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Media effects, youth and:

Body image & 
Sexuality

Vocational 
aspirations

Digital well-being

Mental well-
being

Political 
socialization



There is now a great deal of evidence that 
social media is a substantial cause, not just a 
tiny correlate, of depression and anxiety, and 
therefore of behaviors related to depression 

and anxiety, including self-harm and 
suicide,", After Babel
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“Social media 
abound with ideals”



INFLUENCERS



Method: Study 1

PART 2
● 60 female Instagram influencer profiles (Mage = 26.02, 

SD = 2.73) across three cultures (i.e. 20 Flemish, 20 
American and 20 Chinese) 

● 20 most recent posts of each profile were selected 
for analysis (N= 1,200 Instagram posts)

● Only the first picture or video of a post was 
examined. 

PART 1
● Inductive framing analysis 

● Random subsample of 30% of the posts (N = 360)

Devos, Eggermont, & Vandenbosch, 2022



Frames

Look at me 

• Mostly focused on 
appearance

• Values: self-indulgence

• E.g. selfie  

• 33%

Look at me 

Devos, Eggermont, & Vandenbosch, 2022



Look at me 

• Mostly focused on 
others

• Values: connectedness 
& security

• E.g. Picture with 
boyfriend  

• 11.6%

You and me

Frames

Devos, Eggermont, & Vandenbosch, 2022



Look at me 

• Mostly focused on 
meaningful activities

• Values: excitement & 
pleasure

• E.g. Travel picture

• 27.8%

I’m a busy bee

Frames

Devos, Eggermont, & Vandenbosch, 2022



Look at me 

• Mostly focused on own 
achievements

• Values: achievement & 
ambition

• E.g. Before & after 
picture

• 2.9%

Look at what I did

Frames

Devos, Eggermont, & Vandenbosch, 2022



Look at me 

• Mostly focused on 
knowledge

• Values: competence & 
expertise

• E.g. workouts

• 18.1%

I’m an expert

Frames

Devos, Eggermont, & Vandenbosch, 2022



Patterns

• Most used   Look at me, I’m a busy bee & I’m an expert

• Most popular   Look at me, You and me & Look at what I did

• Most sexualized  Look at me

• Cultural differences  I’m a busy bee: Flemish & Chinese use it more than 
   American (Flemish also receive more likes)

    Look at what I did: American (& Flemish) use it more 
    than Chinese  

Devos, Eggermont, & Vandenbosch, 2022



PEERS



Positivity bias survey
1899 Youth
24 schools
2020

Schreurs, & Vandenbosch, 2022



Pictures that youth REGULARLY 
share in which they….

69% Look pretty

Seem to have a lot of fun87%

Are happy87%

Are on an adventurous tip77%v

Schreurs, & Vandenbosch, 2022



Data donation study
367 Youth
3 European countries
2025

Vandenbosch,, et al., 2025
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Method 
Sample

• 367 participants 
• 31.30% Belgium, 36.50% France, 32.30% Slovenia
• 62.10% girls, 74.80% heterosexual, 80.70% European ethnic background
• Mage = 16.31 y/o (SD = 1.65)

Data Donation
• TikTok: nprofiles = 191, nposts = 142
• Instagram: nprofiles = 253, nposts = 328, nstories = 212
• Snapchat: nposts = 395, nstories = 91

Content Analysis (Konings et al., 2024)

• Sexualized face (1 = present0 = absent; α = 0.71)

• Sexualized body pose (1 = present, 0 = absent; α = 0.75)

• Sexualized clothing (1 = present, 0 = absent; α = 0.81)

• Sexualized editing practices (1 = present, 0 = absent; α = 0.76)

Linkage Analysis 
• , Sociodemographic variables (e.g., age, gender, sexual orientation)
• Body Image variables

• Body Satisfaction (BDS; Stice & Whitenton, 2002; 1 = very unsatisfied, 5 = very satisfied; M = 3.13, SD = 0.91)
• Internalization of Appearance Ideals (SATAQ-4; Schaefer et al., 2015; 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree, M = 3.67, SD = 0.87)
• Self-sexualization (ESS; Liss et al., 2011, 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree, M = 3.17, SD = 0.97)

• Perceived number of comments (M = 2.89)/ likes (M = 3.01) (“Please rate the relative number of comments/likes received on each donated post/story compared to 
usual number of comments/likes” 1 = much lower, 5 = much higher) 



• Subtle sexualization seems widespread
o 4 in 10 adolescents had recently posted sexualized visual 

content, most often via facial expressions 
o Sexualized face (23.98%) >  body pose (15.26%) > clothing 

(14.17%) > editing practices (5.18%)
• Gender norms seem to persist

• Girls posted 3x more sexualized content than boys 
reflection of broader societal expectations?

• Platform features matter, but less than expected
• No significant differences in sexualization appeared across 

platforms or content type  consistent digital identity

• (e.g.,         (28.71%) >           (26.23%) >            (21.47%) )
• No links with country/body image

• Homogenization of youth culture through social media’s 
global influence? 

• Sexualized self-presentation as experimental behavior rather 
than reflection of negative BI

• Sexualized content ≠ social reward

Vandenbosch, Fitzgerald, et al., 2023

Results
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“(Social) media abound with (appearance) ideals”



Vranken et al., 202522

“0,5% of models were plus size”
Sample size = 1111 fashion ads; 2010-2020



Effects?



Interviews with adolescents (Schreurs & 
Vandenbosch, 2018-19)

• Boy, 17: “[on social media] you 
need to look good. You need 
to do self-promotion and show 
that you are a nice person or 
a handsome person.” – May 
2018

• Girl, 18: “Some people pretend 
to be better, more beautiful 
and different [on social media]”
– May 2018

• Boy, 12: “I used to believe 
about everything that is 
presented in a perfect way on 
social media, more specifically 
on Instagram, that those 
people truly have perfect lives”
– February 2019

24



Interviews with adolescents (Maes, 
Fardouly & Vandenbosch, 2025)

• Prevalence and dominance online -> algorithms

• “Kylie Jenner or someone, they have the perfect 
life, the perfect body... and that's something like, 
oh, I would also like to have that.” (Emily, 17, 
female, high internalization).

• “And also, for men, it's the same, you now have a 
lot of fitness influencers... who say they don't take 
steroids... people start to think, 'Oh, I can achieve 
that too,' while it's not achievable without steroids. 
I find that very negative... That can have a very 
negative effect on people watching, because they 
think, 'I'm going to work on that, I want to achieve 
that too. That's impossible.”(Ethan, 17, male, high 
internalization). 

• “I would probably take a new photo even faster to 
make sure everyone looks good in it, instead of 
posting a photo in which one of my friends or 
someone else doesn't look good, but I do….I just 
find it very important that everyone feels 
comfortable with it. Especially if you want to post 
something.” (Jack, 18, boy, high internalization)

25



Effects?



Different studies, different conclusions



Different studies, different conclusions

Insights across research

Insight 1: Short term effects emerge 
across groups, yet different groups do 
different activities

Insight 2: Media selection and effect 
dynamics  exists yet differ between 
groups across longer time periods

Insight 3: Effects are both positive 
and negative….
Yet some groups are not in balance



Insight 1: Short term effects emerge across groups, yet 
different groups do different activities



Between 
Between-person association with body 
surveillance (B = .81, p < .001)

Gender
Significant interaction term at between-
person level for outcome body 
satisfaction (B = -.66, p < .027)

  association only present among 
girls 

Who is using social media: Example gender (Maes, Van Herle Fardouly, 

&Vandenbosch,  2025).



Insight 2: Media selection and effect dynamics  exists yet 
differ between groups across longer time periods



Exposure to appearance focused posts dynamically grows with youth’s insecurity about 
their appearance over time within a subgroup of youth (55%)

“Dynamic media effects paradigma” 
(Vanhoffelen, Schreurs & Vandenbosch, 2025)



Insight 3: Effects are both positive and negative….
Yet some groups are not in balance



Exposure to positive friendship posts dynamically grows with youth’s positive feelings of 
their friendships over time within a subgroup of youth (61%)

“Dynamic media effects paradigma” 
(Vanhoffelen, Schreurs & Vandenbosch, 2025)



“Trajectories of Digital Flourishing”: Not everyone experiences 
the positive effects



Solution?



Questions? Thank you!

laura.vandenbosch@kuleuven.be
Follow us on LinkedIn for updates : Media Psychology Lab

mailto:laura.vandenbosch@kuleuven.be
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….. SEE OUR WEBSITE!

Interested to read more?
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