1998). The last component, control beliefs,
means that individuals believe they have the capacity for controlling their body images.
McKinley and Hyde (1996) found that only body surveillance and body shame have a
significantly negative association with females’ body esteem and arouse disordered eating,
whereas control beliefs will moderate the anxiety and societal pressure from the idealized body
standards. Consequently, the present study only examined the two subcomponents of women’s
objectified body consciousness, namely body surveillance and body shame, and investigated
their role in women’s body esteem.

In terms of the image-based social media context, prior research has revealed that women
present frequent body surveillance and form an understanding of the attractiveness of their
body images through constant appearance-related social comparison to others who represent
the societal body standards (Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2016). The researchers conducted a
longitudinal survey with two 6-month intervals among 1,041 students from 12 schools. The
research results showed that adolescent girls who monitored other attractive users on social
media at Time 1 performed a higher level of body surveillance. Vandenbosch and Eggermont
(2016) concluded that this type of appearance-focused exposure to social media was positively
associated with the girls’ body image concerns.

According to Watt and Konnert (2020), the entire concept of objectified body
consciousness can be applied to females of all ages. However, the variance of the way how the
variables are related and the extent to women developing objectified body consciousness is
found across women’s life span. For instance, quantitative research showed that the
middle-aged and older women who less frequently monitored their body images had a lower
level of body surveillance and body shame (Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001).

1.4 Age differences

There is good reason to doubt that age differences exist considering the biological process
of maturation and psychological development. Erikson’s developmental theory describes the
full picture of the life cycle of an individual and the dialectical connection between the social
and mental dimensions of one’s life (Knight, 2017). This theory proposes eight developmental
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tasks at each stage of identity formation, varying from establishing a sense of trust to
developing a sense of integrity. Erikson (1959) defined the term “identity” as a particular part
of self that offers a sense of self-coherence and self-purpose. At the adolescent stage (ages
13-19 years), the main task is to build their self-concept, while the young adult stage (ages
20-39 years) requires individuals to develop relationships with others, and middle-aged
people’s (ages 40-59 years) main task is to make contribution to cultivating the next generation
(Pratt & Matsuba, 2018).

Based on this theory, some studies about the trajectory of self-esteem across the lifespan
found the changing trends of self-esteem at different age stages (Orth, Maes, & Schmitt, 2015;
Orth & Robins, 2019; Robins & Trzesniewski, 2005). Robins and Trzesniewski (2005)
indicated that self-esteem constantly decreases during the adolescent stage that is attributed to
body esteem and other problems related to identity formation. When people enter the stage of
adulthood, self-esteem rises with increasing age and reaches a peak around the late 60s (Robins
& Trzesniewski, 2005). It has been found that middle adulthood is featured by peaks in
achievement, control, and a coherent understanding of self with rich life experience (Erikson &
Erikson, 1998; Orth & Robins, 2019).

Besides, Erikson (1963) proposed that young adults who have already developed
self-concept to a certain degree will experience a sense of isolation if they fail to establish
relationships with others, whereas middle-aged people who may have less connection with
others are less likely to focus themselves on self-improvement and less dependent on social
comparison to construct their self-image. It’s found that body image is particularly essential for
young adult females as well because a female’s facial appearance and body figure are
influencing factors when she forms a heterosexual relationship (Soo et al., 2008). Nevertheless,
middle-aged women pay less attention to fulfill the idealized societal standard as their main task
is to foster the next generation and have less connection with others.

Overall, this study will focus on how social media exposure, appearance-related social
comparison, objectified body consciousness, and body esteem are related to each other among
Malaysian women across different age ranges.

1.5 Research Hypotheses and Research Framework

Figure 1: Research Framework
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According to the literature review, we hypothesized that:

H1: Exposure to image-based social media is negatively related to body esteem among
Malaysian young adult women (H1a) and middle-aged women (H1b).

H2: Exposure to image-based social media is positively related to upward
appearance-related social comparison among Malaysian young adult women (H2a) and
middle-aged women (H2b).

H3: Appearance-related social comparison on social media is positively related to body
surveillance among Malaysian young adult women (H3a) and middle-aged women (H3Db).
H4: Appearance-related social comparison on social media is positively related to body
shame among Malaysian young adult women (H4a) and middle-aged women (H4b).

HS5: Body surveillance is negatively related to body esteem among Malaysian young adult
women (H5a) and middle-aged women (H5b).

H6: Body shame is negatively related to body esteem among Malaysian young adult women
(H6a) and middle-aged women (H6b).

2. Methodology

2.1 Participants

Participants were 411 women from urban areas in Malaysia with the focus on Kuala
Lumpur and Selangor. About two-thirds of the participants are young adult females aged 20-39
years old (63%) and another one-third are middle-aged females aged 40-59 years (37%). The
distribution by ethnicity was Chinese (83.5%), Malay (7.8%), Indian (4.6%), Eurasian (0.7%),
and other (3.4%).
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3.2 Procedure

To ensure the survey was valid and feasible, the questionnaires were presented to the
supervisor for checking. After the researcher obtained approval for distribution, the Google
Forms link was randomly distributed to women on several social media platforms, including
Instagram, Facebook, WhatsApp, and WeChat between October 15, 2020, and November 22,
2020. Malaysian women who were eligible for the age and setting requirements could
voluntarily participate in the survey as they came across the link. After participants agreed to
the consent letter, they individually completed the first two sections of the questionnaires
collecting their data about the personal and descriptive information and exposure to
image-based social media. To restrict the participants to the sample setting, the survey asked
their residence and collected responses mainly from women living in Kuala Lumpur, Selangor,
and other industrialized urban areas. A snowball method was used that the existing participants
asked other women from their acquaintances to reply to the survey. In total, the actual study
obtained qualified responses from 258 young adult females and 153 middle-aged females by
November 22. The survey was conducted in English, which is the commonly used language by
different ethnic groups in Malaysian. Later, however, the Chinese translated version along with
the original questionnaire was provided for the participants after receiving some feedbacks
reporting the language barriers.

3.3 Instruments

The questionnaire consisted of 5 sections: 1) demographic questionnaire 2) exposure to
image-based social media 3) appearance-related social comparison 4) objectified body
consciousness 5) body esteem.

Demographic Questionnaire

A demographic questionnaire was given to collect the personal information of the
respondents. It contained 7 questions to obtain basic personal information including age, sex,
marital status, residence, ethnicity, height, and weight. Respondents’' Body Mass Index (BMI)
was calculated by the formula: weight (kg) / [height (m)] ~2.

Participants’ general attitudes towards their body images were measured by two questions
and Body Areas Satisfaction Scale (BASS) that were derived from the Multidimensional Body-—
Self Relations Questionnaire (MBSRQ) developed by Cash (2000). 2 close-ended questions
including “Is important to you to always look good?” and “Do you think your physical
appearance attractive?” were used to assess the participants’ appearance orientation and
appearance evaluation. Body Areas Satisfaction Scale (BASS) that contained 9 questions such
as “Are you satisfied with your face?”” and “Are you satisfied with your hair?” measured the
extent to which the participants are satisfied with their different body parts. The female
participants were evaluated with a five-point scale to indicate their real attitudes (1-very
dissatisfied; 2-dissatisfied; 3-somewhat satisfied; 4-satisfied; 5-very satisfied; Cronbach’s o =
.910).

Exposure to Image-based Social Media
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Exposure to image-based social media was measured by a scale developed by Chang et al.
(2019). The original questionnaire contained 5 items to evaluate females’ photo-related
practices on Instagram. This study made a minor adjustment and adapted the scale for
measuring participants’ engagement in photo-related activities on whatever image-based social
media. Participants rated the frequency of viewing photos of others they follow, sharing photos
of themselves, using editing tools to optimize their body images, filters applying condition, and
taking multiple photos of themselves with a 5-point scale, where 1 indicated “never” and 5
referred to “always”. (Cronbach’s o = .808).

Appearance-related Social Comparison

The Physical Appearance Comparison Scale (PACS) developed by Thompson, Heinberg,
and Tantleff-Dunn (1991) was used to measure appearance-related social comparison. The
original scale contained 5 items to evaluate respondents’ frequency of their appearance-focused
comparison behavior with others such as “At parties or other social events, I sometimes
compare my figure to the figures of other people,” and “Comparing your ‘looks’ to the ‘looks’
of others is a bad way to determine if you are attractive or unattractive” (Thompson et al.,
1991). As this study aimed to investigate women’s behavior on image-related social media, it
slightly modified the questions to fit the context such as “When viewing, sharing, or editing
photos on social media, | compare my physical appearance to the physical appearance of
others.” Respondents answered the items on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 to 5, where 1
referred to “never” and 5 indicated “always”. Item 4 was reverse scored. This study calculated
the average score of all 5 items to gain respondents’ scores for PACS. High scores meant a high
tendency to appearance-related social comparison. (Cronbach’s a = .886)

In addition, the direction of appearance-related social comparison was measured by a
question that was derived from the prior research investigating the effects of social media on
Singaporean teenage girls (Chang et al., 2019). The present study used a slightly adapted
version that was tested in the pilot study. The question was “When you compare your body
image to other people on social media, how do you rate yourself?” Participants rated their
feeling with a 5-point scale ranging from —2 to 2, where —2 means “much worse” and 2 means
“much better” with a midpoint of 0 means “neither worse nor better”. A positive score reflected
that the participant felt superior in the process of physical appearance comparison with others
and indicated the tendency to the upward appearance-related social comparison. In contrast, a
negative score indicated the tendency to the downward comparison. Zero meant the participant
held a neutral attitude towards the physical appearance comparison with others.

Objectified Body Consciousness

Obijectified body consciousness was measured by the Objectified Body Consciousness
(OBC) Scale (McKinley & Hyde, 1996). The whole OBC Scale is made up of three subscales:
Body Surveillance Scale, Body Shame Scale, and Control Beliefs Scale. As McKinley and
Hyde (1996) indicated that body surveillance and body shame have a more significant
association with females’ body esteem, this study solely employed the Body Surveillance Scale
and Body Shame Scale to investigate the participants’ objectified body consciousness. The
body surveillance subscale of the OBC scale contains 8 items such as “I am more concerned
with what my body can do than how it looks”. It applied a 5-point scale ranging from 1 to 5,
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where 1 indicated “strongly disagree” and 5 indicated “strongly agree” with a midpoint of 3
means “somewhat agree”. Except for item 5 and item 6, the rest of the items were reverse
scored. Higher scores of body surveillance meant that individuals monitored the looking of
their bodies more frequently. (Cronbach’s a. = .708)

The body shame subscale of the OBC scale contained 8 items such as “I feel like I must be
a bad person when I don’t look as good as I could”. Participants rated items with a 6-point scale
ranging from 0 to 5, where 1 meant “strongly disagree” and 5 meant “strongly agree”. Besides,
participants could also rate 0 that referred to "NA™ if an item did not apply to them. McKinley
and Hyde (1996) argued that this option is important as items on the body shame subscale, such
as “When I’m not exercising enough, I question whether I am a good enough person,” will not
be suitable for being applied to a respondent who exercises frequently. In this subscale, item 5
and item 7 were reverse scored. Higher scores indicated a higher level of body shame that
reflected the participants’ negative feelings about their body images. (Cronbach’s o = .827)

Body Esteem

Body esteem was measured using the Body Esteem Scale (BES) developed by
Mendelson, White, and Mendelson (1996). The original scale consists of 23 items. Considering
the similar demographic composition, this study adopted the 20-item version that had been
slightly modified in a Singaporean research project (Chang et al., 2019). Participants were
required to rate the 20 statements that reflected their engagement in appearance-focused
evaluation on a 5-point scale that ranged from 1 to 5. 1 referred to “never” and 5 meant
“always”. As the adapted scale was used solely for adolescents in the Singaporean research, this
study provided the adult participants with a slightly modified version. Phrases such as
“teenagers my own age” and “my parents” were replaced by “people my own age” and “my
family”. Items such as “I like what I see when I look in the mirror,” indicated participants’
self-evaluation of their body image. Item 2, item 5, item 6, item 8, item 9, item 12, item 15, item
17, and item 19 were reverse scored. Higher scores indicated higher body esteem. (Cronbach’s
a =.860)

3. Results

In this study, we hypothesized that exposure to image-based social media would have a
negative association with the Malaysian young adult women and middle-aged women’s body
esteem (H1) and exposure to image-based social media would increase the tendency toward
conducting appearance-related social comparison among the Malaysian young adult women
and middle-aged women (H2). We also hypothesized that the direction of appearance-related
social comparison was upward. Hypothesis 3 and 4 suggested that appearance-related social
comparison would predict a higher level of objectified body consciousness (with 2 dimensions
namely body surveillance and body shame) among Malaysian young adult women and
middle-aged women. Hypothesis 5 and 6 suggested that objectified body consciousness would
predict a lower level of body esteem among Malaysian young adult women and middle-aged
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women. According to Table 1 and Table 2, the participant’s general attitudes toward
appearance were indicated by their physical appearance orientation and evaluation of their
respective appearance. Comparing the two groups, it was concluded that the majority of the
female participants had the desire to always look good regardless of age differences. Besides,
more than half of the women regarded their respective appearance attractive. Nevertheless, the
percentage of women who rated their physical appearance as unattractive of the young adult
women group nearly doubled the percentage of the middle-aged women group. In conclusion,
more young adults of their total sample population had a negative evaluation of their
appearance than the middle-aged females. Besides, the middle-aged female group nearly
reported all items concerning the satisfaction degree of the different body areas with a higher
mean value compared with the young adult female group. In addition, the middle-aged
participants’ mean sum value was 32.74 (SD = 6.74), which was slightly higher than the
younger participants’ mean sum value (M = 30.64, SD = 6.84). Generally, the middle-aged
females reported a higher level of satisfaction of their different body areas than the young adult
females (see Table 3 and Table 4).

Table 1 Young Adult Women'’s General Attitude toward Appearance (N = 258)

Variables Frequency Percent (%)

Appearance orientation
It is important to me to always look good 209 81.0

It is not important to me to always look good 49 19.0

Appearance evaluation
I think my physical appearance attractive 139 53.9
I do not think my physical appearance attractive 119 46.1

Table 2 Middle-aged Women’s General Attitude toward Appearance (N = 153)

Variables Frequency Percent (%)

Appearance orientation
It is important to me to always look good 144 94.1

It is not important to me to always look good 9 5.9

Appearance evaluation

I think my physical appearance attractive 110 71.9
I do not think my physical appearance attractive 43 28.1
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Table 3 Descriptive Data of Young Adult Women'’s Body Areas Satisfaction (N = 258)

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 Mean (SD)
(Satisfaction degree) Frequency (Percent %)

Face 1(.4) 28(10.9)  98(38.0) 97(37.6)  34(13.2) 3.52(.87)
Hair 2(.8) 27(22.3)  67(26.0)  104(40.3) 58(22.5)  3.73(.95)
Lower torso 7(2.7) 48(18.6)  96(37.2)  72(27.9) 35(13.6)  3.31(1.01)
Middle torso 10(3.9) 38(14.7)  101(39.1) 73(28.3)  36(14.0)  3.34(1.01)
Upper torso 5(1.9) 31(12.0) 91(35.3) 86(33.3) 45(17.4)  3.52(.97)
Muscle tone 14(5.4) 64(24.8)  104(40.3) 52(20.2)  24(9.3) 3.03 (1.02)
Weight 30(11.6)  64(24.8) 73(283) 47(18.2)  44(17.1)  3.04 (1.25)
Height 14(5.4) 43(16.7)  61(23.6)  79(30.6)  61(23.6) 3.50(1.17)

Overall appearance 7(2.7) 9(7.4) 74(28.7)  119(46.1) 39(15.1)  3.64(.92)
Sum 30.64 (6.84)

Note: The 5-point scale:
1=Strongly dissatisfied 2=Dissatisfied 3=Somewhat satisfied 4=Satisfied 5=Strongly satisfied
Table 4 Descriptive Data of Middle-aged Women'’s Body Areas Satisfaction (N = 153)

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 Mean (SD)
(Satisfaction degree) Frequency (Percent %)

Face 1(.7) 3(2.0) 50 (32.7) 73(47.7) 26 (17.0) 3.78 (.77)
Hair 2(1.3) 10 (6.5) 45(29.4) 66(43.1) 30(19.6) 3.73(.90)
Lower torso 2(1.3) 15 (9.8) 61(39.9) 46(30.1) 29(19.0) 3.56(.95)
Middle torso 1(7) 12 (7.8) 67(43.8) 48(31.4) 25(16.3) 3.55(.88)
Upper torso 1(.7) 6 (2.9) 57(37.3) 55(35.9) 34(222) 3.75(.87)
Muscle tone 3(2.0) 21 (13.7) 59(38.6) 41(26.8) 29(19.0) 3.47(1.01)
Weight 4(2.6) 35(22.9) 44 (28.8) 39(25.5) 31(20.3) 3.38(1.12)
Height 3(2.0) 17 (11.1) 44 (28.8) 54(35.3) 35(22.9) 3.66(1.01)
Overall appearance 0(.0) 5(3.3) 48 (31.4) 64(41.8) 36(235) 3.86(.81)
Sum 32.74 (6.74)

Note: The 5-point scale:

1=Strongly dissatisfied 2=Dissatisfied 3=Somewhat satisfied 4=Satisfied 5=Strongly satisfied

To test H1, the study conducted Pearson bivariate correlation and single linear regression
analysis to test the hypothesis. Based on Table 5, no correlation between the independent and
dependent variables was found (r = -.056, p = .367). Table 6 showed the results of the single
linear regression, indicating that no important contribution of exposure to image-based social
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media to decrease of the young adult participants’ body esteem was seen (f = -.172, p = .367).
Therefore, Hla was not supported.

Table 5 Bivariate Correlation between Exposure to Image-based Social Media and Body Esteem of the Young
Adult Women (N=258)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body esteem)

r p-value
Exposure to
image-based social -.056 .367
media

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

Table 6 Single Linear Regression of Correlation between Exposure to Image-based Social Media and Body
Esteem of the Young Adult Women (N=258)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body esteem)
S p-value

Exposure to

image-based social -172 .367

media

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

Table 7 showed that the correlational relationship between the two variables was not found
(r =.008, p = .921). Based on Table 8, the results of the single linear regression showed no
significant contribution of exposure to image-based social media to the variance of the
middle-aged participants’ body esteem (5 = .013, p =.921). In addition, the significant level of
the results was very weak at .921, making H1b also not supported. Thus, Hypothesis 1 was
rejected.

Table 7 Bivariate Correlation between Exposure to Image-based Social Media and Body Esteem of the
Middle-aged Women (N=153)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body esteem)

r p-value
Exposure to
image-based social .008 921
media

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

Table 8 Single Linear Regression of Correlation between Exposure to Image-based Social Media and Body
Esteem of the Middle-aged Women (N=153)
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Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body esteem)
B p-value

Exposure to

image-based social .013 921

media

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

To confirm H2, the study conducted Pearson bivariate correlation and single linear
regression analysis. For the Malaysian young adult, Table 9 indicated that the two variables
were positively related (r = .370, p = .000). According to Table 10, the results of the single
linear regression revealed that exposure to image-based social media had some contribution to
increasing the extent of appearance-related social comparison among the young participants (5
=.378, p =.000). Thus, H2a was supported.

Table 9 Bivariate Correlation between Exposure to Image-based Social Media and Appearance-related Social
Comparison among the Malaysian Young Adult Women (N=258)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Appearance-related social
comparison)

r p-value

Exposure to
image-based social 370** .000
media

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

Table 10 Single Linear Regression of Correlation between Exposure to Image-based Social Media and
Appearance-related Social Comparison among the Young Adult Women (N=258)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Appearance-related social
comparison)
S p-value
Exposure to
image-based social 378 .000

media

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

A high positive association (r = .711, p = .000) was shown between exposure to
image-based social media and appearance-related social comparison among the Malaysian
middle-aged women existed (see Table 11). Table 12 indicated that exposure to image-based
social media had certain contribution to accelerate appearance-related social comparison
among the middle-aged female participants (8 = .555, p =.000). Thus, H2b was also accepted.
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Table 11 Bivariate Correlation between Exposure to Image-based Social Media and Appearance-related Social
Comparison among the Malaysian Middle-aged Women (N=153)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Appearance-related social
comparison)

r p-value

Exposure to
image-based social T711** .000
media

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

Table 12 Single Linear Regression of Correlation between Exposure to Image-based Social Media and
Appearance-related Social Comparison among the Middle-aged Women (N=153)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Appearance-related social
comparison)
B p-value
Exposure to
image-based social .555 .000

media

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

To test whether the direction of appearance-related social comparison was upward or
downward, it computed the frequency and mean score of how the female participants rated
themselves when comparing with others’ physical appearance on image-based social media.
Table 13 showed that the majority (67.1% & 75.2%) of the young adult and middle-aged
women had a neutral feeling when they compared their appearance with others, making score 0
occupy the highest percentage. However, the young adult women had a higher tendency to
conduct an upward comparison and the middle-aged were more likely to have a downward
comparison. In general, most parts of Hypothesis 2 were supported.

Table 13 Direction Analysis of Appearance-related Social Comparison

Variables -2 -1 0 1 2 Mean (SD)

Frequency (Percent %)

17 173

Young adult women (6.6) 37 (14.3) (67.1) 23 (8.9) 8(3.1) -12 (.779)
. 3 115 18 6
Middle-aged women (2.0) 11 (7.2) (75.2) (11.8) (3.9) .08 (.648)
Note: Young adult women N = 258.
Middle-aged women N = 153.
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The 5-point scale: -2=Much worse -1=Worse 0=Neither worse or better 1=Better 2=Much better

The study conducted Pearson bivariate correlation and single linear regression analysis to
test the H3 and H4. Based on Table 14, an insignificant correlation between the independent
and dependent variables was found (r = .313, p = .000). Table 15 showed that contribution of
appearance-related social comparison to the enhancement of the young adult female
participants’ body surveillance existed (f = .343, p = .000). Therefore, H3a was supported.

Table 14 Bivariate Correlation between Appearance-related Social Comparison and Body Surveillance of the
Malaysian Young Adult Women (N=258)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body surveillance)

r p-value

Appearance-related

- - 313** .000
social comparison

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

Table 15 Single Linear Regression of Correlation between Appearance-related Social Comparison and Body
Surveillance of the Young Adult Women (N=258)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body surveillance)

B p-value

Appearance-related

: : .343 .000
social comparison

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

Table 16 showed that a positive correlation between the two variables was found (r =.225, p
= .005). Based on Table 17, the results showed an insignificant contribution of
appearance-related social comparison to the variance of the middle-aged participants’ behavior
to closely observe their body image from an external view (5 = .200, p = .005), making H3b
also supported. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was accepted.

Table 16 Bivariate Correlation between Appearance-related Social Comparison and Body Surveillance of the
Malaysian Middle-aged Women (N=153)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body surveillance)
r p-value
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Appearance-related

: : .225%* .005
social comparison

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

Table 17 Single Linear Regression of Correlation between Appearance-related Social Comparison and Body
Surveillance of the Middle-aged Women (N=153)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body surveillance)

S p-value

Appearance-related

- - .200 .005
social comparison

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

For the Malaysian young adult participants, Table 18 indicated that the two variables were
positively related (r = .399, p = .000). According to Table 19, when young women compared
their appearance with others, it would have a significant contribution to increasing the extent of
body shame of the young participants (8 = .703, p = .000). Thus, H4a is supported.

Table 18 Bivariate Correlation between Appearance-related Social Comparison and Body Shame of the
Malaysian Young Adult Women (N=258)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body shame)

r p-value

Appearance-related

- - .399** .000
social comparison

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

Table 19 Single Linear Regression of Correlation between Appearance-related Social Comparison and Body
Shame of the Young Adult Women (N=258)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body shame)
B p-value
Appearance—re_lated 703 000
social comparison
Note: *p < .05, **p <.01, ***p <.001
Based on Table 20, a low positive association (r = .342, p = .000) between

appearance-related social comparison and body shame of the Malaysian middle-aged women
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existed. Table 21 indicated that appearance-related social comparison contributed to
accelerating the middle-aged females’ tendency toward feeling ashamed of the discrepancy
between their actual body images and idealized beauty standards (# = .470, p = .000). Thus,
H4b was also accepted.

Table 20 Bivariate Correlation between Appearance-related Social Comparison and Body Shame of the
Malaysian Middle-aged Women (N=153)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body shame)

r p-value

Appearance-related

: : .342%* .000
social comparison

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

Table 21 Single Linear Regression of Correlation between Appearance-related Social Comparison and Body
Shame of the Middle-aged Women (N=153)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body shame)

B p-value

Appearance-related

: : 470 .000
social comparison

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

The results from Table 22 showed that there was a moderate negative relationship (r = -.407,
p =.000) between body surveillance and body esteem of the young adult participants. Table 23
indicated that body surveillance would contribute to decreasing body esteem of the young
females (# = -1.111, p =.000). Thus, H5a was supported.

Table 22 Bivariate Correlation between Body Surveillance and Body Esteem of the Malaysian Young Adult
Women (N=258)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body esteem)
r p-value
Body surveillance -407** .000

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

Table 23 Single Linear Regression of Correlation between Body Surveillance and Body Esteem of the Young Adult
Women (N=258)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body esteem)
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S p-value

Body surveillance -1.111 .000

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

Table 24 reported the correlational relationship between body surveillance and body esteem
of the Malaysian middle-aged women, showing a moderate negative correlation between the
two variables (r = -.402, p = .000). Based on Table 25, a significant contribution of body
surveillance to the variance of the middle-aged participants’ body esteem existed (5 = -.920, p
=.000), making H5b also supported. Thus, Hypothesis 5 was accepted.

Table 24 Bivariate Correlation between Body Surveillance and Body Esteem of the Malaysian Middle-aged
Women (N=153)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body esteem)
r p-value
Body surveillance -.402** .000

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

Table 25 Single Linear Regression of Correlation between Body Surveillance and Body Esteem of the Middle-aged
Women (N=153)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body esteem)
S p-value
Body surveillance -.920 .000

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

Table 26 showed that there was a low negative relationship (r = -.365, p = .000) between
body shame and body esteem of the young adult participants. The results of the single linear
regression (see Table 27) indicated that body shame would significantly contribute to
decreasing body esteem of the young females (5 = -.619, p = .000). Thus, H6a was supported.

Table 26 Bivariate Correlation between Body Shame and Body Esteem of the Malaysian Young Adult Women

(N=258)
Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body esteem)
r p-value
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Body shame -.365** .000

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

Table 27 Single Linear Regression of Correlation between Body Shame and Body Esteem of the Young Adult
Women (N=258)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body esteem)
S p-value
Body shame -.619 .000

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

Table 28 reported the results of testing the correlational relationship between body shame
and body esteem of the Malaysian middle-aged women, showing a very low negative
correlation between the two variables (r = -.276, p = .001). table 29 showed a moderate
contribution of body shame to the decrease of the middle-aged participants’ body esteem (8 =
-.409, p = .001), making H6b also supported. Thus, Hypothesis 6 was accepted.

Table 28 Bivariate Correlation between Body Shame and Body Esteem of the Malaysian Middle-aged Women

(N=153)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body esteem)
r p-value

Body shame -.276** .001

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

Table 29 Single Linear Regression of Correlation between Body Shame and Body Esteem of the Middle-aged
Women (N=153)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable (Body esteem)
B p-value
Body shame -.409 .001

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

4. Discussion

In this research, we examined the role of age differences in how image-based social media
upholding the importance of idealized beauty standards to females’ body images affected
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Malaysian women’s body esteem based on Erik Erikson’s life cycle theory of eight-stage
psychosocial development. In addition, this research investigated the social comparison theory
and objectified body consciousness theory in the case of the impact of exposure to image-based
social media on body esteem of the young adult women and middle-aged women from Kuala
Lumpur, Selangor, and other industrialized urban areas in Malaysia. The findings revealed that
there were salient similarities and differences between the Malaysian young adult females and
middle-aged females in terms of the behavioral and psychological impact of image-based social
media.

Based on the self-reported records, most of the young adult women and middle-aged women
had significant appearance orientation that motivated them to value always looking good
regardless of age variance, and only a few of the females did not give importance to always
being good-looking. This is consistent with the prior study suggesting that age is not negatively
related to appearance orientation, whereas most of women of different ages place importance
on attractive physical appearance (Spoor, Bekker, Van Heck, Croon, & Van Strien, 2005). The
researchers explained that women tend to assign values to good-looking as physical
attractiveness in female functions, serving as one of the most important tools for females’
socioeconomic achievement (Spoor et al., 2005). It consequently urges numerous females to
evaluate their physical appearance in accordance with the societal standards that portray
women’s ideal body image.

Nevertheless, even if most young adult females were of normal weight and a significant
proportion were underweight, nearly half of the young women still evaluated their physical
appearance negatively. By contrast, though most of the middle-aged females exceeded the
normal weight range, the overwhelming majority perceived their physical appearance as
attractive. Apart from appearance evaluation, the results indicated that most of the young adult
females had a low or strongly low satisfaction level of their weight whereas the majority of the
middle-aged were satisfied with their weight. In the extant studies (Soo et al., 2008; Yau &
Reich, 2019), it was found that most of the young women experience body anxiety as image
concerns are more prevalent among the relatively sensitive young women who may give more
focus and importance to weight and body shape. While the prior literature found that older
women become more confident about their physical appearance as when middle-aged females
observe their body images, they may evaluate with a less strict kind of beauty standards than
how young females do with the impact of the different psychologically developmental tasks
(Knight, 2017; McKinley, 1999, 2006).

The findings also revealed that the older females, on average, rated their respective body
areas with a slightly higher mean score than how the young females did. It means that women’s
satisfaction level of their bodies is likely to increase with ages. While Slevec and Tiggemann
(2011b) argued the negative relation between the middle-aged women’s body satisfaction level
and aging anxiety, it could be explained by Knight (2017) and Cash, Winstead, and Janda
(1986) whose studies suggested that when the middle-aged women enter the new
psychologically developmental stage that makes them more concentrated on cultivating the
next generation, they tend to give less importance to strenuously keeping their body images in
line with the idealized body image standards while they still value attractive physical
appearance.
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Hypothesis 1 predicted the negative impact of exposure to image-based social media on
body esteem among Malaysian young adult women and middle-aged women. In contrary to the
prediction, the results did not find exposure to image-based social media served as a threat to
the young adult women’s body esteem level. It means that young women who actively engage
in image-focused activities on social media may not feel more discontented with their physical
appearance compared with young women who are occasionally or rarely exposed to
image-based social media. The results are inconsistent with the extant studies where the
Western and Asian studies indicated that using social media platforms more frequently has a
significant relationship with lower scores on the young women’s body esteem (Z. Brown &
Tiggemann, 2016; Kim, 2018; Sai et al., 2018). The researchers also explained that young
women’s body esteem decreases with social media exposure as they have a strong tendency to
internalize the idealized body standard hidden behind image-based social media which is
unattainable for most of women and urges the discrepancy between their actual body image and
the media ideals. In the development and completion of self-concept, Diehl and Hay (2011)
indicated that younger people are more likely to experience anxiety and low self-confidence
with heavy burdens from society and self-contradiction that are negative predictors of
psychological well-being and self-concept coherence. Without developing stable sources of
self-esteem, some researchers (T. A. Brown, Forney, Klein, Grillot, & Keel, 2020; McKinley,
2006) suggested that young adult females may have a stronger tendency to be obsessed with a
value system that closely connected self-esteem with whether women achieve the socially
defined body image standards, enhancing internalization of the idealized beauty standards that
serves as a significant mediator of the negative relation between social media exposure and
women’s body esteem (Z. Brown & Tiggemann, 2016; Mingoia, Hutchinson, Wilson, &
Gleaves, 2017). Perhaps, the inconsistent results are caused by certain disturbing factors such as
the inattentive respondents. However, further investigation is needed to re-examine the
constructs of exposure to image-based social media and body esteem of young women in
Malaysia.

In addition, the negative relation between exposure to image-based social media and the
middle-aged women’s body esteem was also not supported in the expected directions. The
findings indicated that a deeper degree of engaging in the appearance-focused activities on
social media was unlikely to have an impact on the body esteem level of the middle-aged
participants. While some research showed that the middle-aged women’s body esteem will
decrease with more exposure to the traditional media such as TV and magazine (Slevec &
Tiggemann, 2011a), Stronge et al. (2015), who reported that female social media users,
including young women, middle-aged, and older women, have lower body esteem than the
non-users, also suggested that age has a positive association with body esteem of the female
Facebook users above the age of 38. By contrast, age is negatively related to body esteem of the
female Facebook users under the age of 38, meaning that the middle-aged women’s body
esteem increases with age even though they are exposed to image-based social media. Based on
the extant research (Diehl & Hay, 2011; Erikson & Erikson, 1998), middle-aged adults are
likely to feel more worthiness and develop stronger self-esteem because people at this age stage
have generally reached the position where career achievement, self-control, and self-coherence
are at the highest level with rich life experience. Consequently, the middle-aged females may
have established various sources of self-esteem rather than closely linking their self-worth with
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the unrealistic body image standards recognized on image-based social media. Therefore, the
results of this study may provide further evidence that age-related differences could play a role
in protecting the middle-aged women’s body esteem and make the constructs of social media’s
impact on young females’ body esteem not adapted to the middle-aged females. However, in
order to figure out age effects based on psychologically developmental changes, it is essential
to continue to investigate how the body esteem level of women at different life stages varies
when they are exposed to image-based social media. Future investigation can examine the
constructs of image-based social media and body esteem of middle-aged women. Moreover,
further investigation is needed to examine the relations between age and women’s body esteem
and how these relations affect the impact of image-based social media on the body experience
of women across age ranges.

Hypothesis 2 suggested the positive role of exposure to image-based social media in
appearance-related social comparison behavior of Malaysian women of different ages. This
hypothesis was shown accepted. The results also revealed that social media exposure had a
stronger relation with the middle-aged women’s comparison tendency than the young adult
women. It is suggested that when young adults and middle-aged women use image-based social
media to participate in various image-focused self-presentation and social interaction much
more, their tendency to compare their physical appearance with others’ appearance is likely to
become stronger. The results are consistent with the prior literature where women have a strong
tendency to compare their body images to others’ body images that they perceive as the
representative of the idealized body image standards when checking appearance-focused social
media (Chang et al., 2019; Tiggemann et al., 2018). The researchers also suggested their social
comparison behavior is to evaluate whether their physical appearance is consistent with the
socially defined ideal beauty standards. However, the easier access to technology such as
editing tools offered to users makes social media increasingly expose females to highly
idealized pictures of a variety of users including celebrities, friends, and peers (Z. Brown &
Tiggemann, 2016). Such comparison may make females more aware of the discrepancy
between the ideal beauty standards and their actual body which consequently urges them to feel
the body image standards upheld by media is unattainable with declining body esteem
(Ahadzadeh et al., 2017; Coy-Dibley, 2016). The hypothesis could extend the social
comparison theory by revealing possible differences of appearance-focused social comparison
behavior between women of different ages in the Malaysian context. It will add a deeper
understanding of the impact of social media on the appearance-related behavior of women
across various age ranges.

In addition, the second hypothesis predicted that women tend to compare their physical
appearance with targets who they may perceive as women with superior body images, making
the direction of their comparison behavior upward. Tiggemann and Polivy (2010) suggested
that when women compare their body images to others who they consider have a nicer physical
appearance, they are more likely to develop a lower level of body esteem. The prediction was
partially supported. The results found that the young adult participants, on average, were more
likely to have an upward comparison as opposed to the middle-aged women, while the majority
of the young and middle-aged women held a neutral feeling of their body images through
appearance-related social comparison. In terms of young adults, the results are consistent with a
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study investigating young women in Singapore (Chang et al., 2019). While lacking extant
studies to examine the direction of appearance-related social comparison among middle-aged
women, it is suggested that future studies can continue to investigate the mechanism of older
females.

Hypothesis 3 and 4 predicted the positive impact of appearance-related social comparison
on women’s objectified body consciousness referring to body surveillance and body shame.
Obijectified body consciousness reflects that women treat themselves as an object rather than an
individual and treat their body with regard to how it looks rather than how it feels and what can
it do. As expected, the results showed that the positive relation between physical appearance
comparison and body surveillance was supported. The relation between physical appearance
comparison and body shame was also supported in the expected directions. It is suggested that
young adults and middle-aged women are more likely to monitor their body images from an
outsider perspective and develop a sense of shame on their outward appearance when they
compare their physical appearance with others on social media more frequently. This could be
explained by Vandenbosch and Eggermont (2016) who found that when females constantly
monitor and compare with others’ physical appearance on social media, they will frequently
observe their body from an external view and evaluate the attractiveness of their body images.
While comparing and evaluating body images, females are motivated to identify the gap
between their actual bodies and internalized ideal beauty standards. Consequently, women may
form a negative feeling about their physical appearance and perceive themselves as bad people
who fail to achieve the publicly recognized norms in society (Knauss, Paxton, & Alsaker, 2008;
McKinley, 1998). Besides, the results also showed that appearance-related social comparison
had a stronger association with the young adult women’s self-surveillance tendency than the
middle-aged women. In addition, the findings revealed that an increase of appearance-related
social comparison will predict a greater variance of the young adult women’s body shame level
than the middle-aged women, meaning that young women may feel more ashamed of their body
images than the middle-aged women when having more physical appearance comparison with
others on social media. It can further plug the gap in the current constructs and theory as it has
not been examined how social media affects the body experience of women across various age
ranges in Malaysia.

Hypothesis 5 and 6 expected the negative relation between objectified body consciousness
and body esteem of the young and middle-aged women in Malaysia. It was predicted that
objectified body consciousness will negatively affect one important aspect of one’s self-esteem
with regard to the satisfaction level of the physical properties. This study may offer a significant
point to the objectified body consciousness theory that could have a psychological impact on
women across different ages to a different degree. As expected, the findings indicated that the
negative relation between body surveillance and women’s body esteem was supported. Besides,
it was indicated that the association between body shame and women’s body esteem was also
supported in the expected directions. It is suggested that young adults and middle-aged women
tend to feel more dissatisfied with their body images when they monitor their physical
appearance and feel ashamed of the discrepancy between their actual body images and ideal
body images more frequently. This is consistent with the previous studies that showed
respondents including young and middle-aged females tend to have a lower body esteem level
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when they observe and excessively focus on the outward looking of their body images as an
outsider so as to form a sense of shame much more (Fardouly, Willburger, & Vartanian, 2018;
Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001). In the current sociocultural context that treats unrealistic body
images as feminine attractiveness, women have already known that their physical appearance is
valued according to how they look, and gradually they also place more importance on how their
bodies look in the eyes of others rather than pay attention to the feelings and functions of their
bodies (McKinley, 2006; Spitzack, 1990). Therefore, they are likely to become more anxious
and less confident of their appearance as they find their actual body images are inconsistent
with the unattainable standards (Knauss et al., 2008). In addition, the results also suggested that
an increase of body shame will predict a greater decrease of the young adult women’s body
esteem level than the middle-aged women, meaning that young women may feel even sadder
about their physical appearance than the middle-aged women when they feel ashamed to fail to
achieve the ideal body images.

4.1 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Studies

The research also had limitations that should be taken into consideration. First, due to time
constraints, a longitudinal survey that requires the researchers to repeatedly collect responses
from the same participants over a long time may not be feasible for this research. However, the
cross-sectional survey made the results of this study limited in the capacity to some degree. The
data of this study only could interpret the correlational results of the variables. Thus, further
investigation is needed to examine the causal relationship between the factors. In addition, the
cross-sectional data only could represent women’s attitudes and behavior at a single point time
and could not show variance over time. While the results suggested differences and similarities
between the young adult and middle-aged women, the cohort effects were unclear. More
specifically, McKinley (2006) indicated that the middle-aged women’s body esteem level
almost remained unchanged during a decade of his research. It is supposed that the middle-aged
women have less possibility to encounter significant developmental task transitions which may
happen among older adults, for example, retirement and the death of the spouses (McKinley
(2006). Furthermore, the study also reported that the body esteem level of the college-aged
daughters significantly increased 10 years later when the young women successfully developed
intimate relationships with others such as committed relationships. To study the cohort
differences based on developmental effects, future studies also need to employ longitudinal
design to investigate how individual females’ body experience evolve in the social media
context across different life stages.

In addition, this study employed the non-random method, convenience sampling, to select
participants due to the time and other limits. However, participants who are selected by
convenience sampling are occasionally referred to as “accidental samples” because participants
in the sample that generally has more temporal and geographical advantages over a random
sample may be simply selected due to their easier accessibility and availability during the data
collection process (Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2016). Therefore, Etikan et al. (2016) suggested
that convenience sampling may ignore some subjects when selecting the sample or
overrepresent some subjects in the target population, making the data biased and not
representative of the total population. Thus, the data of this study was restricted in its capacity
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of generalization because the participants only included Malaysian women who had the
opportunity to come across the survey’s link online or receive the invitation to respond to the
printed questionnaires by the research assistant. Thus, future studies, if possible, can employ
the random sampling method to select the participants.

5. Conclusion

In this research, certain age differences in the impact of image-based social media on body
experience between Malaysian young adult women and middle-aged women were seen based
on the eight-stage theory of psychological development. The findings suggested that most parts
of the mechanism related to social media exposure, female body esteem, and body experience
such as appearance-related comparison and objectified body consciousness for the older
females were similar to that found in the young adult females. However, it was the problem
with the current results that failed to reveal a relation between exposure to image-based social
media and body esteem among young adult women and middle-aged women. Although prior
research has suggested that social media exposure has a negative impact on young women’s
body esteem, literature regarding the middle-aged women’s body experience provided possible
evidence that age may serve as a protective tool for the middle-aged women’s body esteem
when they are exposed to image-based social media. Thus, it is suggested that age-related
variance may change the substantial relation between social media exposure and females’ body
esteem. Therefore, further investigation is needed to examine the relation between age and
body esteem among women across different age ranges and how this relation affects the
association between social media exposure and body esteem.

The study was the first attempt to apply the eight-stage theory of psychological development
to explore how image-based social media would affect body esteem among Malaysian women
across different age ranges based on the social comparison and objectified body consciousness
constructs. Hence, the findings of this study could further plug the gap of extant literature that
conducted limited investigation into the age effects on women’s body experience under the new
media environment in the sociocultural context of Southeast Asia.
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