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Abstract
Body image comparisons on social networking sites (SNS) have been found to be associated with disordered eating among
western young women, however, the inner mechanism driving this association is largely unknown. Based on social comparison,
sociocultural, and objectification theories, the present study aimed to investigate the association between body image compar-
isons on SNS and restrained eating, as well as the mediating role of body shame and the moderating roles of body appreciation
and body mass index (BMI) among Chinese young adult women. A sample of 567 Chinese college women were recruited to
complete a questionnaire assessing body image comparisons on SNS, body shame, body appreciation, restrained eating, and
information about weight and height. Results showed that body image comparisons on SNS were positively associated with
restrained eating and that body shame significantly mediated this association. Furthermore, body appreciation and BMI each
moderated the association between body shame and restrained eating as well as the association between body image comparisons
on SNS and restrained eating. These results not only have theoretical implications, but also provide guidance for prevention
interventions targeting negative body image and disordered eating among college women.

Keywords Body image comparisons on SNS . Restrained eating . Body shame . Body appreciation . Bodymass index . College
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In recent years, non-clinical restrained eating behavior
adopted by worldwide young women in pursuit of slim and
thin bodies has gradually been more and more popular.
According to a systematic review and meta-analysis by
Santos et al. (2017), the prevalence of weight loss attempts
among adult women worldwide was 58% and more than two-
thirds of participants attempted to lose weight using dieting. A
survey of 850 Chinese college women also found that re-
strained eating is one of the most common means they use

to lose weight (Wang et al. 2015). The high prevalence of
restrained eating was closely associated with a range of neg-
ative outcomes including damaged brain development and
mental functioning, depressive symptoms, and eating disor-
ders (Ferreira et al. 2016; Wade et al. 2012). Against this
background, research has focused on risk factors contributing
to restrained eating to provide effective advice on prevention
interventions. Relevant studies found that consumption of me-
dia, especially sources that purvey images of ideal slender
women, is one of the robust factors contributing to restrained
eating (Mclean et al. 2016).

As a basic application and widely used media source in the
current internet age, Social Networking Sites (SNS) have been
common means for social interaction, communication, and in-
formation-sharing. Examples of popular SNS include Facebook
and YouTube worldwide, as well as WeChat Moments and
Qzone in China. According to a report by the Pew Research
Center (2019), SNS have been adopted by more than 70%
young Americans aged 18–24, with a majority of users using
SNS daily. In China (China Internet Network Information
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Center 2019), the usage rates of WeChat Moments and Qzone
were 83.4% and 58.8% respectively, and the usage rate of
young netizens was significantly higher than other groups.

In addition to being a widely used communication plat-
form, SNS also feature user-created content, including
appearance-oriented videos and pictures. For example,
users can update their profile photos (Cohen et al. 2017)
and post selfies (Niu et al. 2020) on SNS, both of which are
appearance-focused. Due to this feature, SNS provide a
perfect online environment to engage in body image com-
parisons for young women (Kim and Chock 2015).
Relevant studies found that SNS use was associated with
negative body image and disordered eating (Morgan et al.
2015; Venus et al. 2018). However, most of these studies
have been conducted in western cultures and may lack of
relevance to Chinese culture. Thus, in the present study we
aimed to investigate the association between body image
comparisons on SNS and restrained eating among Chinese
college women, as well as identity mediating and moder-
ating mechanisms in this association.

Body Image Comparisons on SNS
and Restrained Eating

In accordance with social comparison theory, social compar-
ison is a basic motivation, and upward social comparisons
(comparisons with others doing better) may lead to unfavor-
able results (Festinger 1954; Xing and Yu 2005). Indeed, this
pattern is confirmed for body image comparisons (Haferkamp
and Krämer 2011). On SNS, a vast number of photos and
videos containing body images are shared by users and offer
the basis for body image comparisons processes (Wei et al.
2017). However, as a flexible self-presentation platform, SNS
allow users to carefully choose and edit the information that
they share (Feltman and Szymanski 2018; Krämer andWinter
2008). As a result, the photographs shared by users on SNS
are often manipulated using various picture-editing tools
(Mclean et al. 2015). In this way users may be overwhelmed
by unrealistic beauty ideals posted by others (Bissell and Rask
2010; Fardouly et al. 2015), and comparisons to seemingly
thinner or more attractive peers on SNS (i.e., upward compar-
ison) may lead to desires for a thin body and accompanying
weight loss behaviors. Indeed, appearance-focused SNS use
has been associated with heightened weight and eating con-
cerns (Rodgers and Melioli 2016). A recent experimental
study also found that upward body image comparisons on
social media were positively associated with the tendency to
limit food intake (Fardouly et al. 2017). Based on these find-
ings, we hypothesized that body image comparisons on SNS
would be positively correlated with restrained eating
(Hypothesis 1).

The Mediating Role of Body Shame

According to sociocultural theory, most women aspire to the
thin beauty ideals presented on media despite their unnatural-
ness and inaccessibility (Tiggemann 2011; Tylka and Subich
2004). These desires result in negative body image and related
negative feelings, such as body shame (Holland and
Tiggemann 2016). Body shame is the affective component
of objectified body consciousness and usually appears when
a woman perceives that her body image fails to meet social
ideals or standards (Fredrickson and Roberts 1997).
According to objectification theory, body shame is usually
induced by sociocultural factors, such as the thin ideals on
mass media, and through body image comparisons
(Fardouly and Vartanian 2016). Comparisons to the idealized
photos posted on SNS may make people feel that they do not
meet the ideal and thus develop negative evaluations and feel-
ings about their bodies, including body shame (Duarte et al.
2015). In order to achieve these ideals, individuals may take
certain measures such as restrained eating (Noll and
Fredrickson 2010). Indirect evidence supports the conclusion
that body image comparisons make individuals susceptible to
negative body image and emotions (Rodgers et al. 2015;
Tylka and Sabik 2010). Furthermore, Chinese college women
with higher body shame have been found to be more likely to
have eating disturbance at one-year follow-up (Jackson and
Chen 2015). Relevant studies also showed body shame was
positively associated with individual’s dieting and restrained
eating behavior (Noll and Fredrickson 2010). Therefore, we
hypothesized that body shame would mediate the relationship
between body image comparisons on SNS and restrained eat-
ing (Hypothesis 2).

The Moderating Roles of Body Appreciation and BMI

Although body image comparisons on SNS may induce re-
strained eating through body shame, it is possible that not all
users are equally influenced. A model of differential suscep-
tibility to media effects proposes that dispositional suscepti-
bility is an important factor affecting the media-use-and-
effects relationship (Valkenburg and Peter 2013), and media
effects can be enhanced or reduced by users’ dispositional
traits, such as appearance-focused cognitive distortions
(Ridolfi et al. 2011) and body appreciation. Body appreciation
refers to valuing the features, functions, and health of the body
(Tylka and Wood-Barcalow 2015b), including favorable
opinions, acceptance, respect, and protection of the body by
rejecting unrealistic body images portrayed in the media
(Avalos et al. 2005).

Previous research found that body appreciation was asso-
ciated with a wide range of positive indices including self-
esteem (Avalos et al. 2005), adaptive coping (Lobera and
Ríos 2011), optimism (Dalley and Vidal 2013) and intuitive
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eating—a flexible and positive eating pattern negatively re-
lated to eating disorders (Luo et al. 2019). In addition, an
identified characteristic of body appreciation is “protective
filtering” (Wood-Barcalow et al. 2010, p. 109), which can
prevent the negative effects induced by viewing thin-
idealized media (Halliwell 2013). People with high level of
body appreciation are expected to buffer the negative influ-
ences of harmful appearance messages on body image by
engaging in protective filtering (Andrew et al. 2015; Tylka
2011). In addition, body appreciation includes caring for the
body’s needs and focusing on the body’s functions and
health (Homan and Tylka 2018), suggesting that individuals
who have a high level of body appreciation may take care of
their body and eat based on inner hunger cues rather than
adopt maladaptive eating behaviors.

Although the risk-buffer role of body appreciation has been
proposed for several years, empirical research is still lacking
(Tylka 2011), especially in Chinese culture. To address this
gap, in the present study we investigated whether body appre-
ciation could moderate the relationship between body image
comparisons on SNS and restrained eating as well as the me-
diating role of body shame among Chinese college women.
We hypothesized that body appreciation would moderate the
associations between body image comparisons on SNS and
body shame (Hypothesis 3a), between body shame and re-
strained eating (Hypothesis 3b), and between body image
comparisons on SNS and restrained eating (Hypothesis 3c);
specifically, we predicted that these associations would be
attenuated among individuals with higher body appreciation.

In addition, as an index of an individual’s body size, body
mass index (BMI) is another important factor influencing eat-
ing pathology in young women (Burnette et al. 2018). It has
been suggested that there is a visual attentional bias to
appearance-related information among individuals with
higher level of BMI (Roefs et al. 2008). Specifically, there
may be a pattern whereby relatively more attention is paid to
others’ attractive body parts and relatively less attention is
paid to one’s own attractive body parts. Therefore, we expect
that people with higher level of BMI would be more likely to
engage in body image comparisons (Gao et al. 2013; Glauert
et al. 2010) and thereby possibly increasing their susceptibility
to eating disorders (Jansen et al. 2005).

Furthermore, research has showed that individuals with
higher BMI experienced more negative body image such as
body dissatisfaction and related negative emotions such as
distress, anxiety, and depression due to their perceived failure
to meet societal ideals (Jeffers et al. 2013; Kelly et al. 2011).
These higher weight individuals also received significantly
more negative weight and shape-related comments (Herbozo
et al. 2013; Stevens et al. 2018), which are associated with
more weight and eating concerns (Herbozo et al. 2013). Based
on these findings, we hypothesized that BMI would moderate
the relationship between body image comparisons on SNS

and restrained eating (Hypothesis 4a), as well as the relation-
ship between body shame and restrained eating (Hypothesis
4b). Specifically, we hypothesized that these associations
would be stronger among individuals with higher BMI.

The Current Study

In conclusion, drawing on social comparison, sociocultural,
and objectification theories, we investigated the relationship
between body image comparisons on SNS and restrained eat-
ing among Chinese college women, as well as the mediating
role of body shame and the moderating roles of body appre-
ciation and BMI. Our study not only can help to understand
the impact of the use of social networking sites on individuals’
psychosocial development, but also may provide advice about
how to use SNS reasonably and how to derail the occurrence
of health-compromising eating behaviors for female college
students. Moreover, our investigation of body appreciation
will help inform future therapeutic interventions for body im-
age disturbance and eating disorders from the perspective of
positive psychology.

Method

Participants

Participants were recruited from two universities in central
China through convenience sampling. A total of 838 college
women participated in the present study voluntarily. In order to
improve the integrity and validity of the collected question-
naires, surveys with incomplete demographic information
(age, height or weight; n = 224) or in which more than 30%
of the survey items were not answered (n = 1) or involved re-
peated, regular (Li and Liu 2006;Wang et al. 2020), or extreme
responses (n = 46; the z-scores fall outside 3 standard deviations
of the mean; Zhang and Xu 2009) were removed. The final
usable sample was composed of 567 college women with ages
ranging from 17 to 23 years-old (M = 19.97, SD = 1.37).

Procedure and Measures

Before data collection, the study was approved by the
Academic Committee for Scientific Research at the university
of the authors. At the beginning of the survey, all participants
signed informed consent explaining the principles of their
voluntarily participation (participants were informed that their
responses would be anonymous and that they can withdraw
this participation at any time). Then, the pencil-and-paper sur-
vey was administered in classrooms and conducted in
Mandarin. During the assessment, participants provided de-
mographic information and completed the survey instruments
independently; they were encouraged to respond to each item
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carefully. After the assessment, questionnaires were taken
back on the spot, and each participant received a small gift
as reward.

Body Image Comparisons on SNS The Chinese version of
body image comparisons on SNS was adopted to measure
participants’ tendency to compare their body image to
others on SNS (Fardouly and Vartanian 2015; Wei et al.
2017). Participants were asked to respond on a 5-point
scale from 1 (definitely disagree) to 5 (definitely agree)
on each of the following three items: “When using SNS,
I compare my physical appearance to that of others”;
“When using SNS, I compare how I am dressed to how
other users are dressed”; and “When using SNS, I compare
my figure to that of others.” Responses were averaged,
with higher scores indicating higher body image compari-
sons tendency on SNS. This scale has been successfully
used with Chinese samples and was found to have good
construct validity and internal consistency with a
Cronbach’s alpha of .89 among adolescents (Wei et al.
2017). In the current study, the Cronbach’s alpha for the
scale was .91.

Body Shame The body shame subscale of the Chinese ver-
sion (Chen 2014) of the Objectified Body Consciousness
Scale (OBCS; Mckinley and Hyde 1996) was used to as-
sess the level of shame perceived by a person when the
body does not conform to cultural standards (e.g., “When
I can’t control my weight, I feel like something must be
wrong with me”). Participants were asked to respond on a
7-point scale (1 = definitely disagree, 7 = definitely agree)
on each of the eight items. Responses across items were
averaged, with higher scores indicating higher body
shame. The measure has been successfully used with
Chinese samples and was found to have good construct
validity and internal consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha
of .82 among undergraduate students (Jackson and Chen
2015; Wang et al. 2020). The Cronbach’s alpha for the
subscale in the current study was .73.

Body Appreciation The Body Appreciation Scale-2 (Tylka
and Wood-Barcalow 2015a) was used to assess individuals’
acceptance of, favorable opinions toward, and respect for their
bodies (e.g., “I respect my body”). Participants indicated their
agreement with 10 statements on a 5-point scale from 1
(never) to 5 (always). Item responses were averaged, with
higher scores indicating greater body appreciation. We con-
ducted a Confirmatory Factor Analysis because a Chinses
version of the scale was not available, although the scale has
been used with Chinese female adolescents and has shown
adequate internal consistency (α = .89; Luo et al. 2019). The
results of the CFA showed that this one-factor measure had
good fit: χ2/df = 3.29, RMSEA = .06, CFI = .99, TLI = .97,

SRMR = .03. The Cronbach’s alpha for the present sample
was .92.

Body Mass Index Participants’ BMI was calculated by using
the eq. BMI = weight (kg)/height (m)2 based on
participants’ current height and weight as reported by them.
In the present study, the BMI of participants ranged from
15.21 to 28.93 (M = 19.83, SD = 2.03). According to
Chinese BMI cut-offs, 159 (28%) participants were under-
weight (BMI < 18.5), 396 (70%) were normal weight (18.5–
24) and 12 (2%) were overweight or obese (BMI ≥ 24).

Restrained Eating The Restrained Eating subscale of the
Chinese version (Kong 2012) of the Dutch Eating Behavior
Questionnaire (DEBQ) was used to assess restrained eating
(e.g., “Do you deliberately eat less in order to not become
heavier?”). Participants rated each of the 10 items on a 5-
point scale from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). Item responses
were averaged, with higher scores indicating a greater degree
of food restriction. This scale has been used with Chinese
samples and was found to have good construct validity and
internal consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha of .86 among
college women (Niu et al. 2020). The Cronbach’s alpha for
the present study was .92.

Covariates The present study controlled for age, year in col-
lege, and the number of friends on SNS in the statistical anal-
yses due to the fact that these variables could impact the rela-
tionship between SNS use and body image and disordered
eating outcomes (Holland and Tiggemann 2016). All these
covariates were reported directly by participants.

Statistical Analyses

SPSS 23.0 was used for data analyses in the present study.
Before the analyses, series mean substitution was conducted
to estimate occasional missing data points from individual mea-
sures (<2% missing data for per scale). In the preliminary anal-
yses, descriptive statistics and correlation analysis were calcu-
lated with SPSS. Then, the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Model
67) suggested by Hayes (2013) was adopted to test complex
models containing mediating and moderating effects, using
bootstrapping techniques with 5000 bootstrap samples to cal-
culate confidence intervals. (An effect is significant when 0 is
not included in the 95% bias-corrected confidence interval.)

Results

Preliminary Analyses

We first conducted a correlation analysis among the variables,
and the means, standard deviations, and correlation
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coefficients for all study variables are presented in Table 1. As
can be seen, body image comparisons on SNS, body shame,
and restrained eating were positively correlated with each oth-
er; body appreciation was negatively correlated with body
image comparisons on SNS, body shame, BMI, and restrained
eating; BMI was positively correlated with body shame, body
appreciation, and restrained eating. Importantly, Hypothesis 1,
which predicted a positive correlation between body image
comparisons and restrained eating, was supported.

Testing for the Proposed Model

Next, we used the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Model 67,
which fit the hypothesized model) to test the mediating role
of body shame as well as the moderating roles of body appre-
ciation and BMI. Regression analysis held body image com-
parisons on SNS as the independent variable, restrained eating
as the dependent variable, body shame as the mediator, and
both body appreciation and BMI asmoderators. The twomod-
erators were explored independently. Specifically, we estimat-
ed the moderating effect of body appreciation in the associa-
tion between body image comparisons on SNS and body
shame, the association between body shame and restrained
eating, as well as the association between body image com-
parisons on SNS and restrained eating; the moderating effect
of BMI in the association between body shame and restrained
eating and the association between body image comparisons
on SNS and restrained eating were also examined.

As shown in Fig. 1, body image comparisons on SNS were
positively associated with body shame (b = .32, p < .001) and
restrained eating (b = .16, p < .001), and body shame was also
positively associated with restrained eating (b = .24, p < .001).
These results indicate that body shame mediated the relation-
ship between body image comparisons on SNS and restrained
eating. Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was supported.

In addition, as shown in Fig. 1, the interaction between
body image comparisons on SNS and body appreciation on
body shame was not significant (b = −.04, p = .55), which
suggests that the relationship between body image compari-
sons on SNS and body shame was not moderated by body
appreciation. Thus, Hypothesis 3a was not supported. The
interaction between body image comparisons on SNS and
body appreciation on restrained eating also was not significant
(b = .04, p = .52), indicating that the relationship between
body image comparisons on SNS and restrained eating was
not moderated by body appreciation. Therefore, Hypothesis
3c was not supported in that high levels of body image com-
parisons on SNS was related to more restrained eating inde-
pendent of women’s levels of body appreciation.

In contrast, the interaction between body shame and body
appreciation on restrained eating was significant (b = −.17,
p < .01), indicating that the relationship between body shame
and restrained eating was moderated by body appreciation.
We used simple slope tests to analyze the relationship between
body shame and restrained eating separately for higher (+1
SD) and lower (−1 SD) body appreciation (see Fig. 2). For
women with lower body appreciation, the relationship be-
tween body shame and restrained eating was significant (b-
simple = .36, SE = .06, t = 6.29, p < .001, 95% CI [.24, .48]); for
women with higher body appreciation, the relationship be-
tween body shame and restrained eating was not significant
(bsimple = .12, SE = .07, t = 1.74, p = .08, 95% CI [−.02, .26]).
Thus, Hypothesis 3b was supported.

Additionally, as Fig. 1 illustrates, the interaction between
body shame and BMI on restrained eating was significant (b =
−.06, p < .01), indicating that the relationship between body
shame and restrained eating was moderated by BMI. The inter-
action between body image comparisons on SNS and BMI on
restrained eating was also significant (b = .07, p < .001), show-
ing that the relationship between body image comparisons on
SNS and restrained eating was moderated by BMI. We again

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations among study variables

Correlations

Variables M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Age 19.97 (1.37) –

2. Year in College 2.07 (.78) .79** –

3. Number of friends on SNS 210.58 (131.72) −.07 −.09* –

4. Body image comparisons on SNS 2.69 (1.05) −.08 −.09* .13** –

5. Body shame 3.55 (.93) −.19** −.16** −.01 .37** –

6. Body appreciation 3.86 (.67) .03 .03 .01 −.11* −.17** –

7. Body Mass Index (BMI) 19.83 (2.03) −.08 −.10* −.03 .001 .18** .15** –

8. Restrained eating 2.60 (.85) −.06 −.07 .02 .28** .37** −.09* .26** –

Note. n = 567

*p < .05. **p < .01. *** p < .001
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used simple slope tests to analyze the relationship between body
shame and restrained eating as well as the relationship between
body image comparisons on SNS and restrained eating separate-
ly for higher (+1 SD) and lower (−1 SD) BMI (see Fig. 3). As
shown in Fig. 3a, although both slopes were significant, the
relationship between body shame and restrained eating was
stronger at lower BMI (bsimple = .37, SE = .07, t = 5.57,
p < .001, 95% CI [.23, .51]) than at higher BMI (bsimple = .11,
SE = .05, t = 2.10, p = .04, 95%CI [.01, .21]). This is contrary to
the moderation’s direction of BMI in Hypothesis 4a which pre-
dicted that the association between body shame and restrained
eating would be stronger among individuals with higher BMI.
Therefore, Hypothesis 4a was not supported; rather, the reverse
prediction was found. As shown in Fig. 3b, for women with
higher BMI, the association between body image comparisons

on SNS and restrained eating was significant (bsimple = .31,
SE = .05, t = 5.75, p < .001, 95% CI [.21, .41]); for women with
lower BMI, the association between body image comparisons
on SNS and restrained eating was not significant (bsimple = .01,
SE = .05, t = .24, p = .81, 95% [−.09, .11]). Thus, Hypothesis 4b
was supported in that the association between higher body im-
age comparisons on SNS and higher restrained eating held
among heavier, but not thinner, women.

Discussion

As hypothesized, we found that body image comparisons on
SNS were positively associated with restrained eating and that
body shame mediated this association. Similarly, as

Fig. 2 Moderating effect of body
appreciation on the relationship
between body shame and
restrained eating. For both body
shame and body appreciation, low
is defined as one SD below the
mean and high as one SD above
the mean. The solid black slope is
significant (p < .05) whereas the
dashed grey slope is not,
indicating that higher body shame
is associated with more restrained
eating only among women low in
body appreciation. a Body shame
as a predictor b body image
comparisons (BICs) on SNS as a
predictor

Fig. 1 Results of the
hypothesized model in which the
direct relationship between body
image comparisons on SNS and
restrained eating is mediated by
body shame as well as moderated
by BMI. Additionally, BMI and
body appreciation moderated the
link between body shame and
restrained eating. Solid lines
indicate significant pathways;
dashed grey lines, nonsignificant
ones. **p < .01. ***p < .001
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hypothesized, we found that body appreciation buffered the
relationship between body shame and restrained eating.
Additionally, we found the relationship between body shame
and restrained eating was stronger among women with lower
BMI, which is inconsistent with our hypothesis; however, the
relationship between body image comparisons on SNS and
restrained eating was stronger among women with higher
BMI, which is consistent with our hypothesis.

First, the positive association between body image compar-
isons on SNS and restrained eating among Chinese college
women was in line with findings of previous research in west-
ern culture (Fardouly et al. 2017). SNS is a flexible self-

presentation platform where users can control how to present
themselves (Krämer and Winter 2008). At the same time, be-
cause of “positive bias,” people are likely to present more at-
tractive self-images (Wang and Ma 2019). Coupled with the
widespread popularity of various beauty apps on mobiles, it is
quite common to beautify and carefully select images before
posting on SNS (Gioia et al. 2020; Mclean et al. 2015). These
images are usually featured as unrealistically thin and flawless,
and these features may reinforce social standards of female
attractiveness (Mabe et al. 2014). Therefore, comparisons with
these unrealistic ideals may induce social pressure, motivating
women to become thin and attractive (Fox and Vendemia

Fig. 3 The moderating effect of
BMI on the relationships between
a body shame and b body image
comparisons (BICs) on SNS with
restrained eating. For both pre-
dictors and BMI, low is defined as
one SD below the mean and high
as one SD above the mean. Black
slopes, whether solid or dashed,
are significant (p < .05); the single
grey dashed slope is not
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2016). Restrained eating thereby is used as a means for women
to lose weight or improve appearance under social pressure.

Second, the present study revealed the mediating role of
body shame in the association between body image compari-
sons on SNS and restrained eating, indicating that body shame
is a proximal factor affecting disordered eating behaviors. This
is consistent with previous findings that body shame is a strong
predictor of eating disturbance (Mustapic et al. 2017). This
finding also suggests that body image comparisons on SNS
are closely correlated with body shame. According to social
comparison theory, body image comparisons provide informa-
tion for women to evaluate their physical appearance (Festinger
1954). Meanwhile, as we mentioned earlier, the ideal images
posted on SNS further reinforce the social standard of women’s
body image (Mabe et al. 2014). Therefore, comparing with the
unrealistic images on SNS may not only induce negative eval-
uation of one’s own body (Perloff 2014), but also cause women
to feel that they fail to meet the social standard. These can lead
to negative body image and feelings about self, that is, body
shame (Monks et al. 2020), which then leads to disordered
eating, including restrained eating (Davies et al. 2020).

Third, our results partially revealed the moderating role of
body appreciation in that body appreciation only moderated
the association between body shame and restrained eating.
Specifically, the relationship between body shame and re-
strained eating was stronger among women with lower body
appreciation and not significant among women with higher
body appreciation. Namely, body appreciation played a buff-
ering role in the relationship between body shame and re-
strained eating. This buffering role may be explained by two
possible reasons. On the one hand, women with a positive
body image may pay more attention to their bodies’ function-
ality and health. They do not base their self-worth on appear-
ance and are not preoccupied with appearance-fixing behav-
iors (Tylka and Wood-Barcalow 2015b). Thus, women with
higher body appreciationmay bemore likely to engage in self-
care behaviors, such as moderate exercise, adaptive stress-
release (jogging, journaling), and eating based on inner hun-
ger cues (Wood-Barcalow et al. 2010), rather than maladap-
tive behaviors (e.g., restrained eating), even when experienc-
ing body shame. On the other hand, the gratitude model of
body appreciation acknowledges that body appreciation can
be essentially thought as a form of gratitude which can recog-
nize and amplify the good in one’s body (Homan and Tylka
2018). It thereby makes individuals focus on positive internal
characteristics and loosen concerns with outward appearance
or the approval of other people (Homan and Tylka 2018). As a
result, women with high body appreciation are less likely to
seek conformity to ideal body image standards and thus less
likely to engage in restrained eating behavior.

Furthermore, our results found that body appreciation
failed to moderate the relationship between body image com-
parisons on SNS and body shame as well as the relationship

between body image comparisons on SNS and restrained eat-
ing. The reasons may be as follows. On the one hand, internet
information is archived. When browsing SNS, individuals can
repeatedly view the “attractive” images of other users, which
makes the “threat” brought by the ideals on SNS repetitive and
continuous (Lian et al. 2017). In other words, the outcomes
brought by body image comparisons on SNS can be strong.
On the other hand, it may also indicate that women with high
body appreciation are aware of the unreality of the ideals in
media and are less inclined to compare their bodies with others
(Andrew et al. 2015; Halliwell 2013). Therefore, the buffering
role of body appreciation on the associations between body
image comparisons on SNS and body shame, restrained eating
was disappeared.

Finally, BMI was found to moderate the relationship be-
tween body shame and restrained eating as well as the rela-
tionship between body image comparisons on SNS and re-
strained eating. Notably, contrary to our hypothesis, the asso-
ciation between body shame and restrained eating was stron-
ger among women with lower BMI and weaker among wom-
en with higher BMI. One possible reason may be that because
women with higher BMI usually have a more negative body
image (Mintem et al. 2015), theymay be less sensitive to body
shame. Therefore, for women with higher BMI, the relation-
ship between body shame and its harmful consequences was
weaker. In contrast, women with lower BMI may be more
sensitive to body-relevant negative feelings and more vulner-
able to its negative consequences. In addition, underweight
women with low BMI were found to have lower ideal weight
and ideal BMI (Ohara et al. 2014). Therefore, for women with
lower BMI, the relationship between body shame and re-
strained eating was stronger.

In addition, consistent with our hypothesis, the association
between body image comparisons on SNS and restrained eat-
ing was stronger among women with higher BMI. Studies
have shown that there is attentional bias with increasing
BMI (within the normal range), that is, people with higher
BMI attended relatively more to their self-identified most un-
attractive body part as well as others’ most attractive body
parts (Roefs et al. 2008). This focus may contribute to body
image comparisons and their outcomes (e.g., disordered eat-
ing). Furthermore, relevant empirical studies found that
weight misperception is common among female adolescents
in Eastern and Western countries (Fan et al. 2014; Mase et al.
2013). Notably, normal-weight young women are more likely
to have faulty perceptions of being overweight (Lo et al. 2011;
Wang et al. 2018) so that they then are more susceptible to
experiencing potentially harmful eating behavior (Robinson
et al. 2018). One point to note in the present study is that the
weight of women with higher BMI was still within the normal
range. As a result, due to overweight misperception, they may
be at a heightened risk of weight-loss via restrained eating
after comparing with the thinner ideals on SNS.
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Limitations and Future Research Directions

The current study should be considered in the light of several
limitations. First, our data were cross-sectional so that we
cannot draw causal conclusions. In the future, longitudinal
or experimental studies should be designed to further investi-
gate causality. Second, the participants in our study were
largely thin and normal-weight women, with too few over-
weight or obese women. This limitation reminds us to be more
cautious when drawing and extending conclusions of our
study, especially when it comes to the moderating role of
BMI. Future studies can investigate more overweight or obese
women for a more complete exploration. Additionally, the
questionnaire of body image comparisons on SNS used in
our study did not clearly indicate the direction of comparison
(upward comparison). In future studies, it may be possible to
design a questionnaire that can distinguish the direction of
body image comparisons on SNS to comprehensively inves-
tigate the effect of body image comparisons on SNS.

Practice Implications

The present study constructed a mixed model with body
shame as a mediator, and body appreciation and BMI as mod-
erators, to clarify the association between body image com-
parisons on SNS and restrained eating. The findings can help
to understand the complicated effect of SNS use on negative
body image and disordered eating. Significant practical impli-
cations can also be obtained from the research results. First, it
is of great importance to guide college women to use new
media like SNS reasonably and appropriately. Because social
comparison is spontaneous and unintentional (Gilbert et al.
1995), it may be difficult for people to control the impulse
to compare with others. However, educators can tell college
women the secrets behind body image comparisons on SNS.
For example, much information presented on SNS is likely to
be selected and beautified, and those slim and beautiful im-
ages to which we compared ourselves are probably taken
through BeautyCam (a widely used application for enhancing
photos). Moreover, our study indicates that body appreciation
can buffer the relationship between body shame and restrained
eating. Intervention measures may focus on cultivating indi-
viduals’ body appreciation to prevent disordered eating. For
instance, society and educators can encourage college women
to pay attention to their internal qualities rather than their
external characteristics such as appearance and weight.

Conclusions

The present study revealed the positive relationship between
body image comparisons on SNS and restrained eating among
Chinese college women, as well as the mediating role of body

shame in this association. The findings indicate that body
shame is of great value for explaining the relationship between
body image comparisons on SNS and restrained eating. The
findings also revealed that body appreciation can buffer the
relationship between body shame and restrained eating, which
has some implications for prevention interventions.
Furthermore, the moderating effect of BMI indicated that both
thinner and heavier (within a normal weight range) young
women are vulnerable to developing restrained eating, but
through different mechanisms.
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