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Abstract 

Research has shown that exposure to Instagram images is harmful for women’s body 

image. Although Instagram consists of photos of both peers and celebrities, the top followed 

Instagram accounts are held by thin and attractive female celebrities. The present study aimed 

to experimentally investigate whether two forms of Instagram caption could mitigate the 

detrimental effect of celebrity images on women’s body image. Participants were 256 female 

undergraduate students who were assigned to view a set of celebrity images with either no 

caption, a disclaimer caption, or a body positive caption, or a control set of travel images. 

Results showed that exposure to celebrity images, in comparison to travel images, increased 

body dissatisfaction and decreased body appreciation. However, there was no significant 

effect of either form of caption. The effect of celebrity images was mediated by state 

appearance comparison and moderated by trait appearance comparison. It was concluded that 

the addition of disclaimer or body positive captions by attractive celebrities does not serve to 

improve women’s body image.  
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1. Introduction 

 The majority of research in the field of media and body image has examined 

traditional media formats such as television and magazines. Meta-analyses have concluded 

that there is a consistent and significant small-to-medium negative effect of traditional thin 

ideal media exposure on women’s body image (Grabe, Ward, & Hyde, 2008; Groesz, Levine, 

& Murnen, 2001; Want, 2009). More recently, the increase in the use of social networking 

sites (ABS, 2018) has led researchers to examine the role of social media on women’s body 

image. This research has shown that photo-based activity, such as Instagram use, is 

particularly harmful for women’s body image (Holland & Tiggemann, 2016; Meier & Gray, 

2013).  

 In September 2019, Instagram had over 1 billion active users, with 71% of those users 

aged under 35 years (Aslam, 2019). Instagram is a unique social networking site because its 

focus is on posting and sharing photographs with friends or the public. Instagram users can 

edit and filter their photographs to achieve an ‘ideal’ look. Users can also post captions (text) 

with their photographs, which adds context to their photo. Instagram captions can be up to 

2,200 characters long and may include hashtags, emojis (e.g., smiley face), or the location of 

the photo (geotagging). Correlational research has shown that Instagram use is related to a 

variety of body image concerns (Cohen, Newton-John, & Slater, 2017; Fardouly, Willburger, 

& Vartanian, 2017; Feltman & Szymanski, 2018). The limited amount of experimental 

research has found that exposure to thin idealized Instagram images (both celebrities and 

peers) has a detrimental impact on body image (Brown & Tiggemann, 2016; Cohen, 

Fardouly, Newton-John, & Slater, 2019; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015).  

 The detrimental effect of exposure to thin idealised media images on women’s body 

satisfaction has generally been attributed to social comparison (Levine & Murnen, 2009; 

Want, 2009). Social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) argues that humans have an innate 

drive to compare themselves with others to make evaluations about their abilities and 
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opinions, especially when objective measures do not exist. When comparing their appearance 

to the unrealistic and idealized images in the media, most women will inevitably fall short, 

resulting in dissatisfaction. Indeed, experimental research has confirmed that the observed 

negative effect of media exposure on body dissatisfaction is at least partly mediated by social 

comparison processing (Tiggemann & McGill, 2004; Tiggemann & Polivy, 2010; 

Tiggemann, Polivy, & Hargreaves, 2009). In addition, a few studies have shown that the 

effect of Instagram image exposure is also mediated by social comparison (Brown & 

Tiggemann, 2016; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). One study by Lewallen (2016) examined 

the effect of what they term ‘positive captions’ (e.g., “A fit healthy body. That is the best 

fashion statement.”) and ‘negative captions’ (e.g., “I hate my body”) added to Instagram 

images of young and fit women. Lewallen (2016) found that women exposed to the images 

with negative captions had higher levels of social comparison than participants exposed to 

positive captions. This study shows that captions can influence women’s social comparison, 

which may in turn affect women’s body image. There is little research examining whether 

Instagram captions can mitigate the harmful effects of thin ideal Instagram images on 

women’s body image.  

In addition to peers, the Instagram platform is also used by celebrities to share 

pictures of their personal and professional lives with their fans. Celebrities are well known 

individuals who receive excessive public attention, typically for their involvement in 

entertainment or sport. In May 2019, 6 out of the top 10 most followed Instagram accounts 

were thin, toned and attractive female celebrities (the other four were three attractive male 

celebrities and Instagram’s own account) (Social Blade, 2018). Ariana Grande has the most 

followers on Instagram, with more than 154 million, followed by Selena Gomez with 149 

million followers, and Kim Kardashian with 137 million followers. Additionally, 9 out of the 

top 10 most ‘liked’ images on Instagram are posted by celebrities (Leskin, 2019). It has been 
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suggested that the constant presentation of thin and attractive female celebrity images 

reinforces an unachievable thin ideal (Maltby, Giles, Barber, & McCutcheon, 2005).  

Correlational research has found a relationship between viewing celebrity images or 

worshipping celebrities and body image concerns (Harrison, 1997; Maltby et al., 2005; 

Shorter, Brown, Quinton, & Hinton, 2008; Swami, Taylor, & Carvalho, 2011). In addition, 

several research studies have found that women frequently use celebrities as appearance 

comparison targets and that social comparison to celebrities on social media is significantly 

associated with body dissatisfaction and self-objectification (Fardouly et al., 2017; Fardouly, 

Diedrichs, Vartanian, & Halliwell, 2015; Fardouly & Vartanian, 2015; Ho, Edmund, & Liao, 

2016; Jones, 2001; Strahan, Wilson, Cressman, & Buote, 2006).  

There have only been two studies that have experimentally investigated the effect of 

exposure to images of celebrities on Instagram on women’s body image. First, Brown and 

Tiggemann (2016) found that women who were exposed to attractive celebrity images had 

higher levels of body dissatisfaction than those who viewed control (travel) images, with 

social comparison mediating the deleterious effect of celebrity image exposure on body 

dissatisfaction. Second, Slater, Cole, and Fardouly (2019) explored the impact of adding 

humorous parody images alongside thin celebrity images to subvert the internalisation of the 

thin ideal and reduce body dissatisfaction in women. The researchers found that the paired 

parody images led to increased levels of body satisfaction, while there was no change in body 

satisfaction for the single celebrity images.  

 When posting on Instagram, celebrities commonly use captions to interact with their 

fans and share their opinions and feelings about certain brands and topics. In response to 

concerns that their posts may negatively impact women’s body image, some female 

celebrities have started to use captions to explicitly discuss body image. One form is to point 

out or highlight the unrealistic nature of Instagram photographs, with a view to telling women 

not to compare themselves with the unrealistic images. For example, in 2015 Australian 
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model Essena O’Neill began including disclaimer captions beneath her idealised Instagram 

photos to subvert them, informing her audience of millions that “social media is not real” and 

“I took over 100 [photos] in similar poses trying to make my stomach look good and would 

have hardly eaten that day.” Other celebrities have continued this self-disclosure trend to 

inform their audience of photoshopping and other unrealistic aspects of their photographs. 

Actress Zendaya captioned an Instagram photo of herself on a magazine cover with: “Had a 

new shoot come out today and was shocked when I found my 19-year-old hips and torso 

quite manipulated.” 

 As yet, only one study has examined the effect of these disclaimer captions on 

women’s body image. Fardouly and Holland (2018) added Essena O’Neill’s disclaimer 

captions to images of thin ideal peers and found no significant difference in women’s body 

dissatisfaction between the caption and no caption conditions. However, the researchers did 

find that participants formed a less positive impression of the woman in the image when the 

image was accompanied by a disclaimer caption than when there was no caption. The 

researchers suggested that, because Essena’s captions were lengthy (up to 78 words) and 

contained many different ideas in addition to the disclaimer, future research should more 

systematically test the impact of specific disclaimer content.   

Another way that some celebrities are using their Instagram captions is to encourage 

their fans to love and appreciate their bodies with body positive captions such as "I love 

being happy with me y'all #theresmoretolove" (Selena Gomez) or “You can be whatever size 

you are and you can be beautiful inside and out” (Serena Williams). Often celebrities also 

include hashtags in their captions, such as #bodypositive, #bopo, #bodyacceptance, to try to 

reinforce an attitude of body acceptance. These actions can be seen as part of the wider ‘body 

positive’ online movement which seeks to not only challenge dominant narrow beauty ideals 

and discourage appearance-based comparison, but also to actively promote body acceptance 

and appreciation for all (Cwynar-Horta, 2016; Sastre, 2014). This itself parallels a shift 
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within the body image literature toward an increased interest in positive (as opposed to 

negative) body image. Positive body image refers to a multidimensional construct 

encompassing love, respect, and acceptance of one’s body, including aspects inconsistent 

with sociocultural ideals (Tylka, 2011; Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2015a). It is conceptualized 

as more than just the absence of negative body image and has most commonly been 

operationalized as body appreciation (Avalos, Tylka, & Wood-Barcalow, 2005). Body 

appreciation has now been shown to be uniquely (over and above body dissatisfaction) 

associated with a number of positive outcomes, including self-esteem, adaptive eating, and 

self-care health behaviours (Andrew, Tiggemann, & Clark, 2016a,b; Tylka & Wood-

Barcalow, 2015b). Of particular relevance, some experimental studies have also found body 

appreciation to be protective against negative effects of idealized media exposure (Andrew, 

Tiggemann, & Clark, 2015; Halliwell, 2013).  

Research into the body positive movement on Instagram is a new and emerging field. 

Currently, only two experimental studies have examined the effect of body positive 

Instagram posts on women’s body image. Cohen et al. (2019) found that exposure to body 

positive material (including images with body positive captions) led to increased body 

appreciation, as well as to decreased body dissatisfaction. Because posts were taken directly 

from Instagram, the body positive stimuli included a variety of material, for example, images 

of larger women and images of quotations. In contrast, Tiggemann, Anderberg, and Brown 

(2020) specifically investigated the effect of body positive captions attached to Instagram 

images and found no overall effect on either body dissatisfaction or body appreciation. 

However, both studies examined captions attached to images of unknown peers. As yet there 

has been no research examining the effect of captions posted by celebrities, who may carry 

more influence than peers.  

 The aim of the present study was to experimentally examine the effect of disclaimer 

and body positive captions posted by attractive female celebrities, with a view to determining 
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whether these captions can ameliorate the detrimental effects of idealised celebrity images on 

women’s body image. The study used four conditions: celebrity images with either no 

caption, disclaimer caption, or body positive caption, plus control (travel) images with no 

caption. Travel images were chosen because they are a common type of image posted on 

Instagram. The study was conducted within the social comparison theory framework, which 

suggests that pointing out that celebrities are unrealistic comparison targets will lead women 

to make fewer appearance-based comparisons and in turn feel less body dissatisfaction. 

Overall, we predicted that exposure to celebrity images would result in greater body 

dissatisfaction and lower body appreciation than exposure to travel images. Within the 

celebrity images, however, we predicted that disclaimer and body positive captions would 

result in lower body dissatisfaction than non-captioned images, and that body positive 

captions would result in higher body appreciation compared to non-captioned celebrity 

images. In addition, we expected that any effects would be mediated by state appearance 

comparison. Lastly, trait appearance comparison has been shown to moderate thin idealised 

images more generally (Tiggemann, Slater, Bury, Hawkins, & Firth, 2013), and therefore was 

examined as a potential moderator of the effect of celebrity images and captions.  

2. Method 

2.1. Design 

 A between-subjects experimental design with four levels was used to investigate the 

effect of image type (no caption, disclaimer, body positive, travel control) on the dependent 

variables of body dissatisfaction and body appreciation (after controlling for baseline scores). 

In addition, state appearance comparison was tested as a mediator of these effects, and trait 

appearance comparison was tested as a moderator. 

2.2. Participants 

 Participants were 256 female undergraduate students from Flinders University. They 

were aged between 18 and 30 years, with a mean age of 20.23 (SD = 3.04). Their mean Body 

https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezproxy.flinders.edu.au/science/article/pii/S1740144512000952#!
https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezproxy.flinders.edu.au/science/article/pii/S1740144512000952#!


9 
 

 
 

Mass Index (BMI) of 23.42 (SD = 4.67) was within the “normal weight” range (Garrow & 

Webster, 1984). The majority of participants identified as Caucasian (72.7%), followed by 

Asian (15.6%), African (1.2%), and Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander (0.8%) 

[other/unspecified (9.4%)]. Participants received course credit for their participation.  

2.3. Materials 

 2.3.1. Stimulus materials. Two sets of images were constructed for the study: 15 thin 

and attractive celebrity images and 15 travel images. Each set consisted of three Instagram 

photographs of five different celebrities or places. Each image was presented within the 

Instagram frame, with the celebrity or travel destination’s profile picture and name. The 

celebrity images were comprised of five different attractive female celebrities (Beyoncé, 

Ariana Grande, Selena Gomez, Demi Lovato, and Miley Cyrus). The five celebrities were 

chosen from the top 20 most followed celebrities on Instagram (Social Blade, 2018). Images 

were sourced from the celebrity’s Instagram profile. The celebrity photographs included only 

the target individual and ranged from full body shots to close up shots of the person’s face, as 

these are common types of photographs found on Instagram. The travel images (Italy, Japan, 

London, Paris, USA) were included as a control condition and consisted of pictures of 

various popular travel destinations. Five of the travel images included people to justify the 

appearance comparison measure for participants in this condition. The people in the travel 

images were of similar age to the participants, wearing non-revealing clothing, and were not 

the focus of the image. The five travel destinations were chosen from the top countries/cities 

photographed on Instagram (Hancock, 2016; Kim, 2017). The travel images were found by 

searching the appropriate hashtag for each country (e.g., #USATravel, #LondonTravel, etc.).  

The final 15 celebrity and 15 travel images were chosen from an initial pool of 80 

images using a preliminary pilot study with seven independent female raters from the target 

age group (M = 24.0 years, SD = 1.60). The pilot study aimed to test the attractiveness and 

thinness of the celebrity images, to equate the celebrity and travel images on overall visual 
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appeal, and to confirm that the celebrities and travel destinations are well known. Participants 

confirmed the attractiveness (M = 3.86, range = 3.4-4.1, SD = 0.28), and thinness (M = 3.69, 

range = 3.1-4.4, SD = 0.51) of the celebrities using 5-point Likert scales. The final five 

celebrities and the five travel destinations were chosen because they were known to 100% of 

participants and because there were no differences in the rated quality of the photographs 

(celebrity: M = 3.57, SD = 0.39; travel: M = 3.55, SD = 0.39), t(6) = 0.20, p = .848.  

 2.3.2. Captions. Three versions of the celebrity images were constructed. The no 

caption condition consisted of the 15 celebrity images with no caption. The disclaimer 

condition comprised the same 15 celebrity images but with a caption highlighting the 

unrealistic nature of the Instagram image or the use of enhancement by filters or Photoshop 

(e.g., “I took over 100 photos in similar poses trying to make my stomach look good”; “This 

image was perfected through hours of retouching #photoshopped”). The body positive 

condition comprised the same 15 celebrity images but with a caption focussing on body 

acceptance or positivity (e.g., “You can be whatever size and be beautiful inside and out 

#bodypositivity”; “We are all shaped in a way that is beautiful and unique”). To source the 

captions, celebrity accounts on Instagram were searched to find disclaimer and body positive 

captions. In addition, the popular hashtags (#photoshopped and #bodypositivity) were 

searched to find further captions. The selected captions were of similar length (8-12 words) 

and ten captions also included hashtags, as is commonly found. The body positive captions 

were subsequently used by Tiggemann et al. (2020) in their study of peer images (see 

Supplementary Materials for text of all captions). 

2.3.3. Social networking use.  Participants were provided with a list of social 

networking sites and asked which they use. For Instagram, they were also asked how much 

time they spend there per day, and the number of people/celebrities they follow, the number 

of followers they have, and whether they follow celebrities on other social networking sites.  
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2.3.4. State body dissatisfaction. Following Heinberg and Thompson (1995), visual 

analogue scales (VAS) were used to measure state body dissatisfaction before and after 

viewing the images. The two combined dimensions of weight dissatisfaction and appearance 

dissatisfaction have been shown by Heinberg and Thompson (1995) to provide a reliable and 

valid measure of state body dissatisfaction. To these, following Brown and Tiggemann 

(2016), we added a facial features dissatisfaction dimension, as faces are an important aspect 

of Instagram images. These items were preceded by five mood items, included to divert the 

focus from appearance and not analysed here. The scales consisted of 100-mm horizontal 

lines (0 = none, 100 = very much). Participants were instructed to indicate how they feel 

“right now” by dragging a marker to the appropriate point of each line. The overall score for 

body dissatisfaction was calculated by averaging the three items, which produced a scale 

ranging from 0 (no body dissatisfaction) to 100 (high body dissatisfaction). Brown and 

Tiggemann (2016) reported good internal reliability for this version of the scale (α = .94). In 

the current study, internal reliability was similar (pre-exposure body dissatisfaction α = .89, 

post-exposure body dissatisfaction α = .91).  

2.3.5. State body appreciation. Following Slater, Varsani, and Diedrichs (2017), 

body appreciation was measured before and after viewing the images using three VAS. 

Participants were instructed to indicate how true the statements were for them “right now” by 

dragging a marker to the appropriate point of each line. The three items (“Despite my flaws, I 

accept my body for what it is,” “My feelings towards my body are positive for the most part,” 

and “My self-worth is independent of my body shape or weight”) were taken from the Body 

Appreciation Scale (Avalos, Tylka, & Wood-Barcalow, 2005) and adapted by Slater et al. 

(2017) into a state measure. Slater et al. (2017) showed that their measure of state body 

appreciation is a reliable measure (α = .90). In the current study, internal reliability was 

acceptable for body appreciation (pre exposure α = .77, post exposure α = .85). 
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2.3.6. State appearance comparison. The level of appearance comparison 

participants engaged in while viewing image was measured by the State Appearance 

Comparison Scale (Tiggemann & McGill, 2004). Participants indicated on three 7-point 

Likert-type scales the extent to which they thought about their appearance when viewing the 

images (1 = no thought about appearance, 7 = a lot of thought), and the extent to which they 

compared their overall appearance and specific body parts respectively with those of the 

people they saw in the images they viewed (1 = no comparison, 7 = a lot of comparison). The 

score for state appearance comparison was calculated by averaging the three items, producing 

a scale ranging from 1 to 7. Tiggemann and McGill (2004) reported good internal reliability 

for the measure (α = .91). In the current sample, the internal reliability was similar (α = .92).  

2.3.7. Likeability. The perceived likeability of the celebrities in the images was 

measured by a 4-item scale adapted from the Parasocial Relationships Scale of Chung and 

Cho (2017). Using a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree), participants 

were asked to indicate their views about each celebrity shown in the images. The four items 

measured whether the celebrities in the photographs were perceived as: trustworthy, honest, 

compassionate, and a good role model. A parallel likability measure was constructed for 

participants who viewed travel images. The four items measured whether the cities/countries 

were perceived as: fun, exotic, relaxing, and historic. An overall celebrity and an overall 

travel likeability score were calculated by averaging scores on the four items. In the current 

sample, the likability measures had good internal reliability (celebrity α = .93; travel α = .82).  

2.3.8. Trait appearance comparison. The Physical Appearance Comparison Scale 

Revised (PACS-R) developed by Schaefer and Thompson (2014) was used to measure the 

trait tendency to engage in social comparison based on appearance. Participants indicated 

how often they make physical appearance or body size comparisons to others in a range of 

situations (e.g., “When I’m out in public, I compare my physical appearance to the 

appearance of others”) on a 5-point Likert-type scale (0 = never, 4 = always). Scores on the 
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11 items were averaged to create a measure of trait appearance comparison ranging from 0 

to 4, with higher scores indicating a greater tendency to engage in appearance comparison. 

The PACS-R has established convergent validity and good internal consistency (Schaefer & 

Thompson, 2014). In the current sample, the measure had high internal reliability (α = .96).  

2.3.9. Recall task. Each set of three images was preceded by title cards with the name 

of the celebrity or place. At the end of the study, participants rated how many celebrities or 

places they had heard of previously (0 - 5). Participants were then asked to recall the five 

names of the celebrities or places shown in the images. Participants were also asked (yes or 

no) whether they noticed any captions on the images. This recall task was used as an 

objective measure of whether the experimental manipulation was successful.  

2.3.10. Demographic information. Participants were asked their age and ethnicity. In 

the laboratory, measures of participants’ current weight and height were taken by the 

researcher to calculate body mass index (BMI). 

2.4. Procedure 

 After obtaining ethics approval from the institutional review committee, participants 

were recruited for a study entitled “Instagram Study: People and Places.” Participants were 

assigned to one of four experimental conditions (celebrity no caption, celebrity disclaimer 

caption, celebrity body positive caption, or travel), subject to equal numbers (n = 64) in each 

experimental condition. Participants were tested individually or in small groups of two or 

three and testing sessions lasted approximately 30 minutes. All questionnaires were 

administered by computer in the laboratory. After reading the Letter of Introduction, 

Information Sheet and signing the consent form, participants completed the social networking 

use measure and pre-exposure measures of body dissatisfaction and body appreciation. 

Participants were then provided with an iPad and told they would be watching a slideshow of 

images from Instagram. As each photo appeared, participants were asked to rate the quality of 

the photo using a 5-point scale (1= very poor quality to 5 = very good quality). This was to 
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ensure that participants attended to the images. In all conditions, participants viewed the 15 

images for 15 seconds each.  

Following exposure to the Instagram images, participants completed post-exposure 

measures of body dissatisfaction and body appreciation, as well as measures of state 

appearance comparison and the recall task. Participants who viewed celebrity images also 

completed the celebrity likeability measure, while participants who viewed travel images 

completed the travel likability measure. All participants then completed the trait appearance 

comparison scale and, with their consent, height and weight were measured.   

3. Results 

3.1. Characteristics of the Sample  

The majority of participants reported that they had an account on Instagram (92.2%). 

Their median use of Instagram was 30-60 minutes per day. They reported following on 

average 400 people on Instagram, of which the median number of celebrities was 20. 

The four experimental conditions were compared to determine if there were any 

differences in initial baseline characteristics. There were no significant differences between 

groups on age, F(3, 252) = 0.24, p = .871, BMI, F(3, 235) = 1.25, p = .294, or time spent on 

Instagram, F(3, 252) = 1.33, p = .267. Nor was there any significant difference on initial body 

dissatisfaction, F(3, 252) = 2.37, p = .071, or body appreciation, F(3, 252) = 0.23, p = .872. 

Finally there was no significant difference on trait appearance comparison, F(3, 252) = 2.55, 

p = .094 (see Table 1). Thus, groups were equivalent at baseline.  

3.2. Manipulation Check 

Participants in the caption conditions were significantly more likely to report viewing 

captions than those in the no caption condition, F(1, 252) = 1488.10, p < .001, ηp
2 = .855. 

Indeed, all of the participants in the disclaimer caption condition and 98.4% of participants in 

the body positive caption condition reported viewing captions. This indicates that overall 

participants did attend to the captions on the images. In addition, participants who viewed 
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celebrity images had heard of almost all of the celebrities (M = 4.61, SD = 1.23) and 

participants who viewed travel images had heard of almost all of the travel destinations (M = 

4.64, SD = 1.10). Likewise, participants were able to name more than four of the celebrities 

(M = 4.63, SD = 0.81) and travel destinations (M = 4.41, SD = 0.90). Thus, the experimental 

manipulation was judged as successful. 

3.3. Effect of Image Type on Body Dissatisfaction and Body Appreciation 

To test the effect of captions on body dissatisfaction and body appreciation, 

ANCOVAs with three planned comparisons were performed using the Lmatrix subcommand. 

For each ANCOVA, pre-exposure scores were entered as the covariate to control for 

individual differences and either body dissatisfaction or body appreciation was used as the 

dependent variable. The first planned comparison compared the celebrity images (with no 

captions, disclaimer, and body positive captions) against the travel group [contrast: +1 +1 +1 

-3]. The second planned comparison compared the no caption and disclaimer caption image 

groups [contrast: +1 -1 0 0], and the third planned comparison compared the no caption and 

body positive caption image groups [contrast: +1 0 -1 0].  

As can be seen from the adjusted means in Table 1, the first comparison showed that 

viewing celebrity images was worse for body dissatisfaction and body appreciation than 

viewing travel images. Participants who viewed celebrity images experienced significantly 

greater body dissatisfaction, F(1, 251) = 10.23, p = .002, ηp
2 = .039, and significantly lower 

body appreciation, F(1, 251) = 11.94, p = .001, ηp
2 = .045, than participants who viewed 

travel images. The second planned comparison showed that there was no significant 

difference on body dissatisfaction, F(1, 251) = 0.01, p = .908, ηp
2 < .001, or body 

appreciation, F(1, 251) = 0.01, p = .905, ηp
2 < .001, between participants who viewed 

celebrity images with disclaimer captions and participants who viewed celebrity images with 

no captions. Lastly, the adjusted means in Table 1 show that the body positive captions 

appear to ameliorate some of the harmful effects of celebrity images on body dissatisfaction. 
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Indeed, body dissatisfaction scores decreased slightly following exposure. However, the 

results from the third planned comparison were also not significant. There was no significant 

difference on body dissatisfaction, F(1, 251) = 1.69, p = .195, ηp
2 = .007, or body 

appreciation, F(1, 251) = 0.08, p = .781, ηp
2 < .001, between participants who viewed 

celebrity images with body positive captions and participants who viewed celebrity images 

with no captions. 

In sum, in support of our first prediction, participants exposed to celebrity images 

reported greater body dissatisfaction and lesser body appreciation, in comparison to travel 

images. In contrast to our second prediction, however, there was no difference between the 

no caption condition and the disclaimer or body positive caption conditions on body 

dissatisfaction or body appreciation.  

3.4. Likability of Celebrities  

Further ANOVAs and planned comparisons were conducted to determine whether 

there were significant group differences on celebrity likability. Table 2 shows the means for 

celebrity likability and for the four individual items. The means suggest that the inclusion of 

the body positive caption appears to increase likability across all items in comparison to no 

caption. However, the first planned comparison showed that there was no significant 

difference on celebrity likability between participants who viewed celebrity images with 

disclaimer captions and participants who viewed celebrity images with no captions, F(1, 188) 

= 0.14, p = .708, ηp
2 = .001. The second planned comparison similarly showed that there was 

no significant difference on celebrity likability between participants who viewed celebrity 

images with body positive captions and participants who viewed celebrity images with no 

captions, F(1, 188) = 0.97, p = .327, ηp
2 = .005. Furthermore, there were no significant 

differences on any of the individual likeability items for either of the captions (all ps > .10, 

ηp
2 < .01). These findings show that including captions on celebrity images had no significant 

effect on the perceived likability of those celebrities.  
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3.5. The Role of State Appearance Comparison  

It was predicted that state appearance comparison would mediate the effect of image 

type on body dissatisfaction and body appreciation. Table 1 shows that participants who 

viewed celebrity images engaged in more state appearance comparison than participants who 

viewed travel images, F(1, 252) = 55.51, p < .001, ηp
2 = .181. However, the inclusion of the 

disclaimer caption did not significantly reduce state appearance comparison, F(1, 252) = 

0.01, p = .922, ηp
2 < .001, compared with the no caption condition. Further, if anything, the 

inclusion of the body positive caption trended towards increasing state appearance 

comparison (compared with the no caption condition), but also failed to reach significance, 

F(1, 252) = 3.60, p = .059, ηp
2 = .014. Nevertheless, across groups, state appearance 

comparison was itself significantly correlated with post-exposure body dissatisfaction (r = 

.497, p < .001) and post-exposure body appreciation (r = -.461, p < .001).  

As the celebrity images (in comparison to the travel images) were found to have a 

significant effect on both state appearance comparison and body dissatisfaction/appreciation, 

the potential mediating role of state appearance comparison was tested using the Preacher and 

Hayes (2008) PROCESS protocol. This is a bootstrapping non-parametric approach that 

allows more confident conclusions to be made regarding the significance of the direct and 

indirect effects. In this approach, effects are deemed significant if the 95% confidence 

interval does not include zero. For this analysis, indirect effects were computed for each of 

10,000 bootstrapped samples. The celebrity vs travel contrast was entered as the independent 

variable, pre-exposure scores were added as the covariate, and state appearance comparison 

was tested as the mediator. Mediation is established if the indirect effect of the independent 

variable on the dependent variable via the mediator is significant. Full mediation is 

established if the remaining direct pathway is non-significant after controlling for the 

mediator.  
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Overall, Figure 1 shows that the pathways between the celebrity images and 

appearance comparison were significant, as were the pathways between appearance 

comparison and body dissatisfaction and body appreciation. Importantly, the indirect effect 

between celebrity images and body dissatisfaction via appearance comparison was found to 

be significant, B = 3.84, β = .09, 95% CI [2.01, 6.13]. Similarly, the indirect effect between 

celebrity images and body appreciation was significant, B = -2.84, β = -.05, 95% CI [-4.94, -

0.86]. In addition, the remaining direct effect of celebrity images was not significant for body 

dissatisfaction (B = 1.88, β = .03, 95% CI [-1.90, 5.66]), or for body appreciation (B = -2.18, 

β = -.04, 95% CI [-5.33, 0.97]). Therefore, state appearance comparison fully mediated the 

effect of celebrity image type on body dissatisfaction and body appreciation. 

3.6. The Role of Trait Appearance Comparison 

Trait appearance comparison was tested to determine whether it would moderate the 

effect of image type on body dissatisfaction and body appreciation. Two hierarchical multiple 

regression analyses were conducted. As recommended by Aiken and West (1991), trait 

appearance comparison was centred. Because the independent variable of image condition 

had four levels (no caption, disclaimer, body positive, travel), dummy coding needed to be 

used. Three dummy variables (No Caption: 1, 0, 0, 0; Disclaimer: 0, 1, 0, 0; Body Positive: 0, 

0, 1, 0) were computed with travel as the reference group. Three corresponding product terms 

were formed to represent interactions between the image types and trait appearance 

comparison. Pre-exposure scores were controlled for in Step 1 of the analyses. Image type 

and centred trait appearance comparison were added in Step 2 (main effects), and the product 

terms were added in Step 3 (interactions). A significant interaction is found when the product 

term(s) in Step 3 explain additional variance above the main effects. Here Step 2 proved 

significant for both body dissatisfaction, Fchange (4, 250) = 7.90, p < .001, R2
change = .025, and 

body appreciation, Fchange (4,250) = 6.09,  p < .001, R2
change = .014, with trait appearance 

comparison a significant independent predictor in each case (respective βs = .12, -.10, ps < 
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.001). For body dissatisfaction, Step 3 did not explain any significant additional variance, 

Fchange (3, 247) = 1.60, p = .191, R2
change = .004, but did so in body appreciation, Fchange (3, 

247) = 4.09, p = .007, R2
change = .007. Within Step 3 for body appreciation, the no caption 

image interaction term (B = -5.82, β = -.11, p = .002), the disclaimer caption interaction term 

(B = -5.23, β = -.11, p = .004), and the body positive caption interaction term (B = -5.27, β = -

.10, p = .007), all were statistically significant. Therefore, the effect of image type on body 

appreciation was moderated by trait appearance comparison.  

To determine the nature of the interaction, the results were graphed (see Figure 2). 

Following the recommendation of Aiken and West (1991), low trait appearance comparison 

was calculated as one standard deviation below the centred mean and high trait appearance 

comparison was one standard deviation above the centred mean. Figure 2 shows that for 

participants who viewed travel images, trait appearance comparison levels made little 

difference to their body appreciation. However, for participants who viewed celebrity images 

(with or without captions), trait appearance comparison levels were negatively associated 

with body appreciation. Put differently, for participants low on trait appearance comparison, 

image type (celebrity or travel) had little effect on their body appreciation. But for 

participants high on trait appearance comparison, image type made a large difference to their 

body appreciation. 

4. Discussion 

The present study aimed to experimentally examine the effectiveness of different 

types of Instagram captions in preserving body satisfaction in the face of thin ideal celebrity 

image exposure. The first finding was that, as predicted, exposure to Instagram images of 

attractive celebrities led to greater body dissatisfaction and lower body appreciation than 

exposure to travel images. The second finding was that, in contrast to our prediction, there 

was no significant effect of the captions attached to the celebrity images on women’s body 

image. In addition, the present study found that the effect of image type (celebrity compared 
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to travel) on body dissatisfaction and body appreciation was fully mediated by appearance 

comparison processing. Lastly, trait appearance comparison was found to moderate the effect 

of exposure to celebrity images on women’s body appreciation. These findings add to our 

knowledge of the effect of attractive celebrity images on Instagram and the (lack of) effect of 

captions on women’s body image.   

The finding that exposure to celebrity Instagram images led to greater body 

dissatisfaction replicates previous research by Brown and Tiggemann (2016) with a different 

set of stimuli. It also extends their findings to show that viewing thin idealised celebrity 

images has an immediate harmful impact on women’s body appreciation, along with 

increased body dissatisfaction. In addition, the observed negative effect of celebrity image 

exposure on women’s body image confirms that the experimental materials were suitable for 

testing the potential mitigating effect of the captions. 

 The major finding of the study was that the addition of the disclaimer and body 

positive captions had no effect on women’s body image. The null result for disclaimer 

captions is consistent with Fardouly and Holland’s (2018) study examining Essena O’Neill’s 

disclaimer captions added to thin ideal peer Instagram images. Taken together, these findings 

suggest that Instagram disclaimer captions, on either celebrity or peer images, do not protect 

women’s body image. In contrast to the finding by Fardouly and Holland (2018), the current 

study found that captions did not affect the perceived likability of the women in the 

Instagram images. There are two major methodological differences between the studies that 

may account for this result. First, the captions in the current study included only disclaimer 

information, unlike Fardouly and Holland’s (2018) more complex captions. Second, 

participants in the current study reported knowing who the celebrities were. Therefore, unlike 

the unknown peers in Fardouly and Holland’s (2018) study, participants would likely have 

already preformed opinions about the celebrities.  
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More generally, the null finding for the disclaimer caption is consistent with the 

growing body of research on fashion magazines which likewise shows no positive benefit of 

the addition of disclaimer labels indicating that the image had been digitally altered (Ata, 

Thompson, & Small, 2013; Bury, Tiggemann, & Slater, 2016; Frederick, Sandhu, Scott, & 

Akbari, 2016; Tiggemann et al., 2013; Tiggemann & Brown, 2018; Tiggemann, Brown, 

Zaccardo, & Thomas, 2017). While magazine labels and Instagram captions are different in 

that the celebrities in the Instagram images are voicing their own opinions about 

photoshopping rather than magazines enforcing a disclaimer label, it appears that disclaimer 

labels, regardless of the medium in which they are presented, are not helpful for women’s 

body image. It is possible that disclaimer captions may serve to reinforce rather than 

undermine the thin ideal, as has been suggested for disclaimer labels on fashion magazines 

(Tiggemann & Brown, 2018). It is plausible, for example, that the disclaimer caption may 

highlight that even the thin and attractive bodies of celebrities must be enhanced (e.g., by 

using photoshop). Therefore, average women are likely to continue to feel badly about their 

own bodies after viewing the image with a disclaimer caption. Furthermore, like magazine 

labels, the disclaimer caption may have the unintended consequence of encouraging women 

to pay even more attention to the celebrity’s body than they normally would (Tiggemann et 

al., 2013).  

The null result for the body positive caption is less easily explained. The current study 

was, to the best of our knowledge, the first to examine the effect of body positive captions on 

celebrity images. The direction of the adjusted means suggested that there may be some small 

impact of the body positive caption on body dissatisfaction (ηp
2 = .007), which the present 

study would have been underpowered to detect. The present finding contrasts with Cohen et 

al.’s (2019) finding that exposure to general body positive material improves women’s body 

image, but it is consistent with Tiggemann et al.’s (2020) finding that body positive captions 

posted by peers have no effect on women’s body image. It appears that while exposure to 
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body positive material is beneficial for women’s body image, body positive captions have no 

effect in and of themselves. Cohen et al.’s (2019) body positive images included women in 

the larger weight range, in contrast to the present study’s relatively thin women and 

Tiggemann et al.’s (2020) thin and average-sized women. It remains possible that pairing 

body positive captions with thin celebrities or peers has a different effect from body positive 

captions posted by larger peers. For example, women may discount the body positive 

information presented if accompanying a thin idealised image. Overall, the null disclaimer 

and body positive caption findings suggest that exposure to thin-ideal images has a similar 

negative effect on body image, regardless of any accompanying commentary. 

The current study showed that the effect of celebrity images on women’s body image, 

irrespective of caption condition, was mediated by state appearance comparison and 

moderated by trait appearance comparison. The moderation finding showed that women who 

had higher levels of trait appearance comparison experienced particularly low levels of body 

appreciation after viewing celebrity images. It is difficult to know why a parallel moderating 

effect was not observed for body dissatisfaction, although it needs to be noted that trait 

appearance comparison was an independent predictor of both body dissatisfaction and body 

appreciation change. This suggests that trait appearance comparison serves as a vulnerability 

factor for poorer body image in response to images of celebrities, as it does for idealized 

images of unknown peers (Tiggemann et al., 2013).  

The mediation finding indicated that the more state appearance comparison 

participants engaged in while viewing the celebrity Instagram images, the greater the increase 

in body dissatisfaction and decrease in body appreciation. We had theorised that including 

captions on celebrity images would inform the viewer that the image of the celebrity is 

unrealistic and therefore not appropriate for comparison. However, instead of decreasing 

social comparison processing, the findings show that the captions had no effect. Perhaps thin 

and attractive images, no matter what their source, set the standard against which women will 
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be judged (Strahan et al., 2006). Relatedly, more complex accounts of social comparison 

suggest that comparisons are often unintentional and automatic, and that women may only 

consider the relevance or appropriateness of such comparisons after they have already been 

made (Gilbert, Giesler, & Morris, 1995; Want, 2009). 

Taken together, the findings have important practical implications. Despite the 

barrage of media stories encouraging readers to follow celebrity body positive Instagram 

accounts (e.g., “The 6 Most Body-Positive Celebrities,” Fitness, 2019), we cannot simply 

assume that this is effective or helpful. No matter how intuitively beneficial the notion of 

highlighting the unrealistic nature of images or focussing on the importance of positive body 

image sounds, it is important to recognise that thin ideal image exposure no matter how it is 

presented may be harmful to women’s body image. We have shown that not only do celebrity 

images lead to increased body dissatisfaction, but also to decreased body appreciation. The 

findings from the current study suggest that women might be advised to limit their exposure 

to celebrity images. However, because of their abundance on social networking sites, this 

would present a daunting challenge. Rather, the findings suggest that women should be 

educated about the potential dangers of exposure to celebrity images.  

As always, the findings of the present study need to be interpreted considering several 

limitations. First, the sample consisted of primarily white Australian university students. 

Thus, the findings may not generalise to other groups of women. Second, the experiment took 

place in a laboratory context. Therefore, participants may have attended to the images 

differently from the way they would interact with images in a more naturalistic environment. 

However, the study presented real Instagram images with real Instagram captions on an 

ecologically valid format (iPad). Third, repeated exposure to Instagram captions may result in 

a more positive effect over the longer term than observed here. More generally, the effect of 

Instagram captions remains to be fully explored, and specifically, the difference between 

captions posted by peers versus celebrities. In addition, research has yet to be conducted with 
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‘Insta Celebs’ (people who became famous solely through Instagram), who may sit 

somewhere between peers and traditional celebrities.   

Despite the above limitations, the present study has demonstrated that exposure to 

celebrity images on Instagram has a negative effect on women’s immediate body 

dissatisfaction and body appreciation. In addition, the results showed that neither disclaimer 

nor body positive captions are effective in ameliorating these negative effects. It seems that 

exposure to idealized images, regardless of context, is detrimental to women’s body image. 
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Table 1 

Means (SD) and Adjusted Means (SE) for Body Dissatisfaction, State Body Appreciation, and 

State Appearance Comparison by Image Type 

 
Celebrity Images Control 

 
No Caption Disclaimer 

Body 

Positive 
Travel 

 

 

Body Dissatisfaction     

Pre-Exposure 33.26 (25.68) 38.64 (26.38) 45.51 (29.57) 36.56 (25.80) 

Post-Exposure 36.92 (25.59) 41.38 (27.95) 44.78 (29.80) 33.07 (22.48) 

Adjusted 41.51 (1.55) 41.25 (1.54) 38.64 (1.56) 34.76 (1.54) 

Body Appreciation 
    

Pre-Exposure 52.46 (24.32) 50.61 (25.12) 49.74 (24.88) 49.10 (21.96) 

Post-Exposure 50.70 (27.73) 48.68 (26.56) 47.54 (26.59) 52.19 (21.31) 

Adjusted 48.76 (1.26) 48.55 (1.26) 48.26 (1.26) 53.55 (1.26) 

State Appearance Comparison 3.66 (1.87) 3.69 (1.83) 4.23 (1.70) 2.04 (1.31) 
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Table 2 

Means (SD) for Total Likability Scale and Items by Image Type 

 
Celebrity Image Type 

 
No Caption Disclaimer Body Positive 

Trustworthiness 3.31 (0.83) 3.39 (0.60) 3.42 (0.84) 

Honesty 3.44 (0.90) 3.53 (0.70) 3.51 (0.77) 

Compassionate 3.68 (0.89) 3.67 (0.77) 3.81 (0.78) 

A good role model 3.36 (0.90) 3.39 (0.79) 3.53 (0.72) 

Total Likability Scale 3.45 (0.80) 3.49 (0.61) 3.57 (0.66) 
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Figure 1. Standardised Regression Coefficients for the Effect of Celebrity Images on State 

Body Dissatisfaction and State Body Appreciation as Mediated by State 

Appearance Comparison  
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Figure 2. The Effect of Image Type on State Body Appreciation Moderated by Trait 

Appearance Comparison 
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Supplementary Material 

Disclaimer Captions 

1. I shot ALL DAY in amazing light, with a team of professionals #socialmediaisnotreal 

2. This image was perfected through hours of retouching #photoshopped 

3. This picture is 1 of 7 that I took, and obviously filtered. #behindtheimage 

4. This is way too much Photoshop. No one looks like this 

5. They've reduced the size of my legs by about a third 

6. My hips and torso have been quite manipulated #instagramvsreality 

7. No one is as thin as they seem on Instagram #socialmediaisnotreal 

8. Don’t compare yourself to a stranger on Instagram #dontcompare 

9. I took countless photos trying to look hot for Instagram  

10. I edited this selfie for ages on several apps #behindtheimage 

11. I had acne here, this is a lot of makeup #instagramvsreality 

12. Being size zero is not realistic and not healthy 

13. What you see online isn’t the complete truth #honestinstagram 

14. I'm no stranger to Photoshopping. It happens a lot  

15. I'm pretty sure this magazine gave me a new nose #photoshopped 

Body Positive Captions 

1. We are all shaped in a way that is beautiful and unique #lovewhatyouhavebeengiven 

2. You can be whatever size and be beautiful inside and out #bodypositivity 

3. The things that make us different from one another make us beautiful 

4. Who I am is more important than a nice figure #loveyourbody 

5. It’s important to love yourself regardless of your size #everybodyisbeautiful 

6. My life is so much more than my jean size #bodypositivity 

7. I am so much more than my body, and so are you. 
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8. Be happy with your body. Don’t try to conform to a stereotype 

9. Remember you are beautiful in your own body 

10. When did being thin become more important than being healthy? 

#lovewhatyouhavebeengiven 

11. Bodies change. It’s all love. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise 

12. Learning to love my body has been life changing #everybodyisbeautiful 

13. Enjoy your body now. Don’t wait to wear that bikini #loveyourbody 

14. Love your body, even if the world is telling you not to #bodypositivity 

15. Nobody is perfect. Embrace your body. You are more than a number. 

#everybodyisbeautiful 

 

 




