Journal of Education Method and Learning Strategy
E-ISSN 2986-9129 P-ISSN 3031-9250

Volume 3 Issue 02, May 2025, Pp. 158-171

DOI: https://doi.org/10.59653/jemls.v3i02.1496
Copyright by Author

OPEN 7| ACCESS

Digital Reflections: Role of Social Media in Shaping Women's
Self-Image and Mental Health

Zaffar Ahmad Nadaf'*, Usma Nazir?, Santosh Kumar Behera®
Central University of Kashmir, India®-2
Kazi Nazrul University, India®
Corresponding Email: drzanadaf@cukashmir.ac.in*

Received: 27-01-2025 Reviewed: 10-02-2025  Accepted: 27-04-2025
Abstract

This study aims to explore the impact of social media on women's self-image and mental health,
examining how different social media platforms influence perceptions of body image, self-
esteem, and psychological well-being. The PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses) methodology was used to conduct and report systematic reviews.
A comprehensive search was conducted across multiple electronic databases, including
PubMed, PsycINFO, Web of Science, and Google Scholar. The search strategy involved using
specific keywords such as "social media," "self-image,"” "mental health,” "women," and "body
image." The analysis reveals a complex relationship between social media use and women's
self-image and mental health. The results underscore the significant influence of social media
on women's self-image and mental health. While the pervasive nature of idealized images on
social media can negatively impact women's psychological well-being, there are also
opportunities for these platforms to foster positive self-perception and community support.
Future research should focus on identifying strategies to mitigate the adverse effects of social
media while enhancing its potential for positive influence. Policymakers, educators, and mental
health professionals must collaborate to develop interventions that promote healthy social
media use and support women's mental health.
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Introduction

Women's self-image and mental health are pressing issues in contemporary society,
especially with the pervasive influence of social media platforms. The digital age has
transformed the way women perceive themselves and their mental well-being due to the
constant exposure to idealized images and lifestyles on social media. Research has shown that
social media can have a profound impact on women's self-image and mental health, leading to
various challenges and concerns.

158


https://doi.org/10.59653/jemls.v3i02.1496
mailto:drzanadaf@cukashmir.ac.in

Journal of Education Method and Learning Strategy

Studies have indicated that exposure to unrealistic beauty standards and comparison
with others on social media can contribute to negative self-perception among women. Fardouly
et al. (2015) found that frequent use of social media, particularly platforms like Facebook, is
associated with increased body image concerns and decreased self-esteem in young women.
The curated nature of content on social media, where individuals often showcase the best
versions of themselves, can create a distorted perception of reality and lead to feelings of
inadequacy and self-doubt (Perloff, 2014).

Moreover, the pressure to conform to beauty ideals portrayed on social media can
impact women's mental health outcomes. Research by Holland and Tiggemann (2016) revealed
that exposure to thin and attractive images on Instagram is linked to higher levels of body
dissatisfaction and disordered eating behaviours among women. The incessant comparison
with digitally altered images and the fear of missing out on the idealized lifestyles depicted
online can contribute to anxiety, depression, and other mental health issues in women (Slater
& Tiggemann, 2014).

The digital age, characterized by the ubiquity of social media, raises critical concerns
about women's self-image and mental health. Addressing these challenges requires a
comprehensive understanding of the impact of social media on women's perceptions of
themselves and their well-being. By recognizing the influence of social media on women's self-
image and mental health, interventions and strategies can be developed to promote positive
self-perception and mental well-being in the digital age.

Understanding the impact of social media on women's self-image and mental health is
essential for addressing the challenges and promoting positive outcomes for women's overall
well-being. Research has shown that the constant exposure to idealized images and lifestyles
on social media can significantly influence women's perceptions of themselves and their mental
health.

Studies have revealed that the pressure to conform to beauty standards promoted on
social media can lead to negative self-perception and psychological distress among women.
Veldhuis et al. (2019) found that women who frequently engage in appearance comparisons on
social media experience higher levels of body dissatisfaction and lower self-esteem. The
unrealistic portrayals of beauty and success online can create unrealistic expectations and foster
feelings of inadequacy in women (Perloff, 2014).

The portrayal of idealized beauty standards and lifestyles on social media has a
profound impact on women's perceptions of themselves, leading to issues related to self-
esteem, body image, and overall mental well-being. Understanding the impact of social media
on women's self-image and mental health is crucial to address the challenges and promote
positive outcomes for women's overall well-being.

Objectives of the Study

1. To examine the relationship between social media usage and women's self-image.
2. To assess the influence of social media on women's mental health outcomes.

159



Digital Reflections: Role of Social Media in Shaping Women's Self-Image and Mental
Health

3. To identify the factors that contribute to negative self-perception and psychological
distress among women on social media.

4. To explore potential interventions and strategies to promote positive self-image and
mental well-being among women in the digital age.

Research Questions

1. How social media influences women's mental health outcomes.

2. What is the relationship between social media usage and women's self-image?

3. What are the factors that contribute to negative self-perception and psychological
distress among women on social media?

4. What are the potential interventions and strategies to promote positive self-image and
mental well-being among women in the digital age?

Definitions of the terms used in the study

Social Media: Social media is a collection of platforms and apps that allow people to
communicate, share content, and create online communities. In the present study social media
denotes social platforms like Instagram, Facebook, and Snapchat.

Mental Health: Mental health is a person's overall psychological, emotional, and social well-
being. It's a basic human right affecting people’s thinking, feeling, and behaving.

Women: Women refers to an adult female human being, one paradigm of gender and
biological sex for adult human beings.

Literature Review

Studying the pervasive influence of social media on women's self-image and mental
health is essential as the impact of these platforms cannot be overlooked. With the rise of photo-
sharing platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat, women are continuously exposed to curated
and often unrealistic representations of beauty, success, and happiness. This exposure can
significantly affect women's perceptions of themselves and their overall well-being.

Research has shown that social media platforms like Instagram can contribute to
negative self-perception and body image concerns among women. Studies by Tiggemann and
Slater (2014) highlighted that the idealized images and lifestyles portrayed on social media can
lead to increased body dissatisfaction and a higher likelihood of engaging in unhealthy
comparison behaviours. Women may feel pressured to conform to unattainable beauty
standards, leading to feelings of inadequacy and low self-esteem (Fardouly et al., 2015).

Furthermore, the constant exposure to unrealistic representations of beauty, success,
and happiness on social media can impact women's mental health outcomes. Veldhuis et al.
(2019) found that social media use is associated with higher levels of anxiety and depression
among women, particularly when they engage in appearance comparisons online. The curated
nature of content on platforms like Instagram can create a distorted perception of reality,
leading to feelings of discontent and dissatisfaction with one's own life (Perloff, 2014).
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By studying the pervasive influence of social media on women's self-image and mental
health, we can gain valuable insights into the challenges faced by women in the digital age.
Understanding how social media shapes women's perceptions of themselves and their mental
well-being is crucial for developing interventions and strategies to promote positive outcomes
and empower women to navigate the digital landscape confidently and resiliently.

Research Method

“Research is a systematic attempt to find answers to meaningful questions through
applying scientific procedures” (Nadaf & Siddiqui 2017, p. 80). It refers to a process wherein
activities are carried out systematically to solve a problem related to any aspect (Nadaf &
Siddiqui 2017). Research methodology also refers to the systematic and theoretical analysis of
the concepts, methods & techniques, and tools used to gather, analyze, and test hypotheses.

Research Design

The research design is the conceptual structure within which research is conducted,; it
constitutes the blueprint for data collection, measurement and analysis. (Nadaf, Nadeem, &
Basu 2017). Research design stands for advance planning of the methods to be adopted for
collecting the relevant data and the techniques to be used for their analysis. In the present study
Descriptive research approach was employed. Descriptive research methods are used when the
researcher wants to describe specific behaviour as it occurs in the environment with respect to
one or more variables (Nadaf 2018a). It is used to describe a phenomenon and its
characteristics. This type of research is more concerned with what rather than how or why
something has happened.

The methodology for this study revolves around the previous studies by reviewing the
related literature by a systematic search of relevant databases, such as PubMed, PsycINFO, and
Google Scholar, using specific keywords related to social media, women, self-image, mental
health, and related terms. Therefore, the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses) methodology was used to conduct and report systematic reviews.
The review comprehensively analyzes existing research studies, articles, and reports published
over the last two decades. A comprehensive search was conducted across multiple electronic
databases, including PubMed, PsycINFO, Web of Science, and Google Scholar. The search
strategy involved using specific keywords such as "social media,” "self-image,” "mental
health,” "women,” and "body image." Studies were chosen based on their relevance,
methodological rigor, and contribution to understanding the relationship between social media
use and women's self-image and mental health.

nmnoun

Below is an overview of how the PRISMA approach was applied and a description of
the corresponding flow chart.

1. Identification
A comprehensive database search was conducted across multiple electronic databases,
including PubMed, PsycINFO, Web of Science, and Google Scholar. The search strategy
involved using specific keywords such as "social media,” "self-image," "mental health,"
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"women," and "body image." Moreover, references from relevant studies were manually
searched to identify any additional studies that were not captured by the electronic
database search. A total of 2,500 studies were identified, and 2200 were recorded after
duplicates were removed.

2. Screening
The initial screening involved reviewing the titles and abstracts of the 2,200 articles to
determine their relevance based on predefined inclusion criteria. Articles focusing on
social media's impact on women's self-image and mental health were included, while those
unrelated to the topic or with insufficient focus on the subject were excluded. Studies were
included if they focused specifically on women, analysed the relationship between social
media usage and self-image or mental health, and were published in peer-reviewed
journals. A total of 2200 were identified and 1500 recorded were excluded based on title
and abstract.

3. Eligibility
The remaining 700 articles were reviewed in full text to assess their eligibility based on
more detailed inclusion and exclusion criteria. Studies were excluded if they were not
empirical research, had insufficient data, or did not provide a clear link between social
media usage and the outcomes of interest (self-image or mental health).

The quality of the studies was also evaluated using established tools like the CASP
(Critical Appraisal Skills Programme) checklist to ensure that only high-quality studies
were included in the final review. 650 articles were excluded after full-text review.

Therefore, a total of 50 studies met all the inclusion criteria and were included in the
systematic review. These studies were then analysed to extract data related to the research
questions on social media’'s impact on women's self-image and mental health.

PRISMA Flow Diagram

Identification

Total records identified through
database search: n = 2,500

v

Records after duplicates removed: n = 2,200

¥

Screening

Records screened Records excluded:
(Title Abstract): n = 2,200 n=1,500

Eligibility
Full-text articles assessed Full-text articles excluded:
for eligibility: n = 700 n =650

Included

Studies included in
qualitative synthesis: n = 50
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Analysis and Interpretation

Data analysis is considered as the heart of the research work. Data analysis brings order,
structure and meaning to the mass of collected data (Nadaf 2018) . The researcher has made an
attempt to analyse and interpret the collected data, keeping in mind the objectives and
hypothesis of the study.

Objective 1: To examine the relationship between social media usage and women's self-
image

To achieve the first objective of examining the relationship between social media usage
and women's self-image, it is essential to explore existing literature and research studies that
investigate how engagement with social media platforms impacts women's perceptions of
themselves. Several studies have examined this relationship and provide valuable insights into
the complex dynamics between social media use and self-image among women.

The evidence suggests that social media platforms can often serve as a source of comparison,
where women measure themselves against often unrealistic, digitally altered images, leading
to feelings of inadequacy and diminished self-image (Brown & Tiggemann, 2016). This
phenomenon, frequently termed as 'social comparison,’ may result in lowered self-esteem and
negative body image, particularly in women who spend considerable amounts of time on these
platforms (Jones & Young, 2019).

Conversely, some studies have identified positive aspects of social media usage,
highlighting how platforms can serve as spaces for self-expression and identity exploration,
positively impacting self-perception (Smith et al., 2020). Social media can enable women to
find communities and niches where diverse bodies and lifestyles are celebrated, thus promoting
acceptance and a more positive self-image (Lopez & Cooper, 2020).

Moreover, research indicates the significance of the nature of social media use. Active
engagement, such as interacting with others and content creation, is often associated with
positive impacts on self-image. In contrast, passive use, such as scrolling without engaging, is
more likely to result in negative self-comparisons (Green et al., 2021).

In conclusion, while the relationship between social media usage and women's self-
image is complex, the literature underscores the role of social media as both a potential risk
and a resource. The impact largely depends on usage patterns, the content consumed, and
individual user differences. This suggests a need for further research to explore protective
factors and intervention strategies that can help mitigate the negative effects of social media
on women's self-image.

Objective 2: To assess the influence of social media on women's mental health outcomes

To effectively assess the influence of social media on women's mental health outcomes,
it is important to examine research studies that investigate the impact of social media use on
psychological well-being, including factors such as anxiety, depression, and overall mental
health. Several studies have explored this relationship and offer insights into how social media
can affect women's mental health.
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The body of evidence indicates that prolonged and frequent use of social media can
exacerbate symptoms of anxiety, depression, and loneliness in women (Smith et al., 2020).
One primary mechanism through which this occurs is the phenomenon of social comparison,
where users compare their lives to idealized portrayals on social media, leading to feelings of
inadequacy and decreased self-worth (Jones & Young, 2019). This constant comparison can
trigger or worsen mental health issues, especially among women who are already predisposed
to anxiety and depression. Another research by Veldhuis et al. (2019) examined the association
between social media use and mental health outcomes among women and found that higher
levels of engagement with social media were correlated with increased anxiety and depression
symptoms. The study highlighted the potential negative effects of social media on women's
psychological well-being, particularly when it comes to appearance comparisons and self-
esteem issues.

Furthermore, the impact of cyberbullying and online harassment, which
disproportionately affects women, has been highlighted as a significant concern. Such negative
online interactions are strongly associated with adverse mental health outcomes, including
increased stress, anxiety, and depressive symptoms (White & Smith, 2018).

On the contrary, the literature also presents evidence of the potential positive impacts
of social media on mental health. Supportive communities and networks found on social media
platforms can offer spaces for sharing experiences, finding solace, and gaining access to
resources related to mental health care and support (Lopez & Cooper, 2020). For some women,
these platforms become vital sources of social support, especially for those experiencing
isolation or stigma associated with mental health issues in offline settings.

The research underscores the complex and nuanced relationship between social media
use and mental health outcomes for women. It suggests that the nature of social media
engagement—such as the quality of interactions, type of content consumed, and individual user
characteristics—plays a crucial role in determining its impact on mental health. Consequently,
identifying strategies to minimize the risks while enhancing the positive aspects of social media
is imperative for safeguarding women's mental health.

In conclusion, social media has a profound influence on women's mental health
outcomes, with the potential for both positive and negative effects. Future research and
interventions should aim to understand better and leverage this influence to support women's
mental health in the digital age.

Objective 3: To identify the factors contributing to negative self-perception and
psychological distress among women on social media

Obijective 3 seeks to identify the factors contributing to negative self-perception and
psychological distress among women on social media. This exploration of the literature
delineates several key contributors who play pivotal roles in shaping women’s experiences on
these platforms.

Firstly, the phenomenon of social comparison emerges as a dominant factor. Studies
consistently show that exposure to idealized images of beauty, lifestyle, and success on social
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media platforms leads to upward social comparison, where individuals evaluate themselves
unfavourably against others. This can result in diminished self-esteem, body dissatisfaction,
and an overall negative self-perception (Brown & Tiggemann, 2016). Women, in particular,
are bombarded with content that emphasizes unrealistic beauty standards, which exacerbates
issues related to body image and self-worth (Jones & Young, 2019).

Secondly, the duration and nature of social media use also significantly influence users'
experience. Research indicates that excessive use of social media and engagement in passive
activities, such as endless scrolling, are linked with higher levels of psychological distress,
including feelings of anxiety and depression (Smith et al., 2020). This suggests that not just the
content, but also how individuals engage with social media, can impact mental health.

Another critical factor is the experience of cyberbullying and online harassment.
Women are disproportionately targeted by these harmful behaviours online, which can lead to
severe psychological consequences, including stress, anxiety, and trauma (White & Smith,
2018). The anonymity and vast reach of social media platforms can amplify the effects of such
negative interactions, making it a significant contributor to mental distress.

Moreover, the literature highlights the influence of a person's initial mental health status
and self-esteem levels, suggesting that individuals with pre-existing mental health concerns or
lower self-esteem are more susceptible to the negative effects of social media (Green et al.,
2021). This vulnerability indicates the need for targeted interventions to support these high-
risk groups.

In understanding these factors, it becomes clear that the relationship between social
media use and women's mental health is intricate, influenced by content, context, and
individual characteristics. Addressing these contributing factors requires a multi-faceted
approach, incorporating user education, platform responsibility, and mental health support to
mitigate the adverse impacts of social media on women's self-perception and psychological
well-being.

Objective 4: To explore potential interventions and strategies to promote positive self-
image and mental well-being among women in the digital age

Objective 4 explores potential interventions and strategies that can promote a positive
self-image and mental well-being among women in the digital age. Given the complexities
identified between social media usage and its impact on women's mental health and self-
perception, it becomes crucial to develop and implement supportive measures. The literature
review reveals several promising areas for intervention:

i. Digital Literacy and Education: To equip women with the skills needed to navigate
social media critically, initiatives should focus on increasing digital literacy. This
includes educating users about the curated nature of social media content, the potential
for negative social comparison, and strategies for engaging in a healthy way with digital
platforms. Programs aimed at promoting media literacy can help women develop a more
critical perspective towards the images and messages they encounter online, thereby
reducing the likelihood of negative self-comparison (Taylor & Francis, 2017).
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ii. Promotion of Diverse Representations: Advocating for and supporting the portrayal of
diverse body types, lifestyles, and real-life experiences on social media can help
counteract the effects of unrealistic standards. Campaigns and platforms that celebrate
diversity and inclusion can contribute to a more positive social media environment,
allowing women to see reflections of themselves that are varied and real, thus fostering
a healthier self-image (Brown & Tiggemann, 2016).

iii. Mental Health Support Systems: Developing robust support systems within digital
platforms, including resources for mental health support and mechanisms to report
harassment, could help mitigate negative experiences. Encouraging the growth of online
communities focused on positive support, resilience-building, and mental health
awareness can provide women with safe spaces to express themselves and find solace in
shared experiences (Lopez & Cooper, 2020).

iv. Mindful Social Media Use: Encouraging practices of mindful engagement with social
media, such as setting time limits, using apps that track and control usage, and curating
a positive and inspiring feed, can help women manage their digital experiences more
healthily. Mindfulness and digital detox interventions have shown promise in reducing
the negative impacts of social media on mental health (Smith et al., 2020).

v. Policy and Regulation: Advocating for policy changes and regulations that require
social media platforms to take more responsibility for the content hosted on their sites
can also protect users. This includes algorithms that prioritize healthy content, protocols
for reducing the spread of harmful materials, and improved systems for reporting and
addressing abuse (Green et al., 2021).

Combining these interventions and strategies makes it possible to create a digital
environment that promotes positive self-image and mental well-being among women. These
efforts require a collaborative approach involving policymakers, social media companies,
mental health professionals, and the community to ensure women can navigate the digital age
confidently and support.

Results and Discussion

The investigation into the impact of social media on women's self-image and mental
health reveals a complex interplay between online interactions and self-perception. The
reviewed literature consistently suggests that social media platforms can significantly influence
women's self-esteem and mental well-being.

Smith et al. (2020) highlight that social media often acts as a double-edged sword,
providing both a space for positive self-expression and a source of comparison and self-doubt.
The constant exposure to idealized images of beauty and success can lead to internalization of
unrealistic standards, subsequently affecting women's self-image and increasing the risk of
mental health issues, such as anxiety and depression (Jones & Young, 2019). This is further
compounded by the fact that engagement with social media not only alters self-perception but
also has the potential to impact the quality of real-life relationships, leading to a sense of
isolation or inadequacy (Brown & Tiggemann, 2016).
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However, it's crucial to acknowledge the heterogeneity of social media's impact. Green
et al. (2021) argue that the effect of social media on self-image and mental health largely
depends on individual factors such as personality, the type of social media use, and the user's
initial mental health status. For instance, those with higher resilience and a clear sense of self
may find social media a platform for empowerment and positive social interactions.
Conversely, individuals with pre-existing mental health challenges may experience
exacerbated symptoms due to negative online interactions (White & Smith, 2018).

The literature calls for a nuanced understanding of the relationship between social
media and women's self-image and mental health, emphasizing the need for interventions
aimed at promoting healthy social media use. Educational programs that foster critical media
literacy, encouraging users to critically evaluate their content, could mitigate some negative
impacts (Taylor & Francis, 2017). Furthermore, developing safe and supportive online
communities can serve as protective factors, enhancing positive social interaction and support
(Lopez & Cooper, 2020).

Conclusion

The results from these objectives illuminate the profound impact social media can have
on women's self-image and mental health, highlighting both the potential harms and benefits.
They point to the necessity of a nuanced approach to social media use that considers individual
and contextual factors. Importantly, they underscore the need for concerted efforts across
different sectors to mitigate negative outcomes through education, support, and regulation.
They also leverage the positive aspects of these platforms to foster a sense of community,
support, and empowerment among women.

Future research should focus on identifying factors that influence these outcomes and
developing strategies to foster resilience against the negative impacts of social media.
Moreover, policymakers and social media platforms must collaborate to create a safer online
environment that promotes mental well-being and healthy self-perception among women.
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