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SOCIAL MEDIA EXACERBATES BODY 
IMAGE ISSUES IN YOUNG WOMEN

In the age of Instagram models and Pin-
terest inf luencers, social media users are 
constantly bombarded with images of the 
“perfect” girl. She’s confident, naturally beau-
tiful and posts colorful photos of fruit bowls 
and yoga sessions on her stunningly curated 
feed. When adolescent girls see these heavily 
photoshopped pictures online, they often feel 
pressure to achieve the unrealistically “per-
fect” physical appearance. 

Today, young teenagers are constantly com-
paring their bodies to celebrities’, which nega-
tively impacts their body image. In response to 
an anonymous poll conducted by The Oracle, 
a student explained how social media affects 
their self-perception. “With the number of 
societal beauty standards that I see on a daily 
basis through social media, I subconsciously 
compare myself constantly,” they said. 

Junior Savannah Erickson described how 
the portrayal of women in the media has a 
detrimental impact on how women see them-
selves. “Everyone wants to be liked,” she said. 
“If you think that men want a certain body 
type, it’s very easy to fall into that trap. Unre-
alistic standards have very negatively affected 
me and made me view myself as unworthy of 
attention.” 

Social media isn’t the only factor that influ-
ences self-image. As an athlete, sophomore 
McKayla Mar has noticed the unreasonable ex-
pectation to fit into athletic and societal beauty 
standards. “For both cheer and gymnastics, 
there’s the expectation to build muscle and look 
a certain way, like having bigger shoulders or 
thighs or arms,” Mar said. “I know a lot of my 
friends don’t like that image or the way they 
look, and they want to have muscle but don’t 
want to look big.”

It’s difficult for girls—who may have been 
told from a young age to place self-worth on 
appearance—to unlearn that mindset of ap-
pealing to those around them. “It’s hard to 
look at girls with flat stomachs and believe it 
to be what men want,” another student poll 
answer said. “It’s very difficult to unlearn 
those thoughts and stop thinking of yourself as 
imperfect if you don’t appeal to the male audi-
ence.” The never-ending shift in the standards 
for feminine body image shows how women’s 
bodies are treated like a fashion trend, modi-
fied to fit others’ expectations, when body im-
age should only be based on personal health 
and happiness. 

Not only that, but these ever-changing soci-
etal standards for women’s appearances can be 
harmful. Body dysmorphia, for example, is a 
mental disorder that causes people to fixate or 
be overly critical of perceived flaws in their ap-

pearance. Erickson’s dysmorphia impacted 
her personal life. “Body dysmorphia 
had affected my relationships with 
my parents and significant oth-
ers,” she said. “It’s hard to 
see myself as who I am, 
and I usually would 
buy clothes in bigger 
sizes because that’s 
how I perceived my-
self.”  

For teenagers, the 
influence of social me-
dia plays a huge role in 
creating the pressure to 
attain the perfect body, and 
it can amplify dysmorphic 
feelings. It’s important to keep 
in mind that images found on 
social media can be enhanced and 
edited, and this most likely hap-
pens because even influencers feel 
the same pressure to look perfect.

It’s not always easy to train 
out of that mindset when one is 
constantly exposed to unrealistic 
standards, but it’s not impossible. 
Taking a break from social media 
can help users stop comparing 
themselves to these glittering and 
glamorous models. Most impor-
tantly, being aware of the personal 
impacts of these standards and 
shifting focus towards well-being 
and confidence will help develop 
contentment with not just appearance, 
but identity. 

MEN’S BODY STANDARDS PROMPT 
UNHEALTHY WORKOUT HABITS

Gender dysphoria, different from body dysmorphia, is what the Gay, Lesbian 
and Straight Education Network (GLSEN) defines as “discomfort, pain and 
unhappiness that is experienced by many transgender people in relationship to 
the commonly gendered parts of their body.” Sophomore Jordan Minion, who 
is nonbinary, has faced challenges in accepting the physical and mental aspects 
of their gender identity. 

For Minion, accepting their appearance was most challenging in middle 
school, when they were first discovering their identity. “When I was younger, I 
definitely experienced a lot of gender dysphoria,” Minion said. “At 11 or 12, I didn’t 
feel like a girl or a boy at all, but I didn’t even know what being nonbinary was 
or that it was even an option. I went back and forth between different pronouns, 
and I didn’t really know what was missing.”

However, Minion found both mental and physical reassurance upon realizing 
that they were nonbinary. “Having a label helps,” Minion said. “It kind of gives 

you that safety net of ‘this is who I am.’ Of course, it’s subjective—not everyone 
wants a label. But, it was really helpful for me to have an answer.” 

As they grew more confident in their gender, Minion began to emphasize 
their internal identity over their outward appearance. “When I first [recognized 
myself as] nonbinary, it was a reflection of how I saw myself physically,” Minion 
said. “But as I found out more about my gender identity, it’s become more of a 
mental reflection. Now, even if I look feminine or masculine on any given day, 
I still feel the same way.” 

Even so, Minion has faced obstacles in self-acceptance. For them, media 
messaging and expectations have placed harmful standards on nonbinary 
and transgender individuals. “There’s a lot of pressure to look how you feel, 
especially on TikTok and Instagram,” Minion said. “For example, if a trans 
man doesn’t cut his hair, go on testosterone, get surgery or wear a binder, they 
don’t fit into these societal expectations for what a man is. That’s very similar 

to being nonbinary. It’s just important to remember that you don’t owe anyone 
androgyny.” Androgyny is defined as possessing both masculine and feminine 
characteristics simultaneously. 

Minion’s experiences were echoed by other nonbinary students in an anony-
mous poll from The Oracle. One student described their discomfort with societal 
expectations. “I would like to present myself as feminine or masculine sometimes, 
but society says I can’t if I’m nonbinary,” they said. “Plus, the standard for gender 
non-conforming people is skinny, white and perfectly gender neutral, which puts 
harmful restrictions on how we can present ourselves.” 

Ultimately, Minion believes that dysphoria has a primarily mental basis. 
“Honestly, I don’t think there’s a way to [mitigate dysphoria],” Minion said. “You 
can’t really fix the issues that you’re uncomfortable with—that’s usually a mental 
issue, not a physical issue. It’s really just finding yourself.”

—Written by James Huang

To trace the evolution of the male body 
standard from years past, we only need 

to look at Superman. Since his 
creation in 1938, the iconic 
superhero has represented 
the ideal American man 

for much of  the late 1900s—
strong, handsome and selfless. In 

the “Superman” movies from 1978 
to 1987, the hero was played by Chris-

topher Reeves, a man with an athletic but 
not crazily muscular build. In 2013 to 2016, 

however, Henry Cavill replaced Reeves as 
Superman, making Reeves’ Superman seem 
almost puny in contrast to Cavill’s incredibly 
buff superhero. 

Superman’s body type mirrors that of the 
fluctuating American beauty standards. The 
ideal male body has roughly remained lean, 
athletic and muscular in recent years—physi-

cal traits that reflect the social standard for 
male behavior as strong, confident and 

infallible. In order to feel like a man, 
society believes that one must look 
like a man.

In a study on adolescent male 
body dissatisfaction published to 

the National Institutes of Health, 
researcher Jessica H. Baker and her 

team found that the two main factors 
that govern a teenage boy’s satisfaction 

with his body are height and muscle. In 
the study, 67% of the boys reported low 

dissatisfaction with their height, while 79.3% 
reported intermediate to severe dissatisfaction 
with their muscle mass.

Due to coexisting desires to improve his 
mental state and transform his body, senior 
Darshan Dullabh found himself gravitating 
towards weightlifting. “I was overweight and 
borderline obese, and I saw weightlifting as an 
opportunity to change myself for the better, 
both mentally and physically,” he said. “This 
was and is my motivation for weightlifting: the 
ability to transform my body into what I want. 
It became an addictive feeling that fueled and 
motivated me to get up and make a change.”

Many recent gym practices are targeted to 
build more muscle, a determination partly fu-
eled by the desire to conform to the ideal male 
standard. This includes bulking, a procedure 
where a skinnier person looking to build 
muscle will consume calories far exceed-

ing their typical intake in an effort to gain 
weight. Eventually, the intention is to turn 
that added weight into muscle through an 
intense workout and lifting routine called 

“cutting.” While the bulking and cutting pro-
cedure is a practice aimed at achieving positive 

results in the long run, such erratic diets and 
fitness regimens can cause lasting damage to 
the body. According to Healthline, side effects 
include increased risk of injury, sluggishness 
and elevated blood cholesterol and sugar levels.

While bulking may have its physical ben-
efits, it can also negatively impact people men-
tally. “Due to the bulking process [that] adds 
more fat on an individual’s body, specifically 
in the midsection and face, athletes may of-
tentimes form minor negative feelings toward 
themselves and their self-image,” Dullabh said.

According to senior Amar Srivastava, his 
idea of the ideal male body is also shaped by the 
media he consumes online. “I think the media 
in general, whether it be social media, televi-
sion or movies, has had the biggest negative 
effect on my body image,” he said. “I’ve realized 
that I’m not a ‘conventionally attractive’ man. I 
see the men that are regarded as being attrac-
tive, and I look nothing like them.”

While observing picture-perfect models in 
modern media can be disheartening for the 
everyday viewer, Srivastava’s eventual path to 
self-confidence gives him hope that others can 
feel the same. “I used to abhor the way I looked 
because I didn’t feel represented in the media 
as an ‘ideal’ male, even in my ethnicity,” he said. 
“But I feel as though I’ve made great strides. 
I actually love the way I look now. I like that I 
look unique. It’s important to remember that 
[ideal body types] aren’t representative of true 
beauty. At the risk of sounding cliché, everyone 
is beautiful, and looking different makes you 
beautiful.”

NONBINARY STUDENTS DESCRIBE PERSONAL EXPERIENCES WITH GENDER DYSPHORIA, ITS EFFECTS ON MENTAL HEALTH

—Written by Safina Syed

—Written by Jessica Zang
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80.0%80.0% 
of nonbinary students 

surveyed struggle with some 
form of gender dysphoria.

BODY NEGATIVITY PERVADES YOUTH IN AGE OF SOCIAL MEDIA

Becca Wu

Source: Data collected from survey sent out to Gunn students with 131 responses.
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