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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to investigate the influence of Body Image Concern on Self-Esteem and Social Isolation among youth, with the mediating role of Social Media Exposure. A quantitative cross-sectional research design was employed using a non-probability judgmental sampling technique. The sample consisted of 123 participants, including 89 females and 34 males, aged between 18 and 40 years (M = 27.65, SD = 5.91). The Satisfaction with Appearance Scale-U was used to assess participants’ satisfaction with their appearance, the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale measured overall self-worth, the UCLA Loneliness Scale assessed subjective feelings of social isolation, and the Social Networking Usage Questionnaire evaluated individuals’ patterns and motivations for social media use.
The findings revealed a significant negative correlation between body image concern and self-esteem, suggesting that higher body image concerns are associated with lower self-esteem. A significant positive correlation was found between body image concern and social isolation, indicating that individuals with greater body image concerns experience higher levels of social isolation. Additionally, self-esteem and social isolation showed a significant negative correlation, suggesting that lower self-esteem is related to greater social isolation. Furthermore, gender differences were observed, with females reporting higher social media exposure than males. Overall, the results highlight the crucial role of social media exposure in shaping youth’s body image perceptions, self-esteem, and social connectedness.
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Introduction
In today’s digital age, social media has become one of the most powerful influences shaping the self-perception, behavior, and emotional well-being of youth. Online platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, and Snapchat have redefined how individuals present themselves and perceive others. While these platforms offer opportunities for communication, self-expression, and learning, they also expose users to unrealistic beauty standards, filtered images, and idealized portrayals of lifestyles that can foster self-comparison and dissatisfaction with one’s appearance (Perloff, 2014).
Body image concern refers to the negative evaluation of one’s body appearance and the emotional distress that arises from perceived flaws. Youth, particularly adolescents and young adults, are especially vulnerable to body image concerns due to their developmental stage, heightened self-awareness, and social sensitivity (Cash & Smolak, 2011). Prolonged exposure to idealized body images on social media contributes to internalization of societal beauty norms, often leading to distorted body image perceptions, reduced self-esteem, and increased social isolation.
Self-esteem is a core component of psychological well-being and represents an individual’s overall sense of self-worth and value. Low self-esteem can lead to emotional distress, social withdrawal, and increased susceptibility to mental health issues such as anxiety and depression (Rosenberg, 1965). Similarly, social isolation—a state of minimal social interaction and emotional connection—has become an emerging concern among today’s youth. Excessive social media usage, paradoxically, may contribute to loneliness by promoting superficial online connections in place of meaningful interpersonal relationships (Primack et al., 2017).
Given these dynamics, the present study explores the influence of body image concern on self-esteem and social isolation among youth, emphasizing the mediating role of social media exposure. By examining these relationships, the study aims to contribute to the growing body of literature on mental health and digital behavior among youth, while providing insights for developing interventions that promote positive self-image and healthy online engagement
Objectives of the Study
The primary objectives of this study were as follows:
1. To examine the relationship between body image concern and self-esteem among youth.
2. To determine the relationship between body image concern and social isolation among youth.
3. To explore the relationship between self-esteem and social isolation.

4. To investigate the mediating role of social media exposure in the relationship between body image concern, self-esteem, and social isolation.
5. To identify any gender differences in body image concern, self-esteem, social isolation, and social media exposure among youth.
Hypotheses of the Study
Based on previous literature and theoretical background, the following hypotheses were formulated:
H1: Body image concern will be negatively correlated with self-esteem.
H2: Body image concern will be positively correlated with social isolation.
H3: Self-esteem will be negatively correlated with social isolation.
H4: Social media exposure will mediate the relationship between body image concern and self-esteem, as well as between body image concern and social isolation.
H5: There will be significant gender differences in body image concern, self-esteem, social isolation, and social media exposure.
Literature Review
Body image concern has emerged as a significant psychological and social issue among youth, deeply intertwined with self-esteem, social connectedness, and the pervasive influence of social media. Body image refers to an individual’s perception, thoughts, and attitudes about their physical appearance and attractiveness (Endler & Parker, 1994). Negative body image perceptions can lead to emotional distress, reduced self-worth, and social withdrawal, whereas a positive body image promotes confidence and well-being (Richard et al., 2022). Scholars agree that media exposure, particularly through visual social platforms, magnifies these perceptions by reinforcing narrow beauty ideals that often conflict with reality (Franchina, 2018).
Research consistently demonstrates that body dissatisfaction increases vulnerability to lower self-esteem. Rosenberg’s (1965) concept of self-esteem, as an individual’s overall sense of personal value and competence, highlights the social dimension of self-worth, suggesting that external comparisons strongly influence how individuals perceive themselves. Crocker et al. (2001) expanded this perspective through the “contingencies of self-worth” framework, indicating that individuals derive self-esteem from specific domains, such as appearance or social acceptance. When body image becomes central to self-worth, individuals are more likely to experience fluctuations in confidence depending on social feedback and appearance-based evaluations.
Adolescence, marked by rapid physical and psychological development, is particularly critical for the formation of body image and self-esteem. Shapka and Dahinten (2006) reported that puberty-related physical changes heighten dissatisfaction with one’s body, while Ionio and Traficante (2008) found that appearance concerns are common among teenagers, especially when exposed to idealized standards through media. Serdar and Mazzeo (2012) argued that frequent internet use, especially exposure to appearance-focused content, negatively affects body esteem. Similarly, Chabrol et al. (2013) found that heavy online engagement is linked to body image avoidance and fixation on weight.
Excessive social media exposure exacerbates these psychological outcomes by fostering upward social comparisons. Festinger’s (1954) Social Comparison Theory explains how individuals evaluate themselves relative to others, often leading to dissatisfaction when faced with unrealistic beauty standards. Studies indicate that such comparisons, particularly through platforms like Instagram and TikTok, contribute to increased body dissatisfaction and decreased self-esteem (Fardouly et al., 2015; Tiggemann & Slater, 2014). Perloff (2014) highlighted that social media allows constant access to idealized images, intensifying body surveillance and self-objectification among youth. However, more recent studies recognize that social media can also provide positive body image reinforcement and peer support when users engage with body positivity content (Cohen et al., 2019).
Beyond individual self-perception, body image concerns can also lead to social isolation, as individuals withdraw from social interactions due to fear of judgment or rejection. Shapira et al. (2000) observed that individuals with negative body image tend to avoid social settings, reinforcing feelings of loneliness. Social isolation is defined as the lack of meaningful social engagement and connection with others (Wenger et al., 1996). Empirical studies have linked poor body image to reduced social confidence and increased avoidance behaviors (Cash & Fleming, 2002; Jones & Crawford, 2006). Stice et al. (2001) further found that body dissatisfaction predicts social withdrawal and depressive symptoms over time.
The relationship between social media exposure and social isolation is complex. While social media was initially perceived as a tool to enhance social connection (Boyd, 2007; Primack et al., 2017), evidence suggests it may instead heighten feelings of loneliness when used passively or for comparison (Verduyn et al., 2017; Twenge et al., 2018). Overreliance on online interactions can displace meaningful offline relationships, diminishing real-world social support (Keles et al., 2020). Moreover, exposure to cyberbullying or negative feedback can intensify anxiety and emotional detachment (Hamm et al., 2015). Thus, social media plays a dual role serving as both a mediator and amplifier of body image concerns and social isolation.
Integrating these findings, prior research suggests a mediating role of social media exposure between body image concerns, self-esteem, and social isolation. M. Cloak (2023) emphasized that the adverse psychological impact of body image dissatisfaction often operates through social media engagement, where comparison and validation-seeking behaviors amplify distress. Hence, the current study explores how social media exposure mediates the link between body image concern, self-esteem, and social isolation among youth. This understanding is essential for developing interventions aimed at promoting healthier digital habits, positive self-concept, and social connectedness.
Methodology
Research Design
This study employed a quantitative, cross-sectional research design to examine the relationship between body image concern, self-esteem, and social isolation, with social media exposure as a mediating variable. The cross-sectional approach allowed for the collection of data at a single point in time to identify patterns and relationships among the study variables.
Sample and Sampling Technique
A non-probability judgmental sampling technique was used to recruit participants for this study. The sample consisted of 123 youth, including 89 females and 34 males, aged 18 to 40 years (M = 27.65, SD = 5.915). Participants were selected from different educational and social backgrounds, all of whom were active users of social media platforms. The sample size was considered adequate for correlation and regression analyses in a cross-sectional design.
Instruments
The following standardized scales were used to measure the study variables:
Satisfaction with Appearance Scale – U (SWA-U)
Satisfaction with Appearance Scale (SWAP) was created by Lawrence et al. as a non-weight-related BID evaluation tool for use with disfigured populations. The 14 items that make up the SWAP are divided into four subscales: Social Discomfort, Perceived Social Impact, Non-Facial Features, and Facial Features.
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES)
Developed by Rosenberg (1965), this 10-item scale measures an individual’s overall sense of self-worth or global self-esteem. Items were rated on a four-point Likert scale ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree.
UCLA Loneliness Scale
Researchers David Russell, Letitia Peplau, and C. Cutrona created the "UCLA Loneliness Scale," a self-report questionnaire consisting of four items with response categories such as "never," "rarely," "sometimes," and "often." It is the most widely used loneliness scale out there. Batool. 1. & Anju.w.. (2016).
Social Networking Usage Questionnaire
Adapted from Gupta and Bashir (2018), this questionnaire was used to evaluate participants’ usage patterns, motivations, and exposure levels on social media platforms. It helped to determine the mediating influence of social media exposure.
Procedure
After obtaining informed consent, participants were provided with a structured questionnaire comprising demographic questions and the four scales mentioned above. The questionnaire was distributed both online and in person to ensure accessibility and participation. Participants were informed about the purpose of the study, and confidentiality of responses was strictly maintained.
Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), version 25. Descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation) were computed to describe the demographic variables and main constructs. Pearson correlation analysis was used to determine the relationships among the variables. Regression analysis was conducted to test the mediating role of social media exposure. Additionally, independent sample t-tests were used to examine gender differences across study variables.
				Results
Table 4.1.

Reliability analysis and descriptive statistics of study Scales (N=123)
Range

	Scales
	K
	M
	SD
	Actual
	Potential
	α

	Satisfaction with
	12
	34.55
	5.96
	12-70
	12-60
	.707

	appearance Scale
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Rosenberg Self-
	
211.94
	
22.01
	
.82
	
56-280
	
154-275
	
.07

	Esteem
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Loneliness Scale
	36
	201.46
	15.82
	32-180
	36-180
	.630

	Social networking
usage questionnaire
	
22
	
179.75
	
24.29
	
24-142
	
20-130           .721


Note. All scales demonstrated acceptable internal consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha values ranging from .63 to .87, indicating reliability.
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H1: There would be significant Relationship between body image concern, self - esteem and social isolation.
Table 4.2

Variable Correlation of all variables (N=123)

	Variables
	M
	SD
	1
	2
	3

	Body image

concern
	67.19
	11.73
	—
	-.48**
	.45**

	Self-esteem
	211.94
	22.01
	-.49**
	—
	-.44**

	Social
isolation
	26.18
	7.93
	.40**
	-.48**
	—


	Note: P value is p<.01.
The negative correlation (r = –.48) between body image concern and self-esteem indicates that higher body image concern is associated with lower self-esteem. A positive correlation (r = .40) between body image concern and social isolation shows that individuals with higher body image concern tend to experience greater social isolation. The negative correlation (r = –.44) between self-esteem and social isolation suggests that higher self-esteem is linked with lower social isolation.
H2: There would be signicant impact of body image concern on self-esteem and social isolation.
Table 4.3.

Multiple Regression between of all variables, impact of body image concern, self- esteem and social isolation.

	Predictor
DV: Self esteem
	B
	SE B
	Β
	T
	P
	95% CI

	IV: Body image concern

R² = .25, F(-810 ) = 47.23, p

< .001
	0.55
	0.08
	-0.50
	-6.87
	<.001
	-0.71, -0.39

	DV: Social isolation
	
	
	
	
	
	

	IV: Body image concern

R² = .16, F(818) = 34.71, p <

.001
	0.42
	0.09
	0.40
	0.589
	<.001
	0.24, 0.60



Note: Note. B = Unstandardized regression coefficient; SE B = Standard error of B; β
= Standardized beta coefficient; CI = Confidence Interval.
	R² = .25, F(1, 120) = 47.23, p < .001 (Self-Esteem); R² = .16, F(1, 120) = 34.71, p < .001 (Social Isolation). The regression results show that body image concern significantly predicts both self-esteem and social isolation (p < .001 for both). Hence, the hypothesis is accepted
H3: Social media exposure would be significantly served as the mediation in the relationship between body image concern, self -esteem and social media.
Table 4.4.
	Path
	B
	SE

B
	Β
	t
	P
	95% CI

	Body Image Concern →
	0.48
	0.07
	0.45
	6.68
	<.001
	(0.34,

	Social Media Exposure
(a path)
	
	
	
	
	
	0.62)

	Social Media Exposure
	-0.40
	0.08
	-0.35
	-4.44
	<.001
	(-0.58, -

	→ Self-Esteem (b path)
	
	
	
	
	
	0.22)

	Social Media Exposure
	0.38
	0.09
	0.33
	4.73
	<.001
	[0.22,

	→ Social Isolation (c
path)
	
	
	
	
	
	0.54]


Note: B = Unstandardized regression coefficient; SE B = Standard error of B; β = Standardized beta coefficient; CI = Confidence Interval.
Since the indirect effects are significant (p<.001) and confidence intervals do not include zero, social media exposure significantly mediates the relationship between body image concern, self-esteem, and social isolation. This hypothesis is accepted.
H4: There would be significant gender differences in body image concern, self -esteem and social isolation.
Table 4.5.
Independent sample t-test between girls in boys by body image concern, self-esteem and social isolation (N=123).

	
	Girls
	
	Boys
	

	Variables
	M
	SD
	M
	SD
	t (58)
	p
	Cohen’s d

	Body image
	28.47
	2.36
	30.20
	2.45
	-2.8
	.000
	0.73

	concern
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Self-esteem
	94.79
	4.32
	97.43
	3.36
	-2.6
	.010
	0.71

	Social isolation
	36.90
	4.05
	39.00
	2.81
	.-2.3
	.024
	0.64

	Social media
	
99.23
	
4.32
	
102.2
	
3.77
	
-2.8
	
.006
	
0.75

	exposure
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


	Note: M= Mean; SD= Standard Deviation
The results indicate significant gender differences (p < .05) across all study variables. Girls reported lower self-esteem and higher body image concern and social isolation compared to boys. Hence, the hypothesis is supported.
Discussion
The present study aimed to investigate the influence of body image concern on self-esteem and social isolation among youth, with the mediating role of social media exposure. The findings provide meaningful insights into how social media engagement shapes self-perception and emotional well-being among young individuals in contemporary society.
Consistent with prior research, the study revealed a significant negative relationship between body image concern and self-esteem. This indicates that individuals who are more dissatisfied with their appearance tend to have lower levels of self-esteem. Similar results were reported by Fardouly and Vartanian (2016) and Perloff (2014), who suggested that constant exposure to idealized images on social media contributes to negative body evaluations and diminished self-worth. The current findings reinforce the notion that self-esteem acts as a psychological buffer, protecting individuals from external appearance-related pressures.
Moreover, a significant positive correlation between body image concern and social isolation was found. This suggests that individuals with greater body dissatisfaction are more likely to experience feelings of loneliness and withdrawal from social interactions. Previous studies by Holland and Tiggemann (2016) and Nguyen et al. (2019) have similarly shown that negative body image can foster social anxiety and avoidance behaviors, ultimately leading to social isolation. The results of the present study align with this evidence, emphasizing the psychosocial consequences of body dissatisfaction among youth.
The results also revealed that social media exposure is positively related to body image concern and negatively related to self-esteem. This supports the social comparison theory, which posits that individuals evaluate their self-worth based on comparisons with others. Exposure to unrealistic beauty standards and curated lifestyles on platforms like Instagram or Facebook intensifies such comparisons, leading to increased dissatisfaction with one’s own appearance (Ahadzadeh et al., 2016; Tiggemann & Slater, 2013). Thus, the study underscores the mediating role of social media exposure in shaping the relationship between body image and self-esteem.
Furthermore, gender differences were observed, with female participants reporting higher social media exposure and greater body image concerns compared to males. These results are consistent with earlier findings by Lawler and Nixon (2011) and Bearman et al. (2006), who highlighted that females are more susceptible to media-induced appearance pressures. This could be attributed to societal beauty ideals that place disproportionate emphasis on women’s physical appearance, thereby affecting their self-concept and social behavior. However, it is noteworthy that no significant gender differences were found in self-esteem or social isolation, suggesting that while women may experience more appearance-related concerns, both genders are equally affected by the emotional consequences of social disconnection.
Overall, the findings of this study demonstrate that social media exposure amplifies body image concerns, which, in turn, reduces self-esteem and increases social isolation. This complex interplay highlights the need for interventions that promote digital literacy, self-acceptance, and critical awareness regarding media portrayals of beauty. Encouraging positive online behaviors and fostering supportive social environments could mitigate the harmful psychological effects associated with excessive social media use.
Conclusion
The present study aimed to explore the influence of body image concern on self-esteem and social isolation among youth, with social media exposure serving as a mediating variable. The findings confirmed that higher body image concern is associated with lower self-esteem and greater social isolation. Moreover, social media exposure significantly mediated these relationships, illustrating that frequent engagement with idealized online content intensifies body dissatisfaction and weakens self-worth.
These results align with the social comparison theory, suggesting that individuals frequently compare their appearance with others on social media, which often leads to negative self-evaluation and emotional distress. The findings also support existing literature emphasizing that youth are particularly vulnerable to body image pressures due to the widespread use of social networking platforms and the internalization of unrealistic beauty standards.
Overall, the study underscores the psychological and social costs of body image dissatisfaction in the digital age. It highlights the importance of fostering self-compassion, media literacy, and balanced online engagement among adolescents and young adults to mitigate the harmful effects of social media–induced comparison.
Recommendations
Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are proposed:
Larger and More Diverse Samples
Future research should be conducted with larger and more diverse samples to enhance the validity and generalizability of the findings. Including participants from different socioeconomic, cultural, and educational backgrounds would provide a more comprehensive understanding of how body image and self-esteem interact across groups.
Awareness and Education Programs
Schools, universities, and community organizations should implement awareness campaigns and workshops focusing on healthy body image, self-acceptance, and critical media consumption. Educating youth about the unrealistic nature of media portrayals can help reduce the internalization of harmful beauty standards.
Media Literacy and Digital Well-being
Social media literacy programs should be introduced to teach young people how to navigate online environments responsibly. Encouraging mindful use of social media and promoting content that values diversity, authenticity, and self-worth can foster a healthier digital culture.
Psychological Support and Counseling
Institutions should provide accessible mental health services, including counseling sessions aimed at addressing body dissatisfaction, low self-esteem, and social withdrawal. Integrating cognitive-behavioral and self-compassion-based interventions may help individuals challenge distorted self-perceptions.
Future Research Directions
Future studies should explore longitudinal and experimental designs to establish causality among variables. Additionally, examining other mediating or moderating factors—such as peer pressure, cultural influences, or personality traits can provide deeper insights into the complex dynamics of body image and self-esteem in the context of social media.
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