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Since the late 1970s, mass communication scholars have studied and documented the detrimental effects that media exposure can have on body image satisfaction, particularly among women. The concept of the “thin ideal, "which we are familiar with today as the goal that women feel they should strive toward, first gained traction when scholars discovered that the size of Miss America contestants and Playboy centerfolds had been getting smaller over the past 20 years (Garner et.al., 1980). Furthermore, the correlation found between body image dissatisfaction (BID) and the number of women who had developed eating disorders (ED) instigated continuing research on the role of media effects (Levine & Harrison, 2009). The number of women with eating disorders continues to increase; in fact, the National Eating Disorders Association (2024) estimates that 15 percent of women in the United States will develop some type of eating disorder by the time they are 40.  However, the importance of studying media effects on body image goes beyond the prevention of ED; BID is also linked to anxiety, depression, relationship problems and drug abuse (Jackson et.al., 2014; Khodabakhsh et.al., 2015; Rodgers et.al., 2023). 
Despite all the research establishing negative effects, a few studies have revealed how media consumption can have a positive effect on body image when it conveys “positive peer pressure.”  Social comparison theory, which posits that we form beliefs about ourselves based on our comparisons to other people (Festinger, 1957), has traditionally been the dominant framework for studying this subject. However, with the advent of new media and the more reciprocal relationship between media consumers and media outlets in the last 20 years, uses and gratifications theory (UGT) has become an important, and perhaps more insightful, approach by which to conduct research on this phenomenon. 
Uses and Gratifications Theory: A Literature Review
UGT focuses on audiences as consumers who choose what they want to read or watch. The theory is not without its critics, as some scholars see it more as an approach rather than a theory and accuse it of being too broad and simplistic (Ruggerio, 2000). Even the origins of the theory are a subject of debate, with some scholars dating it all the way back to the Payne Fund Studies of the late 1920s, led by psychologists Herbert Blumer, Philip Hauser and L.L. Thurstone, which looked at the movie watching habits of American young people. Other scholars such as Rosengren et.al. (1994) link UGT to the 1940s, when researchers began studying what determines the type of media people consume (at the time, choices were much more limited than today). A turning point came in the 1960s, particularly when Joseph Klapper (1963), credited for coining the term “uses and gratifications,” called for a more functional approach that focused on the active role of the audience member. Studies like those of Greenberg and Dominick (1969), which conducted a study on the effect of race and social class on the TV viewing habits of teenagers, helped to promote this functional approach to media effects.  By the early 1970s, this theory was purported to serve cognitive, emotional and integrative (confidence-building) needs (Katz et. Al., 1973). Windahl (1981) In an effort to reconcile this “conflict” between focus on the message versus the interpretation of the consumer, Windahl coined the term “conseffects” and proposed that the two emphases could be studied together (Levy & Windahl, 1984).  Despite UGT’s tenuous foundation, when Internet usage and the term “social media” were both in their infancy, Ruggiero (2000) predicted that this theory would be especially applicable in the coming years, as consumers would continue to have more choices.  
Applying Uses and Gratifications Theory to Body Image Research
Research on how users engage with social media to manage their body image is still a growing field, but a few studies shed light on this issue. For instance, in a study of 103 online participants aged 16-55, people who either lived with an eating disorder or were in treatment who did not have high hopes of recovery were more likely to use social media as a way to boost their self-esteem, compared to those who had more confidence in their recovery and did not use social media for this purpose (Dingemans et.al., 2023). The key appears to be how they are using social media: in a passive (just looking) or active (interacting with people online) manner. In one survey of 1432 adolescents in Australia, after a 6-month follow-up, these active uses were correlated with a more positive effect on body satisfaction, while the more passive uses were correlated with a negative effect. (Jarman et.al., 2021). Research shows that social network sites like Instagram can be both motivational and inspirational and can lead to positive benefits (Meier & Schafer, 2017), and a two-week intervention program with 139 young women revealed that viewing “body positive” and “body neutral” posts on Facebook led to small to moderate decreases in BID (Fardouly, 2023). Qualitative research on adolescent girls at an all-girls school suggests that they may be more literate about media effects on body image than previously considered.  More than 90 percent of them said they use Instagram and Snapchat daily, but most reported that they do not compare themselves to women online and said they took part in school programs aimed to improve the students’ body image and self-esteem (Burnette et.al., 2017). 
Because UGT focuses on the autonomy of the consumer rather than the more traditional view of a passive audience, I aimed to expand upon recent research that indicates that women now exercise more agency regarding their response to social media feeds that may affect their body image. I examined how they are curating their social media intake to not only form a more positive body image but also to encourage other women to do the same. However, instead of doing this quantitatively, as UGT is typically used, I did this from a qualitative approach. Through my own personal interviews with three women who use social media regularly, I delved deeper into this subject by not just asking what they watch or follow, but why, and how their media intake helps them build a better body image. I also wanted to know why their observations of today’s media are important on a societal level and not just for their own benefit. I set out to gain insight into my over-arching research question: "How are today's women using and curating their social media to fulfill their need and desire to maintain a positive body image?"
Methodology
Per the requirements of the class assignment, I selected three women with whom to conduct in-depth, individual interviews. Quantitative surveys, especially if distributed online, would not elicit the heartfelt, detailed responses that I needed from these women. Choice of media intake and feelings regarding the presentation of women’s bodies and affect regarding one’s own body image are nuanced, and the researcher must consider many mitigating factors. These include childhood experiences, family dynamics, any previous or on-going mental health conditions, etc. Focus groups may also be a valid source of insight for my topic, but this assignment required individual interviews, and because this is an online class, conducting focus groups via Zoom would be more time-consuming and not as feasible. The validity of focus groups can also sometimes come into question, because not only can I not guarantee confidentiality, but respondents often tailor their responses to questions based on what the other participants say, and they are also sometimes reluctant to reveal all aspects of their personal experiences to others.
Research Design
Because my academic interest is in applied research, I conducted these interviews to gain insights into my research question of application: “How do (or can) women use social media to build and maintain a positive body image?” All three of my interviewees are colleagues of mine in the master’s program in Communication Studies whom I recruited through email, so this was definitely a convenience sample. However, although this qualitative research was not “scientific” in the textbook definition of the word, I did recruit women representing a diverse spectrum. My first interviewee was Sarah H., a 26-year-old White UA college student who grew up in Maine but currently lives in Tuscaloosa. We had a previous course together where she had mentioned that she had dealt with an eating disorder when she was in high school. I thought it would be helpful to get the perspective of someone who had experienced what has been extensively correlated with body image dissatisfaction. I also wanted to see if she had observed any cultural differences between Northern women and Southern women regarding body image. Second, I chose Estrella B., a 23-year-old woman of Spanish heritage who grew up in California, lived in New York for some time, and now lives in Virginia. We have taken a couple of courses together, including Communication & Diversity, and I knew that inclusive representation of women in media was an important subject to her. I also wanted to get her perspective on her observations of cultural differences between other parts of the country and the South. Third, I selected Arkeshia T., a 48-year-old Black woman who is also enrolled in the Diversity course. I wanted to include not only the perspective of a Black woman, but also to glean any difference in generational perspectives. 
Data Collection Process
My questions, including any pertinent explanations of rationales, were as follows:
· Tell me a little about yourself and why body image is important to you. I understand that my research question contains a possible bias in the assumption that all women want to work on their body image. Obviously, this subject means more to some women than to others, so I aimed to ensure that I interviewed women who specifically were interested in keeping a positive body image.
· When you hear terms like “positive body image” and “body positivity,” what does that mean for you? These terms have a different connotation for every woman, so I wanted to know what these phrases mean to these specific women and look for any common themes as it related to their social media intake.
· Tell me about the social media pages you like to follow. What role do they play in shaping your own body image? This helps to answer the question of how they use social media and how/why it helps them have a positive body image.
· What would the ideal social media page look like for you? I wanted to gauge how their media intake had given them a possible blueprint for a social media page that promotes a positive body image.
· What female celebrities or wellness influencers do you follow or consider a role model? I wanted to find out why these women follow or look up to certain females and whether that influence was related to body image.
· Have you noticed any changes in women’s bodies online or in magazines over time, either positive or negative? Studies like Paxton et.al. (2022) have indicated that media literacy is correlated with a more positive body image, so I wanted to find out if these women’s perceptions of depictions of bodies over time reflected research findings in this area.
· What kinds of messages about women’s bodies do you think current magazines and social media sites are trying to send? Again, this question reflects the correlation between media literacy and positive body image. I wanted to establish that the women I interviewed can speak about this topic from an informed viewpoint rather than just their personal opinions.
· Do you think a new “ideal body type” will be prevalent in the next 10 to 20 years? If so, what would it look like? In light of media literacy, I was curious to find out what direction these women think that social media will take as far as influencing women’s body image in the future.
I followed the same basic interview script with each person, but I tailored some of the questions based on previous knowledge of each woman. For example, out of sheer curiosity, I asked Estrella and Sarah about perceived regional differences, but because Arkeisha is from Alabama, I did not pursue that angle. Also, when Estrella mentioned having five brothers and no sisters, I asked her how she thought that may have affected her body image growing up. However, in hindsight, I should have asked Sarah and Arkeisha if any family dynamics may have affected their body image as well. Although this question did not relate directly to the research question, I wanted to get an idea of each of these women’s past experiences to ascertain their positionality with regard to the subject of body image.
Validity and Reliability
I ensured the validity of the responses by recording each interview, each of which lasted about 35 minutes. I conducted my first interview with Sarah via Zoom, but due to technical difficulties, the interview did not get recorded. I later learned that because I have a Chromebook, the process for recording Zoom interviews is a little more complex. Luckily, I had taken good notes and transcribed the interview using those notes. My background as a reporter has taught me not to depend on recorders and to take detailed notes! To better ensure that I would not have this problem again, I used Google Meet to record my interviews with Estrella and Arkeisha. However, to be honest, I may have “corrupted” the validity somewhat because I made statements that may have influenced their answers. For example, when asking the second question, I mentioned the fact that “body positivity” and “positive body image” are not the same concept; I would have been wiser to stay quiet and discern whether they were equating the two terms in their discourse. I also found myself enthusiastically agreeing with some of their statements and then relating some of my own personal experiences, which indicated bias. Lastly, I was so involved in the conversations that I accidentally mentioned the other interviewees and similar statements that they had made, which violated confidentiality. In terms of reliability, because this is a qualitative study that I intended to gauge individual experiences and perspectives while simultaneously looking for similarities and patterns, this study may not always be reliable. However, if I were to conduct these interviews on a broader scale, once my data reached saturation, I could code and group the responses to see which ones were dominant. Other researchers could easily replicate the study using the questions that I asked, but the results could still vary depending upon the sample size and representativeness.
Data Presentation/Analysis
Because this was my first foray into coding interviews and I am not familiar with using data analysis software, I coded the responses manually online by highlighting key parts of the interview transcripts with the highlighter feature on Microsoft Word. After sifting through the data, I developed the following preliminary categories: Past Experiences with Family/Friends; Podcasts; Diversity; Consumerism/ Advertising; Body Positivity; Balance Between Body Positivity and Glamorizing Unhealthy Bodies/Behavior; Concern for Younger Females; Influencers; Media Literacy; Curating Social Media Intake; Language/Labeling in Society;  Dressing to Feel Good; and Positive Aspect of Social Media. Not every interviewee had a response that fell into every category. For example, Estrella was the only one who discussed Language/Labeling and Dressing to Feel Good. However, most of these themes were present in every interview. My partner in the Axial Coding Activity for this class, April, suggested that I combine the categories into “Role of Social Media,” “Pressures,” and “Influencers.” I felt that those piles were too broad, but I did eventually merge Podcasts with Social Media Influencers, as the participants discussed those within the same context; I also merged Media Literacy with Curating Social Media Intake, as the latter is a resulting action of the former.
Evidence: Coded Quotes
Influence of Past Experiences
 	Estrella said being the only girl in her family helped her have a more positive body image. “I think it was interesting having so many brothers because in my perception, boys deal with body image issues a lot less. They definitely still deal with them. But I actually think that was helpful for me because to my brothers it was like, oh, whatever. Like it doesn't matter if you're in sweatpants today.” However, the influence of school activities was different. “Being somebody who was doing theater so frequently, I think the first show I was in was probably, like, second grade. You're obviously kind of on a stage a lot and your body is on display for better or for worse. But it's definitely something I was made aware of.” Sarah suffered from an eating disorder, which is why she is so conscious of her media intake now. “I was like a freshman in high school. I was eating like one meal a day. I think it has more to do with a person’s home life and social pressure from peers. A lot of my classmates at the time were doing the same thing. Yeah, your environment plays a big role in who you are, so it’s hard to say how much of it is nurture versus nature.”
Social Media Influencers
Estrella said she does not focus on “body positive” influencers anymore like she did when she was younger, but she follows women who are confident and ambitious and do not focus as much on appearance. “In terms of the media that I absorb, the kind of first conglomeration that I think of is like the Unwell Network, which is run by Alex Cooper, who's the Call Her Daddy podcast host. And she's come a long way. She actually used to give the most toxic advice ever and terrible body image advice that would, as a freshman in college, I should not have been listening to, but she's coming along.”  I tend to follow a lot of, like, lawyer kind of influencers like Christina Stratton. And then Alix Earle is definitely somebody I follow. Nothing really tied to, like, body there. And then I'm just kind of a theater kid, so I follow a lot of, like, musicians and Broadway stars.” Sarah said she believes people relate to people who are most like their body style. “Spencer Barbosa is a very heavy promoter of body positivity. She’s a safe space for me. Ally Yost has also been very influential for me in sharing her story. Mikayla Norgueira is a TikTok influencer who got into Vogue and she said, “Girls like me don’t get into Vogue.” I remember a few years back, there was this model who had some kind of skin condition where parts of her face had splotches on them, like huge birth marks—vitiligo--and I remember thinking that’s so encouraging to see people like that embracing their beauty.”
 Diversity 
The most important feature that all of these women look for in their social media is diversity. Estrella said, “I think it's a great thing that we're kind of now seeing this movement where models are all shapes and sizes and all colors.” [In the future] will we have more of a kind of global, like, international perspective where, like, we're drawing more from, like, other cultures in terms of, like, what are body norms? Maybe, maybe not. I actually think whatever the ideal body is going to be is, I think it's going to continue changing.” Arkeisha said that in the future she thinks we will see more diverse bodies in media. “Not just diversity in terms of like race, ethnicity, but body types because everybody doesn't look the same. Sometimes I think the more we think things change, the more they stay the same. When you think you're making strides, you take 10 steps back. So I don't know. People need to see others that look like them and that they can identify with. And so that doesn't happen a lot because sometimes the focus is so narrow.” Sarah said, “I would love to see different body types, ages, people with disabilities. These are people who have stories to share. I think we will see less filtered photos; we’re already seeing less of that. Instead of just being impulsive and dumping negative emotions online, I think we will start seeing people share their stories and reveal who they really are. The focus will be on health over aesthetics.”
Consumerism/ Influence of Advertising 
Estrella said that she finds it interesting that alongside the push for body positivity, we are also seeing a big increase in advertising for weight loss drugs and anti-aging skin products marketed toward young girls. She said, “I think it's going to kind of continue on that trend where it's whatever is unattainable to the masses. Because again, that's kind of like what separates it into that, like, ideal is that it's not necessarily something that's coming easy. It's something that you're kind of striving towards and working towards. Like, my niece has like 20 million products on her face care routine and she's 13. Like, she absolutely does not need to do that. it's kind of like it's setting these really hard standards and expectations on people that they kind of have to keep constantly working toward. And then when they finally get there, honestly, the standards kind of change.”
On the flip side, Arkeisha said she has noticed how advertising is capitalizing on the diversity and body positivity message as well. “Now they have what they consider plus size models and more stores that advertise clothing and catering to different body types. So it's definitely changed. I remember when we had Barbie dolls when we were younger. We bought some dolls for my niece and they had really different body types. Like, we were able to find some different ones. All kinds of shapes. I was impressed. Different hair textures. It was really cool. She loved them.” 
Body Positivity 
Estrella explained why she started unfollowing “body positive” social media. “I think having that positive body image depends a lot on the person and their experience. For me, it kind of became that thing where I actually ended up thinking more about my body by seeing them constantly doing these posts where they were like, ‘I don't fit in my jeans anymore. And that's okay,’ which it absolutely is okay. But for me, it was just one of those things where it was actually hurting my mental health to constantly be thinking about my body and comparing it to them.”
Balance Between Body Positivity and Glamorizing Unhealthy Bodies/Behavior 
All three participants, without any prompting from me, brought up the problem of balance in media. Estrella said, “I think it's a careful line to be drawn because you obviously don't want to go into the kind of that tokenism when you're kind of like exploiting people who might have bigger or really smaller bodies. It's kind of like ‘Look, we’re being body inclusive!’” She also criticized “what I eat in a day” videos. “It's hard because you also have the other side of the spectrum where it's like, you also don't want to see the videos where somebody's starving themselves and saying this is healthy eating. So I think it's a hard line to draw.” Arkeisha said she noticed this when she was shopping with her niece for dolls. “I was like, okay, we're not buying that one. It was a Barbie doll, but her hips were so big. That was a little too far out there for me. Because then what are we teaching them now? I don't know. So you have to find your balance.” Sarah used this word as well. “I’m trying to tread softly here, but I feel like we’re seeing this dichotomy between like trying to teach people to have a healthy body image but then we’re seeing these shows like “My 500-pound life” and then there’s this trend on YouTube called “muck banging.” It’s like where people try to shove all of this food in their mouth and try eating as much as they can stand.  Like I said, I’m trying to tread softly on this because I don’t want to say it the wrong way, but it’s like we need a balance between being body positive but not encouraging unhealthy behavior.”   
Concern for Younger Females
[bookmark: _Int_7FjYIYfl]Estrella and Arkeisha both have nieces around the same age (12 or 13), and again, without prompting from me, they talked about their concerns for the messages they receive. (I found it interesting that our conversations took this turn because I, too, have an 11-year-old niece, and I have these concerns as well). “It's definitely something that I think about a lot both in terms of how even I talk about my body when I'm in front of her. I think it's actually made me a lot more aware of how I discuss it because I don't want to project or like pass on any of these kind of negative thoughts or ideas.  And it's so hard too, when they're targeting, like, younger audiences.  But they really actually market in my opinion to younger audiences to where like when I received my niece's wish list, it had things like retinol which 13 –year-olds should not be using and same with like the Dior lip oil. They're selling this idea of luxury that's appealing to younger generations because they're having their favorite teen influencers do it.” Arkeisha said children’s influence does not just come from media but from classmates as well. “Like let’s say she  wants a second serving of something that we cooked. She'll say comments like, ‘well, I know I'm being a big back, but can I have some more?’ And I'm like, what? And so my daughter had to have a talk with her to get her to stop talking about herself or referring to herself in those terms. I don't restrict her and she's not overweight, she's a really healthy weight. But in her mind, because I want seconds or if I get another piece of bread, then she equates that to being big. And she has told me, like, the kids at school will say you're a big back.”
Cultural Differences Between the South and other Regions
Being from the South myself, I’ve always thought that Southern women are under more pressure to “look good” than women in other cultures. Without acknowledging this in my interviews, I asked Estrella and Sarah about any cultural differences they’ve noticed since moving to the South. Estrella’s answer surprised me. She said, “ I actually think the South is a lot more accepting of bodies, which is really interesting and not something that I'd actually expected.  I'm pretty just like average sized, I think, in my perception. And I get a lot more male attention when I'm in the South, which is something that's like really interesting to me.” She alluded to the fact that differences in eating practices could be tied to differences among cultures as far as emphasis on appearance. She said, “I think also just the way that people talk about food is really different in the South versus in California.  Like you're drinking your juices and that's your meal or you're getting your salad and that's your meal. And in the South, I think there's a lot more culture of community tied to food, to where, like, having lunch is really important, and you meet with someone, you sit down and, like, share an appetizer. And it's not as go, go, go as it is in California. So I think that also just alters people's perceptions of bodies because there's also just a different culture surrounding food.” However, Sarah said she has noticed more of a focus on appearance among girls in Alabama. She said, “I’ve only been here for about a year, and I’ve noticed a difference. Maybe it’s just because I’m in a college town, but I feel like girls here all have a certain type of look, like they have collagen in their lips.  The gym culture is a lot different here than up North.” Although this theme does not directly relate to the research question, it does bring up the issue of whether one’s culture could affect how they use social media to build a positive body image.
Media Literacy 
Each of these women demonstrated astute observations about changes in culture and media practices over time. Estrella said, “Being bigger used to be a sign of wealth, right? In the 1700s, because they were able to afford really nice foods and to be able to not work and do all those things. And then as it became easier to access food, that was no longer a sign of wealth and privilege. So then it became, well, how skinny can you be, right? Like, can you afford to have those personal trainers and the really kind of limited diet that's centered down for you. And I think a lot of times society kind of follows how you are trying to separate yourself and show that privilege and power. So within the past 5-ish years I think there was that big trend for plastic surgery especially in thinking of like the Kardashian era where you want this like hourglass shape with like really big certain assets that might not be natural.” Arkeisha said, “And so you get this cookie cutter look where everybody has to have a super small waist and it's almost like mental illness for some. I can look at them and you see something totally different than what they look at in the mirror and see in themselves. And they can always find something to nitpick that they need to fix that. If I could just have this surgery, I would fix this.  It's some that you look at and they were absolutely fine before and now to me they look distorted because they've done so much surgery. It looks sick. It doesn't look healthy.  It's hard to tell when people are being their true authentic selves when it's online.” 
Curating Social Media Intake 
All of the women interviewed said they are intentional with their social media intake and avoid anything that may cause them to have a negative body image. Estrela said, “I will say, like, I took a lot of time to really just like kind of try and get rid of a lot of media perspectives that weren't making me feel good. Because I was noticing in conversations, like, certain comments I was making about myself. They were jokes, but they weren't really, like, helping anybody or myself. And I think a lot of that was just stemming from constantly watching TikToks where people are showing the “what I eat in a day” and things like that. So my ideal social media kind of has a mix of things. Like, I think it's important to just to kind of see people doing the things that they're passionate about and also what they're enjoying doing. I think that's kind of what I enjoy most. I also love a good recipe video and seeing people because I'm really bad at counting protein and making sure to eat enough protein.  And also, like, a lot of content that I've just tried to curate to suit my best mental health.” Arkeisha said, “I mostly watch, like, cooking things. I love music, so I'll, you know, follow things. It's gonna be like a feel-good kind of thing.”
Body Neutrality 
Estrella was the only one who mentioned body neutrality, which some people see as a “middle ground” between a negative body image and a positive one, while others see it as a separate concept. She said, “I really like the more body neutrality perspective where it's kind of like your body is just a body and you take care of it and make sure you're doing all those good things for it but it doesn't define who you are as a person. I try and think less of my body just because that's how I've kind of had that healthier mentality surrounding it.”


Dressing to feel good
Estrella said, “I think I've worked really hard to kind of get to a place where I think about my body, like, a lot less. I think part of it has kind of come with like being post grad and being able to really like, dress however I want or like afford to buy the clothing and like shoes and all of that that I like. I think I associate a lot more about how I feel about myself with how I kind of put myself together as opposed to like what my body's like looking like.”
Language/Labeling in Society
During my interview with Estrella, she mentioned the relativity of size and the fact that different designers label clothing sizes differently. Estrella touched on an important point: many people use terms that do not always have an agreed-upon definition. For example, she said, “I'm a big “Bachelor” and “Bachelorette” fan. And they currently had, I think, one of the first women who I've ever seen who like wasn't like super, super tiny on it this season. And then they're like, ‘She's a plus size model’ and she was definitely not bigger than a size 6. So I think language like that can be really harmful when you're labeling people as like plus size.” 
Modesty
Estrella: I've definitely been seeing an absurd, in my opinion, amount of “trad wife” content on social media recently, like really going back to the modest and conservative and covered and like not showing things as much. So I actually think that might be the trend that we're moving toward which will be interesting because now it's like, “oh, well, if you did this plastic surgery, like, can you undo it? Like, can you reverse your Botox and your fillers?” which will be interesting to see. And that's just my prediction. There are a few influencers who became really popular recently, like Ballerina Farm and gosh, what's her name? Nara Smith. Nara Smith doesn't really cover up, but it's a lot of more traditional family values tied to raising kids and families and that kind of being the identity and being very modest and a little bit more of a subservient role, which is totally okay and up to each individual. But it was definitely something that's like, gaining attraction and popularity. 
Positive Aspect of Social Media
Sarah was the only person who specifically mentioned that social media can be a “good” influence; one just has to look for it. Now I’m focused less on perfection. Diet culture can be really harmful, but with social media, the good is always there. You get exposure to other people and some of the challenges they have been through. I’m less focused on the filter; I’m less focused on size than feeling healthy.”

Highlights of Key Findings: Trends, Patterns and Relationships
Interpretation
Key themes emerged from these interviews. Perhaps the most useful in terms of applied research was the observation of the need for balance between promoting “body positivity” and exploiting or glamorizing unhealthy bodies—either the significantly overweight or the underweight. Another was media literacy: all three of these women are aware of the misrepresentations of women’s bodies, and they are taking proactive steps to avoid feelings of inferiority tied to media exposure. The concern for younger female relatives’ body images was another important theme. The women were conscious of how they behave in front of their nieces. Perhaps in light of Uses and Gratifications Theory, which was the guiding theory behind this project, the overarching theme that surfaced was that all three of these women, of various ages, ethnicities and backgrounds, use social media proactively and selectively. They ignore and avoid what makes them feel “bad” and seek out who and what makes them feel “good.”
Contextualization
The changing dynamics of the ways in which women use social media to build a positive body image is important as it relates to the main purpose of body image research, which is to find the best ways for women to achieve and maintain a positive body image for overall mental health.  Considering the aforementioned statistic on the increase of eating disorders, women like Sarah, who have recovered from an eating disorder (ED), are mindful of whom and what they follow online. Her decision is symbolic of the women in the Dingemans (2023) study, who used social media selectively as part of their ED recovery process. However, I did not ask Sarah if she interacts with those she follows online or if she simply observes; according to the Dingemans study, active interaction makes the difference. Although Estrella was not specific when she referred to curating her social media for her own “mental health,” she did mention having BID as an undergraduate, which, as previously mentioned, is also linked to mental health conditions (Jackson et.al., 2014; Khodabakhsh et.al., 2015; Rodgers et.al., 2023).
Another way in which these women are “on to something” goes back to research by Young et.al (2012), who proposed the parasocial relationship-moderation hypothesis to explain an exception to the widely accepted theory that repeated exposure to the thin ideal in media results in BID. Their study found that women who have a parasocial relationship and feel that they can relate with a “thin” (as defined by the Female Body Size Scale) female celebrity or influencer actually have a better body image than women who do not. They feel, as they put it, “thinner by association.” Although I did not ask these women if they “interact” often with the influencers they follow or if they see them as “thin,” they did say that they can relate to these women, and this study found that assimilation was the key factor in PSI. Sarah remarked that she believes “you relate to the women who are most like your body.” However, in light of this hypothesis, is it possible that by assimilating with women we see as “thin,” we feel better about our bodies because we also feel we can achieve the same look? 
In addition, Sarah and Estrella’s comments about regional differences between the North, Pacific Northwest and the South echo findings by Paulk et.al. (2014) that women in the Southeast struggle more with body image than women in any other part of the country. They theorize that this is because not only are women in the South raised to focus on mannerisms and appearance, but the warmer weather lends itself to the need for lighter, more revealing clothing, which can in turn lead to comparison with other women.
Unexpected Results
Estrella’s mention of the parallel feeds of “trad wives,” seemingly promoting a reversion to modesty, alongside glamorized, enhanced bodies, was an interesting diversion from the main topic of the interview. Modesty is a topic I have always been interested in, as far as how individuals and cultures define it. What one person may consider immodest or offensive (for example, wearing a bikini or a low-cut dress that shows cleavage) is considered “normal” to others. However, I had not considered this as a subset of body image research until now. Some women whom we may perceive as “modest” by their fashion choices may just lack confidence in wearing more revealing clothing (for instance, tank tops that show their entire arms).  I also did not expect so much elaboration about skin care and the emphasis on flawless skin that both Estrella and Sarah touched upon. I did not expect as much conversation about the power of advertising, not only with skin care products and weight loss drugs, but also the manufacturing of dolls with a variety of body types, as Arkeisha mentioned.
Research Limitations
I may have “corrupted” the validity somewhat because I made statements that may have influenced their answers. For example, when asking the second question, I mentioned the fact that “body positivity” and “positive body image” are not the same concept; I would have been wiser to stay quiet and discern whether they were equating the two terms in their discourse. I also found myself enthusiastically agreeing with some of their statements and then relating some of my own personal experiences, which indicated bias. Lastly, I was so involved in the conversations that I accidentally mentioned the other interviewees and similar statements that they had made, which violated confidentiality. As I mentioned, I tailored the interviews to adjust to each interviewee. For example, Estrella mentioned that she was the only girl out of five brothers. I know from previous interactions that Sarah has an older brother, but I do not know if she has any other siblings. I did not ask Arkeisha about her siblings at all. The role of family dynamics can play a huge role in body image, so I should have incorporated this question into all of the interviews. At the time, I did not do so because the research focuses on what the women are doing currently, not the influences of past family relations, but this question was applicable to all the women. Although I asked Estrella and Sarah about cultural perceptions as they are not from the South, I neglected to ask about their ethnic heritage and if that might play any role in their own body image. I made the assumption that if it were important, they would bring it up in the natural course of conversation, but it is still something I should have mentioned. I also feel that I asked some questions that were related to the topic and yielded insightful information, they were tangential to the research question. I should have asked them what women who may be feeling “bad” about their bodies can do to “curate” their social media the way they have. My interviews did not focus on any possible parasocial relationships with the influencers that these women mentioned.
Practical Implications
Education on media literacy for young girls is needed, as well as how to curate their social media feeds to see positive inspiration they want to see. Educating young girls, elementary and middle-school age, about nutrition, healthy eating behaviors, and self-esteem (with programs like the one described earlier by Burnette et.al. (2017)) is crucial to help decrease the incidence of BID and eating disorders as they grow older. Parents, teachers and any adult involved in the livelihood of young women should also be educated on how to look for signs of BID, disordered eating and how to respond when they hear young girls make comments like, as Arkeisha’s niece said, “I’m being a big back.” Policy regarding ethical advertising of weight-loss drugs and skin care products for young girls (such as those pushing the notion that they need to start preventing wrinkles now) should be implemented.
Future Research
The insights I obtained from these interviews highlight the need for more research in key areas. Estrella’s background in theater begs the question of whether BID among younger girls is correlated with involvement in specific activities, like dance, cheerleading, and theatre, or if it is starting to become more generalized among all girls. In terms of regional differences, more research on how to tailor therapeutic approaches for BID to the region/culture the woman lives in would be beneficial. Discussions about the need for balance indicate that we need more research on how body positivity can be promoted while simultaneously teaching nutrition and exercise. Acknowledging the validity of their concerns for being healthy while discouraging a pre-occupation with appearance is a delicate feat, but that appears to be what we are faced with in the future. More research on middle-aged women who still consume traditional magazines is important, as they have had life experiences that many younger women cannot relate to, such as pregnancy, breast cancer and menopause, which play a huge role in body image (Jackson et.al., 2014).  Estrella’s comments on the return of modesty in her social media feeds indicate that we need more  research on the role that modesty, or one’s perception of it, plays in achieving and maintaining a healthy body image.
However, perhaps the most enlightening observation I came away with from these interviews is that we need more studies on how Parasocial Interaction Theory (PSI) works alongside Uses and Gratifications Theory to help women curate their social media. Just as UGT has broadened to incorporate the bidirectional relationship between audiences and brands and public figures, the same is true for the phenomenon of PSI, a theory proposed by Horton and Wohl (1956) in the days of radio and television to describe how people feel like they “know” a public figure through simply watching or listening to them. Today, PSI has become more relevant, as many people come to feel as if they personally know a public figure that they interact with on social media (liking posts, commenting, etc.) This theory can also help explain why some people develop emotional attachments to certain brands on social media, like Estrella with Ballerina Farm or her niece’s fascination with Drunk Elephant. Research suggests that it is through the “listening, responding and being open to consumers” that brands evoke PSI (LaBrecque, 2015). This finding indicates that we also need more research on the effect of PSIs with particular brands on body image.
Conclusion
When I first began this project, I stated that I wanted to learn more about how women are taking control of their body image by using more agency with their media intake. I believe I achieved this by learning about what they follow and what they avoid, while learning tangential information that can provide bases for further research. As I discussed earlier, I wish I could go back and make the interviews more “complete” by asking each woman all the same questions about heritage and family relations. I also wish that I would have considered PSI during my interviews and asked them how often they “talk” to the women and brands they follow. 
However, the information I have gleaned from these interviews has far outweighed any omissions. We often think of body image just in terms of weight and size, but the term encompasses so much more: our facial features, our skin, how we dress (and why we dress the way we do), and how it can fluctuate based upon our media exposure, our social setting, trauma, and personal experiences. I believe that we are only beginning to scratch the surface of the complexities involved in this subject. I will carry this experience and what I have learned into future projects, as I continue to contribute to the academic conversation.
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