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ABSTRACT
Social media influencers are often criticized for promoting thin ideals and unattainable beauty standards that disproportionately affect younger women, contributing to heightened anxiety, disordered eating, and low self-esteem. This study uses priming theory to investigate the effects of exposure to influencer content on self-esteem among young Brazilian women, with age as a potential moderating factor. Using an experimental design, 845 women aged 18 to 27 years (M = 21.4; SD = 2.6) were randomly assigned to an experimental group (primed with influencer images) or a control group (non-primed). Self-esteem was measured using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, which assesses both positive and negative dimensions. Moderation analysis revealed that exposure to influencer images significantly increased negative self-esteem compared to the control group, with no effects observed on positive self-esteem. Age moderated these effects, with younger participants experiencing a stronger negative impact. These findings highlight the powerful influence of curated influencer-driven content on self-esteem, particularly among younger women. The study underscores the immediate risks posed by idealized social media content and emphasizes the importance of media literacy interventions and strategies to mitigate its harmful effects on self-perception.
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RESUMO
Os influenciadores digitais são frequentemente criticados por promover ideais de magreza e padrões de beleza inatingíveis que afetam desproporcionalmente as mulheres mais jovens, contribuindo para o aumento de ansiedade, distúrbios alimentares e baixa autoestima. Este estudo usa a teoria do priming para investigar os efeitos da exposição ao conteúdo de influenciadores na autoestima entre mulheres jovens brasileiras, com a idade como um potencial fator moderador. Usando um delineamento experimental, 845 mulheres com idades entre 18 e 27 anos (M = 21,4; DP = 2,6) foram aleatoriamente designadas a um grupo experimental (primed com imagens de influenciadores) ou um grupo de controle (não-primed). A autoestima foi medida usando a Escala de Autoestima de Rosenberg, que avalia dimensões positivas e negativas. A análise de moderação revelou que a exposição a imagens de influenciadores aumentou significativamente a autoestima negativa em comparação ao grupo de controle, sem efeitos observados na autoestima positiva. A idade moderou esses efeitos, com participantes mais jovens experimentando um impacto negativo mais forte. Essas descobertas destacam a poderosa influência do conteúdo de influenciadores na autoestima, particularmente entre mulheres mais jovens. O estudo ressalta os riscos imediatos impostos pelo conteúdo idealizado nas redes sociais e enfatiza a importância de intervenções e estratégias de alfabetização midiática para mitigar seus efeitos prejudiciais na autopercepção.
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A influência dos influenciadores digitais na autoestima: Um estudo experimental com mulheres jovens no Brasil

Introduction
A few decades ago, when young people were asked about their aspirations, typical responses included professions such as judge, engineer, football player, or firefighter. Today, many dream of becoming influencers. In the United States, 57% of young individuals in 2023 expressed a desire to become social media influencers (Malinsky, 2024). Similarly, in Brazil, but more blatantly, a 2022 survey revealed that 75% of respondents shared the same ambition (Andrade, 2024).
	Social media influencers (SMIs) are prominent figures on platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and X (formerly Twitter), where they share curated content, opinions, and lifestyle guidance. Some influencers attract large followings and become trusted sources of advice and inspiration for their followers (Cheung et al., 2022; Vrontis et al., 2021). Leveraging their influence, brands at all levels frequently partner with SMIs to increase product awareness and engage consumers (Alves de Castro et al., 2022). On these platforms, influencers often dictate what products to buy, foods to eat, clothing trends, and fitness routines. By promoting specific habits, attitudes, appearances and behaviors, SMIs can significantly impact their audience’s consumption patterns, lifestyles, views and even communication styles (Ryan, 2014; Solomon, 2020). 
	A key component of this influence is the use of idealized imagery, which has become a hallmark of SMIs' content. These curated visuals frequently promote unattainable beauty standards, disproportionately affecting younger audiences, including adolescents (Digennaro & Tescione, 2024). Platforms like Instagram amplify these unrealistic beauty standards through curated content, which has been linked to heightened anxiety and disordered eating behaviors (Tlatelpa, 2024; Xiong, 2023). This impact is especially pronounced among younger users, often referred to as “digital natives,” who have grown up immersed on the internet and social media (Bolton et al., 2013). 
	Young people today belong to Generation Z, a cohort comprising individuals born from 1997 to the early 2010s (Dimock, 2019). Known as the “Digital Generation” or “Internet Generation” (Palfrey & Gasser, 2011; Tapscott, 2010), these individuals have had access to technology, computers, and mobile phones from an early age, which has deeply influenced their cognitive and social development. Almost all young individuals today use social media daily, with these platforms shaping how they think, interact, and perceive themselves (Moreno et al., 2022).
	Unlike older adults, who may be less influenced by social media due to more established self-concepts and greater resilience to societal pressures, young individuals are particularly vulnerable (Merino et al., 2024). While older users may focus on connection and community-building on social media, younger users are more likely to engage in comparisons, exacerbating body image concerns (Xiong, 2023). Their frequent comparisons to influencers often lead to dissatisfaction with their own bodies, and upward comparisons can harm self-esteem (Syaifussalam et al., 2024). 
	Self-esteem refers to an individual’s feelings and thoughts about their own worth, competence, and adequacy, which are expressed through a positive or negative attitude toward oneself (Rosenberg, 1965). Particularly among younger individuals, self-esteem is deeply relational and comparative, as they often gauge their value by measuring themselves against others (Syaifussalam et al., 2024). The idea that we learn about our own abilities and attitudes by comparing ourselves to other people is studied in Psychology through Leon Festinger’s Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954). This process is amplified in the context of social media where idealized images are prevalent. In a study by Jan et al. (2017), 88% of university students reported using social media for interpersonal comparisons. This study revealed a negative correlation between time spent on social media and self-esteem: as time spent on these platforms increased, self-esteem declined.
Over the past two decades, especially following 2020, there has been a significant rise in interest surrounding social comparison theory. This surge can largely be linked to the expanding impact of social media, heightened awareness of body image issues, and the evolving understanding of self-esteem processes (Ameen et al., 2022). Not surprisingly, among the various types of content available on social media, health and fitness material plays a significant role for young users. Many seek information related to nutrition, exercise, and physical improvement, but such content often reinforces preoccupations with appearance (Klier et al., 2022). For example, a study by Brasil et al. (2024) found that social media appearance-related preoccupation was strongly linked to body image concerns, with body surveillance mediating these effects. Women, in particular, may experience heightened body surveillance and shame, driven by internalized ideals of thinness and leanness (Klier et al., 2022). 
	SMIs significantly contribute to this dynamic by perpetuating unattainable beauty ideals, as thinness, which can distort young people's perceptions of beauty and self-worth (Xie, 2024). Research indicates that the thin ideal promoted by SMIs affects both Western and non-Western cultures, leading to widespread mental health challenges among young women worldwide (Swami et al., 2010). For instance, a cross-cultural study by Swami et al. (2010) involving ten world regions revealed that exposure to Western media and having higher measurements of body-mass index was correlated to higher levels of body image dissatisfaction in most surveyed developing nations. Jill Thompson and colleagues (2020) discovered that body dissatisfaction and eating disorders had drastically increased in young women across 10 non-western nations (Turkey, India, China, South Africa, Belize, Zimbabwe, Malaysia, Iran, Oman, and Fiji), most likely caused by an increase in access to western media. Studies conducted in Bangladesh have shown that platforms like Instagram and Snapchat exacerbate body dissatisfaction and lower self-esteem among teenage girls (Chowdhury & Ahsan, 2024; Hossain & Ahsan, 2024).
	In this sense, social media use and its impact on self-esteem and self-concept in general, particularly among young consumers, appears to be a global phenomenon. However, empirical research on this topic remains limited in Latin America, especially in Brazil. An integrative literature review conducted in 2020 by Silva et al. (2020) examined the effects of social network use on users’ body image and highlighted this gap, revealing that only one (Lira et al., 2017) of the 33 analyzed articles originated from Brazil. In their study, Lira and colleagues (2017) investigated 212 adolescent girls in the city of São Paulo and found that those who used Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat daily were significantly more likely to experience body dissatisfaction compared to those who used these platforms monthly. Moreover, the study emphasized that daily access to Instagram more than 10 times increased the likelihood of body dissatisfaction by 4.47 times, relative to monthly users. Despite the scarcity of empirical studies, the psychological effects of social media use in the Brazilian population are remarkably important, given that the country ranks as the third highest in terms of social media engagement globally (Veloso, 2023). 
	Whereas, worldwide, the study of how social media influences self-esteem has generated a growing body of research (for a review, see Alves de Castro et al., 2022), little is known about the immediate psychological effects of exposure to influencer content on self-esteem. An experimental study conducted in Iceland by Sigurðardóttir (2021) tackled this issue, but found no significant effects of priming with influencer photos on self-esteem. Building on prior research, the present study explores whether a similar experimental paradigm conducted in the Brazilian context might yield different results. In this sense, we ask whether priming women with influencer-style pictures could negatively impact their self-esteem. We target women specifically because they are usually the most affected group (Klier et al., 2022). 
	Priming, based on Bargh’s (Bargh, 2006) theory, refers to the unconscious influence that previous exposure to a stimulus has on subsequent responses (Bargh & Chartrand, 2014). For instance, in a study by Papies and Hamstra (2010), priming people with food images in a restaurant led to increased consumption, particularly among restrained eaters who may struggle with self-control in the presence of tempting food. Given Brazil’s unique cultural and social dynamics, this study hypothesizes that exposure to photos of supposed influencers depicting beauty standards will negatively affect women’s self-esteem, particularly among younger participants.
	In this regard, this investigation employs an experimental design in which participants in the experimental group are primed with images of assumed SMIs before completing the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, while a control group completes the scale without prior exposure to such images. Additionally, this study examines whether age moderates this relationship, hypothesizing that younger participants will exhibit greater declines in self-esteem than older ones. By addressing this gap, the study seeks to contribute to a deeper understanding of how social media influences the self-perceptions of Brazilian women.
	The primary aim of this study was to investigate the immediate effects of exposure to photos of social media influencers on self-esteem among Generation Z young women, with a specific focus on the bifactorial dimensions of self-esteem (positive and negative). A secondary aim was to examine whether age moderated the relationship between exposure to influencer content and self-esteem. Additionally, the study sought to explore participants' subjective experiences with social media through self-reported questions, aiming to contextualize the broader psychological impacts of influencers on young women's perceptions of self-worth and appearance.
Method
Participants
	The sample comprised 845 Brazilian women aged 18 to 27 years (M = 21.4; SD = 2.6). Regarding education, 45.8% had incomplete higher education, and 26.7% had completed secondary education. Inclusion criteria required participants to identify as women, be over 18 and under 27 years old, and provide informed consent through an Informed Consent Form, which provided them with information on the survey they were about to take. The age criterion was thus stablished to comprise only individuals belonging to Generation Z. Participants were recruited through social media platforms, such as Instagram, to complete an online questionnaire. The study was approved by the Ethics and Research Committee of Centro Universitário UNIESP (Certificate of Presentation of Ethical Appreciation No. 83174324.3.0000.5184). Via the Informed Consent Form, anonymity was assured, and participants were informed that they could withdraw from the study at any time without consequences.
Study Design
	The study employed an experimental design with two conditions: an experimental group (n=450), in which participants were primed (exposed) to photos of social media influencers, and a control group (n=395), in which participants were not exposed to any photos. The independent variable was the experimental condition (exposure to photos or not), while the dependent variable was self-esteem, operationalized in two dimensions (positive and negative). Age was examined as a moderating variable. The model is represented in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. 
Conceptual diagram of the moderation model in which the effect of the condition on self-esteem is dependent on age.
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Instruments
	Images used for priming were selected from free image banks (Unsplash and FreePik) and depicted aesthetic standards typically promoted by social media influencers (e.g., white, thin, and fit individuals). Since it was not feasible to use photos of real influencers, which are not in the public domain, images resembling the style of photos shared by real influencers were used. The four selected photos were then chosen based on their alignment with normative beauty standards and their resemblance to typical digital influencer content. The images were selected by a panel of three independent researchers to ensure consistency with aesthetic standards typically associated with social media influencers. On the questionnaire, the images were initially presented to participants as being of famous global influencers and, for all effects, they were influencers.  
	Self-esteem was assessed using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965), which was validated for the Brazilian context by Hutz (2000). The scale consists of 10 items rated on a 4-point Likert scale (0 = strongly disagree to 3 = strongly agree). Previous studies in Brazil have demonstrated satisfactory validity for this scale, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranging from 0.68 to 0.86 (Hutz, 2000; Sbicigo et al., 2010; Avanci, 2007). 
	In addition to the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, self-reported questions were included to explore participants’ perceptions of social media and its influence on self-esteem. These questions assessed whether participants believed social media content negatively affects self-esteem, whether they had experienced negative feelings while engaging with influencer content, and whether they had attempted to change their behavior, lifestyle, or appearance to resemble influencers. Questions also probed participants' preferred social media platforms and their views on the attainability of beauty standards promoted by influencers. These self-reported items aimed to complement the primary measures of self-esteem by offering contextual insights into participants' experiences with social media. Lastly, a sociodemographic questionnaire was included to collect information on participants’ age and educational background.
Procedure 
	The online survey was hosted on Google Forms. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the experimental conditions using the free online tool allocate.monster. In the experimental group, participants viewed four photos of the alleged social media influencers (two men and two women) before completing the self-esteem scale. Although participants were told that the individuals in the photos were globally famous influencers, the images were actually of random individuals from free image banks. In the control group, participants completed the self-esteem scale without prior exposure to any photos. Apart from this difference, the content presented to both groups was identical. After completing the survey, participants were debriefed. The debriefing message explained that the photos were not of real influencers and that the study was designed to investigate the effects of influencers’ images on self-esteem.
Data analysis
	Data were analyzed using JAMOVI software (version 2.3.28). Moderation analyses with bootstrapping (5.000 samples) were conducted to evaluate the moderating role of age in the relationship between the experimental condition and self-esteem. The decision to use 5.000 bootstrap resamples was based on recommendations for complex models involving indirect effects or interaction terms, as it provides more robust confidence intervals (Hayes, 2018). A post hoc power analysis was conducted using G*Power 3.1 to evaluate the statistical power of the study. The analysis revealed that the achieved power was 0.9999 (approximately 100%) for detecting a significant effect, assuming a small effect size (f2=0.0385) and a significance level of α=0.05.
Results
	This study hypothesized that exposure to priming, represented by allegedly images of social media influencers, would negatively impact the self-esteem of Generation Z young women. Specifically, it was expected that the experimental group, exposed to these images, would experience a greater negative impact on self-esteem compared to the control group, due to the subconscious priming effect, which intensifies social comparison and perceptions of inadequacy. The study also aimed to gather information about participants' relationship with the content they consume on social media and SMIs they follow, asking them about it overtly.
	The findings highlight that 97.9% of participants reported following influencers, and 95% believed that content posted by social media influencers negatively affects the self-esteem of their followers. Additionally, 74.1% of participants stated that they themselves had felt bad while engaging with influencer content, 63,2% indicated that photos and videos of influencers affect their perception of their body image. Furthermore, 64.5% of participants admitted to having attempted to change their behavior, lifestyle, or appearance to resemble influencers.
	Instagram was the most widely used social media platform, preferred by 64.6% of participants, followed by TikTok (33.1%). Moreover, 74.7% of participants considered the standards promoted by influencers to be unrealistic or unattainable, while 56% reported having tried to reduce their social media use due to negative feelings generated by such content.
	Moderation analyses were conducted to examine whether age group (up to 18 years vs. over 18 years) moderated the effect of exposure to social media influencers on both negative and positive self-esteem. The age cut-off was based on the youngest participant in the sample (18 years old), which also aligns with the definition of adolescence according to the Brazilian Statute of Children and Adolescents, which goes until 18 years old. To ensure robust estimates, bootstrapping with 5.000 samples was employed in the moderation analysis.
	The results revealed a significant main effect of the experimental condition on negative self-esteem (b=0.1115, SE=0.0550, Z=2.029, p=0.042). Specifically, participants in the experimental condition (exposed to photos of social media influencers) reported higher negative self-esteem scores compared to those in the control group. 
	Neither the main effect of age group (b=−0.0461, SE=0.0705, Z=−0.655, p=0.513) nor the interaction between condition and age group (b=−0.1619, SE = 0.1444, Z=−1.121, p=0.262) were  significant. However, simple slope analyses (Figure 2) indicated that the experimental condition significantly affected younger participants (−1SD; b=0.1705, SE=0.0754, Z=2.260, p=0.024) but not older participants (+1SD; b=0.0522, SE=0.0766, Z=0.681, p=0.496).

Figure 2. 
Simple slope analysis plot of the relationship between condition and negative self-esteem at different levels of age.
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Note: Gray line represents younger participants, and yellow line represents older participants. Source: software JAMOVI version 2.3.28.

	Regarding positive self-esteem, no significant main effects or interactions were observed. The experimental condition (b=0.00296, SE=0.0385, Z=0.0767, p=0.939), age group (b=0.07500, SE=0.0539, Z=1.3912, p=0.164), and their interaction (b=−0.01160, SE=0.1079, Z=−0.1075, p=0.914) were all non-significant. Simple slope analyses confirmed the absence of significant effects at all levels of the age group.
Discussion
This study explored the immediate effects of exposure to social media influencer content on the self-esteem of Brazilian young women, focusing on Generation Z, and examined whether age moderated these effects. The results support the hypothesis that exposure to influencer images negatively impacts self-esteem, particularly in the context of negative self-esteem. This study contributes to the growing body of literature on the psychological effects of social media, particularly in Brazil, where research in this area has been limited.
	The findings of the present study align with previous research that highlights the significant role social media plays in shaping body image and self-worth (Tlatelpa, 2024; Xiong, 2023). Consistent with prior studies, such as those by Syaifussalam et al. (2024), the present study revealed that exposure to idealized images on social media influences young women's perceptions of their bodies and their own self-esteem. Specifically, the results show that young women exposed to images of influencers reported higher negative self-esteem scores than those in the control group. We speculate that the reason for that might be the process of social comparison (Festinger, 1954), where individuals compare themselves to the curated and often unattainable standards set by influencers, which can lead to feelings of inadequacy and diminished self-worth.
	Interestingly, while the experimental condition did not significantly affect positive self-esteem, the negative impact on negative self-esteem suggests that the influence of social media is more pronounced in terms of undermining individuals' self-concept rather than enhancing it. This supports the idea that young people, particularly women, would be more likely to internalize societal ideals of beauty, which can lead to increased body surveillance and body dissatisfaction (Klier et al., 2022; Xie, 2024). 
	Age, as a potential moderator, did not significantly impact the relationship between exposure to influencer content and negative or positive self-esteem. However, the simple slope analysis revealed that younger participants were more susceptible to the negative effects of influencer priming than older participants. This suggests that younger individuals, who may still be in the process of forming their self-concept, are particularly vulnerable to the influences of social media (Merino et al., 2024). This finding is consistent with the notion that Generation Z, being "digital natives," are more immersed in online culture and may experience greater emotional responses to the content they consume (Moreno et al., 2022). Younger participants may also be more impressionable in terms of their social comparisons and more likely to internalize societal beauty ideals that are widely promoted by influencers.
	The subjective experiences of participants also shed light on the broader context of how influencers affect self-esteem. Overall, they confirm how influencers negatively impact the participants. The high percentage of participants who reported negative feelings while engaging with influencer content, as well as those who had attempted to change their behavior or appearance to resemble influencers, suggests that the impact of influencer content is not limited to immediate effects on self-esteem but also extends to longer-term behavioral changes. This reflects the internalization of social media messages and their potential to drive individuals to make changes in their lives to align with influencer-promoted ideals. The findings of this study, therefore, resonate with previous literature that emphasizes the power of influencers in shaping behaviors and attitudes, particularly regarding appearance and lifestyle (Ryan, 2014; Solomon, 2020).
	Despite these important findings, there are limitations to this study that should be addressed in future research. First, the use of curated photos of influencers, as opposed to actual influencers' images, may limit the ecological validity of the findings. Future studies could use real influencer content to examine the effects more accurately. Additionally, the cross-sectional nature of the study does not allow for causal inferences, and longitudinal research would be beneficial to explore the long-term effects of social media influencer exposure on self-esteem. Lastly, future research should explore other variables that may interact with influencer content, such as personality traits and susceptibility to social comparison.
	In conclusion, this study innovates and highlights the negative impact of social media influencers on the self-esteem of young women in Brazil, particularly among younger individuals, and within an almost immediate perspective. These findings underscore the importance of considering the psychological effects of influencer content, as well as the need for media literacy programs that can help young people critically engage with the content they consume. As social media continues to shape the experiences of younger generations, understanding its effects on self-esteem remains a fundamental area for further investigation, especially in non-Western contexts such as Brazil.
It is also worth noting that this issue must be approached from a societal and systemic perspective. Social media is not a vacuum independent of the social structure, but rather reflects the prevailing ideas and ideologies in society at the time. Thus, it is necessary that the discussion also question and debate social beauty standards and culture.
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