
1874-3501/19 Send Orders for Reprints to reprints@benthamscience.net

155

DOI: 10.2174/1874350101912010155, 2019, 12, 155-168

The Open Psychology Journal
Content list available at: https://openpsychologyjournal.com

RESEARCH ARTICLE

Low Self-Esteem and Selfie Posting Among Young Women

Roberta Biolcati1,*

1Department of Education Sciences, University of Bologna, Bologna, Italy

Abstract:

Background:

Self-esteem is a critical factor in online impression management strategies and could play a crucial role in explaining women’s selfie-posting
behaviours. Previous works examining relationships between self-esteem and self-presentation on social media have yielded controversial results.

Objective:

This study was performed to clarify the relationship between self-esteem and the frequency of taking and posting own, group and partner selfies on
Social Networking Sites (SNS).

Methods:

A sample of 692 Italian young women (18-28 years old) completed questionnaires on self-esteem, satisfaction with life, body satisfaction and selfie
posting bahaviours. The low self-esteem group was compared with the high self-esteem group.

Results:

Results showed that women with low self-esteem are more dissatisfied with their body image and life and significantly they post fewer types of
selfies compared to women with high self-esteem.

Conclusion:

Findings from this study provide new insights into the relation between self-esteem and selfie impression management strategies.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Self-esteem is a part of the psychological representation of
individuals [1] and is the emotional evaluation of the person’s
own  worth,  that  is,  the  individual’s  judgment  of  him/herself
[2].  A  large  number  of  cross-cultural  studies  have  provided
strong  evidence  that  across  samples,  and  measures,  women
tend to have lower self-esteem than men [3]. A wide range of
literature also yields evidence of a close association between
self-esteem and body image satisfaction [4],  especially  amo-
ngst young women [5]. Specifically, body image is consi-dered
to  be  the  ‘mental  portrait’  that  individuals  form  of  their
physical  selves  [6].  In  recent  years,  one’s  own  online  body
image display has come widely into use due to the spread of
Social Networking Services (SNS)  such as Instagram or  Face-
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book. Online body display is the definition of one’s own body
exhibited  in  an  online  public  platform  of  free  access  [7].  In
particular, selfies, defined as a self-portrait taken with a hand-
held smartphone or camera [8 - 10], are being posted on social
media every day and are becoming popular especially among
young adults. In general, young people (aged 18-29 years) are
the  highest  SNS  users  [11]  and  selfies  are  prevalent  at  this
stage  of  life:  a  report  found  that  96% of  young  adults  (aged
20-23 years) had taken a selfie some time in the past, and 25%
had  taken  a  selfie  the  previous  day  [12].  Regarding  the
frequency of selfie posting behaviour, research has shown that
in general, young women take and post more selfies on social
media as compared to men [13].

The present study aims to investigate, in a large sample of
young  women,  SNS  users,  self-esteem  (the  psychological
portrait) and its relationship with other self-related constructs
such as body satisfaction (a mental portrait of the physical self)
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and  the  selfie  (the  self-portrait  taken  and  posted  on  social
media).

1.1. Selfies and Self-Esteem: Mixed Results

Several studies have shown a beneficial effect of selfies on
self-esteem  thanks  to  the  possibility  of  selective  self-
presentation on social media, such as editing one’s own SNS
profile  [14].  In  fact,  SNS  provide  an  ideal  platform  for
individuals to present themselves as they would like to be seen
by others [15]. Scholars [16] have argued that SNS users are
prone  to  sharing  photos  of  themselves  for  self-promotional
purposes,  including  preserving  a  positive  self-image.
Generally,  online-self  presentation  via  SNS  is  much  more
controlled  than  self-presentation  in  offline  spaces,  since  the
former  can  be  edited  and  rearranged  before  posting,  with
countless  opportunities  to  manage  the  image  perceived  by
others [17]. For this reason, selfie posting behaviours appear as
a new phenomenon with the high potential for self-presentation
and impression management: by definition, selfies are focused
on  the  self  convey  of  emotions  and  an  image  as  desired  to
provide the best opportunities for a strategic self-presentation
[18, 19].

Pounders  and  colleagues  [20]  showed  that  impression
management is a core issue in understanding why women post
selfies, and in particular, self-esteem could play a crucial role
in  explaining  their  selfie-posting  behaviour.  Indeed,  selfies
typically  focus  on  users’  physical  appearance  and women of
Western  culture  have  internalized  the  culturally  dominant
ideals of attractiveness and self-evaluation based on aesthetic
appearance.  Scholars  [21]  argued  that  women  living  in
sociocultural  environments  that  insistently  and  pervasively
engender pressure for the “ideal” physical appearance are more
likely  to  engage  in  behaviours  of  image  impression
management,  such  as  selfies,  that  confirm  the  sense  of
connection  between  their  physical  bodies  and  their  sense  of
self-worth. Furthermore, the global economic crisis that began
in 2008, whose effects are still ongoing in some countries like
Italy,  may  have  a  very  important  impact  on  people's  values,
self-confidence  and  self-esteem.  Indeed,  studies  suggest  that
various  well-being  indicators,  such  as  self-esteem  and  life
satisfaction,  are  negatively  affected  by  economic  recessions
[22]. Specifically for young people, evidence from Europe and
the United States suggests that in recession periods, feelings of
selfworth  have  eroded  [23].  This  can  have  repercussions  on
young  womens’  self-esteem  by  increasing  the  importance
ascribed to the self-image for their wellbeing. In this scenario,
selfie posting behaviours could be considered as an expression
of  the  need  for  self-esteem  regulation  [24].  For  instance,
women  post  selfies  to  enhance  their  self-esteem,  which  may
occur through the number of “likes” the selfie receives [20].

Although  some  studies  reported  that  self-esteem may  be
strongly linked to the need for self-presentation on SNS [25],
the results to explain this association are controversial.

On one hand, Mehdizadeh [26] noted that individuals with
low self-esteem engaged in more self-promoting behaviours on
Facebook  than  individuals  with  higher  self-esteem,  and  in
particular,  women  characterized  by  low  self-esteem  posted
more  self-promoting  photos  online  than  women  with  higher

self-esteem [27]. Individuals with lower levels of self-esteem
reported posting more  selfies  on social  media  [9]  and young
adult women who are low in self-esteem turn to social media to
satisfy gratifications, such as validation regarding physical and
social attractiveness, fostered by the online environment [28].

On the other hand, individuals with higher self-esteem tend
to  be  more  extrovert,  agreeable,  conscientious,  emotionally
stable, and more open to experience [29]. Self-esteem may also
be associated with popularity in an online environment such as
Instagram or Facebook. Individuals with high self-esteem are
more satisfied with their body image and are more often self-
employed, and self-confident, than those with low self-esteem
[30].  Indeed,  people  with  high  self-esteem  think  they  are
already  acceptable  and  want  to  enhance  an  already  higher
status. Consistent with this theoretical line, some authors have
reported  that  women’s  self-esteem  is  positively  related  to
selfie-posting  [31].

In  sum,  we  start  from  conflicting  results  regarding  self-
esteem and selfie posting behaviours. This controversy can be
explained within the broader competing hypotheses proposed
by  Valkenburg  and  Peter  [32]:  The  Social  Compensation
(“Poor Get Richer”) hypothesis, that those who perceive their
offline social networks to be inadequate compensate for them
with  more  extensive  online  social  networks  use.  The  other
hypothesis  is  the  Social  Enhancement  “Rich  Get  Richer”
suggesting  that  those  with  more  developed  offline  social
networks  enhance  them  with  more  extensive  online  social
networks use. Following this theoretical framework, as far as
self-esteem is concerned, through the use of selfies low self-
esteem women want to compensate their deficiencies in order
to  be  acceptable  and  high  self-esteem women  think  they  are
already pleasing and want to enhance their social capital [33].

Therefore,  given  the  conflicting  results  between  studies,
the centrality of self-esteem for women and online body image
display,  the current  research aims to explore the relationship
between  self-esteem  and  the  frequency  of  selfie  posting
behaviours  on  SNS  within  the  young  female  population.
Specifically,  we  expect  women with  lower  self-esteem to  be
more dissatisfied with their body and with life, in general, than
those  with  higher  self-esteem,  and  we  want  to  explore  the
differences in selfie posting frequencies between low vs high
self-esteem groups.

2. METHODS

2.1. Procedure

Participants  were  recruited  online,  using  an  online
questionnaire  built  with  Google  Forms,  a  survey-generating
tool.  The  sample  was  contacted  via  the  Internet,  and
participants were asked to answer some questions on self, body
image  and  selfie  posting  behaviours.  In  detail,  the
questionnaire was publicly accessible and an invitation with the
link to the tool was disseminated to the potential participants
by  means  of  three  systems:  mailing  lists,  a  newsgroup  of
university  undergraduate  students,  and  via  popular  social
networking sites, such as Facebook and Instagram. No personal
identifying  information  was  collected.  In  order  to  check  and
prevent  a  person  re-entering  the  survey  site,  the  subject’s  IP
address was monitored. As standard procedure for minimal-risk
online surveys,  the study waived documentation of  informed
consent,  by  permitting  continued  participation  to  signal
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consent.  Thus  the  informed  consent  of  the  participants  was
implied through survey completion. No fee was offered. The
data  were  collected  in  2018.  The  study  was  conducted  in
agreement  with  the  ethical  norms  set  by  the  Italian  National
Psychological Association. An additional ethical approval was
not  required  since  no  treatment  was  involved,  including
invasive  diagnostics  or  procedures  causing  psychological  or
social discomfort for the participants.

2.2. Participants

A total of 692 young women coming from the North (36%,
n = 249), Centre (27.7%, n = 192) and South (36.3%, n = 251)
of Italy participated in the survey.  All  the participants  stated
that  they have a  personal  profile  on SNS, such as  Facebook,
Instagram, Twitter or Myspace. Their age ranged between 18
and 28 years (M = 23.40, SD = 2.33). Two hundred and ninety-
one  participants  (42.1%)  attended  the  1st  Cycle  Degree,  223
(32.2%) attended the 2nd Cycle Degree, while 178 (25.7%) did
not  attend  university.  With  regard  to  their  current  relational
status, 410 (59.2%) had a partner, 266 (38.4%) were single and
16 (2.3%) were married.

2.3. Tools

The  questionnaire  included  a  first  section  regarding  age,
relational status, education level, and region of provenance. A
dichotomously posed question (yes/no) inquired as to whether
the participant had a profile on a social network site. The few
people  who  answered  negatively  were  removed  from  the
sample.

We  asked  the  participants  about  their  satisfaction  level
(five-point  Likert  scale  from  “not  satisfied  at  all”  to  “fully
satisfied”) with four areas in school performance, relationships
with  friends,  relationships  with  the  partner  and  relationship
with the family of origin. The four items, specifically readapted
by the authors for the purpose of the study, were sourced from
a previous study [34]. The scale has not yet been validated.

2.3.1. Self-Esteem

The  most  popular  tool  for  measuring  self-esteem  is  the
Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale [35] (RSES). The RSE scale is a
10-item instrument in which participants respond to each item
on  a  5-point  Likert-scale  (from 1  =  strongly  disagree  to  5  =
strongly agree). Example items include: “On the whole, I am
satisfied with myself” and “All in all, I am inclined to feel that
I am a failure” (reversed item). An RSE index was computed as
the mean of all the items (α = .89), so that higher totals reflect
higher self-esteem.

2.3.2. Body Satisfaction

Body  satisfaction  was  assessed  using  one  of  the  four
subscales of the validated Body Investment Scale [36] (BIS),
namely ‘body attitudes/feelings’. This scale evaluates feelings
of love and approval towards the body with items such as ‘I am
satisfied  with  my  appearance’  (reversed)  and  ‘I  feel  anger
toward my body’. It consists of six items assessed on a score
ranging from 1 (‘Do not agree at all’) to 5 (‘strongly agree’). In
this study, the internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) of the
resulting BD scale scores was α = .92.

2.3.3. Selfie-Posting Behaviours

Overall, the selfie-posting frequency was measured using
one  item  on  a  Likert  scale  (from  1  =  never  to  6  =  always):
“How often would you say that  you take and post  selfies  on
SNSs?” Participants  also specified the frequency with which
over the past 30 days they had posted on social networks (from
1  =  never  to  6  =  always):  own  selfies;  group  selfies;  selfies
with the partner. The single items about selfie frequencies are
based on a previous study on selfie posting behaviours [8].

2.4. Analytical Procedures

First, the frequencies and means were computed for each
variable. Second, the statistical artifice of splitting participants
into  groups  based  on  the  average  scores  on  the  Likert-scale
questionnaire (i.e.. RSES), using the lowest quartile, allowed to
isolate  participants  with  the  lowest  level  of  self-esteem  that
qualitatively differ from others. Third, chi-square and analysis
of  variance  (one-way  ANOVA)  were  used  to  evaluate
differences  between  the  low-self-esteem  group  vs.  high-self
esteem group among the study variables.

3. RESULTS

The  Rosemberg  Self  Esteem  Scale  foresees  a  minimum
score of 10 and a maximum of 50. Among the young women
examined, the minimum score was 10, while the maximum was
45.  The  mean  score  was  33.91  (SD  =  7.19).  We  split  the
sample at the bottom 25% (the lowest quartile): the group that
scored  from  10  to  29  was  named  “Low  Self-Esteem”  (LSE)
(27.2%, n = 188) and the group scored from 30 to 45 as “High
Self-Esteem” (HSE) (72.8%, n = 504).The LSE group was then
compared with the HSE group. With regard to personal data,
there is no significant difference between the two groups with
respect to the region of provenience. Considering the level of
education, Chi-square test showed that in the LSE group, there
were more women attending the 1st Cycle Degree than in the
other group (42.6% vs  27.8%, x2  = 16.60.  df  =3; p = 0.001).
With  regard  to  the  relational  status,  a  higher  percentage  of
single  women  is  represented  in  the  LSE  group  (48.9%  vs
34.5%  x2  =12.14,  df  =  2;  p.  =  0.002).

In general, as can be seen in Table 1 (left part), descriptive
statistics showed that participants have a high average of life
satisfaction and a medium-high level of body satisfaction. In
the  overall  sample,  the  young  women  declared  they  did  not
post own, group or partner selfies very frequently.

ANOVA analysis1, (Table 1) showed that the women with
low self-esteem are younger (MLSE = 22.74 vs. MHSE = 23.64; F
(1,  687)  =  20.72;  p  =  .000)  and  have  a  significantly  lower
satisfaction level average in all the four areas of life than the
high self-esteem women: school performance (MLSE = 3.31 vs.
MHSE = 3.39; F (1, 691) = 61.79; p = .000), relationships with
friends(MLSE = 2.95 vs. MHSE = 3.84; F (1, 691) = 118.62; p =
.000),  relationships  with  the  partner  (MLSE  =  2.84  vs.  MHSE  =
3.63; F (1, 691) = 48.85 ; p = .000) and relationship with the
family (MLSE  = 3.47 vs.  MHSE  = 4.09;  F  (1,  691) = 47.66; p  =
.000)  In  addition,  the  former  have  a  lower  body  satisfaction
than  the  latter  (MLSE  =  15.44  vs.  MHSE  =  22.33;  F  (1,  691)  =
218.54; p = .000).

1 The missing data do not exceed 0.6% and have not been taken into account in
the analyses.
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Table  1.  Significant  differences  between  Low  Self-Esteem  and  High  Self-esteem  groups  on  Age,  Live  Satisfaction,  Body
Satisfaction and Selfie posting frequencies

Self-Esteem

Measures M SD M Low
(N = 188)

M High
(N = 504) F

Age 23.40 2.33 22.74 23.64 20.72***
Satisfaction Level (1, 5)

School performance 3.75 .95 3.31 3.39 61.79***
Relationships with friends 3.59 1.03 2.95 3.84 118.62***
Sentimental relationships 3.42 1.38 2.84 3.63 48.85***

Relationship with the family 3.92 1.07 3.47 4.09 47.66***
Body Satisfaction (5, 30) 20.46 6.25 15.44 22.33 218.54***

All Selfie Frequencies (1, 6) 2.94 .98 2.76 3.01 8.73**
Own Selfie (1, 6) 2.01 1.22 1.81 2.08 6.80**

Group Selfie (1, 6) 2.16 1.25 1.96 2.24 7.19**
Partner Selfie (1, 6) 1.75 1.25 1.47 1.85 12.64***

Note. The numbers in brackets represent the scale range. *** p < .001. ** p < .01.

With regard to differences in selfie posting frequency, the
LSE group significantly post fewer all types of selfies (MLSE =
2.76 vs. MHSE = 3.01; F (1, 691) = 8.73; p = .003), own selfies
(MLSE  =  1.81  vs.  MHSE  =  2.08;  F  (1,  691)  =  6.80;  p  =  .009),
group selfies (MLSE = 1.96 vs. MHSE = 2.24; F (1, 691) = 7.19; p
= .007) and partner selfies (MLSE = 1.47 vs. MHSE = 1.85 F (1,
691) = 12.64; p = .000), compared to the HSE group.

4. DISCUSSION

Self-esteem was identified as a critical factor in SNS users’
online  impression  management  strategies  [20].  Specifically,
selfie-postings via social media have become a very common
form  of  young  women’s  “controlled”  self-presentation.
Previous  works  examining relationships  between self-esteem
and  self-presentation  on  social  media,  namely  selfie  posting
behaviour,  have  yielded mixed and controversial  results  [26,
37] and further investigation is needed [38]. This study aimed
to  contribute  to  the  literature  on  young  women’s  online
behaviour  by  comparing  women  with  low  self-esteem  to
women  with  higher  self-esteem  in  regard  to  selfie  posting
behaviours.

Our  findings  revealed  that  women  with  the  lowest  self-
esteem posted fewer own, group and partner selfies than others.
Women who have the lowest self-esteem tend to be younger,
without  an  effective  relationship  and  they  had  posted  fewer
selfies of all types in the last 30 days. As expected, they were
more body dissatisfied and less happy with all aspects of their
life.  Their  general  unhappiness  and  lack  of  appreciation  for
their body image probably lead them to have no confidence in
the impression management strategy provided by the selfies.

These findings disagree with those reported by Krämer and
Winter [39] arguing that people with low self-esteem might be
even more willing to engage in online self-promotion in order
to raise their self-esteem.

In agreement with Sorokowska and colleagues [38], who,
as in this study, focused on a sample of only women, we noted
that  only  medium-high  self-esteem  is  positively  related  to
selfie-posting  frequencies.  Our  findings  support  previous

studies  that  reported online self-presentation to  be positively
linked with individuals’ self-esteem [40]. Women have learned
to believe that physical appearance is an important source for
self-evaluation [41, 42]. Thus, when women post selfies, they
take  pride  in  their  own body  image  and  evaluate  themselves
positively  [43,  44].  Following  Ridgway  and  Clayton  [7],  we
think that if women are satisfied with their overall body image,
self-promotion of their body satisfaction may take the form of
online  behaviours,  specifically  selfie  posting  behaviours.
Therefore, with regard to the relationship between self-esteem
and  selfies,  the  results  support  the  hypothesis  of  Social
Enhancement [32], according to which those who have fair or
great confidence in themselves post more selfies in an attempt
to further increase their image.

Conversely,  women with  low self-esteem tend to  protect
themselves against the shame and loss of face that might result
from  social  comparison  or  social  disclosure  [45].  Low  self-
esteem has  been  widely  linked  to  depression,  social  anxiety,
body  dissatisfaction  and  general  unhappiness  [46].  Although
social media offers people the chance to impress without vis a
vis  embarrassment or the fear of being rejected, women with
low self-esteem do not seem to be drawn to appearing on social
networks  via  selfies.  In  line  with  Alblooshi  [47],  the  study
shows that  people with lower self-esteem may be taking and
posting  fewer  selfies  because  they  are  less  comfortable  with
their appearance.

Furthermore, selfies contribute to forming a personal diary
and  are  a  way  to  share  emotions  with  a  partner,  friends  and
family:  individuals  with  low  self-esteem  are  in  general  less
satisfied with their relationships and with sharing opportunities.
Indeed,  it  is  more  likely  that  they  tend  to  be  self-protective,
trying to prevent or lessen any social disapproval [28]. In sum,
it may be that women with low self-esteem will participate in
SNS in a non-self-enhancing manner, namely settling for the
extravagance  of  gleaning  information  about  other  people
without  having  to  reveal  anything  about  themselves.  People
with low self-esteem may, in fact, be more prone than others to
becoming  so-called  “lurkers,”  namely  people  who  browse
social  media  to  see  images  of  others  without  self-disclosure
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[48]. The risk of lurking for women with low self-esteem may
activate  discrepancies  between  themselves  and  social
standards,  and  consequently  further  lower  self-esteem  [49].
Additional studies should investigate this hypothesis.

This  exploratory  study  has  several  limitations.  In
particular, the statistical artifice of division into groups and the
cross-sectional design may have provided biased results. Future
studies  must  look  more  deeply  into  the  causal  relationship
between  the  variables.  Moreover,  the  results  are  limited  to
claimed  selfie  posting  frequencies  and  the  study  used  single
items that  have not been validated to measure selfie posting.
Therefore,  there  is  a  need  for  future  studies  to  structure  and
validate  a  selfie  posting  behaviour  scale.  In  addition,  the
authors  suggest  that  future  research  will  need  to  incorporate
tools that actually reflect the time spent on ‘lurking’ in social
media and in viewing other people’s selfies.

Although  the  present  study  was  interested  in  studying
selfie posting behaviours among young women, extending the
study  to  other  ages  and  cultures  could  be  of  considerable
interest and it might increase the generalizability of the results.

In  any  case,  the  preliminary  findings  provide  additional
insight into the relationship between women’s self-esteem and
selfie  impression  management  strategies.  In  particular,  the
results suggesting that young women with low self-esteem post
fewer  selfies  provide  evidence  that  should  allay  society's
concerns [50] over the harmful consequence of excessive selfie
postings for the most psychologically sensitive individuals. The
study suggests that taking selfies is a strategy used mostly by
women who are more self-confident and claim to be happier in
life in general.

CONCLUSION

Finally,  this  exploratory  research  may  have  practical
implications,  since  selfie-posting  behaviour  has  become  a
widespread phenomenon in the lives of many people: a closer
examination of the relationship between self-esteem and selfies
may  be  helpful  to  differentiate  normative  vs.  pathological
social  networking  activities.  For  instance,  selfie-posting
behaviours  can  have  a  potentially  negative  impact  on  self-
esteem  for  those  who  cannot  benefit  from  them  and  are
exposed  passively  to  their  viewing.
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