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BETWEEN STATE SELF-OBJECTIFICATION
AND BODY IMAGE IN MID-ADOLESCENCE:
A MEDIATIVE ROLE OF SELF-ESTEEMa
Beata Mirucka and Monika Kisielewska
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This paper investigates the impact of state self-objectification on body image and tests the role of
self-esteem in this relationship. The study group consisted of 136 adolescents from a junior high school
in Poland, aged 14 to 16 years: 65 boys (Mage = 15; SD = 0.79) and 71 girls (Mage = 14.93; SD = 0.82).
Both age groups were relatively homogeneous in terms of demography and BMI. The study consisted of
three phases. First, the participants completed demographic measures assessing demographic variables,
body image, and self-esteem. The second phase was conducted one week later to induce a temporary
state of self-objectification by means of a magnifying mirror. The third phase followed a ten-minute
experimental exposure by filling in the Self-Objectification State Questionnaire. A mediation analysis
was performed separately in both adolescent groups, according to the approach proposed by Hayes and
Preacher (2014). Self-esteem mediated significantly the relationship between state self-objectification
and body image. In the group of girls the mediation model produced a complete eﬀect, whereas in the
group of boys the mediation eﬀect was partial.
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Adolescents experience very intensely the development of their physical body,
which entails significant changes in the entire system of mental body representations
(Assaiante et al., 2014), especially in the body image (Cash & Pruzinsky, 2002). The
change of body proportions and the development of secondary sex characteristics
bring about a transformation from a child’s body to an adult female/male body and
deliver many new bodily sensations, which in turn results in significant changes of
body image representation (Cash & Pruzinsky, 2002).
At the same time teenagers are hugely influenced by the factors originating in
the sociocultural realm. Unfortunately, many such factors produce a negative impact
on the formation of mental body representations, of which self-objectification (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; McKinley & Hyde, 1996) has been omnipresent in the
Western culture, especially via the mass media (Karsay et al., 2018). The Internet, the
movies, advertisements, TV programs and magazines all universally and insistently
present unrealistic figures as beauty ideals. These ideal pictures of the human body
(both male and female) induce appraisals of one’s appearance, leading to negative
emotions (e.g., shame and anxiety) (Dakanalis et al., 2015). The most sinister outcome of this process is internalization of external perspectives into one’s own physical self and a resulting crucial change in self-consciousness that is characterized by
a habitual self-monitoring of one’s body. It means that both genders perceive their
bodies from a third person perspective (as an object) and consequently value themselves mainly for the external attributes of the body (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997).
Adolescents are particularly vulnerable to self-objectification (Fredrickson &
Roberts, 1997; Martin & Gentry, 1997), which makes their experience of their teenage bodies very unfavourable and produces a distorted body image. Therefore, the
search for factors that protect body image against this threat becomes urgent. Global
self-esteem is a crucial factor in maintaining numerous positive psychosocial states
like well-being, effective coping strategies, and successful relationships with others
(Kuster et al., 2013; Orth et al., 2012). There are a number of studies indicating
a significant positive relationship between body image and self-esteem (Morin
et al., 2011; Paxton et al., 2006). Could it be predicted, therefore, that self-esteem
protects the teenagers’ body image against self-objectification? The present study
aims to explore the relationship between a state of self-objectification and body
image representation and, above all else, investigates the role of self-esteem as
a protector of body image against the consequences of self-objectification in
mid-adolescents.
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Body Image in Adolescence
During adolescence, a significant body transformation takes place. The teenage
body gains feminine or masculine attributes, and its proportions and appearance
change. These bodily changes lead to the intensive preoccupation of girls and boys
with their changing looks (Smolak, 2004), which is reflected in transformations in
their body image. Body image refers mainly (but not exclusively) to exteroception
and constitutes a system of mental representations, including perceptions, beliefs,
and emotions directed towards the body. This relates to the manner of perceiving
one’s body, particularly in the context of physical appearance (Gallagher, 2005).
During adolescence, many factors impact a developing body image, including
cultural, interpersonal, and individual ones, with gender being the variable that diversifies the development of this body representation in the most significant degree
(Golan et al., 2014). Both male and female adolescents are particularly preoccupied
with their bodies (Smolak, 2004) and usually evaluate them negatively (Eisenberg
et al., 2006; Knauss et al., 2008), with girls experiencing a greater dissatisfaction
with their appearance or body weight more often (Kostanski et al. 2004; Kostanski
& Gullone, 2007).
The development of body representation, although it is based on various stimuli
coming from the body and its perception, always takes place in relation to someone who gives meaning to these bodily signals and percepts. Initially it is shaped
in the relationship with a caregiver (Krueger, 2002; Mirucka, 2018a) and is later
influenced by other people, society, and culture (significant others). In the period
of adolescence, the impact of caregivers is still present, but it is gradually replaced
by peer influence (Duarte & Pinto-Gouveia, 2017), the mass media (Rousseau &
Eggermont, 2018) and other factors derived from the sociocultural realm. In their
self-objectification theory, Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) point to the fact that the
self is a social construct and that the manner in which the society treats individuals
bears on the way individuals treat themselves. This emphasizes the role of the quality
of messages present in the sociocultural space in the shaping of body image. If these
messages convey the natural proportions and appearance of the body in a positive
light, they can enhance a positive body experience (Mirucka, 2018b). However,
if—as is usually the case in contemporary culture—they show unnaturally thin and
sexualized figures as ideals of beauty (Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2015), they can
disturb the relationship of the individual with their own body and lead to its objectification and eventually to a distorted body image.
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Self-Objectification in Adolescents
Self-objectification is a multi-step process (Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2015)
in which individuals begin to treat themselves and their bodies as objects, while
losing contact with their experiences, emotions, and needs. The root cause of this
phenomenon lies in the contemporary Western culture which makes physical appearance a source of attractiveness and value (the so-called “culture of physical
appearance”). This objectifying culture compels people to develop a self-perception
of external observers, which causes them to engage more in “external existence”
than in self-experiencing (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; McKinley & Hyde, 1996).
The societal standards of attractiveness can be transmitted to teenagers via different
agents, most notably the media, but also parents and peers (e.g., Jones et al., 2004).
Self-objectification involves three steps: (a) an internalization of the media or
(societal) appearance ideals, (b) valuing appearance over competence, and (c) running a continuous body surveillance (Roberts, 2012; Vandenbosch & Eggermont,
2012). Studies on adolescents confirm the relationship between these variables.
Teenage girls (aged 10 to 15) with higher levels of internalized media-promoted
standards of beauty and attractiveness showed higher levels of body surveillance
(McKenney & Bigler, 2016). Also, a sexualizing media exposure intensified media
internalization, which in turn leads to higher levels of self-objectification and body
surveillance (Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2012). The key step in the process is a
possible internalization of external norms in self-evaluation and replacing one’s own
beliefs with societal ones. If a person considers the sociocultural norms of appearance as appropriate standards for their own appearance, then internalization can take
place (Thompson & Stice, 2001). It is very difficult to satisfy the current Western
standards of attractiveness—the thin female ideal and the mesomorph male ideal, so
a discrepancy between the internalized ideal and one’s actual appearance results in
body dissatisfaction (Rousseau & Eggermont, 2017), which is so widespread that it
is referred to as “normative discontent” (Rodin et al., 1984). If an adolescent adopts
societal appearance ideals as their own standard of self-evaluation, the satisfaction
or dissatisfaction with their body becomes a function of the extent to which one does
(or does not) meet the internalized appearance ideal (Rousseau & Eggermont, 2017).
Body dissatisfaction concerns around 60% of girls and 30% of boys, which declare a
desire to change the shape and size of their body. In 25% of girls this dissatisfaction
reached the level of a clinical disorder (Knauss et al., 2008; Presnell et al., 2004).
Self-objectification can be triggered and reinforced by participating in situations
where the person feels being watched and judged, which intensifies the intake of
the observer’s perspective (Noll & Fredrickson, 1998). Experimental studies have
shown various situations which enhance self-objectification, for instance viewing
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yourself in a mirror while wearing a bathing suit (Fredrickson et al., 1998; Hebl
et al., 2004; Quinn et al., 2006) or exposure to words associated with objectification
(e.g. “desired”) (Roberts & Gettman, 2004). In such situations, a person may experience the state of objectification that is a situationally induced state of treating oneself
as an object under evaluation. The emergence of evaluative processes is associated
with the real or imagined presence of people who are perceived as critical observers
(Noll & Fredrickson, 1998).
Adolescents’ Self-Esteem
Self-esteem is an attitude towards the self, which can take a positive or negative
orientation (Rosenberg, 1965). Positive global self-esteem is crucial in maintaining
well-being, effective coping strategies, and successful relationships with others
(Kuster et al., 2013; Ort et al., 2012). The mean level of self-esteem changes during the early periods of life: it is relatively high in childhood (Chung et al., 2017;
Harter, 2012), decreases in adolescence (Chung et al., 2017; Orth & Robins, 2014)
and increases again in young adulthood (Chung et al., 2017; Orth & Robins, 2014).
This means that adolescence is a period of particular vulnerability to disturbances
in self-esteem. More detailed analyses show gender differences in the decline in
self-esteem. Female adolescents experience a significant drop in self-esteem (Baldwin & Hoffmann, 2002), which explains, at least in part, their decreased body satisfaction (Clay et al., 2005). Male adolescents’ self-esteem is more stable. A slight
and short-lived decline appears from 14 to 16 years of age (Baldwin & Hoffmann,
2002). Gender difference in this respect is the greatest during mid-adolescence and
peaks at around 16 years of age (Kling et al., 1999).
Adolescents’ self-esteem is anchored to some extent in the way the body is
perceived and experienced. Studies in groups of male and female adolescents show
a strong correlation between perceived appearance and self-esteem (Harter, 2012),
but their trajectories are different. In the boys’ group, high body satisfaction and
self-esteem are provided by the sense of physical power connected with being tall
and brawny. Thus all visible, pubertal changes are welcome, because they make
the boys more satisfied with their bodies and, more generally, with themselves. In
the girls’ group, all changes such as larger hips or increased weight elevate body
dissatisfaction and are conducive to low self-esteem (Gatti et al., 2014). For girls,
body image constitutes a central reference point in the creation of self-definition.
They have been socialized in the way that emphasizes appearance as an important
reference in the process of self-evaluation and the evaluation by others (Thompson
et al. 1999). Extraordinary changes in teenage appearance additionally heighten

10

BEATA MIRUCKA, MONIKA KISIELEWSKA

dissatisfaction with themselves. For example, congenital anomalies and acquired
skin disorders have a negative impact on adolescents’ self-esteem (Vivar & Kruse,
2018). Is the opposite effect possible? Could self-esteem protect body image from
negative external impacts?
The Present Study
This study is part of a wider research project on the body experience in mid-adolescents. In this paper we investigate the impact of state self-objectification on
body image and test the role of self-esteem in this relationship. We predict that
self-esteem is a mediator between the state of self-objectification and body image.
Body dissatisfaction, which is anchored in the self-objectification process, affects
adolescents’ self-esteem (Kostanski & Gullone, 1998), and self-esteem, in its turn,
affects body image (Morin et al., 2011; Paxton et al., 2006). Hence, we test the
following hypotheses:
H1: The participants—adolescent girls and boys—differ significantly in the
self-objectification state and the representation of body image.
H2: The relationship between state self-objectification and the representation of
body image is mediated by self-esteem.
H3: In both groups the mediation effect of self-esteem is different.

METHOD

Participants
The study group consisted of 136 adolescents from a junior high school
in Poland, aged 14 to 16 years: 65 boys (Mage = 15.00; SD = 0.79) and 71 girls
(Mage = 14.93; SD = 0.82). Participation in the study was unpaid and voluntary.
Both age groups were relatively homogeneous in demography and BMI terms
(Mboys = 20.58; SD = 3.71 and Mgirls = 19.73; SD = 2.55; t(130) = 1.55; p = .120;
see Table 1).
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Table 1
Demographic and Clinical Data
Surveyed boys and girls
Demographic/Clinical data
Boys (n = 65)

Girls (n = 71)

Place of residence
> 25,000 inhabitants

52 (80%)

52 (73.2%)

< 25,000 inhabitants

5 (7.7%)

11 (15.5%)

8 (12.3%)

8 (11.3%)

Underweight (< 18.5)

14 (21.5%)

19 (26.8%)

Normal (18.5–24.99)

45 (69.2%)

48 (67.6%)

Overweight (25–29.99)

3 (4.6%)

2 (2.8%)

Obese (> 30)

3 (4.6%)

2 (2.8%)

Village
BMI

Measures
Demographical and Psychological Variables
Apart from standard questions, the Demographic Data Questionnaire (DDQ)
also included queries about height and body weight, felt physical and mental discomfort, as well as questions regarding physical illness. The information was used to
exclude those individuals whose health condition could have substantially affected
research results.
Body Image
The Body Image Test (BIT) constitutes a part of the Battery of Tests of the
Body Self Representations (Mirucka, 2017) and comprises 6 items. Statements are
rated on a 7-point scale ranging from I totally disagree to I totally agree. The scale
is one-dimensional, with separate versions for males and females, and has its own
a priori key. An example of a BIT item: I would like to have a different body build.
High scores in BIT mean the acceptance of one’s own body, and a generally positive
body image. Low scores prove dissatisfaction with one’s own physical appearance,
and experiencing the body as an obstacle in relations with others. The construction
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of scales was a multi-stage process completed according to the rules for creating psychological research tools based on advanced statistical procedures (Mirucka, 2017). The reliability of tests in the presented study was: α = .85 for the girls
α = .80 for the boys.
The State of Self-Objectification
The Self-Objectification State Questionnaire (SOSQ) served to measure the
intensity of temporary state of self-objectification induced by experimental manipulation with the use of a magnifying mirror. This questionnaire was created for the
purposes of the present study. It comprised 10 statements rated on a 7-point scale
ranging from I totally disagree to I totally agree. An example of a SOSQ item:
“I started comparing myself to what I wanted to look like.” High SOSQ scores signify the dissatisfaction with the body, activating the mechanisms of comparing oneself
with others, a sense of being alien to oneself, and disorientation and confusion about
one’s own appearance. Low scores prove high body image stability, resistance to
self-objectification processes and to dissatisfaction with one’s own appearance. The
reliability of the SOSQ in the present study turned out to be very high: α = .87 in
the girls’ group and α = .89 in the boys’ group.
General Self-Esteem
The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (SES; Rosenberg, 1965) is a tool used for
a general assessment of self-esteem. It is made up of 10 diagnostic questions, which
are marked on a 4-point scale. In our research a Polish SES adaptation by Łaguna et
al. (2007) was used. This tool is characterized by a high degree of internal consistency: the Cronbach’s alpha score is between .81 and .83. The stability ratio of this
tool, defined by using the test-retest method, is .50 (1-year period). The theoretical
accuracy of the scale was validated based on an exploration and confirmation factor
analysis. The reliability level achieved in the present study was: α = .91 for girls
and α = .87 for boys.
Procedure
The presented research is a part of a wider experimental study. In the first phase
of the study the participants were asked to fill in the questionnaire measures (DDQ,
BIT, SES). The second phase was conducted one week later and aimed at inducing
a temporary state of self-objectification. For this purpose, a magnifying mirror
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was used. Mirrors have previously been used in experimentally induced states of
objectification (Fredrickson et al., 1998; Hebl et al., 2004; Quinn et al., 2006). In
the present study we used a magnifying mirror of the following dimensions: 150 cm
height, 66 cm width, the radius of curvature of about 350 cm. The mirror slightly
but noticeably widened the body without affecting its height. The participants were
asked to stand at a distance of 150 cm from the mirror, placed 23 cm above the floor
and tilted back about 2 degrees. Their task was to focus on particular areas of their
reflection according to the instructions given from an audio recording. In order to
eliminate possible distortion variables (the reader’s gender), a female voice was presented in the group of girls, and a male voice in the group of boys. The content of the
instructions drew the participants’ attention to subsequent areas of their reflection in
the mirror (sequence: whole body, arms, chest, stomach, thighs, calves) in a position
with the face towards the mirror, as well as with one and the other side towards the
mirror. After watching themselves from different sides the participants were asked
to stand with their faces towards the mirror again, and to respond, in their minds,
to questions such as: What is your shape? What size is your chest? What does your
stomach look like? Neutral language was used intentionally to avoid wording which
might foster dissatisfaction with the body. The duration of the experimental exposure
was 10 minutes. Immediately afterwards, at the third stage of the research, the adolescents filled in the SOSQ. The last stage of the examination involved debriefing.

RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses
The differences in mean scores of body image representation between boys
M = 22.65, SD = 8.37) and girls (M = 17.51, SD = 9.27) were statistically significant. The adolescent girls revealed considerably lower mean results than the boys:
t(134) = 3.38, p < .001, d = .58. Similarly, the girls reported significantly lower
mean scores in self-esteem (M = 26.51, SD = 6.29) than the boys (M = 30.51,
SD = 5.87): t(134) = 3.82, p < .001, d = .65. However, in relation to the variable of
self-objectification state the mean scores were significantly higher in the girls group
(M = 43.04; SD = 12.27) than in the boys (M = 34.59, SD = 13.82), t(133) = –3.76,
p < .001, d = .64.
Three pairs of variables were significantly correlated: (a) self-objectification
state (SOS), (b) self-esteem (SE), and (c) body image (BI) (see Table 2).
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Table 2
Correlations of Variables of Interest in Group of Boys and Girls
Boys
(n = 65)

Variables

1. State self-objectification
2. Self-esteem
3. Body image

Girls
(n = 71)

1

2

3

1

2

3

–

–.39**

–.42**

–

–.39**

–.40**

–

.59**

–

.74**

–

–

** p < .01.

In both groups the value of correlation between SOS and SE, as well between
SOS and BI indicated a negatively moderate strength of relation. However, the
correlation between SE and BI was highly positive for the girls and very highly
positive for the boys.
Main Analyses
To verify the main hypotheses (H2 and H3), a mediation analysis was carried out
separately in both adolescent groups, according to the approach proposed by Hayes
and Preacher (2014). We used the PROCESS macro 3.5 for SPSS (Hayes, 2019) to
test for simple mediation. We applied the PROCESS Model 4 to assess the role of
self-esteem as a mediator between the self-objectification state as an independent
variable, and body image as a dependent variable. In our mediation analyses we
followed Hayes (2017) instructions to test the indirect (mediated) pathway through
5,000 accelerated and bias-corrected bootstraps. In other words, we employed
bootstrapping and confidence intervals to test the indirect effect of self-esteem.
PROCESS does not produce t-tests or p-values for indirect effects. Instead, it produces bootstraps for the indirect effect and a 95% confidence interval. Indirect paths are
significant when the 95% confidence interval excludes zero; they are not significant
when the 95% confidence interval includes zero (Hayes, 2017; see Tables 3 and 4).
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Table 3
Model Summary of Indirect Effect of State Self-Objectification on Body Image Through Self-Esteem
in Boys’ Group (n = 64)
Outcome
Predictors

State self-objectification
Self-esteem
Constant

M – Self-esteem

Y – Body image

B

SE B

p

B

SE B

p

–.16

.05

.001

–.14

.06

.036

.66

.15

.001

7.46

6.06

.22

–

–

–

36.34

1.81

.001

R2 = .15

R2 = .37

F(1, 62) = 11.28
p < .001

F(2, 61) = 17.61
p < .001
95% confidence interval

Indirect effect

B

Boot SE

Lower limit

Total effect

–.25

.07

–.38

Upper limit
–.11

Direct effect

–.14

.06

–.27

–.01

Indirect effect

–.11

.05

–.22

–.02

Table 4
Model Summary of Indirect Effect of State Self-Objectification on Body Image Through Self-Esteem
in Girls’ Group (n = 71)
Outcome
Predictors

State self-objectification
Self-esteem
Constant

M – Self-esteem

Y – Body image

B

SE B

p

B

SE B

p

–.20

.06

.001

–.10

.07

.143

–

–

–

1.01

.13

.001

35.14

2.54

.001

5.16

5.28

.332

R = .15

R = .56

F(1, 69) = 12.47
p < .001

F(2, 68) = 43.22
p < .001

2

2

95% confidence interval
Indirect effect

Lower limit

Upper limit

B

Boot SE

Total effect

–.30

.08

–.47

Direct effect

–.10

.07

–.23

.03

Indirect effect

–.20

.07

–.35

–.09

–.13
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In both groups of adolescents, state self-objectification was a significant predictor of self-esteem which, in its turn, had a significant impact on body image (see
Figures 1 and 2) wherein this effect was much stronger in the group of girls.

Figure 1
Mediation Model Results in Boys’ Group (Standardized Coefficients)

Self-esteem
0.47***

–.39***

–0.24*
State self-objectification

Body image
–0.42***

Figure 2
Mediation Model Results in Girls’ Group (Standardized Coefficients)

Self-esteem
–.39***

State self-objectification

0.69***

–0.13*
Body image
–0.40***

This means that the variable of self-esteem mediated the relationship between
self-objectification state and body image. This indirect effect was significant and
negative; in the group of girls the model of mediation produced a complete effect,
whereas in the group of boys the mediation effect was partial.
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DISCUSSION

The present study explored the relationship between two variables: state selfobjectification and body image representation mediated by self-esteem in midadolescence. The preliminary analyses have revealed significant differences in
the variables of interest between both sex groups of participants. The adolescent
girls presented significantly lower scores in body image representation and selfesteem, which is also reflected in previous studies (Davison & McCabe, 2006; Jones
et al., 2004; McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2001). At the same time, they showed a significantly higher level of self-objectification state, which means that the teenage girls
(14–16 years old) in the laboratory-induced situation of being confronted with their
own slightly distorted body image in the mirror have activated body evaluation processes much more strongly than the boys. This indicates a higher increase in the level
of self-perception of the body as an object (i.e., self-objectification) in the adolescent
girls than in the participating boys. The obtained results confirmed the previous
findings according to which the girls are much more at the risk of self-objectification
than boys in adolescence (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Martin & Gentry, 1997).
The analytical highlight of the study was an examination of the remaining two
hypotheses related to the mediation model with two predictors, self-objectification
and self-esteem, and their impact on the mental representation of body image. The
literature on the subject yields many correlation studies that confirm the relationships between self-objectification and self-esteem (e.g., Veldhuis et al., 2019) and
between self-objectification and body image (e.g., Dryden & Anderson, 2019), but
to our knowledge there are no studies that have endeavored to identify the pathway
by which self-objectification leads to body image in mid-adolescents. As anticipated,
the hypothetical model of simple mediation found support in that self-objectification
significantly predicted a decrease in self-esteem which in turn made a significant
positive impact on body image. This means that self-esteem mediated significantly
the relationship between the independent and the dependent variable, reducing the
negative effect of self-objectification on the body image representation.
The present study provides some initial insights into a psychological mechanism behind the impact of a socially induced, objective body self-awareness on
body image (e.g., the influence of the mass media and the advertisements in which
female and male bodies are presented in an idealized form). The study demonstrated that the state of self-objectification had a direct, significant, and negative effect
on body image. However, if the two variables of interests were mediated by selfesteem, the indirect effect became much weaker; although it was still significant
in the boys’ group (i.e., partial effect), but in the girls’ group it proved insignificant
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(i.e., complete mediation). The results indicate that self-esteem plays an influential
role in protecting positive body image in the Western societies, wherein not only
young women but also boys are exposed to dangerous situations that activate selfobjectification, which reduces subjective body awareness. This protective role is
part of the stream of research proving the role of self-esteem in some self-regulation
processes (e.g., Baumeister et al., 1993). It is crucial to take preventive measures
by strengthening adolescents’ self-esteem with regard to the inner features instead
of physical appearance. It is important especially in the case of girls because their
body image constitutes a central reference point in self-definition (Thompson et al.,
1999). Strengthening self-esteem should, however, take into account knowledge
of its heterogeneity and be directed at improving those aspects that actually contribute to the well-being of a person (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2003). One of the goals of
early educational intervention could be to help adolescents deconstruct advertising
and media images (Clay et al., 2005) which, through reasoning processes, would
enable them to disarm intrusive media messages and provide them with the skills
of adequate self-assessment based on facts, and not on the acquired message.
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