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Much of the existing knowledge regarding the impact of beauty ideals and body 
positive social media content on women’s body image is based on the Western 
cultural context. This limits our understanding of the issue in other cultures, such 
as China, among others. Therefore, to address this gap, this study examined 
young Chinese women’s perspectives on beauty ideals and body positivity in 
social media through a qualitative investigation. Female university students in 
China (N  =  24) participated in individual interviews. A thematic analysis revealed 
four primary themes: (1) characteristics of mainstream beauty ideals in Chinese 
social media; (2) impact of beauty ideals on young women; (3) perspectives on 
the content and roles of body positivity; (4) influences of body positive social 
media content on young women. These findings indicate that young Chinese 
women are aware of the beauty ideals in social media and their negative impact 
on their body image. Furthermore, young Chinese women generally expressed 
a favorable outlook on body positivity but noted its limitations.
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1 Introduction

Body image concerns and related disordered eating behaviors are prevalent among young 
Chinese women (Zhang et al., 2018; Wu et al., 2022). Media pressure, particularly the large 
number of unrealistic beauty ideals, may create body image concerns in China, as well as in 
Western cultural settings (Jackson et al., 2020; Wu et al., 2022). Recently, the global popularity 
of social media has exacerbated the problem of women’s body image (Rodgers et al., 2021). 
Conversely, media content that challenges unattainable predominant women’s beauty ideals 
and encourages women to accept and appreciate their bodies regardless of their appearance, 
known as body positivity, has emerged in Western social media, becoming popular in Chinese 
social media in 2020 (Cwynar-Horta, 2016; Lang et al., 2023). Studies have identified the 
relationship between beauty ideals in social media and poor body image among young Chinese 
women, with some of them focusing on positive social media content in China; however, the 
perspectives of young Chinese women on such social media content remain unclear (De Valle 
et al., 2021; Jackson et al., 2021; Guo et al., 2022; Lang et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2023). Therefore, 
this study aimed to explore young Chinese women’s understanding of and perspectives on 
beauty ideals and body positivity in social media and reveal their cognition of the effect of 
body positive social media content on women’s body image.
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1.1 Body image concerns and related 
behaviors among young women in China

In recent years, body image disturbances and related weight loss, 
dieting, and plastic surgery behaviors among young Chinese women 
have increased (Hong'e, 2017; Jackson et al., 2020). A study of 2,023 
young Chinese women found that, although only 41 were overweight 
or obese, 1,484 (over 73%) reported taking action to lose weight in the 
past 6 months and 1,161 (over 57%) declared wanting to be thinner 
(Zhang et al., 2018). Similarly, a report by Guangming Online (South 
China Morning Post, 2020) noted that 72% of Chinese women were 
not satisfied with their appearance and more than 33% had undergone 
medical cosmetic surgery to improve their facial appearance. Another 
recent study showed that the incidence of eating disorders in China, 
particularly among adolescents (average annual percent change: males 
(10-14 years) = 1.22, females (10-14 years) = 1.51, males 
(15-19 years) = 1.11, females (15-19 years) = 1.46) and young adults 
(average annual percent change: males (20-24 years) = 1.06, females 
(20-24 years) = 1.32, males (25-29 years) = 1.15, females 
(25-99 years) = 1.34,), increased from 1990 to 2017 (Wu et al., 2022). 
Moreover, another report showed that nearly 20 million Chinese 
people, of whom over 87% were women and 77% were young women 
under 30 years of age, have undergone cosmetic surgery (New Oxygen, 
2021). These findings suggest that body image is a socially significant 
topic in China.

1.2 Beauty ideals in social media and its 
negative influences on women’s body 
image

Consistent with the predictions of sociocultural theories, 
unattainable mainstream beauty ideals create poor body image among 
women in both Western and Chinese cultures (Jackson et al., 2020; De 
Valle et al., 2021). Western social media presents two predominant 
beauty ideals: thinspiration and fitspiration. Both ideals encourage 
women to pursue thinness and achieve it through diet and exercise 
(Cohen et al., 2019).

However, the beauty ideals displayed on Chinese social media 
include not only the pursuit of thinness but also other characteristics, 
such as white skin and big eyes, which are closely related to Chinese 
culture. In fact, in traditional Chinese literature, the most common 
features of idealized women’s images are smooth white skin, clear 
bright eyes, thick black hair, an oval face, a small cherry-like mouth, 
and a willow branch-like waist (Chen, 1995). Women’s beauty ideals 
presented in contemporary Chinese media include thinner bodies, 
palm-sized faces, delicate white skin, big eyes, high nose bridges, and 
double eyelids (Jung, 2018). A recent content analysis of beauty ideal 
videos on TikTok found that beauty ideals are described as natural and 
delicate features (big eyes, high nose bridge, oval or melon-shaped 
face), delicate makeup, flawless skin, and a thin body (Quan, 2021). 
Correspondingly, young Chinese women feel pressured not only to 
be thin but also generally beautiful (Jackson et al., 2020). A 12-month 
study found that media pressure on appearance, such as weight, facial 
features, and appearance preferences, explained young Chinese 
women’s body image concerns with fatness, facial features, and stature 
and interest in cosmetic surgery (Jackson et al., 2020). In addition, 
Asian media influenced young Chinese women’s concerns regarding 

appearance more than Western media (Jackson et al., 2020). Moreover, 
existing studies has confirmed that social media use negatively 
predicts young women’s body image (De Valle et al., 2021). Some 
correlational studies on young Chinese women have shown that social 
media use is significantly correlated with body image concerns (Niu 
et al., 2020; Sun, 2021; Yao et al., 2021).

1.3 Body positivity in social media and its 
influence on women’s body image

Body positivity has become increasingly popular in social media 
(Cohen et al., 2019; Lang et al., 2023). Instagram displays various 
women’s bodies, such as overweight women practicing yoga, plus-size 
women wearing fashionable clothes, and women with body image 
disorders sharing their struggles (Cohen et al., 2019). In China, many 
women show the process of removing and applying makeup and the 
differences between their original selfies, those taken with a beauty 
camera, and those modified with photo editing software. This is 
intended to demonstrate that the perfect selfies and ideal appearances 
presented in social media are not real (Lang et al., 2023).

As momentum has progressed, researchers have begun to focus 
on body positivity in social media. Two studies analyzed body positive 
posts on Instagram and found that most posts conveyed messages that 
aligned with the theoretical definitions of positive body images; 
further, several posts included appearance-focused messages (Cohen 
et  al., 2019; Lazuka et  al., 2020). A content analysis found that 
although over 40% of body positive posts on Chinese social media 
conveyed appearance-focused messages, these posts displayed 
substantial diversity and realistic women’s body images; most of the 
posts contained positive body image themes and nearly half contained 
self-compassion themes (Lang et  al., 2023). Experimental and 
longitudinal studies based on Instagram indicate that viewing body 
positive social media content is beneficial for women’s body image, 
such as body satisfaction and body appreciation (Cohen et al., 2019; 
Tiggemann and Anderberg, 2019; Stevens and Griffiths, 2020; 
Fioravanti et al., 2021). Meanwhile, some studies have found that 
viewing body-positive social media content may also induce negative 
body image, such as self-objectification (Cohen et al., 2019). Overall, 
these findings suggest that viewing body positive social media content 
may be somewhat beneficial to body image (Rodgers et al., 2022). 
However, most of the existing studies have explored body positivity 
from the perspective of its impact on women’s body image. The 
perceptions of young women, who are the primary targets of this 
social media content particularly in China, regarding these posts 
remain unclear. Therefore, this study aimed to identify young Chinese 
women’s thoughts and perspectives on body positive social 
media content.

1.4 Perspectives and responses of young 
women to beauty ideas and body positivity

The emergence of the body positivity movement indicates that 
young women are aware of the negative effects of mainstream beauty 
ideals on their physical and mental health and are beginning to resist 
beauty ideals in the media (Rodgers et al., 2022). Evidence of this can 
be  found in the existing literature. A qualitative study found that 
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adolescents with a positive body image believe that current ideals are 
unrealistic and unnatural and blame the media for only showing 
images that are consistent with those ideals (Holmqvist and Frisén, 
2012). Young Japanese women have expressed criticism and resistance 
to the predominant beauty ideals presented in the Japanese media, 
describing them as unrealistic and harmful and questioning their 
function in for-profit businesses (Ando et al., 2021). Furthermore, in 
a qualitative study of Swedish men’s and women’s journeys from 
negative to positive body image, participants described a crucial 
turning point when they found a new social context, started 
experiencing agency and empowerment, and began using cognitive 
strategies to improve their body image (Gattario and Frisén, 2019). 
The study also found that women felt that they had to work harder and 
more constantly than men to resist beauty ideals and maintain a 
positive body image (Gattario and Frisén, 2019).

The Body Positive movement aims to challenge mainstream 
beauty ideals and encourage women to accept and appreciate their 
bodies no matter what they are. However, whether the original 
intention of the campaign is fulfilled requires understanding how the 
movement is viewed by the target group, young women. Two recent 
studies examined how young people respond to body positive social 
media content. The results found that although body positive social 
media content was considered to be more helpful to women’s body 
image than mainstream beauty ideals, body positive content is 
heterogeneous, with young women having different attitudes towards 
different types of body positive content (Rodgers et al., 2023). To 
be specific, body positive content highlighting social media’s curated 
and unrealistic nature and posts resisting beauty ideals and embracing 
body appreciation was deemed helpful (Rodgers et  al., 2023). 
Participants also stated that their perceived similarity in socio-
demographic factors enhanced the potential positive effects of body 
image content (Rodgers et al., 2023). Conversely, posts that were less 
explicitly resistant to beauty ideals were viewed as less helpful 
(Rodgers et  al., 2023). Another study found that some health 
professionals saw benefits in the body positivity movement, whereas 
others expressed concerns regarding the health of some influencers, 
particularly those with a larger figure (Sharp et al., 2023).

1.5 The present study

Given that the processes underlying the effects of social media 
content on women’s body image in China are poorly understood, this 
study aimed to examine the perspectives of young Chinese women 
regarding beauty ideals and body positivity. Further, it sought to gain 
a broader and deeper understanding of the relationship between social 
media content and women’s body image in China. The study targeted 
Chinese women aged 18–30 years, as they are the most influenced by 
social media images (De Valle et  al., 2021). Owing to the more 
exploratory and preliminary nature of the topic and to gain a 
comprehensive understanding of the perspectives of young Chinese 
women, a qualitative methodology was employed. This study posed 
the following research questions:

 1 Which characteristics do young Chinese women perceive as 
mainstream beauty ideals in social media?

 2 What influence do young Chinese women think beauty 
ideals have?

 3 How do young Chinese women feel about body positive social 
media content?

 4 What influence do young Chinese women think body 
positivity has?

2 Materials and methods

2.1 Participants

The sample comprised young women recruited from a university 
in Sichuan Province, China, between December 2022 and March 
2023. Participants were recruited by contacting teachers at the 
university and posting recruitment posters on the Internet campus 
wall. The posters used in both approaches were consistent, and both 
broadly framed the study as interview-based research focusing on 
social media and women’s body image. We  recruited 24 female 
Chinese undergraduate students aged 18–21 years, with a mean age 
(SD) of 19.25 (0.85) years. According to Clarke and Braun (2013), 
15–30 participants represent an appropriate number, which indicates 
that the 24 participants in our study were sufficient. The participants 
included 13 freshmen, 7 sophomores, and 4 juniors. All participants 
self-reported using social media and could describe their observations 
and experiences.

2.2 Procedure and materials

This study was approved by the Fujian Normal University Ethics 
Committee (No.PSY220030). After training, the first author conducted 
all the semi-structured interviews. The interviews were conducted in 
person or online according to the participants’ preferences. All 
participants provided written informed consent before interviews. All 
face-to-face interviews were conducted in a private area on the 
campus of the participants’ universities. All interviews lasted 
approximately 45 min, and some were shortened or extended 
according to the situation. The team developed an interview schedule 
to investigate the relationship between beauty ideals, body positive 
content on Chinese social media, and women’s body image in China. 
During the interviews, participants were shown body positive posts 
publicly available on social media as a prompt to encourage 
discussions on body positivity in China. Posts used for display have 
the following characteristics: (1) with the hashtag “#Refusing facial 
anxiety,” (2) publicly available, and (3) more than 100,000 likes. 
We chose this hashtag because body positive posts on Chinese social 
media are tagged with the hashtag #Refusing facial anxiety rather than 
#bodypositive.”This informed the knowledge and definition of the 
body positivity movement prior to interviews to help the participants 
understand and express their opinions. At the end of the interviews, 
participants were allowed to add additional thoughts that they 
considered relevant to the topic. All interviews were recorded with the 
participants’ consent.

Open-ended guiding questions were generated based on the 
research questions to obtain clearer responses. The first and second 
question focused on beauty ideals presented in social media, as seen 
and perceived by the participants, and their influences on women. The 
third and fourth question focused on young women’s exposure to and 
perception of positive social media content and its influences on 
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women (see Supplementary material S1). Participants were 
compensated with RMB10 in cash for their participation in the study.

2.3 Data analysis

All interviews were transcribed verbatim using iFLYTEK, a 
confidential online subscription transcription service. As the analysis 
aimed to examine young Chinese women’s perspectives on beauty ideals 
and body positive content in social media, this study adopted a broad 
and critical qualitative approach, namely, thematic analysis. The analysis 
followed the six steps outlined by Braun and Clarke (2021) to identify 
meaning patterns, which is a process from a set of notes responding to 
data familiarization through to coding, theme development and naming. 
The data were analyzed using inductive and theoretical thematic analysis 
approaches (Forbes, 2022). The deductive approach was used to examine 
the data and answer specific research questions, whereas the inductive 
approach was used to generate themes based on data rather than being 
shaped by existing research agendas. Data analysis was initially 
deductive under the following four themes: characteristics of 
mainstream beauty ideals in Chinese social media; impact of beauty 
ideals on young women; perspectives on the content and roles of body 
positivity; and the influences of body positive social media content on 
young women. The themes in these domains were subsequently 
generated from the data using an inductive approach. Consequently, 
interviews were analyzed by the first author using NVivo Plus 12.

To manage the bias in the analysis, the second author 
independently coded 20% of the interviews. The researchers met to 
discuss the analysis and resolve any differences in the data. A complete 
agreement (100%) was reached between the two coders. The themes 
and subthemes were presented to the research team for review and 
discussion before reaching a consensus.

3 Results

All 24 participants used various types of social media. Xiao 
Hongshu (n = 21, 87.50%) and Qzone (n = 20, 83.33%) were the most 
common, followed by WeChat (n = 18, 75.00%), Douyin (n = 15, 
62.50%), Weibo (n = 12, 50.00%), Bilibili (n = 9, 37.50%), and Kwai 
App (n = 2, 8.33%). Table  1 presents the themes, subthemes, and 
participant frequencies generated from the data. Participants could 
express more than one subtheme in a thematic category.

3.1 What are the characteristics that young 
Chinese women perceive as mainstream 
beauty ideals in social media?

We found that the predominant beauty ideals in social media 
perceived by young Chinese women were a combination of beauty 
ideals in traditional Chinese culture, contemporary Chinese media, 
and Western culture, as well as descriptions of the overall temperament 
of the individual woman interviewed.

First, the standards of women’s beauty ideals in traditional 
Chinese culture were strongly represented in social media. The 
features mentioned by the participants included the overall harmony 
of facial features (n = 10, 41.67%), good face shape (n = 10, 41.67%), 

large eyes (n = 10, 41.67%), small mouth (n = 4, 16.67%), delicate and 
flawless skin (n = 14, 58.33%), white skin (n = 9, 37.50%), and soft and 
beautiful hair (n = 10, 41.67%). For example, Participant 7 stated:

“It is not a very pointy face. It is an oval face, the nose is high, the 
eyes are big, the skin is nice and tender, and the hair is fluffy.”

Participants often mentioned a small face (n = 5, 20.83%), double 
eyelids (n = 4, 16.67%), high nose bridge (n = 8, 33.33%), thin (n = 19, 
79.17%), slender body (n = 12, 50.00%), slender waist (n = 5, 20.83%), 
long and well-shaped legs (n = 10, 41.67%), and delicate makeup (n = 5, 
20.83%), which are women’s beauty ideals presented in contemporary 
Chinese media. For example, Participant 5 stated:

“She has big double eyelids, her nose is high, and her features are 
well-proportioned. Whenever I see those beautiful women on the 
Internet, I envy them, and most of them seem to be only 40–45 kg. 
I especially envy those who are thin because the girls are now 
pursuing being thinner, so I think thinner is good. I think thinner 
women look better.”

We calculated the body mass index of the idealized female image 
based on height and weight data provided by eight participants and 
found that five were in the underweight level and three, although 
within the normal range, were near the underweight level.

Moreover, beauty ideal standards influenced by Western culture, 
such as curves (n = 16, 66.67%), sexy bodies (n = 10, 41.67%), tight 
bodybuilding (n = 2, 8.33%), tight waist muscles (n = 4, 16.67%), arm 
muscles (n = 3, 12.50%), and upturned buttocks (n = 1, 4.17%), were 
mentioned frequently. “Sexy” and “curvy” were often mentioned in 
conjunction with “thin.” For instance, Participant 8 stated, “Although 
she looks a little too thin overall, she is still very sexy and curvy.”

In addition to specific body parts, other beauty standards related 
to the overall image of the individual, such as dressing fashionably, 
were mentioned by six participants. Participant 9 commented, “On the 
whole, they dress beautifully and fashionably.”

Furthermore, some overall characteristics of individuals were 
discussed. Twelve overarching impression traits were mentioned: cute, 
gentle and playful, loves to laugh, authentic, healthy and energetic, 
elegant, comfy, gentle, refreshing, intellectual, and delicate. Notably, 
two participants cited only “elegance,” while the remaining traits were 
mentioned by only one participant.”

3.2 What influence do young Chinese 
women think beauty ideals have?

The participants mentioned the negative and positive influences 
of the predominant beauty ideals presented in social media on young 
women. The positive effects were mainly reflected in (1) promoting 
oneself to improve one’s external image and confidence by learning 
makeup techniques, dressing skills, and exercise methods; (2) feeling 
happy upon encountering beautiful women. For instance, Participant 
1 stated:

“I think the influence on me should be mostly good. I may indeed 
improve my dressing skills, and then I may also exercise. I just 
want to get a better-looking body.”
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Five main categories of adverse effects were identified. First, 
beauty ideals cause young women to form incorrect perceptions, 
mainly manifested as (1) believing that their appearance is easy to 
change, (2) denying themselves and becoming inferior, (3) blindly 
following trends and losing themselves, (4) blurring the recognition 
of their true self, (5) thinking that body management is necessary, (6) 
feeling overweight despite being in the normal BMI range, (7) 
thinking that they must conform to the public aesthetic, and (8) 
thinking they have to wear makeup to go out.

“It has a big impact. After seeing social media content, I feel that 
my figure is not good and [I have] learned to put on makeup and 
dress. There are even some girls who do not go out without 
wearing makeup. They even think girls should wear makeup.” 
(Participant 3).

“If we look at it often enough, it [affects us]. After browsing this 
kind of social media content, we believe that we can change our 
facial features and body figure, too.” (Participant 10).

Second, beauty ideals increase young women’s negative emotions. 
Nearly half of the participants (n = 10, 41.67%) mentioned feeling 
anxious and two participants mentioned feeling envious after watching 
beauty ideals on social media. Several participants stated that they felt 
annoyed, unhappy, and sad after being exposed to beauty ideals on 
social media. For instance, Participant 5 stated:

“Sometimes the mood is suddenly bad. I wonder why my parents 
did not give me the perfect appearance. This puts me in a bad mood.”

Third, beauty ideals lead to an increase in inappropriate behavior 
among young women, mainly manifested as (1) spending time and 

energy to change their appearance, thereby affecting their study and 
life; (2) unhealthy weight loss and eating behaviors; (3) focusing on 
appearance; (4) increased frequency of appearance comparisons; (5) 
social avoidance; and (6) avoiding wearing clothes that make them 
look good. Participant 5 provided a more detailed description of this 
negative impact:

“They are determined to lose weight, but each time they manage 
to shed half of the weight, they cannot stick to it. Then, they 
cannot stick to eating a lot, feeling remorseful afterward and 
eating more. They wonder why they cannot be as self-disciplined 
and thin as the ideal women are. This impact is significant, I think. 
Consequently, I always think about how to make my appearance 
better. I also think about this problem during class and do not 
want to study. Every day, I think about this problem. As a result, 
I spend a lot of time and energy watching many videos that teach 
dress and makeup skills and rarely focus on studying.”

Fourth, beauty ideals negatively impact women’s body image. 
Twenty participants mentioned that they were dissatisfied with their 
bodies after seeing idealized images of women on social media. Three 
other participants reported feeling ashamed after seeing women with 
perfect features and great bodies on social media platforms. Further, 
one participant reported feeling anxious about her appearance after 
watching the videos. In addition, three participants mentioned that 
after watching such content, they deliberately controlled their diet and 
exhibited unhealthy eating behavior.

Finally, beauty ideals influence the values of young women, which 
was mainly reflected in the following aspects: (1) affecting and 
narrowing women’s understanding of beauty (n = 2, 8.33%); (2) making 
young women focus on their appearance rather than internal qualities 
(n = 4, 16.67%); (3) creating stereotypes of women, such as “women 

TABLE 1 Overview of themes, subthemes, and participant frequencies generated from the data.

Theme Subtheme Definition Frequency; n 
(%)

Characteristics of 

mainstream beauty 

ideals on Chinese 

social media

 1 Beauty ideals in traditional 

Chinese culture

The ideal beauty features mentioned by the participants are more frequently 

mentioned in traditional Chinese culture.
14 (58.33%)

 2 Beauty ideals in contemporary 

Chinese media

The ideal beauty features mentioned by participants are not mentioned in traditional 

Chinese culture, but are mentioned more in modern Chinese media.
10 (41.67%)

 3 Beauty ideals standards under 

the influence of Western 

culture

The characteristics of ideal beauty mentioned by participants are not mentioned in 

traditional Chinese culture, although they are mentioned in modern Chinese culture, 

they are more spread from Western culture. Or participants mentioned that these 

characteristics are more reflected in a idealized Western women.

10 (41.67%)

Impact of beauty 

ideals on young 

women

 1 Positive impact The positive meaning of beauty ideals mentioned by participants. 7 (29.17%)

 2 Negative impact The negative effects of beauty ideals on women mentioned by participants. 21 (87.50%)

perspectives of the 

content and roles of 

body positivity

 1 The existing problems
Existing problems with the content and role of body positivity mentioned by 

participants
12 (50.00%)

 2 The path to improvement
Participants cited ways to increase the positive impact of body positivity social media 

content.
11 (45.83%)

Influence of body 

positive social media 

content on young 

women

 1 Positive impact
The positive effects of body positive social media content on women mentioned by 

participants.
20 (83.33%)

 2 Negative impact
The negative effects of body positive social media content on women mentioned by 

participants.
4 (16.67%)
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should be beautiful,” “women should learn makeup skills and dressing 
skills,” “women should not go out without makeup,” and “women’s 
appearance needs to meet the public aesthetic” (n = 3, 12.50%); (4) 
causing young women to internalize the concept of appearance having 
a high value (n = 2, 8.33%); and (5) weakening women’s internal value, 
enhancing their external value, and objectifying women (n = 1, 4.17%).

3.3 How do young Chinese women feel 
about body positive social media content?

All participants expressed their opinions on body positive social 
media content, including the existing problems and the path 
to improvement.

In terms of the existing problems, they first expressed concerns 
about and the professionalism of its creators (n = 5, 20.83%). They 
mentioned that although some body positive posts in social media are 
labeled as “#bodypositivity,” the core of the posts spreads beauty 
ideals. Participant 9 stated, “She told us to resist appearance anxiety, 
to refuse appearance anxiety, and that we cannot be the typical female 
beauty image; but at the same time, she taught us to put on makeup to 
create big eyes and double eyelids.”

Second, some participants also expressed concern about the 
heterogeneity of body positivity in content and the corresponding 
insufficience of persuasion (n = 11, 45.83%). For instance, bloggers’ posts 
before and after putting on makeup did not differ significantly. Observing 
such posts can make women unhappy with their bodies. Furthermore, 
bloggers with attractive features and figures are also involved in 
promoting body positivity; however, even when revealing their true 
appearance, they fall short of resonating with the experiences of ordinary 
women. No influential bloggers are dedicated to body positivity in China, 
and the movement is primarily championed by ordinary bloggers and 
young women. This contributes to a lack of widespread adoption of the 
body positivity movement on Chinese social media, as well as insufficient 
participation among women. In addition, participants also highlighted 
that the positive effects of body positive social media content were likely 
to be smaller for women with strong concerns about appearance, strong 
body dissatisfaction, or a fixed aesthetic (n = 3, 12.50%).

In terms of the path to improvement, some participants mentioned 
that although many women in China have been affected by poor body 
image and related eating disorders, this issue has not been seriously 
considered, and people appear unaware of the significance of the 
problem. To effectively leverage the body positivity movement for the 
improvement of Chinese women’s body image, additional efforts are 
needed. These include (1) finding professionals to lead the body 
positivity movement (n = 3, 12.50%); (2) conducting it both online and 
offline (n = 3, 12.50%); (3) focusing on girls and women between 
adolescence and early adulthood (n = 10, 41.67%); (4) increasing 
awareness of the concept, negative effects, and factors of negative body 
image while promoting positive body image (n = 4, 16.67%); and (5) 
promote the change of young parents’ views (n = 3, 12.50%).

3.4 What influences do young Chinese 
women think body positivity has?

Regarding exposure, except for one interviewee who did not 
participate in the body positivity movement, the remaining 23 

participants had been exposed to body positive social media content 
and them expressed their opinions on the topic.

Twenty-three participants reported that body positive social 
media content has the potential to change women’s body image in the 
following ways. First, it helped young women realize that most people, 
with few exceptions, have an average appearance and that most young 
women suffer from appearance anxiety (common humanity) (n = 15, 
62.50%). Participant 20 said,

“Although those bloggers are usually really good-looking in the 
videos, when we  see them show their real appearance in the 
videos, we find that they also have round shoulders, small bellies, 
and meat on their legs, which motivate and make us think that 
even these beautiful girls have these shortcomings. I feel that there 
is no difference between myself and ordinary girls, and some of 
my shortcomings are acceptable. In addition, after seeing many 
bloggers share their experiences of body shame and appearance 
anxiety in videos, I realized that I am not the only one who suffers 
from appearance issues, and there are many others who suffer 
from this problem.”

Second, viewing body positive social media content increased 
women’s body satisfaction and decreased body shame (n = 14, 58.33%). 
For example, Participant 10 stated,

“There will certainly be  an impact. We  are ordinary people. 
We will not change too much, but after watching these contents, 
we become more confident, more satisfied with and accepting of 
ourselves. Everyone’s appearance is predetermined and difficult to 
change. These social media posts have made me realize that there 
are many kinds of beauty: white chrysanthemums look good, and 
pink roses look good, too. It is good for women and increases 
their confidence.”

Third, these contents encouraged women to accept themselves as 
they were (n = 12, 50.00%). Participant 23 said, “To accept yourself, 
you look like this, this is the way you are. To learn to accept it, you can 
change it in another way. To learn to accept the original self, you are 
like this.”

In addition, five participants mentioned that seeing body positive 
social media content increases women’s internal positivity. Seven 
participants stated that being exposed to body positive social media 
content helps women realize the diversity of beauty. One mentioned 
that watching such content helps women learn to take care of their 
bodies adaptively; another said that it helps women recognize the 
influence of negative information on the Internet.

The participants described the possible positive impact of body 
positivity on women; however, they noted that the spread of a large 
amount of such content on social media may also have negative effects 
on women. First, some participants were concerned that young 
women who oversubscribed to the idea and content of body positivity 
would not be motivated to improve themselves and would not focus 
on their appearance.

Additionally, they suggested that these women might have 
experienced negative emotions while revealing their perceived flaws. 
Participant 9 mentioned, “After being too accustomed to this concept, 
young women will not improve themselves, and it is difficult for them 
to make changes in appearance.”
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4 Discussion

To the best of our knowledge, much of the current literature 
focuses on the impact of social media content on women’s body image. 
In fact, studies on young women’s perspectives on social media 
content, especially young Chinese women’s understanding of body 
positivity in social media, are scarce. This study aimed to explore the 
perspectives of young Chinese women regarding beauty ideals and 
body positivity in Chinese social media. A thematic analysis revealed 
four primary themes: (1) characteristics of mainstream beauty ideals 
in Chinese social media; (2) impact of beauty ideals on young women; 
(3) perspectives on the content of body positivity; (4) influences of 
body positive social media content on young women. Below is a 
separate discussion of each theme.

4.1 Characteristics of mainstream beauty 
ideals on Chinese social media

The findings suggest that young Chinese women perceived the 
idealized women’s image presented on Chinese social media as 
characterized by a thin, sexy, and curvy body, perfect features, flawless 
skin, fashionable attire, and delicate makeup. The pursuit of thinness 
aligns with a global trend among women in the pursuit of beauty 
ideals (Ando et al., 2021). Chinese women are partly influenced by the 
traditional stereotype of a soft and slender women being the most 
attractive, as well as the prevalence of thinspiration content in modern 
Chinese media (Jung, 2018). The pursuit of thinness leads to unhealthy 
weight loss and dieting behaviors in women, negatively impacting 
their physical and mental health (Jackson et al., 2021; Barnhart et al., 
2022; McComb and Mills, 2022).

Furthermore, the beauty ideals in Chinese social media 
encourage women to pursue perfect features and fair, flawless skin, 
which can be seen in how young Chinese women select and adjust 
their photos and videos (Sun, 2021). However, numerous studies 
have shown that the pursuit of perfect features and skin, as well as 
the behavior of selfie-editing, leads to women’s facial dissatisfaction 
and cosmetic surgery consideration, as confirmed by the Chinese 
domestic beauty industry (Jackson et  al., 2020; Sun, 2021; Wang 
et al., 2022; Wu et al., 2022). Additionally, the findings of current 
study revealed that many participants (n = 10, 41.67%) emphasized 
the concepts of “moderation and autonomy.” They underscored that 
young women can pursue thinness but not to the extreme of being 
overly slim. They also stressed that women have the freedom to 
obtain their desired physical features through methods such as 
cosmetic surgery but believe that they should not change their 
physical appearance merely to meet the relatively uniform and 
narrow standards of women’s beauty embedded in social culture and 
social media. Furthermore, women have a calibrated process of 
resisting physical ideals or pursuing certain ideals, and through this 
process, they keep themselves within the “healthy and appropriate” 
range (Ando et al., 2021). However, this calibration is rarely a flexible 
and healthy stance and rather one of constant effortful readjusting to 
perform “authenticity” (Cairns and Johnston, 2015). In addition, 
we can speculate that the moderation emphasized by the participants 
was not within the healthy range. Five of the 8 body mass indices of 
idealized female images provided by the participants were in the low 
weight range.

Moreover, the findings suggest that some content on Chinese 
social media encourages women to exercise to obtain a fit and sexy 
body. This content seems to be in line with the concept of fitspiration; 
however, our results show that young women in China tend to 
perceive this as an active and healthy lifestyle beneficial for women’s 
physical and mental health. Conversely, previous research has shown 
that fitspiration, similar to thinspiration, contains information about 
weight guilt, fat stigma, objectification of women, and dieting 
messages (Boepple and Thompson, 2016). All of these messages are 
associated with body dissatisfaction, increased negative emotions, and 
lower levels of physical self-esteem in women (Robinson et al., 2017; 
Alberga et al., 2018).

Furthermore, 50% of participants mentioned that the idealized 
women’s image was associated with personal characteristics, such as 
being energetic, elegant, and intellectual. This suggests that a diverse 
aesthetic appears to be budding, and the concept of looking at women 
from a “whole” perspective is increasing.

4.2 Impact of beauty ideals on young 
women

Consistent with the findings of previous studies, nearly all 
participants highlighted the challenge most women face in striving to 
attain mainstream ideal appearance standards promoted by the media 
through healthy means (Levine and Murnen, 2009). Moreover, they 
noted that the beauty ideals depicted on social media prompt women 
to invest excessive time and energy in chasing an idealized body image 
and effectively constrain them to a relatively limited spectrum of 
appearances, ultimately diminishing their focus on personal growth 
and achievement outside of the aesthetic sphere. This aligns with 
Roberts et  al.’s (2018) discussion of the negative impact of self-
objectification on women. According to Roberts et al. (2018), self-
objectification conceals women’s potential, abilities, and autonomy, 
limiting their opportunities to expand themselves and their world by 
altering their aspirations and desires. This, in turn, narrows their life 
trajectories and experiences.

Surprisingly, some participants (n = 7, 29.17%) thought that 
beauty ideals positively encouraged women to learn makeup, 
underscoring that “moderate and autonomous involvement in the 
pursuit of ideal beauty is healthy.” However, the existing literature and 
the present study’s findings suggest that moderation may not truly 
signify health, but rather indicates that women have unconsciously 
internalized the concept of beauty ideals. This observation is consistent 
with the objectification theory and the tripartite influence model 
(Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997; Thompson and Heinberg, 1999).

4.3 Perspectives on the content and roles 
of body positivity

Our findings suggest that nearly a half of the participants 
expressed their concerns about the movement and women’s body 
image issues. First, the participants highlighted the possible issues 
with professionalism of body positive content on Chinese social media 
and the lack of specialized influencers, which is consistent with the 
content analysis results of Lang et al. (2023). Lang et al. (2023) found 
that over 40% of body positive posts on Chinese social media 
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contained appearance-focused themes and that these body positive 
posts promoted ideas consistent with thinspiration and fitspiration, 
urging women to pursue prevailing beauty standards embedded in 
social culture (Cohen et al., 2019; Lazuka et al., 2020; Lang et al., 2023).

Moreover, the participants expressed that some women with 
perfect facial features and figures participate in the body positivity 
movement, a factor that fails to comfort other women but instead 
fosters dissatisfaction and anxiety about their own bodies. This may 
be attributed to the phenomenon where young women, upon seeing 
such posts, engage in upward appearance comparisons, resulting in 
negative emotions such as low self-esteem, frustration, shame, and 
anxiety (Alberga et al., 2018; Yang et al., 2020). Long-term active social 
media users, known as influencers, are generally women with higher 
levels of physical attractiveness than the average; thus, their body 
positive posts are more prominently visible. Therefore, even if only a 
few bloggers conforming to mainstream beauty standards participate 
in the body positivity movement, participants feel the influence of 
such bloggers in spreading the movement’s message (Harriger et al., 
2023). Furthermore, the participants believed that women with high 
levels of trait body satisfaction or a stable self image aesthetically 
might be less likely to be affected by positive social media content, 
which may need to be explored in future studies. According to the 
current literature, the examination of body positive content mainly 
focuses on young women, but not enough on the characteristics of the 
individuals themselves (Rodgers et  al., 2022). A recent review 
suggested elucidating the interaction between personal characteristics 
and body positive social media content to understand which types of 
content are more useful and to whom (Rodgers et al., 2022).

In addition, 11 participants offered ways to improve the effect of 
the movement of body positivity, with interventions for female middle 
and high school students being the most frequently mentioned 
(n = 10). Nine participants reported that they suffered from a lot of 
body image disturbers during adolescence and worked hard to 
overcome it. They believe that if they can embrace the concept of body 
positivity during adolescence, they may be able to get through that 
period more easily. This is consistent with previous literature, which 
has found that the transition from adolescence to early adulthood is 
the most prominent stage of development of body image disorder 
(Bucchianeri et al., 2013). Additionally, another participant mentioned 
that she was exposed to and internalized the idea of body positivity in 
high school, so she was not obviously influenced by beauty ideals in 
social media. This, in turn, is consistent with Tylka and Wood-
Barcalow's (2015) discussion of positive body image. Another study 
with a sample of 567 Chinese female college students also showed that 
body appreciation significantly moderated the relationship between 
social media body image comparison and body shame and restrictive 
eating behaviors (Yao et  al., 2021). Besides, some participants 
mentioned ways of exposing young parents to the concept of body 
positivity and having professionals lead body positivity movement, 
which could be considered in future interventions.

4.4 Influence of body positive social media 
content on young women

The results suggest that young Chinese women believe that 
positive social media reveals the falsity of “perfect” women on social 
media through posts showing images before and after makeup and 

retouching. They also realize that most women who meet mainstream 
beauty standards on social media have shortcomings in their 
appearance and that everyone is “ordinary.” Therefore, watching such 
content may reduce women’s general dissatisfaction with and anxiety 
about their bodies. By watching body positive social media content, 
young Chinese women reported their awareness of the harm of 
pursuing beauty ideals, the importance of taking adaptive care of their 
bodies, and maintaining internal positivity. Moreover, the participants 
stressed that body positive social media content made them see the 
diversity of women’s beauty and want to pursue their own unique 
beauty. These results indicate that the benefits of body positivity 
perceived by young Chinese women are consistent with the main 
thrust of the body positivity movement, which argues that the core 
concepts conveyed and expressed by body positive social media 
content are recognized and accepted by its users. In addition, the 
present results are consistent with a previous content analysis that 
found that body positive posts on Chinese social media contain both 
the core concept of positive body image and information consistent 
with the concept of self-compassion (Lang et al., 2023). Thus, positive 
body content on social media could help women improve their body 
image and promote a positive one (Rodgers et al., 2022).

However, the participants also expressed concerns about whether 
frequent exposure to body positive social media content would 
diminish their motivation to manage their self care. No adverse results 
have been reported in the literature, and previous studies have found 
that viewing such content does not cause women to choose more 
caloric foods or overeat (Simon and Hurst, 2021; Rodgers et al., 2022). 
Therefore, we speculate that body positive social media content is 
unlikely to be detrimental to women’s self-management; however, 
further research is warranted to confirm this hypothesis. Further, 
participants voiced their concerns on creators of body positive social 
media content, particularly those who are plus-sized or diverge from 
mainstream beauty standards, who may receive malicious comments 
or accusations when sharing such content, which could potentially 
lead to dissatisfaction with their own appearance. Nonetheless, this 
concern necessitates further investigation.

4.5 Limitations and future directions

Our study had several limitations. First, all participants were 
female college students whose views may not necessarily represent 
those of all young women. In several interviews, participants 
mentioned that middle and high school were the periods when they 
experienced the highest levels of body dissatisfaction. Therefore, 
future research could expand the sample diversity to include 
adolescent girls or other women’s groups to gain a broader and deeper 
understanding of women’s perspectives on social media content. 
Second, no demographic variables other than age were collected from 
the participants, limiting the scope of our findings’ generalization. 
Body positive social media content is heterogeneous, and women may 
respond differently to different types of body positive content 
(Rodgers et al., 2023). A previous study suggested that body positive 
posts that highlight the unrealistic nature of social media and are 
inclusive in their broad portrayals of beauty were the most helpful; 
however, these effects may vary according to individuals’ own body 
image characteristics and their proximity to content creators from the 
body positivity movement (Rodgers et  al., 2023). Hence, the 
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demographic variables of individuals should be expanded in future 
studies to identify the most effective types of body positivity for 
different individuals (Rodgers et al., 2022, 2023). Finally, we found 
that some participants viewed social media content promoting 
fitspiration as endorsing an active and healthy lifestyle beneficial to 
women’s physical and mental health. Given previous research 
highlighting concerns about the negative effects of fitspiration on 
women’s body image, women’s perceptions of this type of content 
should be clarified in future research (Alberga et al., 2018; Fioravanti 
et al., 2021).

4.6 Implications

This study provides several implications. First, considering the 
impact of social media’s beauty ideals on women’s well-being, 
educators and parents should guide girls to consciously and critically 
engage with social media and strategically avoid harmful content by 
unfollowing or blocking accounts, users, and sites (Hockin-Boyers 
et al., 2020). Second, considering the benefits of body positive social 
media content, the findings suggest that body image researchers and 
health professionals should incorporate body positive social media 
content into preventive or therapeutic practices. Finally, considering 
young Chinese women’s concerns about the professionalism of body 
positive content creators on Chinese social media, as well as the results 
indicating that often such content focuses on appearance, it is essential 
to ensure that body positive social media content aligns with the main 
thrust of the body positivity movement (Lang et  al., 2023). If 
researchers and health professionals, particularly those who are most 
familiar with women’s body image issues, participate in the body 
positivity movement in this digital era, their expertise may lead the 
body positivity movement in a more professional and beneficial 
direction. Moreover, the population benefiting from their specialized 
knowledge and expertise would significantly expand (Sharp 
et al., 2023).

5 Conclusion

Previous research has established an association between Asian 
media, poor body image, plastic surgery, and dieting behaviors among 
young Chinese women (Jackson et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2023). The 
present study used qualitative research methods to examine young 
Chinese women’s perspectives on beauty ideals and body positive 
content on social media and its effects on women’s body image. Our 
findings indicate that young Chinese women perceive the pressure of 
social media not only from traditional Chinese culture but also due to 
the globalization of Western culture. Moreover, young Chinese 
women expressed that the beauty ideals promoted by social media 
were less extreme than traditional ones, reminding people to pursue 
beauty ideals in moderation. However, the findings suggested that this 
moderation did not necessarily mean remaining within the moderate 
range suggested by health professionals. In addition, most participants 
understood that beauty ideals on social media negatively influenced 
them and that they sought to change and adjust.

Most young Chinese women have been exposed to body positive 
social media content. Given its role in increasing women’s body 
satisfaction and bridging the gap between their own and others’ 

appearances online, young Chinese women believe that such content can 
have the potential to improve women’s body image. However, considering 
the lack of creators’ professionalism in some body positive content on 
social media, future improvement of body positivity movements requires 
consideration. Finally, considering the heterogeneity of body positive 
social media content, future research should identify the types of content 
that are most effective for people with specific characteristics.
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