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Abstract

Introduction: The present study aimed to predict psychological distress based on social
media use, with the mediating role of body image concern, in adolescent girls.

Method: The statistical population of the present study included all high school girls'
students in the first secondary school of Tehran's 18th district in 1403-1404. 200 students
from the Kowsar High School for Girls located in that area were selected as a sample
through convenience sampling. The students completed online questionnaires including the
Social Media Use Scale, Kessler et al.'s Psychological Distress Scale, and Littleton et al.'s
Body Image Concern Questionnaire. Data analysis was performed using Pearson correlation
coefficient and path analysis with SPSS-26 and Amos-18 software.

Findings: The findings revealed a positive and significant relationship between social
media use and psychological distress ($=0.601), as well as with body image concern
(B=0.530) (p<0.05). Furthermore, body image concern played a significant mediating role
between social media use and psychological distress in adolescent girls (f=0.108, p<0.05).
Conclusion: Given the role of virtual media in fostering body image dissatisfaction among
adolescent girls and its impact on their mental health, it is recommended that educational
interventions focusing on media literacy and the appropriate use of virtual spaces, along
with their potential effects, be provided to students by educational specialists and
psychologists.
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Predicting psychological distress based on the amount of social media use
with the mediating role of body image concerns in adolescent girls

Detailed Abstract

Introduction: The use of the internet and virtual media offers numerous benefits in individuals'
personal and social lives; however, its excessive use can also bring about adverse effects. The present
study aimed to predict psychological distress based on social media use, with the mediating role of
body image concern, in adolescent girls.

Materials and methods: The statistical population of the present study included all high school girls'
students in the first secondary school of Tehran's 18th district in 1403-1404. 200 students from the
Kowsar High School for Girls located in that area were selected as a sample through convenience
sampling. The students completed online questionnaires including the Social Media Use Scale, Kessler
et al.'s Psychological Distress Scale, and Littleton et al.'s Body Image Concern Questionnaire. Data
analysis was performed using Pearson correlation coefficient and path analysis with SPSS-26 and
Amos-18 software.

Results and discussion: The findings revealed a positive and significant relationship between social
media use and psychological distress (B=0.601), as well as with body image concern (=0.530)
(p<0.05). Furthermore, body image concern played a significant mediating role between social media
use and psychological distress in adolescent girls (f=0.108, p<0.05). "The present study aimed to
predict psychological distress based on the extent of social media usage, with the mediating role of
body image concern in adolescent girls. The results of the path analysis indicated that body image acts
as a mediator between the use of virtual media and psychological distress in adolescent girls. In other
words, increased use of virtual media leads to greater body image dissatisfaction, which, in turn,
triggers symptoms of psychological distress such as depression and anxiety. This finding is consistent
with previous research (Bahman Mirza et al., 2024; Rezvanian & Rahimzadeh, 2024; Botta et al.,
2024). In explaining this finding, it can be stated that adolescents’ excessive use of virtual media
exposes them to unrealistic appearances. According to the Internalization of the Ideal Theory, when
adolescents encounter idealized images on social media, they internalize these standards, which
significantly impact their self-worth; consequently, individuals begin to equate their self-worth with
their physical appearance. Furthermore, Festinger’s (1954) Social Comparison Theory suggests that
users on virtual media platforms compare themselves with the presented images, leading to body
dissatisfaction and the formation of an unrealistic ‘ideal self’a consequence of constant exposure to
distorted images and the ‘ideal bodies’ portrayed by the media as desirable. Based on the Self-
Discrepancy Theory, when individuals perceive a gap between their ‘actual self” and their ‘ideal self;’

they experience conflict and negative emotions, which in turn increase the likelihood of depression.



Virtual media, as environments where individuals interact and engage, can alter people’s attitudes
toward themselves and their lives especially when these media contain diverse, conflicting, and
contradictory messages. Adolescents constitute the majority of social media users. Given that
adolescence is a critical developmental period characterized by physical, cognitive, and emotional
changes, adolescents are particularly vulnerable to various high-risk behaviors, such as internet and
virtual media addiction. Excessive use of virtual media negatively affects individuals’ attitudes toward
their body image. Moreover, by facilitating global connectivity, these platforms enable individuals to
compare their real selves with ideals displayed worldwide a condition that fosters feelings of
frustration, despair, and hopelessness. Other detrimental effects of excessive internet and media use in
adolescents include sleep disorders, mental health issues like depression and anxiety, diminished
social and interpersonal relationships, and a sense of aimlessness in life. Given these points,
widespread awareness-raising in society regarding the appropriate and balanced use of the internet and
virtual media, particularly for adolescents and young adults, is essential. Many individuals base their
self-worth on their bodies; thus, if an individual perceives their body as beautiful and fit, they feel
valued, but if they lack a positive perception of their body, their self-worth diminishes. This issue is of
such significance that Kim (2020) reported in their study that Korean adolescents dissatisfied with
their body image exhibit a higher tendency toward suicidal ideation. This finding underscores the
extent to which individuals are sensitive to their appearance and how body dissatisfaction can
potentially lead to self-destructive outcomes. Recommendations for Future Research: Given these
findings, it is recommended that comprehensive critical media literacy programs be designed and
implemented in schools. Considering the mediating role of body image in the relationship between
virtual media usage and psychological distress, it is crucial to develop and execute targeted, evidence-
based educational programs in secondary schools (especially for adolescent girls). These programs
should focus on developing critical media literacy to enable students to identify unrealistic and
idealized images on social media, understand the consequences of social comparisons, and strengthen
coping skills against appearance-related pressures. Such interventions can reduce the internalization of
unrealistic beauty standards and, consequently, decrease body image concerns. Additionally, it is
proposed that collaborations be established with social media platforms and the advertising industry to
promote realistic body images. These collaborations should aim to encourage the production and
dissemination of content that showcases body diversity, supports body-positive messaging, and
emphasizes non-physical attributes. Such an approach could help adjust individuals’ standards of self-
worth and reduce body dissatisfaction among users, especially adolescents."

Conclusion: Given the role of virtual media in fostering body image dissatisfaction among adolescent
girls and its impact on their mental health, it is recommended that educational interventions focusing
on media literacy and the appropriate use of virtual spaces, along with their potential effects, be
provided to students by educational specialists and psychologists.

Keywords: Virtual media, Psychological distress, Body image concern, teenage girls.
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