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Abstract

People spend more time today online than ever before. However, spending more time
online may be linked to decreased self-esteem and increased body dissatisfaction, eating
disorders, and body dysmorphic disorders. This paper examines how screen time affects the
body image of men and women. A literature review was conducted comparing popular modes of
screen time such as social media, television viewing, and gaming with their effects on the body
image of men and women. We found that for both men and women, there was generally a
negative correlation between screen time on social media and body image, while there was no
significant correlation for screen time playing video games and body image. Television viewing
appeared to negatively affect the body image of women only and not men. To better understand
how screen time affects the body image, self image, and mental health of men and women,
more extensive research can be done including more diverse demographics and modes of
online platforms.

Introduction

Average screen usage in our modern world has increased considerably from the early
last decade, with people now averaging 6 hours and 58 minutes of screen time a day, a 13%
increase since 2013 (1). Following the COVID-19 pandemic, the stay-at-home measures and
online learning protocols throughout the US were correlated with a drastic swelling of over an
hour of daily screen time for children, a spurt which persisted even after these social restrictions
were lifted (2). Although the COVID-19 pandemic was only temporary, the increase in usage of
screen time it has caused appears to be long-lasting.

With this upsurge of screen time comes both benefits and drawbacks. On one hand,
increased screen usage allows for people to connect with people from all over the globe,
establishing connections that would never have been able to exist otherwise (3). A study in
China concluded that increased screen usage can also improve connectedness with family
members and friends, decreasing feelings of loneliness as a result (4). Social media platforms
can also keep people informed about news and current events or crises such as natural
disasters in real-time, increasing safety in the face of danger (5).

On the other hand, rising screen usage has also placed an increased emphasis on
beauty standards. Users of social media may consume hundreds of pictures each day, including
those of fitness models, celebrities, and other public figures. Many people who post on social
media only post their best photos, which leads to unrealistic photos that men and women may
be comparing themselves to (6). As an example, after celebrity Kim Kardashian was rumored to
have buttocks injections in 2014, online searches for ‘butt implants’ rose by 100% (7).
Additionally, following Kylie Jenner’s announcement of having undergone lip augmentation
procedures, Google searches for ‘lip fillers’ rose by 3233% (7). The culture of comparison fueled
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by social media and its resulting inadequate feelings among individuals often results in
excessive use of cosmetic procedures and surgeries in attempts to achieve the beauty standard
(8). The surge of social media usage worldwide has also brought about an increase in mental
health issues such as depression and anxiety (9, 10).

The rise in social media consumption has also led to worsening body image issues, or
exacerbated dissatisfaction with one’s body shape and weight, with a 2019 Mental Health
Foundation report finding that 31% of teenagers and 35% of adults feel ashamed about their
body image (11). For example, studies of teens in Australia and Belgium found that Facebook
users experienced heightened body image concerns (12, 13). Correlations between screen time
and poor body image are not due to social media alone, with other sources of media
contributing to negative impacts on body image such as gaming (14), handheld viewing (15) and
online viewing (15). From the results of self-reported studies, women’s negative body
satisfaction seemed to be positively correlated with more screen time.

Interestingly enough, different modes of screen time seem to have different strengths of
association with developing negative body image. A study conducted in Iceland in 2022 on a
cohort of 152 girls and boys studied at 15 and 17 years old showcased that excessive screen
time, particularly gaming, was associated with lower body image scores in girls, but not boys
(14). This growing trend in body image issues has also manifested itself in many different
impacts and disorders. For example, a larger-scale study in 2022 involving 7,300 women found
associations between handheld and online viewing and body dissatisfaction, as well as
downloaded viewing and overeating behaviors (15). The study also found that recorded, online,
and downloaded viewing were associated with disordered weight control behaviors (DWCB)
among women (15). A 2022 study amongst female and male 16-18 year olds concluded that
there is a concerning rise in body dysmorphia, or obsessions with flaws in one’s own
appearance, amongst adolescents (16). A 2023 study among 2538 Canadians 16-30 years old
found that among women, video chatting was most strongly associated with symptoms of
muscle dysmorphia (MD), a body dysmorphic disorder in which people are obsessively
concerned with their muscularity and leanness (17, 18). With women, associations between
specific viewing modes and poorer body image in addition to disordered weight control
behaviors are apparent.

Of course, women alone are not the only ones whose body image may be affected by the
rise in screen time. In the same 2023 Canadian study, no associations were found between any
viewing mode and DWCB in men, but associations between viewing mode and body
dissatisfaction signs were still apparent (15). The study examined 3,466 men to find that more
online viewing exhibited greater body dissatisfaction, while more downloaded viewing led to
increased odds of developing overeating habits (15). In addition, a 2023 study among 2,538
English-speaking Canadians aged 16-30 highlighted a positive relationship between screen time
and symptoms of muscle dysmorphia in men. Social media specifically appeared to exhibit a
stronger association with MD symptoms than other modes of screen viewing (17).
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As screen time and digital device usage increases, it's important to understand the
impact of different screen viewing modes on body image. Common screen viewing modes such
as social media, TV or broadcast viewing, and gaming may have significant impacts on body
image for both men and women, but can be mitigated when better recognized and understood.
This paper sought to figure out whether a rise in different types of screen time consumption
modes correlate with a rise in body image issues for men compared to women.

Methods

The PubMed database was reviewed from December 2023 to June 2024 for recent
reviews and systematic reviews published from January 2013 to December 2023. The search
included terms such as body image, body weight, eating disorder, video games, social media,
screen time, and consumption of TV. The search focused on reviews that measured the amount
of screen time exposure across multiple modes (social media, TV or broadcast, video gaming)
and its effects on body image through measures of disordered weight control behavior,
symptoms of muscle dysmorphia, or self-reported body dissatisfaction. The reviews were mostly
cross-sectional but had some longitudinal studies. The demographic was adolescent girls and
boys ages 12-18 years old and men and women 18 years old and older. International studies
were also included. The search reviewed only freely available studies and were examined for
content related to body image and screen time. All examined studies were available in English.

Data from these studies was mostly collected through online surveys and sometimes
advertised with raffle incentives at targeted high schools or Instagram and Snapchat
advertisements. Any survey participants who had missing information were excluded from these
studies. For the Eisenberg et al. study, surveys were used to find the 25 favorite TV shows
among 2793 Minnesota adolescents to analyze weight-related teasing incidents on these TV
shows (19). Surveys asked participants to share the average time they spent on screen viewing
modes as well as indicate on a point-scale how much statements relating to body image
satisfaction applied to them (19).

Body image was measured based on preexisting scales for each study. The
Hrafnkelsdottir et al. study used five questions of the Body and Self-Image subscale of the Offer
Self-Image Questionnaire in which each answer to the five questions were given a point value
from 1 to 4 and totaled after the survey. The Ganson et al. study used a similar survey and
point-distribution method to measure the Muscle Dysmorphic Disorder Inventory, while the
Vuong et al. study used the Body-Esteem Scale for Adolescents and Adults (BESAA) body
dissatisfaction subscale’s score to measure individuals’ body dissatisfaction (17, 19). All studies
had scales that were internally consistent, with analyses performed separately for men and
women.

To examine associations between each mode of screen viewing and body dissatisfaction
outcomes, multiple linear regression models were run for many studies (6, 17, 19), and
chi-square tests were also used in the Ganson et al. and Vuong et al. studies to test for
non-normality. Stata 15.1 (21), Stata 17 (17), SPSS 26 (19), and Mplus 8.0 (19) were used to
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conduct data analyses. All studies considered data statistically significant if it had a p value

lower than 0.05.

Results

Table 1. Associations between different modes of screen viewing and worse body image

for men and women

Modes of
viewing

Men (12+ years of age)

Women (12+ years of age)

Social Media

More than 5 hours daily of social
media use correlated with an
increase in self-reported body
weight dissatisfaction:

p<0.01

(21)

Frequency on Snapchat and
Instagram correlated with a higher
body dissatisfaction index
(BESAA subscale scores):

p<0.05

(19)

Hours of daily social media use
correlated with a higher Muscle
Dysmorphic Disorder Inventory
score:

p<0.001

(17)

More than 5 hours daily of social
media use correlated with an
increase in self-reported body
weight dissatisfaction:

p<0.01

(21)

Frequency on Snapchat and
Instagram correlated with a higher
body dissatisfaction index
(BESAA subscale scores):

p<0.01

(19)

Hours of daily social media use
correlated with a higher Muscle
Dysmorphic Disorder Inventory
score:

p=0.087

(17)
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Television Number of exposures to Number of exposures to

Broadcast weight-related teasing from weight-related teasing from
favorite three TV shows favorite three TV shows
correlated with a lower correlated with a lower
self-reported body satisfaction self-reported body satisfaction
score: score:
p=0.336 p=0.008
(19) (19)

Hours of daily TV watched Hours of daily TV watched
correlated with a higher Muscle correlated with a higher Muscle
Dysmorphic Disorder Inventory Dysmorphic Disorder Inventory
score: score:

p=0.880 p=0.040

(17) (17)

Hours of daily TV/DVD/internet hours of daily TV/DVD/internet
material watched correlated with | material watched correlated with a
a lower self-reported body image | lower self-reported body image
score: score:

p<0.47 p<0.03

(14) (14)

Gaming Hours of daily game playing Hours of daily game playing
correlated with a lower correlated with a lower
self-reported body image score: self-reported body image score:
p<0.99 p<0.03
(14) (14)

Hours of daily game playing Hours of daily game playing
correlated with a higher Muscle correlated with a higher Muscle
Dysmorphic Disorder Inventory Dysmorphic Disorder Inventory
score: score:

p=-0.196 p=0.444

(17) (17)

Table 1: The table above contains the p values of correlations collected from multiple
studies to depict the relationship between a form of screen viewing consumption (social media,
television, or gaming) and worse body image for men and women. Statistically significant

associations with a p value of less than 0.05 are bolded.



Q Research Archive of

Rising Scholars (preprint) Where bright minds share their learnings

Social Media Impact

In several studies, social media was shown to have a strong impact on body image
regardless of sex (6, 19). For men, greater social media use was also correlated with a greater
likelihood of developing muscle dysmorphia, but for women, there was no significant relationship
between greater social media use and the likelihood of developing muscle dysmorphia (17).

Television Broadcast Impact

Among men, TV and broadcast viewing showed no significant correlation with body
dissatisfaction (14, 17, 19). However, among women, these same reviews highlighted a
significant relationship between consuming TV content and body dissatisfaction. Among women,
more exposure to weight-related teasing in their favorite TV shows was correlated with lower
body dissatisfaction (19). This data was collected through analyzing participants’ favorite 25 tv
shows and their own body satisfaction.

For men, there was a correlation with social media and worse body image, but not a
statistically significant correlation with TV. For women, there was a statistically significant
correlation with both social media and TV.

Gaming Impact

For both men and women, there is not much statistically significant data supporting that
more time spent gaming negatively impacts body image. The exception was a single study that
found that more time spent gaming was correlated with worse body image for women but not
men (14). For women, this is unlike social media and TV, which had data to support a correlation
between gaming and worse body image.

Discussion

For women, most articles highlighted a correlation between more screen time hours and
worse body image. However, for men, much of the data did not support a significant correlation
between more screen time hours and worse body image, with an exception in the social media
category which did have data to support a significant correlation (17, 20, 21).

Social Media

The correlation of developing muscle dysmorphia from viewing social media for men but
not women could be explained by the tendency of men to consume content with more emphasis
on muscularity, while women might consume content with less emphasis on muscularity and
more emphasis on thinness. These data also may not have seen a correlation due to a lessened
tendency for women to develop muscle dysmorphia. For example, a 2020 article that explored
the emphasis of men and women with body dysmorphia found that women tended to focus on
legs, while men emphasized muscularity more than women (22).

A possible explanation for social media impacting body image for both men and women
is the setting that social media sites create which emphasizes body aesthetics and comparison.
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Many people only post their best photos on social media, which could lead to unrealistic photos
that men and women may be comparing themselves to, causing worse body image (6).

Television Broadcast

A possible explanation for TV and broadcast viewing only showing a significant
correlation with body dissatisfaction for women but not men is that there are more inclusive body
types for men vs women on TV shows. For example, popular TV shows such as Family Guy,
The Simpsons, and Modern Family feature more male characters who are not the ideal body
type, while female characters across these shows are not plus size. This could lead women who
don’t see their body type represented on TV to feel self-conscious while watching, thus lowering
their body image.

Gaming

A possible explanation for gaming not having as much statistically significant data for
men or women is that people might consume it with the expectation that it is a form of
entertainment and not a reflection of reality, which leads to them being less conscious of body
types displayed on the screen.

Although TV impacts men and women differently, for gaming there might not be much
impact on the body images of men or women because of the different portrayal of bodies in the
video games men or women choose to consume. For example, women may choose not to play
video games where the women are portrayed with unrealistic or sexualized bodies, while men
tend to consume games catering towards the male gaze (23). This allows both men and women
to not have their body image negatively impacted by the video games they choose to play.

Limitations

This review does have a few limitations, as it does not describe the effects of screen time
on body image for the elderly as there was no information found for adults aged 65 years and
older. Additionally, some data was collected through a sampling method with incentives, which
may have increased selection bias for participants. As the data collected was self-reported in all
of the studies examined, biases may have been present leading to reduced validity of data. The
study by Ganson et al. on Muscle Dysmorphia was only measured for subjects 16 years to 30
years old (17). There are some differences in social media consumption across ages. 71% of
adults aged 18-29 say they have used Instagram before, while only 29% of adults aged 50-64
say they have used Instagram before (24). Since Instagram is widely considered a more
photo-based media platform than others, this may mean younger adults’ body image are
affected by social media consumption disproportionately compared to older adults.

Conclusion
In today’s age, there has been a substantial increase in screen time. The increase in
screen time in this decade is also correlated with a prevalence of body image issues. Indeed, for
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both men and women, evidence supports a significant correlation between time spent on social
media and worse body image, with men also showing a higher likelihood of developing muscle
dysmorphia. With TV consumption, there was data to support an association between
consuming TV content and worse body image for women but not men. For both men and
women, there was little statistically significant data supporting that gaming had any impact on
body image.

In the future, more extensive research needs to be done on people under 18 for the
gaming mode of screen time, as they are among its most popular consumers. Furthermore,
future studies can review the effects of image-based platforms such as Instagram compared
with video-based platforms such as TikTok or Instagram reels on body image for girls, boys,
men, and women.

On a societal level, declining body image for adolescents can be solved by limiting their
screen time with more accessible parental controls. Parental controls should be the default
setting for adolescents’ devices. It is also worth limiting ads on the internet about diet-promoting
goods or services to diverge from diet culture-promoting disordered weight control behaviors.
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