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Abstract

Background and Aim: This study examined the effect of digital appearance-editing tools on young women's
body agency, focusing on the mediating roles of social comparison and self-objectification. The pervasive
adoption of image-based social media platforms and digital editing technologies has fundamentally transformed
body representation and individuals’ lived experiences of their bodies.

Data and Method: A quantitative descriptive-correlational research design was employed. The target
population comprised young women aged 18-35 years in Tehran, Iran. Utilizing a multistage cluster random
sampling approach, a sample of 350 participants was selected. Data were gathered through a researcher-
developed questionnaire and analyzed via Structural Equation Modeling (SEM).

Findings: Digital appearance-editing tools exhibited no statistically significant direct effect on body agency (f =
-0.09, / p > .05). However, their use significantly increased both social comparison (8 = 0.51, p <.001) and self-
objectification (f = 0.46, p < .001). In turn, social comparison (f = -0.31, p < .001) and self-objectification (S =
-0.49, p < .001) exerted significant negative effects on body agency. Bootstrapping analysis confirmed the
mediating role of both variables.

Conclusion: The findings demonstrate that digital appearance-editing tools influence body agency exclusively
through indirect pathways mediated by social comparison and self-objectification. These results highlight the
critical necessity of fostering media literacy and promoting diverse body representations to mitigate the adverse
socio-psychological consequences of digital appearance-editing technologies.

Keywords: Digital appearance-editing tools, Bodily agency, Social comparison, Self-objectification, Social media.

Key Message: Digital appearance-editing tools do not independently determine bodily agency; rather, their
impacts are mediated through socio-cultural mechanisms, specifically social comparison and self-objectification.
Consequently, the core issue lies not in the technological artifacts themselves, but in the modes of body
representation and the internalizations of normative beauty ideals operating within contemporary social media
environments.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid proliferation of image-based social media platforms has fundamentally
transformed how individuals experience, represent, and evaluate their bodies. In
contemporary digital culture, the human body is no longer merely a biological entity; rather, it
has become a central locus for identity construction, social interaction, and the acquisition of
symbolic recognition. The growing popularity of digital appearance-editing tools, including
beauty filters, facial retouching applications, and body-modification software, enables users to
manipulate and optimize their visual self-presentations prior to sharing them online.
Although these technologies ostensibly provide individuals with greater agency and control
over self-representation, they simultaneously reinforce dominant beauty norms and intensify
socio-cultural pressures associated with appearance management.

From a sociological perspective, the consequences of digital appearance editing extend
beyond mere visual presentation, profoundly shaping individuals' lived relationships with
their own bodies. A critical concept in comprehending this dynamic is bodily agency, which
encompasses an individual's sense of ownership, control, autonomy, and decision-making
capacity regarding their body. While existing literature has extensively investigated the
linkages between social media use, body image, appearance dissatisfaction, and self-esteem,
relatively little scholarly attention has been devoted to bodily agency and the underlying
mechanisms through which digital appearance-editing technologies reconfigure the
experience of embodiment. Drawing upon Festinger’s Social Comparison Theory, Fredrickson
and Roberts’ Objectification Theory, Goffman’s theory of self-presentation, and Foucault’s
framework on the body and power, this study investigates how digital appearance-editing
tools impact bodily agency among young women. Specifically, it examines the mediating roles
of social comparison and self-objectification in explaining the structural relationship between
digital appearance-editing practices and bodily agency within contemporary digital
environments.

Methods and Data

This study employed a quantitative methodology with a descriptive-correlational research
design. The target population comprised young women aged 18 to 35 residing in Tehran in
2025. A representative sample of 350 participants was selected using a multistage cluster
random sampling procedure. First, five municipal districts representing distinct geographical
areas of Tehran were randomly selected, followed by the random selection of specific
neighborhoods within each chosen district. Data were collected via a researcher-developed
questionnaire designed to measure four primary constructs: the use of digital appearance-
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editing tools, social comparison, self-objectification, and bodily agency. Face validity of the
instrument was confirmed by a panel of academic experts. Construct validity was evaluated
using Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA), while convergent and discriminant validities were
established using the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) and the Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio
(HTMT), respectively. Scale reliability was confirmed via Cronbach’s alpha and Composite
Reliability (CR), with all coefficients exceeding the standardized threshold of 0.70. Data were
analyzed using SPSS, AMOS, and SmartPLS software packages. Structural Equation Modeling
(SEM) was applied to test the proposed theoretical model and to evaluate both the direct and
indirect relationships among the study variables.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that the use of digital appearance-editing tools was relatively
widespread among participants, suggesting that appearance modification has become a
normalized component of digital self-presentation among young women. Furthermore,
moderate to high levels of social comparison and self-objectification were observed across a
substantial proportion of respondents.

The structural model demonstrated that the use of digital appearance-editing tools
significantly increased both social comparison (f = 0.51, p < 0.001) and self-objectification (f
= 0.46, p < 0.001). In turn, social comparison exerted a significant negative effect on bodily
agency (f =-0.31, p < 0.001), while self-objectification exhibited the strongest negative impact
on bodily agency (f = -0.49, p < 0.001). Importantly, the direct pathway from appearance-
editing tool use to bodily agency was not statistically significant (f = -0.09, p = 0.124).
Bootstrap analyses confirmed the significance of the indirect effects operating through both
social comparison and self-objectification. These findings demonstrate a pattern of full
mediation, indicating that digital appearance-editing technologies influence bodily agency
primarily through socio-cultural and psychological mechanisms rather than through a direct
technological effect. Tables 1 to 3 present the summary results of the analysis.

Table 1. Correlations Between the Independent Variables and Body Agency

Variable Pearson Correlation (r) p-value
1. Digital Tools Use -0.18 .007

2. Social Comparison -0.42 <.001
3. Self-Objectification -0.56 <.001

Note. N = Sample size. All correlations are two-tailed.
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Table 2. Structural Equation Modeling Results

Structural Path B CR p-value
Digital Tools Use — Social Comparison 0.51 7.82 <.001

Digital Tools Use — Self-Objectification 0.46 6.94 <.001

Social Comparison — Body Agency -0.31 -4.63 <.001

Self-Objectification — Body Agency -0.49 -6.88 <.001

Digital Tools Use — Body Agency -0.09 -1.54 124

Note. B = standardized path coefficient; CR = critical ratio (t-value).

Table 3. Model Fit Indices

Fit Index CMIN/DF RMSEA CFI PCFI
Observed Value 2.31 0.061 0.952 0.734
Threshold / Criteria <3.00 <0.080 >0.900 >0.500

Note. CMIN/DF = Chi-square to degrees of freedom ratio; RMSEA = Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; CFI =
Comparative Fit Index; PCFI = Parsimony Comparative Fit Index.

Overall, the results show that bodily agency is shaped less by the technological tools
themselves and more by the concomitant processes of comparison, surveillance, and
objectification that operate within digital environments.

Conclusion and Discussion

These findings contribute to sociological understandings of embodiment in the digital age
by demonstrating that digital appearance-editing technologies are not inherently detrimental
to bodily agency. Rather, their influence operates through social and cultural processes that
compel individuals to evaluate themselves against idealized visual standards and internalize
external perspectives toward their bodies. The study supports Social Comparison Theory by
showing that increased engagement with appearance-editing technologies encourages
individuals to compare themselves with curated and idealized. online imagery. It also
substantiates Objectification Theory by demonstrating that repeated exposure to appearance-
focused environments heightens self-objectification and diminishes individuals’ capacity to
experience their bodies as active subjects rather than objects of evaluation. Furthermore, the
findings align with Goffman’s perspective on self-presentation by highlighting the role of
digital appearance editing in impression management. At the same time, the results reflect
Foucauldian arguments regarding disciplinary power, illustrating that contemporary modes
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of body control operate not through overt coercion, but through the internalization of
normative beauty ideals and voluntary participation in self-monitoring practices. In
conclusion, the transition from the lived body to the represented body marks a pivotal
transformation in contemporary digital culture. The findings indicate that young women’s
bodily agency is increasingly governed by representation practices, social comparison
dynamics, and objectifying modes of self-surveillance. Consequently, targeted interventions
aimed at strengthening media literacy, promoting diverse bodily representations, and
reducing reliance on appearance-based social validation can play a vital role in preserving
bodily autonomy and agency in digital spheres.
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