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Introduction (Kaleigh)  

The topic of social media has become more relevant to both psychologists and society 

over the past few years. In order to keep up with the growing rate of technology, it has been 

introduced into life earlier in comparison to past generations. Since this age difference is 

becoming more prominent, the child’s self-perception and socialization may also have a large 

difference when compared with current adolescents due to increased social media influences 

which changes perception and is now occurring earlier. Children internalize during stages of 

development which may cause exposure to social media to alter the child’s ideals and values 

unconsciously, and the effects may be lasting. Many studies have not yet explored the effects of 

social media on a young child and how it alters both his or her psyche immediately and over 

development. We intend to analyze how early exposure to social media negatively impacts a 

young child’s self-perception and socialization. 

Peer Comparison (Julia & Jessica)  

There is evidence to support the claim that the younger children are, the more likely they 

are to compare themselves to their peers. This claim has been explored by past studies, but the 

general understanding was that children, beginning at age seven, would compare themselves to 

their peers in regards to abilities and talents. For example, a child aged about seven years would 

compare their ability to color inside the lines to their peer’s ability to color inside the lines. This 

comparison was how a child evaluated themselves and determined how they ranked when 

compared to other people with skills of the same caliber. The comparison process is defined as 

the Social Comparison Theory which states that in an efforts to explore and evaluate the self, 

people will compare themselves to each other numerous times throughout their life (Lewallen & 
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Behm-Morawitz, 2016). Social Comparison Theory also applies to appearance based 

comparisons between people. However, it has been suggested that appearance based 

comparisons do not occur in boys and girls until early adolescence, making every social 

comparison up until that point based on task-related circumstances (Lewallen & 

Behm-Morawitz, 2016).  

Contrary to this belief, there is evidence for appearance based comparison that precedes 

early adolescence. In a study of this belief, researchers examined the responses of girls ages 5½ 

to 8½ after exposure to images of Barbie dolls or Emme dolls (Dittmar et al., 2006). The 

difference between these two dolls was their body shape. Barbie, a doll that nearly every girl in 

the U.S.A owned, had a very unrealistic body type. Emme dolls, on the other hand, had a very 

realistic body type that many women in America mirrored (Dittmar et al., 2006). Unfortunately, 

many young girls see Barbie as a peer and are more likely to compare themselves to her. This 

comparison is more appearance based because Barbie is not a peer that has clearly defined 

talents and abilities but has desirable physical attributes.  

The study was conducted by reading young girls a story about Barbie or Emme while 

showing them pictures of the dolls doing everyday tasks. After reading the story, the participants 

were asked to complete a short survey. The survey was meant to evaluate how the girls felt about 

their own bodies after being exposed to the two dolls of different body types (Dittmar et 

al.,2006). The participants were asked to color in a diagram of what they thought they looked 

like, what they wished they looked like, and what they wanted to look like when they were older. 

Not surprisingly, the researchers found that girls ages 5½ to 7½ showed a bigger discrepancy 

between what they thought they looked like and what they wished they looked like. The majority 
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of the girls that were exposed to the Barbie storybook indicated that they had a desire to be 

thinner while the girls that were exposed to the Emme storybook indicated that they had less of a 

desire to be thin (Dittmar et al., 2006).  

This study can be used as evidence to support the theory that children start comparing 

themselves to their peers at younger ages and that these comparisons are not just based on talent 

and ability. The children in the aforementioned study viewed Barbie and Emme dolls as peers. 

Because of this, the children were unconsciously influenced by what the dolls looked like and 

what they were able to do. It makes sense because children spend a lot of time with their toys and 

they observe how their toys are portrayed in movies, TV shows, and books. Children are 

influenced by the personalities, opinions, and even the physical characteristics of their toys. They 

strive to be like their favorite toys: to do the things that their toys do and to look like their toys. 

So, if children are striving to share the physical and personal characteristics of their dolls or 

action figures, seeing their friends and other celebrities on social media would have an obvious 

impact on them because they are real people and not fictional characters.  

The Social Comparison Theory also states that people are more likely to compare 

themselves with their peers because they view them as similar rather than those who are 

dissimilar, such as celebrities. Therefore, children will be more likely to compare themselves to 

their peers rather than celebrities, especially on social media. A reason could be that it is known 

that many celebrities’ photographs have been digitally enhanced, whereas a peer’s post on social 

media is believed to be digitally unaltered. However, many photos shared on social media are 

digitally enhanced which leads social media users to compare themselves to unrealistic images 

(Cohen and Blaszczynski, 2015).  
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If children compare their physical characteristics so frequently with those of their toys 

then there is no question that they must compare themselves to their peers in a similar way. 

Allowing children to possess social media from ages five to seven would allow them to view 

posts and pictures from friends. This access could hinder their ability to develop a strong sense 

of individual self-esteem because they would continuously be comparing themselves to their 

peers. There would be no off switch, no way for these children to stop evaluating themselves 

based upon the appearances and experiences of their peers. Social media could also lead children 

to internalize the warped beauty ideal that their peers and the media are portraying.  

The Thin Ideal and the Beauty Ideal (Jessica & Julia)  

The thin ideal is the belief, created by society, that a slender body type is ideal. The thin 

ideal is often of an unrealistic body type, and social media provides another outlet for this ideal 

to be spread. Studies have shown that frequent use of social media sites leads to a higher 

internalization of the thin ideal. In turn, this increased internalization may be able to explain the 

relationship between social media use and body dissatisfaction (Mingoia et. al., 2017).  

This ideal is closely related to the beauty ideal, which is a theory that society creates a 

specific image of men and women that people aspire to imitate (Dittmar et al., 2006). The beauty 

ideal is emulated by models, celebrities, and most of the people that keep up with those groups. 

In turn, the thin ideal and the beauty ideal are present in media of all types but are specifically 

concentrated on social media where they can be seen and internalized by social media users of all 

ages. However, the internalization has been found to have negative effects, especially when 

children begin to internalize these ideals.  
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There is evidence to suggest that internalization of these ideals begins in childhood. 

Young children often imitate what they see and evidence from a study of preschoolers ages 3 to 

5 suggests that media plays an important role in the ideals that children internalize and emulate. 

Many children are exposed to violent television programs. Due to this exposure, many children 

behave violently and have socialization problems. In this study, an intervention group exposed to 

prosocial and educational television programs was compared to a control group exposed to 

violent programs. It was found that the children in the intervention group that viewed educational 

television programs were less violent, as they emulated the behavior they saw on television 

(Christakis et al., 2013). It can be concluded that if children begin to internalize and imitate the 

behaviors they see on conventional media, such as television shows, at a young age then it is 

highly likely that they will do the same with social media.  

Many researchers have made the claim that the internalization of the thin and beauty 

ideals do not begin until children reach the age of seven. However in a study examining the 

response of girls to Barbie dolls and Emme dolls, the girls ages 7½ to 8½ did not experience the 

same effects that the younger girls did after viewing the storybook featuring Barbie. The younger 

girls reported a large discrepancy between what they thought they looked like and what they 

wanted to look like, thus increasing their level of body dissatisfaction. Contrary to this result, the 

older girls reported a level of body dissatisfaction that was not statistically significant, meaning 

that there was less of a discrepancy between present and imagined body image. The only 

significant finding was that girls in this age group actually desired thinness after viewing the 

storybook featuring the Emme doll. After reading this storybook, many of the older girls reported 

wanting a thinner body when they grow into womanhood (Dittmar et al., 2006).  
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The results of this study were shocking, but they show how easily younger children 

internalize the ideal and apply it to their lives. There is an explanation as to why girls ages 5½ to 

7½  were affected by the Barbie storybook and the girls ages 7½ to 8½ were not. Because of 

their age, the older girls had been exposed to different media sources and the individuals in their 

lives that support the beauty ideal and the thin ideal (Dittmar et al., 2006). This caused the 

responses of the participants to sociocultural stimuli, in this case the Barbie storybook, to 

become more reflexive and internal. The older girls have internalized the beauty ideal and the 

thin ideal by the time they reached seven or eight, and thus their desire to be thinner is more of a 

reflection of the internalized standard and less of a direct response to the Barbie book. The little 

girls had begun to internalize the ideals, but they were not fully internalized yet. This means that 

their responses to the Barbie book were more of a response to environmental stimuli than the 

internalization (Dittmar et al., 2006).  

For the older girls the Emme doll was seen, in a sense, as a threat. Because they had 

already internalized the beauty and thin ideal, seeing the Emme doll reminded them that they 

might not end up thin as an adult (Dittmar et al., 2006). The explains the overwhelming desire of 

the older girls to have a thin body as an adult after seeing the Emme doll storybook. This is just 

another example of how the internalization can affect children long term. The sources of the 

beauty ideal and the thin ideal will never go away, and children are exposed to them more often 

than not. Exposure of this caliber causes an unconscious internalization of these ideals and a 

desire to conform to them, whether they make the conscious decision or not. Social media 

provides a place for these ideals to be portrayed in an appealing manner, leading to further 

internalization and damage.  
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Based on these two studies, it is suggested that internalization of ideals begins at a young 

age. The nature of media that children are exposed to influences their behavior and molds their 

ideals. As younger children begin using social media, they are exposed to images that increase 

the internalization of the thin and beauty ideals, including images of their peers and people they 

admire. If this internalization occurs at a younger age, the children are more likely to grow up 

with feelings of body dissatisfaction and even problems with social interaction.  

Perceived Social Isolation (Megan)  

It can be concluded that social media usage increases children’s feelings of perceived 

social isolation (PSI). This claim is supported by a past study that examined associations 

between social media use and PSI among young adults in the United States. Social isolation is a 

state in which an individual lacks a sense of social belonging, true engagement with others, and 

fulfillment of relationships (Nicholson, 2012). It is known to affect gene expression and, 

therefore, negatively impacts mental health. The study exclusively focused on subjective social 

isolation-the feeling of a lack of engagement with others. Subjective (or perceived) isolation was 

targeted because the perception of being lonely has been linked to mental and physical 

conditions (Primack et al., 2017).  

Researchers examined these claims by surveying a nationally represented sample of U.S. 

adults aged 19-32 years old regarding social media use and PSI. Participants completed online 

survey items including measures of PSI and social media use. PSI was assessed using a four-item 

scale which evaluated the participants feelings of being avoided, detached, disconnected from, or 

unknown by others (Primack et al., 2017). The participants’ social media use was assessed in 

two ways: time and frequency of use.  
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The results demonstrate that participants with the highest time spent using social media 

had significantly greater odds of increased PSI. Compared with those who use social media less 

than 30 minutes per day, those who used social media for over an hour and a half per day had 

about double the odds for increased PSI. Similarly, compared with those who visited social 

media platforms fewer than nine times per week, those who visited more than 58 times per week 

had about triple the odds of increased PSI (Primack et al., 2017). Among this sample of 

individuals, there were strong associations between increased social media use and increased PSI 

(Primack et al., 2017).  

There are many reasons as to why social media use can lead to the development of 

increased social isolation in individuals. First, increased time spent on social media may displace 

more authentic social experiences that might truly increase social isolation. Second, an individual 

may discover pictures of events to which they were not invited which may create feelings of 

being excluded (Primack et al., 2017). Finally, exposure to highly idealized representations of 

peers’ lives may prompt feelings of envy and the distorted belief that others lead happier and 

more successful lives, which may increase PSI (Primack et al., 2017).  

There is a clear connection between high social media use and increased perceived social 

isolation. In 2018, it is extremely common for young children to have access to social media 

platforms and use them frequently. If children are spending more time and are visiting social 

media sites more often than the sample of adults in the study, it would be logical that children 

would experience the same feelings on a higher level. It is highly likely that if children spend 

more than 120 minutes on social media and visit sites more than 58 times per week they will 

experience increased PSI. Children who use social media are constantly surrounded by idealized 
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representations of peers’ lives which can create feelings of envy and the belief that others live 

happier lives, which would increase PSI and possibly negatively affect their feelings of 

self-worth.  

Self-Esteem and Self-Worth (Anna)  

There is large amount of evidence from many different studies that support the 

correlation between low self-esteem and high amounts of social media use. A study that focused 

around adults, with a median age of 19, used upward comparisons to test changes of self-esteem 

over a short period of time. This was tested by having the subjects view pages and profiles of 

people which appear to have be more successful than the person viewing the page or profile over 

a short period period of time and was shown to negatively have affected their self-esteem. This 

study also found that those participants who used social media more often exhibit lower 

self-esteem (Vogel et al., 2014). This implies that upward comparisons make the viewer feel 

worse about their own circumstances or lifestyle only after a short time. Another study with a 

nationally representative sample of participants between the ages of 19 - 32 found that those that 

used social media most often had significantly higher odds of displaying depressive symptoms 

compared to the groups who had a lower prevalence of social media use (Lin et al., 2016).  

Research completed with younger participants has yielded results strikingly similar to the 

aforementioned studies that focused on young adults. In a study that included 12-16 year olds, 

higher social media use was connected to a higher prevalence of excessive reassurance seeking 

behavior and lower self-esteem (Nesi and Prinstein, 2015). This data could mean that a high 

amount of social media, especially at a young age, could lead to a need for constant reassurance, 

as well as trends of lower self-esteem. This combination could lead to the development of 
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depression in young teenagers. Another study which focused on the time of social media use, 

found that subjects who used social media at night or right before they went to bed were more 

likely to have higher anxiety and depression levels, as well as poorer sleep quality, compared to 

those who did not check social media before they went to bed. These factors led to a worse 

self-image and lower self-esteem in these subjects, who were ages 11-17. In addition, those who 

were more emotionally invested in social media also exhibited these factors (Woods & Scott, 

2016). The participants who are invested emotionally most likely demonstrate poorer sleep 

quality and higher anxiety levels because they feel the need to be connected as much as possible. 

They may feel pressured to be able to respond to messages immediately and be constantly 

available.  

All of this data implies that social media has damaging effects on all people, especially 

younger subjects. Those who are emotionally invested in social media and feel it is necessary to 

be able to be contacted at any time are probably more likely to have anxiety because of this. In 

addition, people viewing profiles of other individuals who are more “successful” than they are, 

most likely experience lower self-esteem because they feel their lives are not as interesting, but 

do not consider that they are simply seeing what that person wants them to see. What a “more 

successful” profile likely includes is essentially a highlight reel of their experiences, or possibly 

not even real experiences.  

Since more and more children are being given smartphones and accessing social media at 

younger and younger ages, they may be experiencing these previously stated effects, but in an 

even more negative manner. Since high amounts of social media use negatively affect both 

young adults and teenagers, it is quite possible that social media could have very negative effects 
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on children. Young children exposed to popular accounts and profiles on social media sites may 

develop low self-esteem if they compare their lives to those of the person running the account. It 

is very likely that it will not occur to children that these accounts could be fake, or that they are 

simply seeing only the best events of a certain person’s life. Furthermore, if children use social 

media at a young age, they may be exposed to content that lowers their self-esteem, which could 

be extremely detrimental to their mental health, and could lead to the development of various 

mental illnesses, such as anxiety and depression.  

Long Term Effects (Gina, Kaleigh, & Julia) 

There is substantial evidence in support of the claim that exposure to social media at a 

young age promotes negative long term effects. Children internalize values, actions, and beliefs 

that they are exposed to early on and often develop the same characteristics that they focused on 

as children (Christakis et al., 2013). As these children develop they also subconsciously adopt 

their beliefs, the things they often saw as children, as truths. If a child is exposed to the thin ideal 

on both television shows and social media, they believe this is how they must look when they 

grow older. These unrealistic beauty ideals cause adolescents to feel disdain toward themselves 

even though the physical traits they are seeking are typically unattainable. Children view around 

five hours of media a day, so by seeing this content for several hours a day it becomes a part of 

them and a part of their lives (Christakis et al., 2013). This causes young children to emulate and 

idealize unrealistic standards. Unfortunately, trying to imitate these standards can often lead to 

self-destructive behavior.  

These self-destructive behaviors were examined by a study that was conducted to 

determine the media influences of purging behaviors among adolescent girls. The study mainly 
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discussed the effects among young girls, ages 9 to 14, but adolescent boys also took part in the 

research. The girls were highly concerned with their weight, and many used purging as an outlet 

to maintain it. Their compulsions to look like the celebrities seen in the media caused a higher 

risk of purging behaviors (Field et al., 1999). The amount of dissatisfaction seemed to develop 

and worsen as the girls grew older, enforcing the idea that social media instills long term effects 

on adolescents.  

It can also be inferred that the results of the Barbie study show how media could have a 

negative long term effects on adolescents. The older girls that had internalized the beauty and 

thin ideals were actually afraid of not being thin when they approached adulthood (Dittmar et al., 

2006). If the girls experienced so much fear over what they would look like because of the 

appearance of a doll, there is no doubt that they would experience the same effects on a 

heightened scale if they viewed images of their peers or celebrities on social media. The 

internalization of the beauty ideal and the thin ideal do not stop as age progresses, it actually gets 

worse.  

In a recent study, women between the ages of 18 and 64 were asked to complete a survey 

that assessed their relationship with fitness posts on social media. The women were asked to 

answer questions about what accounts they follow and how the posts make them feel. The 

overwhelming response was that when the women remembered or were presented with images of 

fitness models, they felt inadequate and confessed that they had intentions to engage in extreme 

weight loss behaviors, such as binging and purging. The women were measuring their own body 

image and feelings of self-worth up against the beauty standards/ideals that the accounts were 

presenting. This result occurred for many women ages 18-64, meaning that the comparisons and 
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the internalizations have a long term effect (Lewallen & Behm-Morawitz, 2016). Therefore, it 

can be concluded that if children begin using social media at a younger age, it is more likely that 

they will internalize the ideals and carry those with them as they age and develop.  

Conclusion (Kaleigh) 

In conclusion, children are negatively affected by social media use in terms of 

self-perception and socialization. Children begin comparing themselves early on based on 

abilities and talents however, with heightened social media use this comparison becomes even 

more appearance based. Young children, especially girls, are introduced to the thin ideal on 

media. The ideal causes the girls to experience low self-esteem and a skewed self-perception. 

Through the use of social media, children also become isolated in their social standing and can 

feel like they are not connected in their lives. This introduction to social media early on alters 

child development and causes lasting effects in the mind and what the child perceives they 

should grow up to be. The development of children has been affected by social media and the 

difference in developmental ideals has dramatically changed from past generations,  causing 

negative effects on the child’s mind. These negative effects are increasing and causing children 

to live according to unrealistic standards. However, there are few studies on the long term effects 

of social media on young children. We now call into question how to prevent this perception 

from altering developing children and what they idealize. We also question if anything can be 

done to keep the growing social media usage from affecting children. Overall, children should be 

exposed to realistic experiences and develop in a healthy way that counteract the negative effects 

that social media has on a vulnerable child’s mind.  
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