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We analyzed 1,596 sub-conversations within 451 direct message (DM) conversations from 67 teens (ages 13-17)
who engaged in private discussions about body image on Instagram. Our findings show that teens often
receive support when sharing struggles with negative body image, participate in criticism when engaging in
body-shaming, and are met with appreciation when promoting positive body image. Additionally, these types
of disclosures and responses varied based on whether the conversations were one-on-one or group-based. We
found that sharing struggles and receiving support most often occurred in one-on-one conversations, while
body shaming and negative interactions often occurred in group settings. A key insight of the study is that
private social media settings can significantly influence how teens discuss and respond to body image issues.
Based on these findings, we propose design guidelines for social media platforms that can foster positive
interactions around body image, ultimately creating a healthier and more supportive online environment for
teens struggling with body image concerns.
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1 Introduction

Body image is a critical aspect of adolescent development, significantly impacting mental health
and self-esteem [2, 19]. In 2022, a nationally representative report in the United States showed that
73% of teenage girls and 69% of teenage boys had expressed significant self-consciousness regarding
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their physical appearance [77]. With their visually centered design and social features, social media
platforms such as Instagram have become central to how young people engage with one another
about appearance [5, 29]. Such public social media platforms have been reported to exacerbate
body image concerns by showcasing idealized images, leading to increased body dissatisfaction
through heightened social comparisons [55, 87]. In addition, within these environments, peer
influences have been shown to play a crucial role in either exacerbating their body image concerns
or helping to alleviate them [6, 75]. Online peer support is increasingly gaining traction within
the SIGCHI community [17, 52, 62]. However, earlier studies on body image support-seeking have
mostly focused on exploring online eating disorder communities [28, 79, 86], offering limited
insight into how teens engage in broader discussions about body image. Therefore, examining how
teens disclose body image concerns and the responses they receive from peers comprehensively
is essential for gaining a deeper understanding of the support dynamics that exist within online
interactions.

In addition, the distinction between teens’ engagement on public versus private social media
platforms [27, 69, 92] further motivates investigation of teens’ peer support in private online settings;
notably, young individuals’ self-expression in private settings often includes more personal and
sensitive disclosures compared to their more reserved public posts [92]. This discrepancy suggests
that private conversations may offer deeper insights into adolescents’ body image concerns and
the support dynamics that unfold away from the public eye. Particularly, prior research [5] has
shown that teens frequently mention Instagram when seeking support for body image issues they
encounter on social media given its visually centered design and interactive features. This finding
further motivates the need to understand private conversations on how teens discuss body-image
issues with peers through private online chats on Instagram. In this work, we aim to understand
not only the types of body image disclosures teens share but also how others respond to these
discussions in private conversations to provide implications for designing effective support. It is
also important to explore the dynamics of these conversations, particularly whether differences
arise in dyadic (one-on-one) versus group settings. The context of these interactions plays a crucial
role in shaping both the nature of the disclosures and the responses received [59, 75]. As such, we
pose the following high-level research questions:

e RQ1: What types of conversations do teens have regarding body image through private social
media channels?

e RQ2: How do their conversation partners respond to the topics raised?

e ROQ3: Are there unique differences in the types of topics and responses based on whether the
conversations are dyadic or group-based?

To address these research questions, we used a dataset collected through the Instagram Data
Donation (IGDD) study [89], which included direct and group private messages shared by youth
aged 13-21. We employed a mixed methods approach, integrating qualitative thematic analysis with
quantitative statistical testing. We conducted a qualitative analysis of 1,596 sub-conversations within
451 private message conversations from 67 participants aged 13-17. Using thematic qualitative
analysis [12], we identified key themes from the data to answer our RQ1 and RQ2. To answer our
RQ3, we utilized our structured coding process to conduct chi-square tests, allowing us to identify
statistical differences in themes based on the type of conversation (one-on-one vs. group).

Overall, our findings revealed that conversations on body image primarily centered on strug-
gles with negative body image. Teens frequently judged themselves and attempted to alter their
appearance. In private dyadic conversations, they were much more likely to open up about these
struggles and receive support. Peers typically provided support to these disclosures by offering
validation and sharing their own similar experiences. On the other hand, such disclosures and
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supportive responses were less common in group settings. We also observed that discussions about
body image often involved body shaming, with exchanges ranging from serious to humorous tones.
Body shaming occurred more frequently in group settings, while dyadic conversations were less
likely to involve such criticism. Responses to body shaming were generally negative, as peers often
criticized each other in return; however, on a few occasions, they defended those who were targeted.
On a more positive note, we found instances where conversations promoted positive body image.
In these cases, teens uplifted others and encouraged self-acceptance. Such positive discussions were
usually well-received, with peers appreciating the sentiments and offering validation in return.
Based on these findings, we make these novel contributions to the CSCW and SIGCHI community:

e Advance the understanding of teens’ disclosures about their body image in private online
conversations by examining how sensitive concerns are shared in closed social settings.

e Provide insights into the types of responses teens receive to their body image disclosures,
illustrating how peers offer support or criticism in private online interactions.

e Demonstrate the unique differences in topics and responses based on whether the conversa-
tions are dyadic or group-based, revealing how the conversation setting impacts the nature
of body image discussions and peer support among teens.

o Offer evidence-based design guidelines that encourage positive peer support around body
image, providing researchers and designers with actionable insights to proactively create
interventions that foster healthier and more cooperative social environments.

2 Background

In this section, we review the relevant literature on how youth seeks support for body image
concerns and explore the nuances of examining peer conversations about body image.

2.1 Youth Body Image in the Age of Social Media

As anindividual’s perceptions, thoughts, attitudes, and feelings about their own physical appearance,
body image is a critical aspect of adolescent development, significantly impacting mental health and
self-esteem [2, 19]. Past studies have extensively examined the connection between the use of social
media and concerns related to body image, describing body image as an individual’s perceptions,
thoughts, and feelings regarding their appearance [49]. Specifically, findings consistently showed
that exposure to idealized and digitally modified images on social media platforms can adversely
impact youth body image [37, 94, 103]. A particular focus has been placed on the increase of idealized
imagery on social media, which have been identified as harmful to mental health in various aspects,
including body dissatisfaction [7, 13], facial dissatisfaction [39, 95], and self-objectification, viewing
and valuing the body from an external viewpoint [22].

The effects of social media on body image are complex and can vary among individuals [67].
Within the HCI research, the study of user behaviors and experiences on social media has been
conducted through the lens of "affordances," which describes the interactive relationship between
users and social media platforms [38]. This principle has served as a fundamental concept in
exploring how social media’s characteristics can either facilitate or limit user behavior on these
platforms [83, 91]. For instance, research by Fatt and Fardouly [40] indicates that adolescents who
often receive positive feedback on their appearance on social media, along with those who place
significant value on features such as the number of followers and “likes,” face an increased risk
of developing body image concerns. Furthermore, prior studies have demonstrated that social
media users often use content persistence affordances, the ability of a platform to keep content
accessible over time unless manually deleted (e.g., Instagram posts) [91], to project an idealized
self-image. Meanwhile, they rely on ephemeral affordances, the capacity of a platform to make
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content temporarily available (e.g., Instagram Stories) [57], to showcase more authentic and casual
expressions [18]. This body of research collectively suggests that social media affordances, from
the type of comments received to the perceived value of online affirmations and the choice of
social media affordances, significantly shape users’ perceptions of their bodies. Indeed, recent
research showed that the issue of body image was frequently mentioned by youth when referring
to Instagram [5], one of the popular platforms with visually centered design and interactive
affordances, which signifies the need to understand how youth discuss body image issues with
peers on Instagram. In this work, we examined youth’s private conversations on body-image issues
with peers on Instagram to provide implications for designing social media environments to support
their positive body image.

2.2 Youth Body Image and Online Peer Support

Online peer support is gaining importance within the SIGCHI community [17, 32, 52, 80]. Previous
research shows that youth go online to seek social and peer support for sensitive matters like
self-harm [101], romantic relationships [58], and sexual experiences [90]. Online peer conversations
provide emotional support and validation [99], helping users cope with negative emotions and
mental health challenges. Peer-support platforms allow individuals to share experiences and foster
connection [35]. Studies have also explored peer support on body image, with a focus on online
eating disorder communities [42, 79, 86]. For instance, eating disorder recovery communities
provide a space for discussing treatment options and challenges, creating a supportive environment
for those seeking help [42]. Despite benefits, such interactions also carry risks. Unmoderated
environments sometimes reinforce negative behaviors when harmful habits are validated [60]. For
instance, Twitter eating disorder communities often feature harmful content spread by influencers
[79], while Instagram users use banned tags to continue sharing pro-eating disorder content [85].
Therefore, understanding the dual nature of peer interactions on body image disclosures is essential
for designing effective support systems for youth. This work examines youth’s support-seeking
conversations and responses to identify ways to promote positive body image and mitigate risks of
peer-influenced negativity.

Meanwhile, the dynamics of peer support on body image can vary depending on different
online settings. For instance, discussions in public forums are fundamentally distinct from those
in private settings [72], as they offer a secure and trusted space for sharing personal experiences
and emotions [46]. While prior research has illustrated how adolescents seek online support, most
studies have relied on publicly available social media data, such as YouTube comments [78] or Reddit
posts [26]. Previous research has shown that private online channels provide youth with supportive
environments for sharing both positive and negative self-disclosures [52, 66]. Yet, our understanding
of body image support in private conversations among young people remains limited, underscoring
the need to explore these less visible, private channels further. We seek to explore these less visible
private channels further, aiming to understand how youth express and navigate their concerns
regarding body image in settings where they feel safer and less exposed. In addition, empirical
studies suggest that individuals disclose less personal information in larger groups than in dyadic
conversations, especially when it comes to highly intimate content [34, 98, 100]. Because such
content is more emotionally charged and involves greater risks of judgment or misunderstanding
by others, individuals are less likely to disclose it in a group setting [24, 43]. On the other hand,
dyadic interactions might offer a setting where teens feel more at ease discussing personal body
image concerns without fear of widespread judgment, allowing for deeper insights into individual
experiences. As such, examining dyadic and group private conversations surrounding body image
is crucial as they could inform different implications for supporting youth with positive body
image. Yet, whether there is a difference between dyadic and group private conversation about
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body image exists, and if it does, how they differ has been under-studied. By comparing these two
contexts—dyadic and group private conversation, our study aims to understand the different ways
peer interactions shape adolescents’ conversations on body image.

3 Methods

In this section, we outline the dataset we analyzed, detail our scoping process, and explain our
qualitative analysis.

3.1 Instagram Dataset and Ethical Considerations

We used data that was originally collected as part of the Instagram Data Donation project (IGDD)
[89]. The data collection spanned from 2020 to the middle of 2022 and contained over seven million
messages in 32,055 conversations from 195 youth Instagram accounts. Participants were all between
the ages of 13-21 and possessed the account for at least 3 months when they were teens between
the ages of 13 and 17 and had DMs with at least 15 people. All participants were English-speaking
U.S. residents. With the necessary parental consent for minors and their assent, they were asked to
download their Instagram data and upload it to a secure, web-based platform for data collection.

In terms of ethical considerations, we obtained Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from
the first author’s institution to use the dataset. Every member of the research team completed IRB
CITI training [50], which includes courses on research ethics and the protection of human subjects.
Additionally, they underwent Protection of Minors (POM) Training and a thorough background
check before accessing the dataset. Also, to protect participants’ privacy, we handled the messages
of participants and their conversation partners with the utmost care. We removed any personally
identifiable information from quotations presented in this paper and sometimes paraphrased them
as an extra precaution to ensure confidentiality. Additionally, we performed our qualitative analyses
on university-approved and secured shared storage, preventing team members from uploading any
data to the cloud or their individual computers.

3.2 Data Scoping and Relevancy Coding

Our primary goal was to examine the ways teens (ages 13-17) talk about body image with their
peers and what types of responses they receive via social media private messages. The rationale for
selecting this specific age group lies in its unique position: while teens are still legally minors, they
are not afforded the same protections as younger children under laws like the U.S. Children’s Online
Privacy Protection Act (COPPA) [23]. To comply with COPPA regulations, social media platforms
frequently enforce restrictions, including blocking adults from sending private messages to minors
they are not connected with and employing sensitivity filters or enhanced parental controls [53, 54].
However, these measures are limited to safeguarding children under 13, leaving those aged 13-17
without the same level of protection online. This gap is particularly concerning as adolescents are
uniquely vulnerable to body image concerns due to their developmental characteristics. Specifically,
teens in this age group typically experience puberty-driven physical changes [33], undergo identity
formation [88], and develop the capacity for self-reflection [102], which makes targeting this group
is especially important.

To accomplish our goal, we first ran a query on the larger dataset to search for conversations
with messages that contained specific terms associated with body image and body shaming. We
leveraged previous literature [25] to search for common terms on social media (e.g., body, ugly, fat,
skinny). This initial query retrieved 5,526 conversations from 193 unique users. Initial examination
of messages in these conversations revealed that some keywords returned no hits, hence, they were
immediately excluded. Also, we found that some keywords produced a significantly higher number
of irrelevant messages than others. Therefore, we decided to examine all keywords individually.
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To determine relevancy, we analyzed the first 100 conversations for each keyword. This analysis
enabled the exclusion of more keywords that yielded no relevant hits (see Table 1). Following this
process, we performed a refined search with the remaining keywords, resulting in 927 conversations
from 98 distinct users, all selected for relevancy coding.

Conversations were considered relevant if they included references to body image disclosures.
We also included conversations where the dialogue incorporated the use of body shaming language,
including instances where such language was not used in a serious manner. Conversations that
did not meet these criteria were excluded. Some of the conversations were coded as irrelevant
due to the alternative use of some of the keywords we used in our search. For instance, some
messages included the use of words such as “weight” in contexts unrelated to body image, such as
in describing alcohol ("e.g., light weight") or “fat” in other conversational expressions ("e.g., Now
that’s a big fat mood").

Table 1. Keywords for the Search Query

Search Results Keywords

Relevant body, ugly, fat, skinny, weight, beauty, unhealthy, appearance,
insecure, criticize, disgusting

No hits stigma, discrimination, mock, flaw, prejudice, praise, tease,

shame, ridicule
Coded as irrelevant | hate, health, insult, looks, perfect, stereotype, obsessed,
opinion, judgment

In our study, a conversation is defined as the entire exchange of messages between participants,
whether in one-on-one or group chats. These conversations can range from a few minutes to several
days or even years. The average duration of these conversations was 226 days, 10 hours, and 49
minutes, with a standard deviation of 308 days, 13 hours, and 58 minutes. A conversation does not
need to follow a coherent thread and can include multiple discussion topics. Each conversation was
divided into sub-conversations to facilitate data analysis. A ’sub-conversation’ is a specific segment
where a body image or body shaming discussion begins and ends, identified by four components: 1)
initiation of the discussion, 2) the context of the disclosure, 3) the responses of the participants and
their conversation partners, and 4) the conclusion, often marked by a change in subject. Often, a
single conversation contained multiple sub-conversations, reflecting a history of these discussions
over time. Following this extensive process of relevancy coding, our final dataset included 1,596
sub-conversations within 451 unique conversations from 67 unique users, which served as the basis
for our qualitative analysis. Additionally, to better understand the context of these interactions, we
analyzed all media files exchanged in the sub-conversations. A total of 156 media files were scoped
for relevancy, and 96 relevant files were identified. These consisted of 66% pictures (n = 105), 17%
screenshots (n = 26), 6% videos (n = 8), 5% memes (n = 8), 4% drawings (n = 7), and 3% voice notes
(n=4).

3.3 Data Analysis Approach

To address our first and second research questions, we utilized a mixed methods approach, combin-
ing qualitative thematic analysis with quantitative statistical analysis. We used thematic analysis
[12] to explore key aspects of teens’ discussions about body image and/or body shaming, as well
as the responses they received to these disclosures. Initially, we familiarized ourselves with the
data by coding conversations based on relevancy criteria, which allowed us to create initial codes
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negative body image
(68%, n=1,094)

cerns
(14%, n=229)

- Struggled with weight
(7%, n=110)

- Showed self-loathing
(3%, n=46)

P: I don’t look good in that at
all. I have to lose weight!

P: I just looked in the mirror
and thought "how is being this ugly
possible?”

Attempted to modify
their looks
(18%, n=295)

P:I need teeth corrections, eye surgery,
and a nose job before I'll be hot.

Experienced severe con-
sequences of negative
body image
(10%, n=157)

P: O: When I first got my ED, I was
eating 300-400 calories a day and ex-
ercising all the time.

Sought reassurance
(6%, n=100)

P: What do you think of this pic?
I'm not sure if it’s good enough to
be posted.

Evaluated themselves
against others
(5%, n=79)

O: THE STUFF I'D DO TO LOOK
LIKE THIS GIRL IS UNBELIEVABLE!

Shared personal experi-
ences of body-shaming
(5%, n=78)

P: Sometimes it’s just so hard being
skinny. They always call me skinny
girl at school and they say mean
things like “your belly is so flat.”

Themes (RQ1) Codes Ilustrative Quotations Responses (RQ2)
Judged themselves O: I'really don’t like my body and on | Giving Validation

Teens disclosed their | (24%, n=385) top of that I come from a hairy male | (36%, N=371)

struggles with - Expressed body image con- | counterpart. Shared Struggles

(24%, N=263)
Emotional Support
(17%, N=189)
Evading

(15%, N=166)
Encouragement
(8%, N=88)

No Response

(1%, N=16)

Teens body-shamed
others
(19%, n=295)

Judged and
shamed others
(14%, n=217)

body-

P: I think you should gain more
weight. Why are you Asians always
so skinny?
O: Well, why are Latinos so fat in the
first place?

Body-shamed others to

O: You're some skinny shit

Criticizing Others (71%, N=210)
Standing Up (16%, N=46)
Evading (10%, N=31)

No Response (3%, N=9)

Critiqued societal stan-
dards
(3%, n=44)

P: So that’s why women change their
appearance. They don’t do it because
they want to, but because they’re
looked down on for being outside so-
cietal norms.

be funny P:1t’s ok I never really liked me either

(5%, n=80) tbh.
Teens promoted Lifted others up P: Off topic but you're really pretty! | Appreciation (48%, N=100)
positive body image | (5%, n=86) Giving Validation (18%, N=37)
(13%, n=207) Encouraged self- | O: You don’t need to be skinny to be | Criticizing Others (14%, N=29)

acceptance pretty. Evading (11%, N=23)

(5%, n=77) No Response (6%, N=12)

Standing Up (3%, N=6)

and develop our primary research questions. The first author then open-coded a subset of sub-
conversations to gain preliminary insights and establish the initial codebooks. These initial codes
were reviewed with the last author and the larger research team to reach a consensus on coding
the remaining sub-conversations. We also coded the conversations to determine whether they
were one-to-one or group discussions and tracked the types of media files exchanged during these
interactions. The first author then finalizes the codes with continuous guidance from the last author.
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After completing the coding process, the research team collaborated to organize the codes into the
conceptual themes presented in this paper.

For RQ1, we identified three main themes in teens’ discussions about body image with peers. For
RQ2, we explored the type of responses they received for these discussions.Table 2 presents our final
codebook for RQ1 and RQ2, featuring main themes, codes, illustrative quotations, and responses.
To answer our RQ3, we conducted a Chi-squared between-group analysis (X?) to examine any
significant differences between codes based on whether the conversation was a dyad or group
conversation. The X? test of independence is used to conduct between-group tests among two
or more variables [97]. To demonstrate the significant differences among our codes, we used
standardized residuals, calculated by dividing the difference between expected and observed values
by the square root of the expected value [97]. Through this X? test, we aimed to interpret the
nuanced differences in teens’ body image disclosures and responses across dyadic and group
conversations.

4 Results

In this section, we first summarize the descriptive characteristics of our sample, followed by a
detailed discussion of the key themes from our qualitative analyses (RQ1 and RQ2). Finally, we
present the statistical findings related to RQ3. In two-way conversations, ‘P’ refers to the primary
participant, and ‘O’ denotes the other individual. For group conversations, ’O1’, ’02’, ’03’, etc.,
were used to identify other participants.

4.1 Descriptive Characteristics of Our Sample

Our final dataset consisted of 1,596 sub-conversations within 419 conversations from 67 unique
participants (compared to the 195 total participants in the entire dataset). There was an average of
6 conversations (min = 1, max = 62), and 24 sub-conversations (min = 1, max = 315) per participant.
Each conversation had an average of 4 sub-conversations per conversation (min = 1, max = 199).
Of the 1,596 sub-conversations, 1,051 (66%) were between participants and one other conversation
partner, while 545 (34%) were group conversations. Of the 67 teens, their ages ranged between 13
and 17 with a mean of 15.72 years and a median of 16 years. Most participants identified as female
(64%), followed by male (25%), and those who did not specify their gender (10%). The breakdown of
participant race was as follows: 84% (n=56) identified as White/Caucasian, 7% (n=>5) identified as
Asian/Pacific Islander, 6% (n=4) identified as Hispanic/Latino, 1% (n=1) identified as Black/African-
American, and 1% (n=1) preferred to self-identify. In the following sections, we thoroughly present
each disclosure theme (RQ1) in detail and examine the corresponding responses to these disclosures
(RQ2) as shown in Table 2.

4.2 Teens Disclosed Their Struggles With Negative Body Image: (RQ1)

When teens and their conversation partners discuss body image, they most often disclosed their
struggles with negative body image (68%, n = 1,095). In the following sections. we go deeper into
the different types of their struggles.

4.2.1 Teens Judged Themselves. A substantial number of instances (24%, n = 385) involved teens
judging themselves based on their own appearance, particularly regarding their looks and weight.
Among these conversations, a common behavior we observed was that teens frequently expressed
body image concerns (14%, n = 229). In these conversations, teens often shared their concerns and
insecurities about their appearance, focusing on various aspects of their bodies and how they
wished to look. We also noticed that once these concerns emerged, they often resurfaced over
time in later interactions during conversations with different people. We saw that these anxieties
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Table 3. Type of Responses

Themes

Codes

Hlustrative Quotation

Peers offered support
and showed apprecia-
tion

(66%, N=1,047)

Giving validation
(26%, n=407)

P:I’'m so ugly and worthless I don’t deserve anything
O:You deserve everything and you’re none of that
things you’ve said!

Sharing similar strug-
gles
(16%, n=263)

P: I hope I still get to wear masks even after the
pandemic, that shit covers my ugly face
O: me too! masks have been a lifesaver

Emotional support
(12%, n=189)

P: my parents are starting keto and them talking
about calories hurt me so much
O: Aghh Dude this is pain. That sucks, I'm sorry

Appreciation P: I know someone cute when I see that person and I
(6%, n=100) think you’re cute
O: You’re too sweet. And you’re really gonna make
me blush here. Thank you
Encouragement O1:1don’t know how to be on my own. but i’m doing
(6%, n=88) workouts daily now

02: That’s good! It’ll carry on. And it’ll show!

Peers respond with
criticism rather than
defense

(18%, N=293)

Criticizing others
(15%, n=239)

P: I just realized that she looked ugly in that picture
O: Yeah, the straight hair is ugly

Defending others

O1: y r u wearing those pants. I feel they’re not

shifted the topic
(16%, N=256)

(14%, n=219)

(3%, n=54) appropriate for your weight
O2: You need to mind your business like who tf asked
you how you felt about her pants?
Peers overlooked or | Evading P: No idea how guys stay skinny and eat so much

shit. It don’t make sense. How does that work??
O: BRUH THAT SONG

No response
(2%, n=37)

P: I’'m not pretty and I know. Plus you would get
annoyed with me and bored too easily
P: Stop leaving me on read meanie!

intensified after others took screenshots of them, particularly around perceived flaws like facial
features, skin discolorations, and spots. In many cases, teens also shared pictures of themselves that
highlighted these perceived imperfections, expressing disappointment in their current appearance
by comparing it to how they used to look in the past, such as the message below.

“P: Hopefully I'll soon look more attractive once all my acne clears up. I'd look so much
better. It’s such a small thing, but it really messes with how I feel about myself every time
I look in the mirror" - Female, 17 years old

Some other conversations (7%, n = 110) depicted how teens struggled with their body weight.
Teens primarily self-criticized their weight and how it affected their self-esteem and daily life, such
as blaming themselves for gaining weight, not sticking to a planned diet, or failing to exercise
regularly. Teens often expressed dissatisfaction with their bodies, often referring to themselves
as "fat" (e.g. “* Looked in the mirror, and now I wanna cry because I'm built like and as fat as a
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pumpkin" - Female, 15-year-old). In a few instances, teens also judged themselves for being too
skinny (e.g. “P: I hate that my legs look skinny in these shoes" - Female, 16-year-old). In both instances
of weight-related self-judgment, whether teens perceived themselves as too heavy or thin, the
inability to wear desired clothing often emerged as a trigger. The frustration of not fitting into or
feeling comfortable in these outfits seemed to strengthen their negative feelings about their weight,
leading to a cycle of body dissatisfaction and self-criticism.

“P: Sadly there is no way I could just wear the shirt because it hugs my body and I don’t
like my stomach" - Female, 15-years-old

The last behavior we observed when teens judged themselves was a tendency to engage in
extreme self-loathing (3%, n = 46). In these cases, teens frequently used disparaging language, often
referring to themselves as "ugly." This extreme form of self-criticism was often rooted in deep
feelings of inadequacy and low self-esteem, which many teens attributed to their appearance. Teens’
negative self-perception was not just a reflection of their appearance but also intertwined with
their struggles in forming relationships, which they saw as proof of their unattractiveness.

“O: I wanna date people but i’'m UGLY AS BRUSSUL SPROOTS” -Conversation with
13-years-old, female

4.2.2  Teens Attempted to Modify Their Looks. Besides judging themselves, we found that in around
one-fifth of the conversations, we observed that teens attempted to modify their looks, whether
self-imposed or influenced by others (18%, n = 295). A significant portion of these discussions
focused on their efforts to lose weight (13%, n = 209). Teens shared a range of strategies, including
exercising, following specific diet plans, and tracking their calorie intake. This focus was reflected
in the media they shared, such as photos of fitness models they admired, clothing they hoped to
wear, and personal snapshots documenting their progress and efforts toward achieving their goals.
These discussions also revealed diverse motivations for weight loss. Some conversations by teens
(n = 37) were driven by concerns unrelated to their body image such as potential health issues, like
becoming prediabetic, while others (n = 20) were motivated by a desire to appear more attractive.
In certain instances (n = 10), teens expressed that losing weight was necessary to feel confident
enough to date, believing that being slimmer was crucial. For others (n = 8), the motivation came
from wanting to fit into specific outfits or trendy clothing only available in smaller sizes. The
pressure to conform to certain body types, especially in the context of fashion, played a significant
role in driving these weight loss efforts.

“P: I should buy more dresses. Sometimes I feel like losing weight so I could fit in clothes
that are super pretty cause sometimes they’re like only small sizes" -Female, 17-years-old

Another way teens and their conversation partners attempted to modify their looks was by
concealing perceived problem areas (5%, n = 86). Teens frequently expressed anxiety and insecurity
about how their appearance would be judged by others, both online and offline, which often led them
to adopt behaviors aimed at hiding or minimizing specific areas of concern. Various approaches
were discussed to address these insecurities. Some discussions by teens (n = 9) talked about how
they turned to makeup as a means of masking perceived imperfections. For others (n = 11), the
possibility of cosmetic surgery was raised as a more permanent solution to their concerns, with
discussions revolving around procedures to alter facial features, enhance body shape, or eliminate
perceived flaws entirely. Teens often relied on social media filters to alter their appearance in
photos, creating an idealized version of themselves that aligned more closely with societal beauty
ideals. In addition, teens shared in some conversations (n = 5) how they used clothing to conceal
areas of their bodies they were self-conscious about. Loose-fitting clothes, baggy shirts, or specific
styles were worn to hide what they considered problematic areas, such as their body shape. For
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some, the clothing became a protective barrier, allowing them to feel less exposed to potential
judgment.

“P: I wear baggy shirts because I'm insecure about how I look" -Female, 15-years-old

4.2.3 Teens Shared Severe Consequences They Faced for Negative Body Image. In other instances,
there were some conversations where we found teens and their conversation partners shared about
the severe consequences they faced for negative body image (10%, n = 157). In these cases,
we found that teens mostly (8%, n = 126) engaged in discussions related to their eating disorder.
Throughout these discussions, teens shared extreme dieting practices to lose weight. For instance,
as conversations evolved, we observed a recurring theme where some discussions were specifically
dedicated to encouraging extreme eating behaviors, such as extended fasting, sometimes lasting
up to 24 hours. These conversations often took place within groups that actively supported such
behaviors (n = 33). They also discussed their daily calorie intake (n = 22), frequently mentioning
shockingly low numbers, such as staying under 500 calories a day. Teens admitted that these
behaviors, beyond facilitating weight loss, boosted their mood and provided a sense of control.
Despite reaching their weight goals, many did not plan to stop these behaviors. Instead, they often
sought out sources of inspiration to continue their eating disorder journey, such as constantly
checking "thinspo" images for motivation, which further discouraged eating and promoted food
restriction. In addition to these behaviors, teens shared images of substitutes for food, such as
energy drinks consumed instead of meals. Memes were commonly shared as well, humorously
depicting eating disorders such as anorexic skeletons at a buffet or jokes about breaking a fast.
Teens also shared screenshots of conversations where they challenged each other to see who
could survive without food for the longest period, further reinforcing these harmful behaviors.
Additionally, we observed that teens faced a dilemma when sharing updates related to eating habits
associated with eating disorders. While they sought attention and support, they also feared that
their disclosures might raise a concern or prompt intervention (e.g. P: I want to tell my friends about
my ED but I’'m worried they will make me stop or worry about me" - 16-year-old, Female). Teens also
expressed frustration when their families showed concern, as this could lead to forced recovery.
Teens admitted that their families would monitor their eating habits and sometimes hide scales to
prevent obsessive weight monitoring. To avoid detection, we observed that teens adopted strategies
to hide their eating disorders, such as pretending to eat, using laxatives, or inducing vomiting after
meals.

“O: I am good at eating an entire pizza and then vomiting it up to stay skinny" -
Conversation with 13-years-old, female

Another consequence of negative body image we observed was when teens and their conversation
partners discussed mental health problems (2%, n = 31). In these conversations, teens shared how
their negative body image seemed to affect their mental well-being, contributing to feelings of
anxiety, low mood, and, in some cases, suicidal thoughts. Many expressed ongoing emotional
struggles tied to how they viewed themselves, noting that their self-perception had a direct impact
on their overall mood and mental state. These negative feelings often extended beyond body
dissatisfaction, influencing their approach to social interactions and relationships.

4.2.4 Teen Sought Reassurance. Apart from that, we found some instances where teens sought
reassurance from others. In approximately 6% (n = 100) of the conversations, teens exhibited signif-
icant concern regarding how others perceived them, frequently seeking reassurance to strengthen
their confidence about their appearance. For example, some teens directly sent personal photos
to friends or peers requesting feedback on their looks (n = 9). Further, this need for affirmation
extended to their social media posts, where the accumulation of likes and comments served as a
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form of social currency. When posts failed to attract the anticipated level of engagement, many
teens actively reached out to friends, requesting them to like or comment on their posts.

“P: Will you comment something on my recent post? I don’t like it when people don’t
comment I'm sorry lol" -Female, 16-years-old

4.2.5 Teens Evaluated Themselves Against Others. We also found several instances where teens
evaluated themselves against others (5%, n = 79). These conversations showed a tendency
among teens to compare their appearance with that of others, which often appeared to contribute
to dissatisfaction with their own looks. This comparison occurred not only with individuals they
were directly interacting with, such as peers and family members, but also extended to public
figures and posts encountered on social media. Teens shared images of people with body types or
outfits they admired, indicating a desire to look similar. These images seemed to serve as points of
reference for how teens assessed their own appearance, leading to feelings of inadequacy when
they felt they did not meet those standards.

“O: THE STUFF I'D DO TO LOOK LIKE THIS GIRL IS UNBELIEVABLE!"-Conversation
with 15-years-old, male

4.2.6 Teens Shared Personal Experiences with Body-shaming. Lastly, in approximately 5% (n = 78)
of the conversations, teens shared their body-shaming experiences. These experiences were
diverse and they happened both online and offline, with some teens being shamed for their weight,
while others faced comments targeting their physical appearance, race, or skin color. In those
occasions, teens expressed feeling uncomfortable with their bodies as a result of such remarks,
which appeared to affect their self-esteem. We also saw that a notable portion of these conversations
(n = 13) involved teens discussing body-shaming comments from their own families, particularly
parents. Teens shared that their parents would often make remarks about their weight or highlight
perceived flaws, which added a layer of complexity to their body image struggles. These family-
related comments seemed to have a lasting impact, as the teens navigated conflicting emotions of
familial care and criticism.

“P: I have one top, and my mom says she’s not body-shaming me, but she said that my
body is too big for the shirt, and I beg to differ!" -Female, 16-years-old

4.3 Peers Mostly Offered Validation to Teens’ Struggles With Negative Body Image

(RQ2)
When teens and their conversation partners disclosed their struggle with negative body image,
the responses they received from peers were mostly supportive. As illustrated in Table 2, we
observed that peers mostly gave validation to these types of disclosures. Teens mostly received
such validations from their peers when they exhibited self-judgment or sought reassurance. As
such, these responses often involved affirming the individual’s appearance, countering negative self-
perceptions, and addressing insecurities, ultimately offering reassurance and boosting confidence.
In most of these conversations, we noticed that teens frequently shared about their negative
perceptions of their own body images and received light-hearted responses from their peers that
validated them by downplaying their insecurities.

“P: I'm ugly as hell" -Female, 15-years-old
“O: No you’re not. At worst you're average! come to my school and you'll feel like a
supermodel”

However, we observed that this type of response did not seem to stop teens from sharing their
negative body perceptions over time, as they repeatedly revisited the same concerns in both the
same and subsequent conversations.
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Another type of responses that was also common when teens disclosed their struggles with
negative body image was centered on sharing similar struggles. In these instances, peers re-
sponded by recounting their own personal challenges. This was especially common when teens
discussed their attempts to modify their looks, mainly when trying to lose weight. Through these
shared stories, teens appeared to find comfort in realizing they were not alone in their difficulties,
which seemed to foster a sense of solidarity and mutual understanding. Many of these interactions
involved detailed personal stories, where peers offered relatable examples from their own lives. For
instance, when one teen expressed frustration about regaining weight, another responded with
their own similar experience, creating a moment of connection:

“P: I've gained all the weight back from summer" Female, 13-years-old
“O: Literally me, I need someone to hold me accountable”

We also saw that some of the responses involved peers offering emotional support as a response.
In these dialogues, teens provided comfort and understanding, especially to those who expressed
self-judgment or experienced body-shaming. These interactions typically included empathetic
remarks, acknowledging the distress shared by their peers. Rather than offering solutions, teens
focused on making their peers feel heard and supported through expressions of sympathy. These
exchanges included both brief acknowledgments and more thoughtful reflections, which seemed to
help peers feel that their emotions were being validated.

“P: welcome back to, I feel fat! the daily segment of my life, normally happening between
the hours of 6-10pm, where I look in the mirror and physically gag" Female, 16-years-old
“O1: Aw. Sorry you feel like that"

“O2: Ohh I'm a big fan of this one"

In other responses to teens’ disclosures about their negative body image, we observed that some
of these interactions lacked meaningful engagement. For instance, we saw that sometimes peers
appeared to be evading the subject and steering the conversation away from body image toward
other topics . The reasons for this evasion were not always clear, but it was most common when
self-judgment was present in the conversation. In these responses, conversation partners often felt
uncomfortable with the topic or reluctant to engage in sensitive discussions surrounding negative
body image. Over time, as self-judgment persisted among teens, conversation partners started
pulling away, not necessarily out of indifference but from the exhaustion of repeatedly offering
reassurance. When the same individual continuously expressed self-doubt, it became increasingly
difficult for peers to stay engaged, making support feel less sustainable and more draining. As a
result, instead of addressing the body image concerns directly, they often redirected the discussion
to more neutral or unrelated subjects, leaving the teen without the support they were probably
looking for.

"on

“O: if my legs were slender and skinny, they would look long and pretty
“P: I'm going out tomorrow. It’s the first time I've gone out in like 3 weeks" Female,
15-years-old

In other instances of the responses , teens and their peers exchanged encouragement. In these
interactions, peers mostly motivated and supported teens in their journeys to modify their looks by
losing weight or when experiencing severe consequences of negative body image by sharing about
their eating disorders. Throughout these responses, we saw that they often provided words of
encouragement, praising the efforts and progress made by the others. On one hand, these responses
were encouraging unhealthy behaviors like eating orders. On the other hand, peers also exchanged
advice on overcoming challenges such as maintaining healthy habits and managing diet and exercise
routines when trying to lose weight. For instance, peers offered tips on creating sustainable meal
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plans, shared effective workout routines, and suggested strategies to stay motivated. Peers also
emphasized the importance of consistency and patience, reassuring teens that progress might be
slow but that their efforts would eventually pay off.

“P: Have you been active recently?" -Female, 17-years-old
“O: No, I don’t know how to be on my own. But I am doing workouts daily now."
“P: That’s good! It’ll carry on and it’ll show!"

Finally, we observed that in a few responses to these disclosures, peers provided no response at
all. There are endless possibilities for why this occurred. However, one theme we noticed was that
peers became less responsive over time, not necessarily due to exhaustion, but possibly because
they felt their support was ineffective. When teens repeatedly sought reassurance, peers may have
started to doubt whether their support or validation was making a difference, leading to uncertainty
about how to continue the conversation. This uncertainty could have resulted in silence, as peers
might have felt stuck between wanting to help but not knowing how to offer meaningful support.

“P: That’s if you can put up with my ugly ass face. Female, 15-years-old
P: I’'m sorry I'm probably bothering you a lot.
P: Sorry, I will leave you alone. I hope you had a great day and have a great night!"

4.4 Teens Body-shamed Others (RQ1)

While the majority of conversations showed teens disclosing their struggles with negative body
image, around one-fifth of the conversations (19%, n = 295) had instances where teens body-shamed
others. In the sections that follow, we explore this topic further.

4.4.1 Teens Judged and Body-shamed Others. Teens and their conversation partners often (14%, n
= 217) exchanged body judgment and shaming comments about others’ appearances. In these
conversations, teens often engaged in gossiping about others’ social media posts, where teens
took and shared screenshots of others and harshly critiqued physical features. We also observed
how these discussions evolved, gradually becoming a way for teens to bond, with body shaming
emerging as a common thread that connected them. As conversations progressed, criticism of
others often shifted into a means of reinforcing group cohesion, allowing those present to feel
validated by positioning themselves as superior in comparison. Teens and their conversation
partners seemed particularly comfortable expressing these criticisms about people they did not
personally know, especially in online environments where the perceived distance reduced the
immediate consequences of their remarks. This encouraged them to make comments they might
otherwise avoid in face-to-face interactions. Moreover, we saw that teens occasionally justified their
critical remarks by framing them as expressions of honesty, using this as a rationale for comments
that could be hurtful (n = 14). This tendency further normalized such behaviors, reinforcing harmful
norms around appearance and criticism in their interactions.

“P: Did you see her latest post? She really shouldn’t be wearing that dress” -Male, 14-
years-old

“O1: I know, right? It doesn’t suit her at all"

“O2: I'm just being honest. Someone needs to tell her she doesn’t have the body for that
outfit!"

4.4.2 Teens Used Body-shaming Humorously. We found instances where teens and their conversa-
tion partners used body shaming for the sake of being funny (5%, n = 80). Although intended
to be playful, these remarks still involved negative comments about physical appearance and,
therefore, could be classified as body shaming. Teens often made light-hearted remarks about
features such as weight, height, or other physical traits, presenting their comments in a humorous
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context intending to elicit laughter and create a shared sense of fun. However, we saw that these
jokes often blurred the line between harmless banter and actual body-shaming, sometimes leading
to confusion or discomfort among those involved. While these remarks may have been framed as
humorous, their underlying impact could be more serious. Teens involved in these exchanges may
not always have been aware of the emotional toll their comments had on others, especially when
the humor targeted sensitive aspects of physical appearance.

“O1: You're so short, we’re gonna have to put you on a step stool for the group photo! Just
messing with you

“P: Yeah, or we’ll just him you around in our backpacks" -Male, 15-years-old

“O2: LOL Seriously, how do you even reach the top shelf at home? "

4.5 Peers Mostly Responded With Criticism Rather than Defense to Body-shaming
(RQ2)

When teens and their conversation partners body-shamed others, the reactions they received
from peers varied broadly. However, our analysis revealed that the majority of responses had
negative tones with teens criticizing others as shown in Table 2. We saw that these interactions
frequently occurred in conversations where body shaming was present, sometimes even when
it was introduced humorously. We saw that peers responded to body judgments or shaming by
mostly joining the criticism rather than defending the targeted individuals. These conversations
often escalated as other group members joined in, particularly when body shaming was framed as
humor. In these cases, teens tended to support the behavior by laughing or adding to the ridicule,
especially when the discussion focused on individuals not present in the conversation.

“O1: She’s so weirdly shaped. look at her "
“02: Yess. she has angry eyebrow lol"
“03:'OMG. you’re right!" -Conversation with 16-years-old, male

In a smaller portion of the responses to the body shaming disclosures, peers stood up to defend
others. These instances primarily took place in group settings where body shaming was part of
the conversation where we saw that peers actively stepped in to stop the judgment, whether
aimed at individuals within the conversation or others not present. Peers often challenged negative
comments, redirecting the conversation toward a more respectful tone. For example, when someone
made an offensive remark about another person’s appearance, others would quickly intervene,
reminding the group of the need for kindness and reinforcing that everyone deserved respect and
validation regardless of their looks.

“O1: You CALL YOURSELF UGLY to FISH for compliments. But you're still FAT! Anyway,
go eat"
“O2: Bro. Don’t say that about him. Fat shaming isn’t funny!"

4.6 Teens Promoted Positive Body Image (RQ1)

Lastly, we saw that some of the conversations showed teens promoting positive body image (13%,
n = 207). In the following sections, we dive deeper into that.

4.6.1 Teens Lifted Others Up. Within these positive conversations, we saw that 5% (n = 86) was
about teens lifting up others. In these cases, teens mostly complimented the appearance of others,
including both the person they were chatting with and those external to the conversation. we saw
that teens frequently praised the appearance of their friends and peers. They highlighted specific
features they admired, such as a friend’s smile, hair, or fashion sense, and expressed genuine
appreciation for their appearance. We saw that this practice of complimenting each other not
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only helped to promote a positive atmosphere but also strengthened their bonds. These holistic
compliments, which sometimes acknowledge both inner qualities and outer appearances, exemplify
how teens uplift each other in their private messages. For instance, one 17-year-old female expressed:

“P: I like, your personality, the way you look and your sense of humor. BEAUTIFUL!"
-Female, 17-years-old

4.6.2 Teens Encouraged Self-acceptance. We also observed instances where teens encouraged
self-acceptance in various ways (5%, n = 77). In these discussions, teens often emphasized the
importance of feeling confident and making choices that enhance personal well-being, whether
through embracing their natural appearance or using cosmetic enhancements if it helped boost self-
esteem. Teens also shared practical strategies for fostering a positive body image. These included
shifting focus from weight loss to developing healthy habits, such as maintaining a balanced diet,
exercising for strength and well-being, and engaging in activities that bring joy and fulfillment.
Additionally, in a few cases (n = 17), teens encouraged participation in positive social media
challenges aimed at spreading body positivity, such as tagging friends they found beautiful or
sharing unfiltered photos of themselves. These challenges fostered a sense of community and
support, helping others build confidence by receiving and offering affirmations in a more inclusive
and uplifting environment.

“P: Some women find it easy to criticize each other. With all the negativity going around,
let’s do something positive!! Upload one picture of yourself... ONLY YOU. Then tag 10 more
beautiful ladies to do the same. COPY and PASTE. If I tag you... don’t disappoint me. Let’s
spread some positivity" -15-years-old, Female

Lastly, we observed that these positive discussions remained a central focus of this type of conver-
sation over time, indicating that the entire group chat seemed to serve as a dedicated space for body
positivity. The recurring themes of self-acceptance and confidence suggest a strong community
built around empowerment and inclusion.

4.6.3 Teens Criticized Societal Standard. Lastly, in some conversations, teens expressed critiques
of societal standards (3%, n = 44). Many of these discussions centered on their perceptions and
criticisms of societal beauty standards, which often prioritize certain physical features and races.
Teens frequently voiced frustration with these narrow ideals, emphasizing the importance of
recognizing and celebrating diversity. They argued against the notion that videos or content are
necessary to showcase the beauty of different races, asserting that all races have unique physical
features that make them special. Another key point of discussion within these conversations was
the concept of being "healthy skinny" versus "risky skinny," with teens debating what constitutes
a healthy body image and how societal pressures can promote unhealthy standards of thinness.
Additionally, they observed that beauty standards are not static but evolve over time, noting that
what is considered attractive today might have been viewed negatively in the past.

“P: It’s just so stupid; why should everyone have to fit into the same beauty standard when
diversity and different features are what make everyone attractive? It never makes sense”
-Female, 16-year-old

4.7 Peers Mostly Showed Appreciation to Positive Body Image Promotion (RQ2)

When teens promoted positive body image, the responses they received were predominantly
positive. As highlighted in Table 2, appreciation emerged as one of the most common types of
responses. In these instances, we saw that teens and their peers exchanged words of appreciation
more often in response to the conversations where others lifted them up by offering compliments
or when others encouraged them to accept themselves. We saw that teens frequently expressed
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gratitude towards their peers for making them feel better. This appreciation also followed after
peers shared motivational content that helped them navigate their body image challenges.

“P: Your comparison weight loss video popped up when I was feeling the lowest I've felt in
a while. Thank you so much for the motivation" Male, 15-years-old
“O: You're welcome”

We also observed that in some instances that peers responded to these positive body image
remarks by giving validation in return. In these cases, rather than merely acknowledging the
initial comments, peers actively reciprocated by offering compliments in response. This exchange
was particularly noticeable when the original disclosures centered around uplifting or encouraging
others. By responding with compliments, peers reinforced the positive sentiments being shared,
creating a pattern of mutual validation.

In other cases, we saw that criticism sometimes emerged as a response, particularly to remarks
challenging social beauty standards. In these exchanges, the conversation occasionally took on a
more negative tone, as criticisms of these standards prompted some peers to shift the focus toward
blaming specific individuals or groups seen as responsible for perpetuating such ideals.

Dyad 0.74
(N=141)
Group -0.74
(N=66)

Fig. 1. Results (standardized residuals) of the between-group analysis of the between-group analysis of teens’
body image disclosures, based on whether the conversation occurred in a dyad or group setting. (*) indicates
significant association. Note that green denotes a positive association, while red denotes a negative one.

4.8 Differences in Body Image Discussions: One-on-one vs. Group Conversations (RQ3)

Body image disclosures and responses between teens and their peers varied significantly depending
on whether the conversations occurred in a one-on-one (dyad) or group setting. To explore these
differences, we employed a chi-square (y?) test, which revealed statistically significant differences.
A detailed analysis of these findings is provided below.

4.8.1 Body Image Disclosures Across One-on-one vs. Group Conversations. Body image disclosures
and responses between teens and their peers varied significantly depending on whether the
conversations occurred in a one-on-one (dyad) or group setting. To explore these differences,
we employed a chi-square (y?) test, which revealed statistically significant differences. As shown in
Figure 1, the y? test indicated significant differences in the distribution of body image disclosures
between the different body-image disclosures, based on relative expected proportions relative to
the total number of conversations (y2(df = 2) = 27.12,p < 0.001). We found that the relative
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proportion of the conversations where teens shared their struggles with negative body image
reached positive significance in dyad settings, indicating teens were significantly more likely to
disclose their struggles with negative body image in private dyadic conversations compared to the
group chats. In contrast, such disclosures were less likely to take place in group settings, showing a
significant negative association. This suggests that one-on-one conversations seemed to offer teens
a confidential, supportive environment, where they felt more comfortable sharing deeply personal
concerns.

“P: I'm horrible and ugly. I'm worthless I don’t deserve anything " Female, 17-year-old
“O: You do deserve everything and you’re none of that things you’ve said. You’re pretty"

Aside from teens disclosing their struggles, we observed that teens were significantly less likely to
engage in body shaming in dyadic conversations, revealing a clear negative association, as illustrated
in Figure 1. However, in group settings, we saw that teens were more likely to engage in body
shaming, showing a strong positive association. The group context likely fostered these behaviors
as we observed teens, under social pressure, seeking to align with group norms. Additionally, we
saw that once body-shaming started, it had a tendency to escalate, with many teens joining in,
which kept the behavior going and made it last longer in these settings.

“O1: Did you see how big her arms looked in that picture "

“P: Yup, and don’t get me started on her outfit, definitely wasn’t helping lol" -Female,
16-year-old

“O2: Honestly, she’s always wearing stuff that doesn’t suit her body"

O
G@Q‘
6'\‘9
o
A°
O\h
4.49
359
27
Dyad -0.52 15
(N=165) ’
0.9
0
0.9
1.8
Group 0.52
(N=91) 2
-3.59
-4.49

Fig. 2. Results (standardized residuals) of the between-group analysis of the between-group analysis of teens’
responses to body image disclosures, based on whether the conversation occurred in a dyad or group setting.
(*) indicates significant association. Note that green denotes a positive association, while red denotes a
negative one.

4.8.2 Body Image Responses Across One-on-one vs. Group Conversations. As illustrated in Figure 2,
the y? test indicated significant differences between the responses based on the expected proportions
relative to the total number of conversations (y?(df = 2) = 22.36,p < 0.001). In dyad settings,
teens were significantly more likely to receive support when disclosing their body image, showing
a strong positive association. In contrast, group settings were negatively associated with offering
supportive responses as shown in Fig 2. Teens in these private settings were frequently reassured,
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indicating that dyads may provided a comfortable space for sharing vulnerabilities and receiving
personal, direct feedback where the attention was focused solely on them, without the distractions
or pressures of a group setting.

O: even though you call yourself ugly you are so beautiful inside and out. I hope you find
someone who will make you see the pretty girl that you are. Stay safe -Conversation
with 15-years-old, female

In contrast, group settings were negatively associated with offering supportive responses. Teens
in groups were significantly less likely to receive direct support, possibly because the presence
of multiple participants diluted the personal attention often needed when discussing sensitive
topics like body image. The group interactions in our dataset appeared to result in less focused,
personalized responses, with supportive responses being less common. This suggests that group
settings may not provide the same level of individualized support that teens are more likely to
experience in one-on-one conversations.

Another type of response that showed significant positive or negative associations was when
teens engaged in argumentative exchanges, often by criticizing others. Teens were more likely to
engage in such reactions in group conversations, displaying a significant positive association as
demonstrated in Figure 2. Teens in these group settings were more inclined to gossip about the
appearance of others who normally were not part of the conversation. Also, managing multiple
voices and perspectives in a group may have made it difficult to maintain a consistently supportive
tone, leading to interruptions, disagreements, and, in many cases, a more judgmental atmosphere,
increasing the likelihood of negative interactions.

O1: You’re all fat!

02: Seriously? At least I'm actually trying to lose weight, unlike you!

03: Shut up O1, you’re not only fat, but you’re also the most insecure person here, always
dragging others down to feel better about yourself! -Conversation with 16-years-old,
female

In contrast, dyadic conversations were less likely to involve disagreement or criticism, showing a
significant negative association. The personal nature of these one-on-one settings appeared to create
an environment where teens received more focused, constructive, and supportive feedback. Without
the distractions of multiple participants, dyadic conversations were generally more engaged and
responsive, with fewer instances of disengagement or unsupportive comments. Teens likely felt
more comfortable in dyads, knowing they were speaking directly to one person, which reduced the
likelihood of facing harsh criticism.

5 DISCUSSION

In this section, we describe the implications of our findings in relation to prior work and provide
design implications.

5.1 The Double-Edged Sword of Private Social Media Exchanges: Balancing Support
and Risk (RQ1)

Our study revealed that teens’ private disclosures were heavily skewed toward sharing struggles
with negative body image. Previous research consistently identified social media platforms as
significant contributors to body image concerns among adolescents [37, 94, 103]. Based on this,
we initially expected to find clearer evidence of social media’s influence within these private
discussions. However, the specific role of social media in shaping adolescents’ body image struggles
remained less apparent in the teens’ conversations. Some of our findings did indicate that teens
evaluated themselves against others, a tendency that might have been shaped by the algorithmically
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curated feeds they encountered on the platform. While teens tend to perceive themselves as in
control of their feeds through curation and deliberate engagement with preferred content [71, 104],
they may not fully grasp how much the algorithm already knows about them or the extent of data
being collected [47]. When unexpected content appears in their feeds, teens have been documented
to ignore it rather than question why it was recommended to them [71, 104]. As a result, they
may overestimate their influence on personalization and underestimate the broader implications
of algorithmic curation. As teens continue interacting with their feeds, algorithms may subtly
reinforce negative body image without their direct awareness, exposing them to content they may
struggle to control or avoid [76]. This concern is further amplified by the limitations of current
social media feed algorithms, which often fail to capture nuanced user preferences [41]. Even when
algorithms successfully personalize content, concerns persist regarding their potential to constrain
teens’ exposure to diverse and body-positive representations, which they may not proactively
seek [71]. We believe this observation is not only exclusive to Instagram but can be extended to
other image-based social media platforms, which are equally susceptible to fostering negative
body image discussions due to their inherently visual nature [68]. For instance, Snapchat, with its
widely used augmented reality (AR) filters, has been shown to contribute to body dissatisfaction by
encouraging users to modify their facial and physical features, sometimes to unrealistic standards,
raising concerns about the perpetuation of unattainable beauty ideals [11]. Similarly, TikTok plays a
dominant role in shaping teenagers’ body image perceptions, particularly through its For You Page
(FYP), where diet culture, fitness trends, and aesthetic body norms are frequently promoted [104].

Nevertheless, the majority of teens’ discussions we observed revealed broader and more diverse
body image struggles that also took place offline. Therefore, it is important to exercise caution in
attributing all body image issues to social media platforms like Instagram as research also attributed
these issues to a complex interplay of factors such as pre-existing vulnerabilities, cultural norms,
usage patterns, and individual differences [15, 48, 93]. At the same time, we should acknowledge that
social media also provides a positive space for adolescents to openly express their personal struggles
with negative body image and receive support. Prior research suggested that private messages
on social media generally lead to a higher likelihood of receiving help, in terms of emotional and
information support [52], and higher quality of supportive messages compared to public posts [65].
In this context, teens in our study sought support in a more empathetic avenue, which helped them
share their body image struggles. However, in some cases, the type of help they received helped
continue the cycle of self-judgment, as we explain in the next section 5.2.

Prior research [103] has pointed to the importance of leveraging social media as a channel
for supporting young people with negative body image. Several social media campaigns such as
the body positivity movement, promoting acceptance of all body types and emphasizing health
over appearance, have been a key effort in supporting teens dealing with body image concerns
[64]. However, these efforts have focused primarily on public-facing content, often overlooking
the importance of extending support to the more intimate, private conversations where youth
are most vulnerable and engage in deeper self-evaluations and appearance-related insecurities
[92]. Our research highlights the need for resources and interventions that address these personal
interactions. By promoting positive dialogue and peer support within private messaging and closed
groups, social media platforms can empower teens to navigate their body image concerns more
effectively. This approach complements public campaigns by ensuring that support extends into all
facets of teens’ social media experiences, both public and private.

While private exchanges on social media offer essential support for teens, they also act as
a double-edged sword by sometimes exposing them to content that perpetuates negative self-
perceptions and unhealthy behaviors. Our findings revealed that teens frequently engaged in body
shaming discussions or used private messages to share the severe consequences of negative body
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image, often discussing unhealthy and risky behaviors such as eating disorders. Prior research
has consistently suggested that such disclosures are very common among teens on different social
media platforms [25, 79, 85]. However, most of these studies did not examine how these issues
are discussed privately where the influence of adolescent peers is proven to have an effect [21].
Therefore, this underscores the urgent need for social media platforms to take a more active role
in educating teens about the negative consequences of private interactions and content and their
potential negative impacts. Meta’s recent initiative to obscure content related to eating disorders
for teenage users is a step in the right direction [36]. However, we argue against taking similar
measurements in censoring private conversations about body image. Instead, social media platforms
should consider implementing gentle interventions, like real-time nudges [1], to encourage healthier
online interactions among teens, especially in group settings. These nudges are particularly effective
in providing proactive guidance that helps prevent risks teens may struggle to address, especially
when these risks come from friends rather than strangers.

5.2 Encouraging Effective Peer Responses to Body Image Disclosures (RQ2)

We uncovered that peers’ responses to body image disclosures varied considerably based on the
type of disclosure. One of the most common responses we observed was that peers mostly validated
negative body image disclosures, especially when teens judged themselves or sought reassurance.
Although this type of response appeared to be helpful at first glance, prior research [6, 74] suggested
that it could also play a role in sustaining negative body image discussions. Validating these concerns
(e.g., saying "You’re not fat, you look great") may not be the most effective response, as it can
perpetuate the cycle of negative body image talk without addressing the underlying issues that
contribute to these feelings [75]. While we saw teens desired to be reassured about their appearance,
this type of validation did not necessarily improve body satisfaction in many occurrences as they
often did not believe such reassurances or viewed them as insincere. Instead, challenging these
types of talks and emphasizing that appearance is not the most important aspect of a person often
leads to less engagement in these talks in the future and leads to better emotional outcomes [6].

Furthermore, we found that peers often changed the subject to avoid engaging with disclosures
about negative body image struggles and self-judgment. While these responses appeared to be
unhelpful or dismissive, they may represent a subtle form of support. By gently steering the
conversation away from negative self-focus, peers may help prevent the reinforcement of harmful
self-perceptions and discourage teens from engaging in negative body discussions that can reinforce
body dissatisfaction and unhealthy body image norms [63]. This does not imply that peers should
ignore such discussions; rather, acknowledging the individual’s feelings and then redirecting the
conversation to positive, non-appearance-related qualities can be more effective [75]. For example,
emphasizing personal strengths, achievements, or values unrelated to physical appearance can
promote a more holistic sense of self-worth and reduce the focus on body image [4]. Moreover,
modeling and encouraging positive self-talk and body acceptance, as shown in our results, can foster
a supportive environment that mitigates the impact of societal pressures on body image. While we
observed that youth generally showed positive feedback and supportive responses, some negative
reactions did arise, highlighting the need for intentional education and awareness programs to help
address these issues effectively. Prior work suggested that appearance concerns from high social
media use can be mitigated by media literacy and appreciation of differences [14]. It is essential
for teens to learn to support self-acceptance in others, rather than offering validation that might
unintentionally reinforce negative self-perceptions.

Additionally, we found in conversations in which teens body-shamed others, peers also mostly
criticized others rather than standing up for the targeted individuals. This behavior aligns with
social contagion theory [20], which suggests that attitudes and behaviors spread through groups
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as individuals mimic those around them. In our study, we observed how quickly body-shaming
became contagious, as the actions of one or two individuals influenced the entire group’s response.
When negative comments began to circulate, peer influence and social conformity could have
reinforced those negative comments as teens perhaps feared exclusion and aligned themselves
with group norms rather than challenging them [56]. At the same time, the bystander effect could
have contributed to hesitation, with individuals assuming someone else should intervene, leading
to collective passivity [81, 107]. Rather than disrupting harmful behaviors, group members often
stayed silent or joined in, perhaps further normalizing the criticism. Additionally, ingroup vs.
outgroup bias could have made it even less likely for someone to defend the target, as teens likely
prioritized maintaining group cohesion over standing up for an outsider [51, 61]. As a result, even
those uncomfortable with body-shaming may have hesitated to intervene, fearing social isolation
or becoming the next target themselves. Given how quickly these behaviors can spread, it is crucial
to teach adolescents how to navigate these situations as bystanders [31]. Providing them with
strategies for positive and assertive intervention can help disrupt the cycle of negativity and foster
a safer, more supportive social environment.

5.3 Dyadic vs. Group Dynamics in Adolescent Private Body Image Disclosures (RQ3)

We revealed important distinctions in how teens disclose and respond to body image disclosures
in one-on-one (dyadic) versus group settings. Consistent with prior research, individuals tend to
share less intimate information in larger groups than in dyadic conversations, especially when
dealing with sensitive topics like body image [59]. This aligns with the idea that highly personal
content is more emotionally charged and involves a greater risk of judgment or misunderstanding,
making individuals less likely to disclose such information in group settings [92]. In our study,
we observed that dyadic conversations served as safer spaces where teens felt more comfortable
sharing personal struggles with negative body image and were more likely to receive supportive
feedback. This suggests that promoting private, meaningful relationships with a smaller circle of
close friends may be more protective for teens than fostering larger networks [16]. Social media
platforms could leverage affordances that encourage intimate one-to-one interactions, as they may
provide teens with focused, personalized support in lower-risk environments.

In contrast, group settings were associated with higher rates of body-shaming and critical
exchanges, likely influenced by social pressures and the diminished accountability that can arise
in larger discussions. Prior studies emphasize that peer pressure in group settings can strongly
influence adolescent behaviors, pushing individuals to conform either to avoid becoming targets
themselves or to fit in [106]. Building on this, our findings show that group affordances can
inadvertently enable negative dynamics by amplifying criticisms like body-shaming. To mitigate
this, platforms could create environments that promote positive group norms and nudge teens
toward prosocial behaviors [1]. Real-time algorithmic nudges could intervene at key moments
by detecting harmful language and prompting users to rephrase messages before posting [3, 70].
Additionally, personalized sensitivity filters could allow users to blur or hide negative content,
while automated educational pop-ups could provide immediate feedback on group norms and the
impact of harmful discourse [10]. In addition, prior research on adolescent online safety highlights
the role of resilience in helping teens navigate online risks [9, 30, 82, 84, 105]. While platform-based
interventions such as sensitivity filters and real-time nudges can help reduce exposure to harmful
interactions, they may not completely eliminate negative experiences. In such cases, fostering
resilience becomes crucial in equipping teens with the skills to manage these challenges effectively.
For those targeted by harmful online interactions, such as body shaming, resilience can promote
coping strategies like seeking help, responding proactively, and maintaining digital well-being.
At the same time, cultivating resilience among users who might engage in harmful behaviors
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can encourage self-regulation, awareness of consequences, and responsible online conduct. By
integrating resilience-building strategies with real-time intervention mechanisms, such as risk
alerts, preventive nudges, and structured guidelines for group engagement, social media platforms
can more effectively mitigate peer pressure, prevent harmful interactions, and reinforce positive
group norms [8, 44, 73], ultimately fostering a healthier and more supportive online environment.

5.4 Implications for Design

Our study provides insights into how teens engage in discussions about body image on private
social media channels with peers, highlighting specific mechanisms that could enhance adolescents’
well-being in these digital spaces.

Design Empathy-Based Recommendations for Peer Support. We found that teens frequently en-
gaged in self-judgment or sought reassurance from their peers during body image discussions,
revealing a strong need for support within these conversations. However, peers were not always
equipped to provide the appropriate response or lacked the confidence to offer effective support,
particularly in group settings where reactions could sometimes turn critical. Research suggests that,
without targeted guidance, peers may struggle to develop empathic response skills on their own
[96]. To encourage more empathetic and constructive interactions, and in light of the suggestions
made earlier in Section 5.2, social media platforms could introduce context-sensitive support rec-
ommendations. These recommendations would guide users in offering thoughtful feedback tailored
to the nature of the conversation. These recommendations might include prompts or suggested
responses that help teens acknowledge each other’s feelings, offer positive encouragement, or
gently redirect negative self-talk. By providing these tools, platforms could empower teens to
respond more effectively and create a supportive digital environment that encourages healthy body
image discussions.

Encourage Safe Self-Disclosure in One-on-One Settings. Teens in our study were more likely to
share personal and vulnerable feelings about their body image in one-on-one (dyadic) conversations
compared to group settings, where they might feel more exposed or judged. To support this behavior,
as briefly suggested in section 5.3, social media platforms could implement private journaling
features, enabling users to freely express their thoughts and feelings about body image, much
like a personal diary. In addition, the platforms could include prompts or guided questions to
encourage deeper self-expression, helping teens articulate their experiences and struggles more
clearly. This feature would provide a dedicated, safe space for self-reflection, reducing concerns
about judgment or exposure. Additionally, users could selectively share specific entries with a trusted
friend, fostering supportive, private connections that echo the intimacy of dyadic conversations.
Research has shown that sharing in these smaller settings can enhance support and encourage
openness [45]. By mirroring the comfort and security found in one-on-one interactions, this
journaling feature could create a valuable tool for teens to address and process body image concerns
within a framework of trust and support.

Implement Moderation Tools for Healthy Group Communication. Group conversations as we saw
in our study often become spaces for body-shaming, sometimes masked as humor, where teens
may feel uncomfortable or even targeted, making it challenging for them to express themselves
openly. To address this, as briefly explained in section 5.1, platforms could incorporate real-time
moderation tools that help guide conversations toward more positive interactions, a feature that
teens themselves have expressed a preference for [1]. These tools could detect when conversations
begin to change direction into harmful territory, such as body-shaming, and issue gentle notifications
to prompt a tone shift or remind users of community guidelines. Additionally, social media platforms
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could also implement a body-shaming detection tool that could monitor for specific phrases,
suggesting healthier responses or providing teens the option to exit the conversation or mute
specific users. This combination of features would empower teens to distance themselves from
damaging discussions, supporting their mental well-being and encouraging a more supportive
online environment.

6 Limitations and Future Work

There are several limitations of our work that inform future research directions. First, we had
demographic details only from participants who donated their data, but not from those they
conversed with. Although we could sometimes guess the nature of the relationships, we lacked
specific information, such as the age and gender of the conversation partners. While the participants
predominantly appeared to be teens, it is possible that some of these conversations involved older
adults. Another limitation of this work that could be explored in future research is that we did
not comprehensively analyze the temporal variation in these discussions. While we qualitatively
examined how the conversations shifted, we did not quantify the extent to which time influenced
these changes. Furthermore, the dataset we relied on in this study [89] was collected solely from
Instagram. Therefore, to assess the generalizability of our findings, we recommend that future
research explore various social media platforms to identify the unique challenges or protective
factors associated with each platform among youth. In addition, our sample was skewed toward older
adolescents. Hence, our findings may not be fully generalizable to teens of different ages. Future
research should aim to validate our results with a broader and more diverse youth demographic
to ensure their applicability. It would also be beneficial to examine how age influences both body
image conversations and the nature of responses within these discussions.

7 Conclusion

We investigated teens’ body image disclosures in private Instagram conversations and their peers’
responses. We found that they frequently received support when disclosing their struggles with
negative body image, participated in criticism when engaging in body shaming, and were met with
appreciation when promoting positive body image. The main takeaway of this study is that private
social media settings can significantly influence how teens discuss and respond to body image,
with private, one-on-one conversations often fostering supportive exchanges, while group settings
tend to amplify body-shaming. This difference underscores the potential for social media platforms
to enhance positive interactions by promoting private one-on-one discussions for sensitive topics
and introducing prosocial features in group settings. Such changes could help create a healthier
and more supportive online environment for teens dealing with body image concerns.
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