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Idealised body image shared by peers on social media platforms has been 

associated with negative body image perception and a higher risk of disordered 

eating attitudes among university students. However, there is still a lack of 

research studies on peer influence on social media usage on body image and 

health (disordered eating attitudes). This research aimed to investigate the 

influence of social media usage on body image perception and health 

(disordered eating attitudes), with the presence of peer influence as the 

moderating factor. Correlational research was conducted (N=153) using simple 

random sampling. The results indicated that social media usage has a 

significant influence on body image perception and health (disordered eating 

attitudes). However, peer influence does not moderate the relationships 

suggesting that social media usage still plays a huge role on body image 

perception and health (disordered eating attitudes) without the presence of peer 

influence. 
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Introduction 

In this new era of globalisation, social media usage has become a massive and meaningful part 

of our everyday lives and has grown massively (Leong et al., 2019). In Malaysia, especially 

among university students, social media usage has become a pressing issue. A substantial 

number of Malaysians, including university students are active users of social media platforms 

as Malaysia has an average daily time spent on social media of 2 hours 48 minutes reported by, 

the We Are Social and Hootsuite survey, as of January 2024. This indicates that frequent users 

may have a higher risk of body image concerns (Ryding & Kuss, 2020) due to the significant 

role social networks play in young people’s lives (Gioia et al., 2020). 

It is obvious that heavy internet use has integrated into our current society, changing how 

people communicate, study, access information, and work (Dahl et al., 2020). Similar to 

gambling or smoking, the usage of social media can be just as addictive, addressing it as a 

powerful “new drug”. Known as digital addiction (DA), a combination of habit formation and 

self-control problems results in typical characteristics of addiction (Dresp-Langley & Hutt, 

2022). However, unlike other addictions, digital medium provides an instant availability of the 

content being craved by users, hence, makes it an even complex syndrome without the need of 

intermediary dealer (Karakose et al., 2022).  

Surrounded by the high stigmatisation of body image perception coupled with the daily 

exposure to media imagery full of flawless men and women, it provides an easy platform for 

individuals to develop problems in body image. As reported by Fioravanti et al. (2022), social 

media tells society that attractive people are more desired, reliable, and inspiring. Additionally, 

social networking sites disproportionately share weight reduction and appearance content 

which promotes health informally (Fung et al., 2020). Contents focusing on “thinspiration,” or 

“fitspiration” aims at promoting certain behaviours toward health nevertheless, research has 

suggested that these contents may portray harmful messages around objectification, restrictive 

eating, and weight loss behaviours (Alberga et al., 2018). Due to that, social media can affect 

youths’ body image. 

Moreover, media is constantly evolving at a rapid pace as well. Unlike traditional media such 

as fashion magazines and television that have fallen out of popularity, social media has been 

able to combine the usage of traditional media with online peer connection. Due to the easy 

usage and accessibility of social media via smartphones or laptops, consumers might use the 

content they see as a source of information on how they can improve their appearance while 

comparing themselves to celebrities, models, or friends consequently, setting a standard 

(Rousseau et al., 2017). 

University can be considered a crucial place for university students to take their time in 

developing (Evans et al., 2010). It is where these individuals develop their self-efficacy, their 

assimilation, and their complex thinking (Farrell et al., 2018). Nowadays, many have started 

living on campus alone away from their families starting junior high school while some even 

start during primary school (Shen et al., 2022). It can be said that their lives revolve around the 

campus hence, they spend most of their time with their peers. Their peers can be considered 

the main social component thus, communication with their peers may affect their appearance, 

their formation of ideal body standards, as well as their development of body images (Webb, 

2015). Individuals may even adopt behaviours and attitudes that are more prominent among 
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their peers due to the pressure caused by their peers to have the ideal body image (Tenkorang 

& Okyere, 2022). 

Peers remain connected, and having discussions about body image off campus, which may 

further influence their focus on appearance, and social body norms creating a peer environment 

to talk and reinforce appearance-related issues and behaviours. However, peers may have the 

potential to positively influence individuals’ body image (Kenny et al., 2016). By providing 

support, individuals can feel accepted and well-connected hence, a more positive perception of 

themselves and their bodies can be achieved (Holsen et al., 2012). Nonetheless, positive 

comments by peers can also act as a reinforcer for body image concerns. Receiving comments, 

be it positive comments, can be a reminder that others are constantly judging them on 

appearance and body image (Franchina & Lo Coco, 2018). The prevalence of body image 

dissatisfaction and disordered eating attitudes has been increasing over the years not only in 

the Western but also in the Eastern context leading to higher mental health concerns, calling 

for more attention regarding this matter. Specifically, Malaysia, with its culturally embedded 

social structure and importance placed on peers within the society, there is a pressing need for 

further research to comprehensively understand these issues within the local demographic. 

Therefore, this research study aims to investigate the influence of social media usage on body 

image perception and health (disordered eating attitudes), with the presence of peer influence 

as the moderating factor. 

The discussion above raised the following research questions: 

1. Is there any significant relationship between social media usage and body image 

perception among university students? 

2. Is there any significant relationship between social media usage and health (disordered 

eating attitudes) among university students? 

3. Is there any significant influence between social media usage and body image 

perception among university students? 

4. Is there any significant influence between social media usage and health (disordered 

eating attitudes among university students? 

5. Does peer influence moderate the relationship between social media usage and body 

image perception among university students? 

6. Does peer influence moderate the relationship between social media usage and health 

(disordered eating attitudes) among university students? 

Literature Review   

 

Definition of Social Media  

The term social media usually is an umbrella term that encompasses all kinds of online 

platforms (i.e., Facebook, Instagram, WeChat, TikTok, Xiao Hong Shu). Nevertheless, it is 

crucial to highlight the appropriate definition of social media that suits the research study (Wu 

et al., 2019). Without the correct definition applied to the research study would lead to 

confusion. Hence, highly visual, appearance-focused platforms are what social media is 

(Rodgers & Melioli, 2016)—for instance, Instagram, Facebook, and X (formerly known as 

Twitter). Social media use is positively associated with negative body image perception 

(Vuong et al., 2021) hence, The Social Networking Activity Intensity Scale (SNAIS) will be 

used to analyse social media usage. 
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Definition of Body Image 

Body image can be defined as a mental representation of one’s body in both static and action 

aspects. As stated, it consists of both cognitive and affective elements including how the 

individual perceives, knows, feels, and experiences how the body is (Blom et al., 1970; Kling 

et al., 2019). Consistent with Cash (1994), perceptions of the appearance of one’s body 

(cognitive or rational), and emotional responses to those perceptions (affection and emotions) 

are two components of body image (Tiggemann, 1996). However, some researchers examine 

as one index, body dissatisfaction (Altabe & Thompson, 1992). Hence, the use of the Body 

Self-Image Questionnaire – Short Form (BSIQ-SF), encompasses what is aimed to be studied 

in this research, the cognitive and affection evaluation of body appearance by the individuals 

themselves. 

 

Definition of Health 

Eating disorders (EDs) are mental illnesses that are characterised by irregular eating habits and 

abnormal concerns about body weight and shape (Brownell & Walsh, 2017; Rodgers et al., 

2018; Galmiche et al., 2019). However, disordered eating attitudes (DEA) are not limited to 

those diagnosed with eating disorders. Many individuals who possess distorted eating habits, 

beliefs, and feelings towards food might be unaware that they are manifesting these “abnormal” 

attitudes (Alvarenga et al., 2010) and there seems to be a high prevalence among young people 

(Wilksch et al., 2019; Hallit et al., 2021). With the widespread usage of social media, it 

becomes a major arena for social comparison where contribution towards the maintenance of 

DEA occurs through the sharing of social media profiles or thin individuals' images therefore, 

the Disordered Eating Attitude Scale (DEAS) by Alvarenga et al. (2010) will be used to 

evaluate disordered eating attitudes.  

Definition of Peer Influence 

Peer plays an important role in the socialisation of a person, and peer influence has been studied 

with particular interest when it comes to individuals’ behaviours (Burnett et al., 2011). Peer 

influence can be defined as when an individual chooses to behave or act differently compared 

to how they would normally do due to needing a sense of belonging and acceptance by their 

peers. An individual who is influenced by a peer may tend to do something against the norms 

to be accepted by the peer (Laursen & Veenstra, 2021). However, peer influence can also 

influence positive behaviours, for instance, in learning and prosocial behaviours (van Hoorn et 

al., 2016). The Resistance to Peer Influence Questionnaire (RPIQ) (Steinberg & Monahan, 

2007) will be utilised to measure susceptibility towards peer influence.  

Past Research 

One forum through which appearance-related content is present is social media platforms. 

Based on the Malaysian Communications and Multimedia Commission Internet Users Survey 

(2018) reported that 24.6 million Malaysians used social media, with Facebook, Instagram, and 

YouTube being the most popular. Concerning the role of social media as a form of easy and 

fast way of distributing information and communication, these social media platforms tend to 

provide content that is heavily edited and unrealistic (Rodgers & Melioli, 2016). Hence, with 

the increased frequency of photo sharing, peer interactions, and mobile accessibility among 

consumers, they may be a source of young people’s conceptualisation of physical beauty, 

make-up, fashion, and dietary advice or topics (Jiotsa et al., 2021). Moreover, as reported by 

BERNAMA (2023), Malaysians are easily hooked onto social media trends and easily swayed 

by social media likes, views, and compliments which act as a sign of social approval. 
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With social media being the focal point of people’s lives, it becomes easy for individuals to 

access whatever content they want, wherever they are, and whenever they want it. In addition, 

the hunger for human connectedness, adventure, and information is linked with social media 

hence, it becomes a natural fascination to individuals (Giedd, 2022). As stated by Fardouly & 

Vartanian (2015), the average time spent on social media is approximately 2 hours per day as 

compared to 45 minutes per day almost a decade ago (Tiggemann & Miller, 2010). This can 

be considered a global concern due to the serious consequences such as impairments in social 

life or emotional impairment (Karakose et al., 2022).  

Moreover, social media platforms are constantly changing. Recently, with the rise of TikTok 

featuring short-form, vertical-oriented videos from 3 to 60 seconds and appearance-based viral 

trends and challenges, body image perception may be affected (Gurtala & Fardouly, 2023). 

Distinctive features such as having short-form, vertical-oriented videos ranging from 3 to 60 

seconds in length (Malik, 2022), viral trends and challenges, and being music and dance-

oriented, may increase viewers awareness (Gurtala & Fardouly, 2023). Besides, Instagram, 

Facebook, and YouTube have also started incorporating the video format into their platforms 

demonstrating their appeal on social media (McLachlan, 2023). This may make them more 

preferable due to the shorter videos being deemed as more convenient and more appealing to 

individuals who have shorter attention span (Vaterlaus & Winter, 2021). Hence, combined with 

the already appearance-focused content, this creates an environment where users are given 

more opportunities to internalise appearance ideals, self-objectify and make upwards 

comparisons with other users.  

In addition, one of the most common aspects when it comes to disordered eating attitudes is 

the evaluation of negative body image perception. Despite the proliferation of research looking 

into the correlation between social media usage and body image-related constructs, research is 

still limited (Wilksch et al., 2019). Most studies done on social media and disordered eating 

attitudes have been focused more on traditional media platforms such as television and 

magazines. Hence, given that body image perception, and disordered eating attitudes have been 

shown to be related, it is reasonable to assume that there is a connection between social media 

usage and disordered eating attitudes (Smith et al., 2013). As reported by systematic review by 

Holland and Tiggemann (2016) and Saiphoo and Vahedi (2019), exposure to social networking 

sites was correlated with negative body image perception and disordered eating attitudes 

among children, pre-adolescents, adolescents, and the young adult populations in community, 

school, and college settings. Regular exposure to images and videos presented on social media 

platforms provides users with many situations where appearance comparison with other users 

is increased (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016) hence, may influence the development of disordered 

eating attitudes. Due to the human nature to participate in social comparison behaviours, users 

are more likely to develop disordered eating attitudes (Zhang et al., 2021). 

Peer influence can be considered to be one of the most proximal risk factors for substance use 

and linkage between usage of alcohol, tobacco, and drug use if well documented (Hawkins et 

al., 1992). Individuals are more likely to experiment with drugs, alcohol, and cigarettes with 

friends rather than when they are alone (Giletta et al., 2021). This influence can be translated 

to engaging in online behaviours that match the social norms of certain desired groups, 

receiving social rewards in the peer hierarchy, while being able to foster positive self-identity 

(Prinstein & Giletta, 2016). Moreover, with peers being the main social subjects among 

university students, they remain connected on and off campus, communicating on appearance, 
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forming ideal body shape standards (Shen et al., 2022), and modelling risky dieting habits 

(Smith et al., 2013). This is given ample support by the findings of Chung et al. (2020) who 

found that social media facilitates peer-to-peer connections better than traditional networks 

which in return, causes peer influence on eating beliefs, attitudes, and norms to increase at a 

drastic pace. Besides, as stated by Scully et al. (2020), individuals who compare between 

themselves and idealised images of their peers may have increased perceived discrepancy 

between their ideal and actual appearance, resulting in negative body image perception.  

Theoretical perspectives that are related to social media usage, body image perception, health 

(disordered eating attitudes) and peer influence are social comparison theory and social 

learning theory. Self-understanding is obtained by comparing oneself to others as well as by 

gaining factual evidence. It is found that the more an individual wants to be like the comparison 

target, the more pressure they feel to adopt its traits (Festinger, 1954). Hence, social media 

usage might be an underlying mechanism that influences body image perception and attitudes 

due to social comparison as evident by Tiggemann et al. (2018). This is not only applicable to 

women, but men are also prone to negative body image perception due to comparisons. 

Although research on men’s body image is still relatively new, it can be considered a growing 

subject of interest (Radwan et al., 2019). The omnipresence of idealised imagery portraying 

size zero women (Fardouly & Holland, 2018) and strong and slim figure for men (Saiphoo & 

Vahedi, 2019) as appearance ideals are evidence of this phenomena.  

On the other hand, behaviours, beliefs, and attitudes can be influenced by the social 

environment the individual is in (Bandura, 1971). Hence, the behaviours of posting, 

commenting, and likes, or the behaviours portrayed such as engaging in appearance changing 

behaviours are modelled by others which influences their social media related behaviours. 

Social media platforms create an environment where individuals learn about peer norms 

regarding social media use and appearance (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016) while likes and 

comments can either be punishing or rewarding adding to their sense of belonging through 

social validation (Tiggemann et al., 2020). However, peer influence is still poorly understood 

in terms of the moderating effect it has on the relationship between social media, body image 

perception, and health (disordered eating attitudes). 

Methods 

 

Participants 

153 respondents from University Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS) were recruited to participate 

in this study via simple random sampling. Participants were provided with informed consent 

detailing the purpose of the study, potential risks, and benefits associated with their 

involvement in the study, and their right to withdraw at any time without penalty. Access to 

the research is only accessible by the research team to ensure confidentiality and data storage 

protocols are also implemented. Respondents also remain anonymous with no personally 

identifiable information linked to the study outcomes. 

Design  

This research study has adopted a correlational research design to investigate the relationship 

between variables. Hence, the relationship between social media usage, body image perception, 

and health can be investigated. Additionally, with the presence of peer influence as the 

moderation factor, the strength of the relationship between the variables can be studied in a 
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more detailed manner. The research was quantitative, and the data collection was done through 

the form of questionnaires.  

Instruments 

Four (4) inventories were used in this study: 1) Social Networking Activity Intensity Scale 

(SNAIS), 2) Body Self-Image Questionnaire – Short Form (BSIQ-SF), 3) Disordered Eating 

Attitude Scale – Short Version (DEAS-s), and 4) Resistance to Peer Influence Questionnaire 

(RPIQ). 

The Social Networking Activity Intensity Scale (SNAIS) developed by Li et al. (2016) was 

utilised to quantify the participants’ frequency of numerous online social networking activities 

on multiple platforms. Social networking site (SNS) engagement in three areas namely: 1) self-

presentation, 2) action and participation, and 3) usage and activity counts will be measured in 

the SNAIS. The scale consists of 14 items that are rated by the respondents on a 5-point Likert 

scale (0 = never, 1 = few, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often, 4 = always). The Cronbach alpha (α) for 

SNAIS is 0.89 (Li et al., 2016; Sigerson & Cheng, 2018). 

The Body Self-Image Questionnaire – Short Form (BSIQ-SF) developed by Rowe et al. (1999) 

was adopted in this research study to measure respondents’ body image dissatisfaction. BSIQ 

– SF consists of nine sections: 1) Overall Appearance Evaluation (OAE), 2) Health Fitness 

Influence (HFI), 3) Investment in Ideals (II), 4) Health–Fitness Evaluation (HFE), 5) Attention 

to Grooming (AG), 6) Health Dissatisfaction (HD), 7) Fatness Evaluation (FE), 8) Negative 

Affect (NA), and 9) Social Dependence (SD). The scale consists of 27 items, 3 items in each 

section, that are rated by the participants on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Not at all true to myself, 

2 = Slightly true to myself, 3 = About halfway true to myself, 4 = Mostly true to myself, 5 = 

Completely true to myself). BSIQ-SF has a Cronbach alpha value (α) of 0.797 to 0.850 (Rowe 

et al., 1999; Lim et al., 2018). 

Disordered Eating Attitude Scale – Short Version (DEAS-s) developed by Alvarenga et al. 

(2020) was used to evaluate eating attitudes. DEAS–s is a unidimensional scale with higher 

scores representing more dysfunctional eating attitudes. Other instruments that have been 

utilised in measuring disordered eating attitudes have been either multidimensional or biased 

towards a higher disordered eating attitudes level. Hence, the DEAS–s that measures 

disordered feelings, beliefs, behaviours, and food relationships unidimensionally would give a 

more accurate assessment and describe eating-disordered attitudes across the continuum. The 

scale consists of 17 items that are rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = 

Disagree, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree). The Cronbach alpha value (α) for 

DEAS–s is 0.88 (Alvarenga et al., 2020). 

Steinberg and Monahan (2007) developed The Resistance to Peer Influence Questionnaire 

(RPIQ) which was utilised in this research study to assess participants’ tendency/ability to resist 

peer influence. The questionnaire consists of 10 pairs of opposite statements about 

interindividual interactions which respondents rate based on a 4-point Likert scale. 

Respondents will be required to choose which option best describes the group of people they 

belong to followed by indicating the degree they feel they belong in the group (“Really true” 

vs “Sort of true”). The option for the less peer-resistant statement is coded as 1 and 2 whereas 

the option for the more peer-resistant statement is coded as 3 and 4. Cronbach alpha value (α) 

for RPIQ is 0.73 (Steinberg & Monahan, 2007). 
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Procedure 

A pilot study involving 30 respondents was conducted prior to the main study. The data 

collected from 30 respondents was used to determine the internal consistency of the instruments 

used to measure the variables in a sense, checking the correctness of the developed 

questionnaires. The pilot study shows good Cronbach alpha for each instrument namely 0.856 

(SNAIS), 0.842 (BSIQ-SF), 0.908 (DEAS-s), and 0.862 (RPIQ). Therefore, the selected 

instruments are deemed suitable for further data collection. 

Respondents were recruited using simple random sampling. The data for this research study 

were collected through a questionnaire survey using Google Forms through social media 

platforms such as WhatsApp and Telegram. Respondents of this research study were 

approached by the researcher through networking. All participants were informed that the 

questionnaire survey was anonymous, and that participation was voluntary. Collected data were 

used for scientific research with strict confidentiality. 

The gathered data was analysed using the SPSS v.27 for Windows following the data collection 

process. Inferential statistics, including Pearson correlation, Linear regression, and Multiple 

regression were employed. Pearson Correlation analyses were used to calculate the relationship 

between the dependent variables (social media usage) and the independent variables [body 

image perception and health (disordered eating attitudes)]. Linear regression analyses were 

performed to examine whether the independent variable (social media usage) influences the 

two (2) dependent variables body image perception and health (disordered eating attitudes)]. 

Moreover, the moderator (peer influence) influence on the relationship between the 

independent variable and dependent variables was also investigated using multiple regression. 

Results  

Table 1 presents the respondents’ demographic information. The respondents (N=153) in this 

research study consist of 30.1 percent males (N=46) and 69.9 percent females (N=107). Among 

153 participants, respondents aged 22 formed most of the respondents (N=36, 23.5%) followed 

by age 23 (N=30, 19.6%), then age 21 (N=25, 16.3%), age 19 (N=19, 12.4%), age 18 (N=16, 

10.5%), age 24(N=10, 6.5%) and lastly, age 25 (N=5, 3.3%). 

Table 1. Frequency and Percent of Participants’ Gender and Age. 

Demographic 

Variables 

Categories Frequency (n) Percentage (%) 

Gender Male 46 30.1 

 Female 107 69.9 

 Total 153 100.00 

Age 18 16 10.6 

 19 19 12.4 

 20 12 7.8 

 21 25 16.3 

 22 36 23.5 

 23 30 19.6 

 24 10 6.5 

 25 5 3.3 

 Total 153 100.00 
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Table 2 presents the different social media platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, 

Twitter, YouTube, and Pinterest. Respondents were more likely to report using Instagram 

(92.2%), followed by YouTube (88.,2%), TikTok (69.9%), Facebook (65.4%), Pinterest 

(44.4%), and lastly, Twitter/X (37.9%). 

Table 2. Frequency and Percent of Social Media Platform Usage. 

Social Media Platforms n % 

Instagram 141 92.2 

Facebook 100 65.4 

Twitter 58 37.9 

TikTok 107 69.9 

YouTube 135 88.2 

Pinterest 68 44.4 

 A Pearson Product-Moment Correlation Coefficient was conducted to investigate the 

relationship between social media usage and body image perception among university students.  

Table 3 depicts the results, revealing a weak, positive correlation between social media usage 

and body image perception, with a Pearson correlation coefficient of r = 0.298, p < 0.05. Since 

p < 0.05, there is a statistically significant relationship between social media usage and body 

image perception among university students. 

 

Table 3. Correlations between Variables. 

 

Social Media 

Usage 

Body Image 

Perception 

Health 

(Disordered 

Eating 

Attitudes) 

Peer 

Influence 

Social Media 

Usage 

Pearson 

Correlation 

1 .298** .235** .052 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .003 .524 

N 153 153 153 153 

Body Image 

Perception 

Pearson 

Correlation 

.298** 1 .525** .202* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000 .012 

N 153 153 153 153 

Health 

(Disordered 

Eating 

Attitudes) 

Pearson 

Correlation 

.235** .525** 1 .107 

Sig. (2-tailed) .003 .000  .188 

N 153 153 153 153 

Peer Influence 

Pearson 

Correlation 

.052 .202* .107 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .524 .012 .188  

N 153 153 153 153 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
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A Pearson Product-Moment Correlation Coefficient was conducted to investigate the 

relationship between social media usage and health (disordered eating attitudes) among 

university students. Table 3 depicts the results, revealing a weak, positive correlation between 

social media usage and health (disordered eating attitudes), with a Pearson correlation 

coefficient of r = 0.235, p < 0.05. Since p < 0.05, there is a statistically significant relationship 

between social media usage and health (disordered eating attitudes) among university students. 

Table 4 shows the linear regression analysis results to determine social media influence on 

body image perception among university students. Based on Table 5, there is a significant 

model, F (1, 151) = 14.664, p < .001, adjusted R2 = .089. Social media usage explains 8.9% of 

university students' body image perception variability. Therefore, this shows that social media 

usage significantly predicts body image perception. 

Table 4. Results of Linear Regression Analysis. 

    95% CI   

Model Variables Beta SE LL UL 𝜷 P 

1 (Constant) 1.344E

-16 

.077 -.153 .153 
 

1.000 

 Social Media Usage .298 .078 .144 .451 .298 <.001 

a. Dependent Variable: Body Image Perception 

Note. R2 = .082, F (1, 151) = 14.664, p <.001 

Table 5 shows the linear regression analysis results to determine social media influence on 

health (disordered eating attitudes) among university students. Based on Table 6, there is a 

significant model, F (1, 151) = 8.854, p = .003, adjusted R2 = .055. Social media usage explains 

5.5% of university students' body image perception variability. Therefore, it shows that social 

media usage significantly predicts health (disordered eating attitudes). 

Table 5. Results of Linear Regression Analysis. 

    95% CI   

Model Variables Beta SE LL UL 𝜷 P 

1 (Constant) 1.261E-

15 

.079 -.156 .156 
 

1.000 

 Social Media Usage .288 .079 .079 .392 .235 .003 

a. Dependent Variable: Health (Disordered Eating Attitudes) 

Note. R2 = .055, F (1, 151) = 8.854, p = .003 

Table 6 depicts that social media usage was significantly related to body image perception and 

that peer influence does not moderate the relationship between the variables. Moreover, as 

illustrated, indicates peer influence (B =-.044, SE =.089, p =.623) that peer influence does not 

moderate the interaction between social media usage and body image perception among 

university students. 
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Table 6. Results of Multiple Regression Analysis. 

    95% CI   

Model Variables Beta SE LL UL 𝜷 P 

1 (Constant) 4.866E-

16 

.076 -.151 .151 
 

1.000 

 Social Media Usage .288 .077 .137 .439 .288 .000 

 Peer Influence .187 .077 .036 .338 .187 .016 

 (Constant) .002 .077 -.149 .153  .976 

 Social Media Usage .293 .078 .140 .446 .293 .000 

 Peer Influence .194 .078 .040 .347 .194 .014 

 Body Image Perception*Peer 

Influence 

-.044 .089 -.220 .132 -.039 .623 

a. Dependent Variable: Body Image Perception 

Table 7 depicts that social media usage was significantly related to health (disordered eating 

attitudes) however, peer influence does not moderate the relationship. Moreover, as illustrated, 

indicates peer influence (B =.020, SE =.092, p =.825) that peer influence does not moderate 

the interaction between social media usage and health (disordered eating attitudes) among 

university students. 

Table 7. Results of Multiple Regression Analysis. 

    95% CI   

Model Variables Beta SE LL UL 𝜷 P 

1 (Constant) 1.440E-

15 

.079 -.156 .156 
 

1.000 

 Social Media Usage .230 .079 .074 .387 .230 .004 

 Peer Influence .095 .079 -.061 .251 .095 .231 

 (Constant) -.001 .079 -.157 .155  .989 

 Social Media Usage .228 .080 .070 .386 .228 .005 

 Peer Influence .092 .080 -.067 .251 .092 .255 

 Body Image Perception*Peer 

Influence 

.020 .092 -.162 .202 .018 .825 

a. Dependent Variable: Health (Disordered Eating Attitudes) 
 

Discussion  

Findings indicate a positive relationship and significant influence between social media usage 

and body image perception consistent with patterns observed by Rodgers et al. (2020). 

Respondents were active users of appearance-focused platforms with constant engagement and 

comparison with peers and favourite celebrities causing heightened feelings of self-judgment 

and body dissatisfaction due to the comparison of physical and lifestyle attributes (Cohen et 

al., 2021) and feeling that they do not measure up to the online ideals (Fardouly & Holland, 

2018). Due to this, users may appear to be pressurised to present an ideal image of themselves 

online. For instance, photo angles emphasise thinness or muscular/lean bodies, especially their 

arms, waists and gaps between their thighs (Brickacek et al., 2018). Moreover, likes and 

comments feature may serve as a motivator for users to selectively present themselves by 

posting edited photos which provides incentive in the form of likes and feedback (Kim, 2020). 

Essentially, it is a cycle where greater appearance comparison pressures future editing and 

posting behaviours and vice versa. 
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Besides that, findings illustrate that there is a positive relationship and a significant influence 

between the two variables, social media usage and health (disordered eating attitudes) as 

supported past research (Rodgers et al., 2020). Constant exposure to social media has been 

linked to stereotypes and lower self-esteem which can contribute to a higher risk of developing 

disordered eating attitudes (Abbasi & Drouin, 2019). In addition, contents regarding 

dieting/restricting food are poorly regulated due to the involvement of companies with their 

marketing tactics that sell the illusion of health and beauty through the involvement of peer 

ambassadors and celebrity endorsements. Consequently, constant exposure to such contents is 

highly associated with unhealthy food choices, dieting/restricting food or overeating 

(Rounsefell et al., 2019).  

On the other hand, findings suggest that peer influence does not moderate the relationship 

between the variables, social media usage, body image perception, and health (disordered 

eating attitudes) among university students. Most past research studies involve peer influence 

as the mediating factor (Fardouly & Varanian, 2015; Pedalino & Camerini, 2022) hence, 

suggests that peer influence may not positively influence body image perception and disordered 

eating habits, but rather support the adverse effects of social media usage. In a collectivistic 

society, people tend to define themselves as one with the society (Markus & Kitayama, 1991) 

hence, individuals tend to be more motivated to follow group norms and are easily influenced 

by peers (Hofstede, 2011). This encourages appearance comparison to conform to beauty 

norms internalised by edited photos seen online manifesting negative body image perception 

and disordered eating attitudes. Besides, individuals may encounter information about their 

peers during face-to-face interactions, however, are constantly bombarded with social media 

accounts anywhere at any time completed with photographic evidence.  

Moreover, social media helps build peer social support which offers a safe space for individuals 

to share emotional vulnerability, where they can relate to and confide in peers. Online 

discussion forums also act as a platform for them to achieve mental health support (Chung et 

al., 2020). However, many images and stories online are posted by peers. Hence, individuals 

are prone to present an ideal image of themselves online leading to a stronger desire to conform 

to societal ideals essentially, engagement. Comments and likes individuals see on their peers’ 

photos would further encourage them to engage indicating that social media platforms are an 

environment where images are like “commodities” essentially, acquiring social acceptance 

through likes and comments (Chatzopoulou et al., 2019). Hence, it is highlighted that peer 

influence is an important socialising agent that may set a standard for users which can mediate 

negative body image perception and disordered eating attitudes by contributing to feelings of 

inadequacy, lowering self-esteem and worsening mood. 

Limitations and Future Research 

Like many studies, this study is not exempt from limitations. Since this study is correlational 

in design, causation cannot be implied as the results obtained may be influenced by other 

variables that are not being controlled. Moreover, peer influence as a moderating or mediating 

factor, as stated by Brown & Tiggemann (2016) can either be in the offline context or the online 

context essentially, inconsistent. Therefore, the first suggestion for future research would be to 

consider experimental or longitudinal designs. Besides, this study has focused on both genders 

however, failed to acquire an equal number of respondents in terms of gender. Male 

participants remain underrepresented amongst studies in this field, hence, remains unknown 

whether the outcomes that affect the female participants can also be found in male participants. 



 

 

 
Volume 10 Issue 57 (March 2025) PP. 114-132 

  DOI 10.35631/IJEPC.1057008 

126 

Thus, it would be warranted for future research to have an equal number of gender proportions 

for better exploration related to this field. Furthermore, body-positive content aiming to 

challenge beauty ideals are popular nowadays. Hence, future research can be carried out as the 

effect body positive content has on body image perception is still heterogeneous. 

Implications 

This study’s results open new avenues for researchers and clinicians to explore social media 

usage and the effects on body image perception and health (disordered eating attitudes). Social 

media usage especially among university students, plays a vital role in body image perception 

and health (disordered eating attitudes). Moreover, although the social comparison theory 

(Festinger, 1954) has been widely used in the field of body image, it mostly focuses on the 

Western context. Therefore, by examining the theory in Malaysia (Eastern context), a more 

comprehensive application of the theory can be utilised. Besides, with how social media has 

become commercialised, peers and celebrities may play a role in the misappropriation of 

content, it may be viable to explore social media usage among university students. This could 

contribute to increasing awareness in society and the development of prevention programs or 

therapies that can help in reducing disordered eating attitudes or increasing self-esteem.  

 

When considering the general population and how prevalent it is for companies and celebrities 

to promote their brand, and to maintain the community of customers they have successfully 

attracted through their contents online, calls for stricter regulations related to advertising with 

more focus on empowerment, education, and encouragement. Artificial Intelligence (AI) 

creates photos that are vibrant and attractive easily and combined with the constant sharing by 

companies, celebrities, and peers may have adverse effects. Therefore, it seems relevant to tell 

people that body types that they see online may not be real and try to achieve them might be 

detrimental to their health.  

Since most research focuses on the Western context, this study highlights the need for recent 

research in the Eastern context as well. With the prevalence of body image dissatisfaction and 

eating disorders in the Eastern context, combined with the vast evolution of social media 

platforms and the influence it has, it would be of great importance for research to be constantly 

conducted to understand the social media impact of body image, eating attitudes, and mental 

health. This will open pathways for better development of interventions and educational 

programs to prevent or decrease the negative effects social media has on individuals.  

Conclusion 

Conclusively, findings suggest that social media usage influences body image perception and 

health (disordered eating attitudes) among university students. Moreover, the influence of 

social media on body image perception and health (disordered eating attitudes) may also be 

influenced by peers or celebrities which is made easier through social networking sites. Hence, 

it would be vital to understand the intricate relationship between the variables so a better, 

positive social media experience can be achieved by users. Moreover, by addressing these 

limitations and incorporating improvements in future research, more light can be shed on this 

crucial issue and a comprehensive understanding can be achieved.  
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