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Abstract:

Social appearance anxiety has been widely studied as an
important factor affecting today’s youth. Severe appearance
anxiety is highly likely to develop into Body Dysmorphic
Disorder (BDD), which can have a very important impact
on people’s physical and mental health. In this context,
it is particularly important to trace the motivation behind
people’s appearance anxiety. Our research aims to
investigate the relationship between people who spend
more time browsing through pictures on Instagram with a
higher tendency to develop social appearance anxiety and
to understand the motivation for social appearance anxiety
in the context of evolutionary psychology, specifically
due to their desire to improve their chances of mating.
The study will use the Social Appearance Anxiety Scale
(SAAS) to measure levels of social anxiety related to
perceived appearance in social contexts, and the survey
will categorize whether participants spend more time on
social media or post more on social media. Our expected
results of the study are that participants who spend more
time browsing social media will score higher on the SAAS
scale. We will discuss various possible outcomes, with the
expected result being that people with a higher propensity
for social comparison are prone to social appearance
anxiety.

Keywords: appearance anxiety, social comparison, evo-
lutionary perspective.

1. Introduction

Social appearance anxiety is an issue that is becom-
ing increasingly prevalent. The spread of media has
contributed to more people being able to view a larg-
er amount of information, which also includes ideal-

ized images of body shape and appearance. In recent
years, the rise of social media applications, such as
Instagram and facebook, has expanded people’s ac-
cess to information. As people view information, the
level of social comparison has increased, which in
turn has led to appearance anxiety. Although appear-
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ance anxiety has been widely studied by researchers, most
of the current studies focus mainly on social and psycho-
logical factors and do not trace the evolutionary motiva-
tion of appearance anxiety more.

The following study focuses on the relationship between
social comparison and social appearance anxiety through
the perspective of evolutionary psychology. We will in-
vestigate whether those who spend more time browsing
Instagram are more likely to develop social appearance
anxiety. Through this study, we can be more explicit about
the evolutionary framework of social appearance anxiety.
By exploring the relationship between social media use,
social comparison, and appearance anxiety, it will provide
more strategies for people to cope with the stress caused
by social media, which is important for stabilizing peo-
ple’s mental health.

2. Social Appearance Anxiety

Appearance anxiety is a subclinical indicator of body
dysmorphic phobia (BDD) [1], which often manifested
as excessive anxiety about some physical defect that one
perceives, but which is usually seen as normal by others
[2]. This means that people often internalize external stan-
dards to their own standards of evaluation. Some research
has shown that when people are overly self-focused in
a certain area, they are very worried about being judged
negatively by others [3]. The way people cope with this
concern is by engaging in repetitive behaviors: always
checking their appearance or comparing themselves to
others [4].

2.1 Motivations for Appearance Anxiety

The reasons why people develop appearance anxiety can
be analyzed in depth by looking at the self-objectification
theory. Self-objectification theory refers to the tendency
of people to look at themselves through the eyes of others,
that is, to internalize the appearance standards of others
into the standards of self-evaluation [5]. This trend exac-
erbates self-objectification, with more women fearing neg-
ative comments from others about their looks and body
image. They worry that their appearance is unattractive,
which may lead to anxiety or depression. However, if we
trace the root cause of this anxiety and worry, it may be
due to the desire to receive social acceptance, including
the search for cooperative alliances and sexual partners.
Research has shown that people are increasingly focused
on their attractiveness as times change, and are concerned
that their attractiveness will not be socially acceptable [6].

2.2 Psychological Effects of Appearance Anxiety

Low self-esteem: manifested by self-criticism or guilt,
excessive concern for the evaluation of others, lack of

self-affirmation, and relatively low energy and motivation.
Compulsive behaviors: include frequent mirror looking
and various behaviors taken to disguise one’s appearance,
such as excessive makeup.

2.3 Background from Evolutionary Psychology

Moderate attention to appearance is in fact adaptable
throughout evolution and helps individuals improve their
chances of survival and reproduction. However, the cir-
cumstances and stress of modern society can lead to an
excessive representation of this adaptive response, which
can trigger anxiety of appearance and the associated psy-
chological problems. Our ancestors lived mainly in small
groups with a limited range of physical comparisons.
However, today, social networks and advertising contin-
ually promote idealized standards of beauty, carefully re-
viewed and selected, far from the daily reality of ordinary
people. Therefore, it is easy to fall into a cycle of continu-
ous comparison and self-denial. Evolutionary psychology
reveals the mechanisms of the human brain in the man-
agement of society and the comparisons that have helped
individuals to adapt in groups during evolution. However,
in modern society, especially under the influence of so-
cial media, these mechanisms may be overactivated. For
example, when we see perfect images on social networks,
our brain can generate a strong self-assessment and anxi-
ety reactions. This excessive reaction is not only harmful
to our mental health, but can also affect our daily life and
our relationships. It is possible that we devote a lot of
time and effort to the management of our appearance, and
even avoid social activities for fear that our appearance is
not perfect. In summary, from the point of view of evolu-
tionary psychology, we can understand more clearly the
causes and manifestations of the anxiety of appearance.
Although moderate attention to appearance can be bene-
ficial in some cases, we must be attentive to the possible
exaggerated reactions of modern society. We must learn
to accept and appreciate our uniqueness instead of blindly
pursuing idealized aesthetic criteria.

2.4 Social Comparison Theory

Social Comparison Theory proposes that people assess
their personal and social worth in comparison to others.
Leon Festinger, the proposer of the theory, also states
that people are naturally inclined to compare themselves
with others in order to establish a benchmark that will
allow us to make an accurate assessment of ourselves [7].
Social comparisons can be categorized into two types:
upward and downward. Upward social comparison refers
to people comparing themselves to others who are better
than them, usually with a desire to improve themselves.
In contrast, downward social comparison refers to peo-
ple comparing themselves to people who are worse off



Dean&Francis

RUOQIONG LI, LING WANG, ANGELINA LEE, KANGNI OU

than they are, usually in a way that makes them feel good
about themselves [8]. Hu and many other researchers have
tested the social comparison theory experimentally [9].
The study divided the participants of the experiment into
two separate groups, one group made upward social com-
parisons and the other group made downward social com-
parisons. The results of the study showed that people are
more inclined to engage in downward social comparisons.
The reason for this may be that downward social compar-
ison is more likely to trigger positive self-evaluations and
lead to better emotional value and satisfaction.From an
evolutionary psychology perspective, we can trace back
to primitive animals. Social comparison is not a uniquely
human trait and animals also make social comparisons on
a regular basis as well. Individuals can make important
decisions through social comparison, such as evaluating
the abilities of rivals to decide whether to compete or co-
operate, or adjusting themselves based on the performance
of others. Such social comparisons are developed to fulfill
the needs of group life, such as access to resources, mate
choice, and so on. Animal behavioral studies have shown
that animals often make important decisions based on
relative outcomes, both in the laboratory and in the wild,
leading to better integration into the group [10].

3. Present Study

The study aims to analyze the relationship between higher
social comparison tendencies and social appearance anx-
iety from an evolutionary psychology perspective. In this
study, we will use the Social Appearance Anxiety Scale
(SAAS) as the primary measure of appearance anxiety,
which will be randomly distributed to young women from
different countries and regions. We hypothesize that peo-
ple with higher scores on the SAAS will make more social
comparisons and will also have higher levels of appear-
ance anxiety. Also, we will consider the result that there is
no correlation between them.

4. Method

4.1 Participants

A random sample of 2,000 women of all races living in
any part of the globe, aged 18 years to 26 years, will be
selected for the research paper.

4.2 Procedure

For the primary study, we will use a survey and the SAAS
scale; for the survey to be valid and generalizable to the
broader youth female population of 18-26 years old, qua-
si-experimental design will be used.

4.3 Social Appearance Anxiety Scale (SAAS)

A 17 item questionnaire designed to measure anxiety re-
lating to body appearance in social situations. Participants
will respond to each item on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5
(extremely), with examples such as “I feel anxious talking
to people due to my appearance” and “l worry about
others criticizing my appearance when 1’m not present.”
A survey will be sent out asking participants if they post
on Instagram more or spend more time browsing through
other people’s Instagram pictures; participants will then
be split into groups A and B, respectively. The groups
will then take a social appearance anxiety test. Possible
outcomes of the study will be discussed in the discussion
section.

5. Discussion

The discussion section of this study explores potential
outcomes regarding the relationship between social ap-
pearance anxiety and social comparison, in the context
of social media usage. We postulate two main possible
results of the experiment: positive correlation between
media usage and appearance anxiety, and no correlation
between these two variables. By analyzing these potential
results, we aim to understand the interaction between the
use of social media, the process of social comparison and
the development of social appearance anxiety.

5.1 Outcome 1: Positive correlations

Results showing the difference between social compari-
son and appearance anxiety would mean Group B, who
spends more time on social media, will score higher on
the SAAS scale. As Group B spends more time on Ins-
tagram, they will engage in more social comparisons as
social comparison often occurs quickly and requires few
cognitive resources. Studies have shown that people make
two types of social comparisons: downward and upward
comparisons. Downward comparison is when one com-
pares themselves to someone less attractive or worse off
than them while upward comparison is when one com-
pares themselves to someone prettier and smarter. When
participants in a study received subliminal exposure to the
picture of Albert Einstein, individuals rated themselves
lower in intelligence. In contrast, subliminal exposure to
a picture of a clown caused individuals to rate themselves
higher in intelligence. Because people only post the most
glamorous side of their lives on social media, where they
look the best, Group B, which sees people living better
lives, will engage in upward comparison. This invokes
the feeling of envy and an increase in feelings of anxiety
and threat to the self. Moreover, a Strahan study shows
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that from today’s salient social norms, it is more likely for
people to compare themselves with irrelevant others like
professional models or influencers than with their peers or
relevant others. From the tendency to compare themselves
with attractive and perfect figures, people are more like-
ly to feel envy and increase their feelings of anxiety and
threat to themselves.

5.1.1 Connection to evolutionary psychology

Studies have shown humans are biologically predisposed
to make social comparisons, as it is an essential adaptation
for mating. As when one compares themselves to others,
they see their deficiencies and work to improve their ap-
pearance in hopes of improving their standing in the mat-
ing market and attracting more mates to reproduce.

5.2 Outcome 2: No correlations

If the result of the study shows no correlation, it indicates
that there is no significant relationship between Instagram
usage and the social appearance anxiety level which is
measured by SAAS. This might stem from the limitations
of the experimental procedure, as we only collect binary
categorical data on Instagram usage by asking participants
whether they are browsing more or posting more, which
lacks information about the type of content and frequency
of browsing. There are possibilities that participants are
browsing something they are interested in like friends’
posts, pets, music concerts, etc. Besides, we do not have
a clear operational definition of glamorous or attractive
figure posts, which weakens the relationships between so-
cial comparison from viewing other Instagram posts and
the level of social appearance anxiety. Given the growing
influence of social media in our daily lives, it’s crucial
to understand its potential effects on our psychological
well-being. As mentioned before, within salient social
norms, people tend to compare themselves with irrelevant
and unrealistic figures, regardless of gender, similar to
how they compare themselves with peers. To understand
social comparison in a more contemporary context and
discuss possible coping strategies for social appearance
anxiety, it is important to examine how appearance-relat-
ed social norms affect social appearance anxiety. Future
studies could explore variations in people’s anxiety levels
when exposed to images of their own ethnicities or cultur-
al groups versus others, or investigate how blurred social
norms contribute to appearance anxiety. These studies
could provide insights into the importance of understand-
ing the diversity of beauty in order to alleviate appearance
anxiety.

6. Conclusion

This study aims to investigate the relationships between
social media usage and social appearance anxiety from
an evolutionary psychology perspective. Our research
highlights the potential impact of social media use lead-
ing to an increase in social comparison on platforms like
Instagram, where people are exposed to an abundance
of perfect pictures that may exacerbate appearance anxi-
ety, especially among young women.This research paper
discusses the occurrence of social appearance anxiety
through the lens of evolutionary psychology and inte-
grates it with the context of social media, which people
use in their daily lives. Whether the results show positive
correlations or no correlations between social media usage
and social appearance anxiety, the study provides valuable
insights about how people’s internal impulses, developed
through evolutionary pathways, can affect modern situa-
tions. Moreover, this research helps to foster support for
psychological well-being related to the use of social me-
dia.
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