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DEDICATION 

 

“Every person born into this world represents something new, something that 

never existed before.” - Martin Buber 



ABSTRACT 

 

The pervasive influence of social media on young people's daily lives has captured 

the attention of numerous researchers and has become a widely discussed topic. 

With many children and preadolescents engaging with platforms such as 

Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat on a daily basis, this constant exposure to digital 

content increasingly shapes their self-image, body perception, and relationship 

with their physical appearance. 

At the same time, these platforms often promote unattainable beauty ideals, 

creating pressures that extend beyond traditional sociocultural norms to influence 

personal appearance standards. For those who do not conform to these digitally 

imposed standards, the result can be a growing sense of body dissatisfaction, 

isolation, and discomfort with their own physical appearance. 

Among children and preadolescents, there is a growing tendency to share personal 

aspects of their lives publicly in pursuit of popularity and social validation—often 

without full awareness of the risks involved. Given their ongoing cognitive and 

emotional development, these age groups are particularly susceptible to 

internalizing unrealistic beauty standards, potentially leading to negative body 

image, reduced self-esteem, and various psychological challenges. 

This dissertation explores in depth the relationship between body image 

development and social media use among Italian primary school children through 

qualitative research methods that privilege children's own voices, perspectives, 

and lived experiences. The research is structured around an extensive theoretical 

framework and three interconnected empirical studies that progressively build 

knowledge on this critical topic through the authentic accounts of children 

themselves. 

The dissertation begins with a comprehensive theoretical foundation that 

examines body image development from classical theories to contemporary digital 

contexts, establishing the conceptual framework for understanding how social 



media influences young people's self-perception and relationship with their 

bodies. This theoretical introduction provides essential background on the digital 

transformation of childhood, the mechanisms through which social media affects 

body image, and the concept of body literacy as an educational approach for 

promoting positive body relationships. 

Following this theoretical grounding, the dissertation presents three empirical 

studies, each addressing different aspects of the research questions through 

qualitative action research employing focus group methodology. The first study 

develops a conceptual and educational framework for promoting positive body 

image among children, identifying critical components including self-awareness, 

emotional literacy, gender considerations, and the relationship between actual and 

perceived bodies. 

The second study investigates how children perceive image stereotypes and how 

educational interventions can enhance their critical awareness and body literacy. 

Through focus groups with 111 primary school students, this research examines 

children's understanding of beauty standards, their experiences with social media, 

and their responses to workshops designed to deconstruct harmful appearance 

norms. 

The third study extends this inquiry through comprehensive longitudinal 

qualitative research involving 255 primary school students, with intensive focus 

group discussions conducted with 50 participants across two time points. This 

investigation tracks changes over time in children's body perceptions, critical 

media awareness, digital engagement practices, and emotional responses 

following participation in an eight-workshop body literacy program. 

All empirical investigations employed focus group methodology as the primary 

data collection approach, recognizing this method's particular suitability for 

accessing children's subjective experiences, facilitating peer dialogue about 

sensitive topics, and generating rich, contextualized data about body image and 



social media use. Focus groups enabled exploration of how children collectively 

make sense of appearance pressures, interpret media messages, navigate peer 

dynamics, and respond to educational interventions within supportive peer 

contexts. 

The findings highlight the complex challenges surrounding young people's digital 

experiences and underscore the critical importance of centering children's voices 

when studying body image development in the digital age. Results demonstrate 

that children possess sophisticated awareness of appearance pressures, image 

manipulation, and beauty standards conveyed through social media. However, 

they simultaneously struggle to translate this cognitive awareness into sustained 

behavioral resistance against sociocultural beauty norms due to persistent peer 

influence, pervasive media messages, and deeply ingrained cultural values around 

appearance. 

The research reveals that educational interventions can effectively enhance 

children's critical media literacy, promote initial attitudinal shifts toward greater 

body acceptance and appreciation for diversity, and increase recognition of image 

manipulation techniques. However, sustaining these positive changes over time 

requires ongoing support, reinforcement through multiple contexts (family, 

school, peer groups), and addressing the systemic sociocultural factors that 

perpetuate narrow beauty ideals and appearance-based evaluation. 

This dissertation aims to serve as a foundation for future research and intervention 

development addressing the effects of media portrayals on body image across 

developmental stages—a pressing issue that warrants continued exploration and 

evidence-based action. The integration of theoretical analysis with participatory 

qualitative research provides a comprehensive understanding of this phenomenon 

from children's own perspectives and offers practical implications for educators, 

parents, policymakers, and mental health professionals working with young 

people in contemporary digital environments. 



By centering children's voices and lived experiences throughout the research 

process, this work contributes to a more nuanced, authentic understanding of how 

young people navigate appearance pressures in digital contexts. It demonstrates 

both the vulnerabilities that digital culture creates for developing children and the 

potential for thoughtfully designed educational interventions to empower children 

as critical consumers of media, appreciative inhabitants of their own bodies, and 

agents capable of resisting harmful appearance norms. Ultimately, the research 

underscores that promoting positive body image in the digital age requires not 

only individual-level education but also broader cultural transformation toward 

valuing diverse bodies, challenging restrictive beauty standards, and prioritizing 

human worth beyond physical appearance. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Body Image and Social Media in Contemporary Childhood 

The Digital Revolution and Its Impact on Children's Lives 

We live in an era of unprecedented technological transformation. In less than two 

decades, digital technologies have fundamentally reshaped how we communicate, 

work, learn, and understand ourselves. For children born into this digital age, the 

experience of childhood itself has been transformed in ways previous generations 

could scarcely have imagined. Today's children grow up surrounded by screens, 

constantly connected to virtual networks, and immersed in digital cultures that 

profoundly shape their identities, relationships, and self-perceptions. 

The smartphone, introduced in 2007, represents perhaps the most significant 

technological innovation of the 21st century in terms of its impact on daily life. 

Adopted faster than any previous communication technology in human history, 

smartphones have become ubiquitous extensions of ourselves—devices through 

which we navigate the world, manage relationships, access information, and 

construct identities. By 2016, just nine years after the iPhone's introduction, 79% 

of adolescents already owned smartphones, and remarkably, 28% of children aged 

8-12 possessed their own devices. These numbers have only increased in 

subsequent years, with smartphone ownership now nearly universal among 

adolescents and increasingly common among younger children. 

The rapid proliferation of smartphones occurred simultaneously with the 

explosive growth of social media platforms specifically designed for visual 

content sharing and social interaction. Instagram, launched in 2010, reached one 

billion active users within eight years. Snapchat, introduced in 2011, pioneered 

ephemeral content and augmented reality filters that would revolutionize how 

people present themselves online. TikTok, launched internationally in 2016, 

became the fastest-growing social media platform in history, particularly popular 

among  children  and  adolescents. These  platforms,  along  with YouTube, 



WhatsApp, and others, have created entirely new social environments where 

appearance is constantly displayed, evaluated, and compared. 

For contemporary children, these technologies are not external tools but integral 

components of their social worlds. Social media platforms serve as primary spaces 

for peer interaction, identity exploration, and social validation. They enable 

continuous connection with friends, access to global communities, creative self- 

expression, and participation in shared cultural moments. Children use these 

platforms to communicate, entertain themselves, learn, and construct identities. 

The boundaries between "online" and "offline" life have become increasingly 

meaningless, as digital and physical experiences are seamlessly interwoven into 

what philosopher Luciano Floridi calls the "onlife" dimension—a hybrid 

existence where virtual and real are inseparably connected. 

This digital transformation offers numerous benefits. Children today have access 

to information and educational resources that previous generations could never 

have imagined. They can maintain friendships across geographical distances, find 

communities of shared interests regardless of physical location, develop 

technological literacies essential for modern citizenship and employment, and 

explore aspects of identity in relatively safe virtual spaces. For marginalized 

youth, online communities may provide crucial support and validation unavailable 

in their immediate physical environments. 

However, alongside these opportunities come significant risks, particularly 

regarding mental health and self-perception. A growing body of research 

documents associations between intensive social media use and increased rates of 

anxiety, depression, loneliness, sleep disturbances, and reduced well-being among 

young people. Of particular concern—and the focus of this dissertation—is the 

relationship between social media engagement and body image disturbance. As 

visual, appearance-focused platforms have gained dominance, their influence on 

how young people perceive, evaluate, and experience their bodies has become 

increasingly apparent and increasingly troubling. 



Understanding Body Image: A Multidimensional Construct 

 

Before examining how social media affects body image, we must first understand 

what body image is. Body image refers to the mental representation an individual 

forms of their own body—the subjective experience of embodiment that may or 

may not correspond to objective physical characteristics. Far from being a simple 

concept, body image is recognized as a complex, multidimensional construct 

encompassing perceptual, cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions. 

The perceptual dimension involves how accurately individuals perceive their 

body size, shape, and proportions. Many people, particularly those with body 

image disturbances, demonstrate perceptual inaccuracy, typically overestimating 

body size. However, even among individuals without clinical disorders, perfect 

perceptual accuracy is rare—most people show at least some distortion in how 

they perceive their bodies. 

The cognitive dimension encompasses thoughts, beliefs, attitudes, and mental 

schemas related to one's body and appearance. This includes evaluative judgments 

(satisfaction or dissatisfaction with appearance), the importance or "investment" 

placed on appearance in one's overall self-concept, and organized knowledge 

structures that filter and interpret body-related information. Some individuals 

possess highly developed appearance schemas that cause them to notice, 

remember, and worry about appearance-related information far more than others. 

The affective dimension involves the emotions and feelings associated with one's 

body. These emotional experiences may range from positive emotions like pride, 

confidence, and comfort to negative emotions, including shame, disgust, anxiety, 

and sadness. Importantly, the emotional dimension is distinct from cognitive 

evaluation—two people may hold similar beliefs about their bodies while 

experiencing very different emotional responses. 

The behavioral dimension encompasses actions related to one's body and 

appearance, including repeatedly checking or examining one's body, avoiding 



situations that involve body exposure, grooming and appearance management 

efforts, body modification attempts (dieting, exercise, cosmetic procedures), and 

comparing one's appearance to others. 

Contemporary researchers recognize that body image exists on a continuum. At 

one end lies profoundly negative body image, characterized by severe 

dissatisfaction, perceptual distortion, obsessive preoccupation with appearance, 

and dysfunctional behaviors that impair daily life. At the other end lies positive 

body image, characterized by appreciation for one's body, acceptance of 

imperfections, respect for body diversity, functionality-focused body orientation, 

and resilience against sociocultural pressures to conform to narrow beauty ideals. 

This spectrum perspective proves particularly important when considering 

children's body image development. Children typically begin life with relatively 

positive, uncomplicated relationships with their bodies. Young children 

experience their bodies primarily through sensation, movement, and capability— 

what their bodies can do—rather than through aesthetic evaluation—how their 

bodies look. However, as children develop cognitively and become socialized into 

cultural norms, this positive foundation often erodes. Many children develop body 

dissatisfaction, and for some, this dissatisfaction intensifies into clinical disorders 

requiring professional intervention. 

The Developmental Trajectory of Body Image 

 

Body image is not present at birth but develops progressively through childhood 

and adolescence through accumulating experiences with one's own body, 

observations of others' bodies, social feedback, media exposure, and cognitive 

maturation, enabling increasingly sophisticated body-related thought. 

During infancy and toddlerhood (ages 0-3), awareness is primarily sensorimotor. 

Babies experience their bodies through sensation and movement, gradually 

developing body awareness through exploring their own bodies, distinguishing 

themselves from others, and recognizing themselves in mirrors. Toddlers delight 



in bodily mastery—running, climbing, jumping—establishing early feelings of 

body competence. They begin using simple language to describe bodies, but lack 

appearance-based evaluations and characteristics of older children. 

Early childhood (ages 3-5) brings increasing body awareness and more 

sophisticated language for describing bodies. Young children develop gender 

awareness, recognizing boys and girls as categories defined partly through bodily 

differences. Research has documented that children as young as 3 years old 

demonstrate weight bias, attributing negative characteristics to larger bodies and 

positive traits to thinner bodies. This early bias indicates absorption of cultural 

weight stigma even before children possess mature appearance concerns regarding 

their own bodies. However, most preschool children still evaluate bodies primarily 

through functional rather than aesthetic lenses. 

Middle childhood (ages 6-11) represents a critical transitional period when 

appearance awareness intensifies dramatically. Children develop the cognitive 

capacity for social comparison, recognizing that others evaluate them and that 

their bodies may not match idealized standards. By age 6, most children 

understand cultural appearance ideals and can identify which bodies are 

considered attractive. Research consistently documents that between 40-50% of 

children aged 6-12 express dissatisfaction with their body weight, shape, or 

specific physical features. Girls typically desire thinner bodies, while boys express 

desires for more muscular physiques. Body dissatisfaction intensifies through 

middle childhood, with older children reporting greater concerns than younger 

ones. 

Preadolescence (ages 9-12) represents a particularly vulnerable developmental 

window. This transitional period precedes puberty's physical changes while 

encompassing significant cognitive, social, and emotional developments. 

Preadolescents possess sufficient cognitive sophistication to engage in complex 

social comparison and to recognize discrepancies between their actual bodies and 

internalized ideal bodies, yet they lack the fully developed executive functions 



that enable effective emotional regulation and realistic perspective-taking. Social 

dynamics intensify dramatically during this period, with peer acceptance 

assuming paramount importance and appearance increasingly recognized as a 

factor affecting social status. For many children, preadolescence marks the 

emergence of significant body image concerns that, without intervention, may 

intensify further during adolescence and persist in adulthood. 

Adolescence proper (ages 12-18) has traditionally received the most research 

attention regarding body image, as puberty creates objective physical changes 

requiring psychological adjustment. The timing, pace, and nature of pubertal 

development significantly affects body image, with early-maturing girls and late- 

maturing boys often experiencing heightened dissatisfaction. For many 

individuals, body dissatisfaction that emerges during childhood and 

preadolescence intensifies during adolescence, sometimes triggering clinical 

disorders including eating disorders, body dysmorphic disorder, anxiety, and 

depression. 

Understanding these developmental trajectories suggests that interventions may 

prove most effective during middle childhood and preadolescence—after children 

have developed sufficient cognitive capacity to understand body image concepts 

but before negative patterns have fully crystallized. This developmental logic 

informs the present research's focus on primary school children, specifically those 

in fourth and fifth grades (ages 9-11), who occupy this critical intervention 

window. 

Factors Shaping Body Image: A Complex Interplay of Influences 

 

Body image does not develop in isolation but emerges through complex 

interactions among multiple influences operating at various levels—individual 

(biological, psychological), interpersonal (family, peers), sociocultural (media, 

cultural norms), and temporal (developmental stage, historical period). 



Family influences operate through multiple pathways. Parents and other family 

members may comment directly on children's appearance or weight, with research 

demonstrating that such commentary—even when well-intentioned—predicts 

children's body dissatisfaction and disordered eating. Parents also influence 

children through modeling, as children observe and imitate parental attitudes and 

behaviors regarding bodies, food, and appearance. Families create broader 

emotional climates and value systems that shape how children come to understand 

bodies. Families emphasizing appearance, status, and conformity socialize 

children to value these attributes, while families emphasizing health, capability, 

relationships, and internal qualities orient children toward alternative values. 

Peer influences intensify dramatically during middle childhood and 

preadolescence. Appearance-based teasing represents one of the strongest 

predictors of body dissatisfaction, with children who experience such teasing 

reporting significantly lower body satisfaction and greater risk for eating 

disorders. Peer groups engage in conversations expressing body dissatisfaction, 

comparing bodies, and discussing weight loss, normalizing dissatisfaction and 

reinforcing restrictive beauty standards. Peer groups often organize partly around 

attractiveness, with conventionally attractive children receiving more positive 

attention and higher social status. This appearance-based social hierarchy creates 

strong incentives to conform to beauty standards. 

Media influences have long been recognized as powerful shapes of body image. 

Traditional media—television, magazines, movies, advertising—consistently 

promote narrow beauty ideals, predominantly emphasizing thinness for females 

and muscularity for males. Decades of research document clear associations 

between media exposure and body dissatisfaction, with particularly strong effects 

for appearance-focused media content. However, traditional media influence pales 

in comparison to the impact of contemporary social media. 

Social Media: Amplifying and Transforming Appearance Pressures 



Social media platforms represent fundamentally different environments than 

traditional media. Unlike the passive consumption characteristic of television or 

magazine reading, social media involve active participation, content creation, 

social interaction, and continuous engagement. Unlike traditional media featuring 

distant celebrities and professional models, social media prominently features 

peers, acquaintances, and "relatable" influencers. Unlike traditional media's one- 

way communication, social media enables bidirectional interaction with 

immediate feedback. These distinctive features create novel and potentially more 

powerful influences on body image. 

The Mechanisms of Social Media Influence 

 

Social media affects body image through several interconnected psychological 

mechanisms, most notably social comparison and internalization of appearance 

ideals. 

Social comparison is a fundamental human tendency. As psychologist Leon 

Festinger articulated in his 1954 Social Comparison Theory, people possess an 

innate drive to evaluate themselves, and in the absence of objective standards, they 

do so by comparing themselves to others. Appearance represents a domain 

particularly susceptible to social comparison because "attractiveness" has no 

objective standard—it can only be judged relative to others or to internalized 

ideals derived from observing others. 

Social media dramatically amplifies comparison opportunities. Traditional media 

exposed individuals to appearance ideals through relatively bounded episodes of 

television viewing or magazine reading. Social media provide unlimited, 

constantly updated streams of appearance-focused content available 24/7 through 

devices people carry everywhere. Algorithmic curation personalizes these 

streams, ensuring users encounter content the algorithm predicts will engage 

them—often meaning attractive images that provoke strong reactions. The result 



is an environment where appearance comparison becomes nearly constant and 

unavoidable. 

Crucially, research demonstrates that comparison with peers on social media 

proves particularly influential for body image, often exceeding the impact of 

comparison with celebrities. This likely reflects peers' greater perceived similarity 

and relevance—peers serve as more realistic comparison standards than distant 

celebrities. However, the "peers" encountered on social media present highly 

curated, carefully selected, and often digitally enhanced versions of themselves. 

Users compare their everyday, unedited reality not to peers' actual appearances 

but to idealized versions that may bear little resemblance to how peers look in 

ordinary life. 

Internalization represents the second key mechanism. The Tripartite Influence 

Model, developed by Thompson and colleagues (1999), proposes that 

sociocultural influences (from parents, peers, and media) affect body image partly 

by promoting internalization of appearance ideals. Internalization refers to the 

extent to which individuals cognitively "buy into" socially prescribed beauty 

standards, accepting these ideals as personal standards for self-evaluation. When 

individuals internalize thin ideal or muscular-ideal standards, they judge 

themselves harshly for failing to meet these often-unattainable ideals. 

Social media appear remarkably effective at promoting internalization through 

several mechanisms: repeated, frequent exposure creating familiarity and 

perceived normalcy, algorithmic personalization creating streams of idealized 

content tailored to individual interests, influencer culture presenting ideals as 

achievable through products or behaviors, and interactive features enabling direct 

engagement with appearance-focused content. 

Quantified Validation and the Metrics of Self-Worth 

 

Beyond comparison and internalization, social media introduce entirely novel 

dynamics through the quantification of social approval. Likes, comments, shares, 



followers, and views transform abstract social validation into concrete, visible 

metrics. For appearance-related content, this creates direct feedback loops linking 

physical presentation to measurable social reward. 

The psychological impact of these quantified metrics is substantial. Research 

documents that adolescents receiving fewer likes than peers on social media posts 

experience measurable emotional distress. The public, visible nature of these 

metrics amplifies their impact—not only does an individual know how much 

validation they receive, but their entire social network can observe this as well. 

Low engagement becomes public evidence of social failure. 

Children internalize these dynamics early. Even quite young children monitor 

likes and comments, compare their engagement metrics to peers', and experience 

disappointment or shame when posts underperform. Some children describe 

strategic efforts to maximize likes through careful image selection, optimal 

posting times, and hashtag use. Others report removing posts that receive 

insufficient validation, effectively erasing aspects of self-presentation deemed 

socially unsuccessful. 

Digital Self-Modification: Filters and the Distortion of Reality 

 

Perhaps the most concerning development in social media culture is the 

normalization of digital self-modification through beauty filters and photo editing. 

Augmented reality filters, pioneered by Snapchat and now ubiquitous across 

platforms, enable real-time alteration of facial features including eye size and 

color, skin texture and tone, face shape, teeth appearance, and overall proportions. 

Photo editing applications provide even more extensive modification capabilities, 

allowing users to slim bodies, enhance muscles, remove "imperfections," and 

fundamentally transform their appearance. 

What began as playful experimentation has evolved into habitual, normalized 

practice. Many young users report discomfort posting unfiltered, unedited images. 

Some describe feeling their "real" faces look wrong or flawed compared to filtered 



versions they've grown accustomed to seeing. This phenomenon has led mental 

health professionals to identify "Snapchat dysmorphia"—individuals seeking 

cosmetic procedures to make their real faces resemble their filtered appearance. 

For children with developing media literacy capacities and incomplete 

understanding of image manipulation, the normalization of filters creates 

profound risks. Habitual exposure to edited images—both of others and of 

oneself—may distort perceptions of what normal, unmodified human faces and 

bodies look like. Children may unconsciously recalibrate their standards, coming 

to perceive digitally enhanced appearances as realistic goals rather than 

technological fabrications. The gap between filtered digital presentation and 

physical reality may intensify body dissatisfaction, as children compare their 

unmodified reflections to their digitally "perfected" selves. 

Gender and Body Image: Different Pressures, Shared Struggles 

 

While both boys and girls experience body image concerns in relation to social 

media, these concerns manifest somewhat differently, reflecting broader gendered 

sociocultural beauty ideals. 

For girls, societal appearance pressures have historically been intense and 

unrelenting. From early childhood, girls receive messages that physical 

attractiveness represents their primary value and that conforming to narrow beauty 

standards is essential for social acceptance, romantic success, and personal worth. 

These messages are amplified on social media, where girls encounter endless 

streams of thin, conventionally attractive female bodies, engage in appearance- 

focused conversations with peers, receive appearance-based feedback and 

evaluation, and internalize ideals emphasizing thinness, flawlessness, and 

perpetual youthfulness. 

Research consistently demonstrates that girls show higher levels of appearance 

investment, engage more frequently in appearance comparison, report greater 

body dissatisfaction, and demonstrate stronger associations between social media 



use and negative body image compared to boys. Girls are more likely to use visual, 

appearance-focused platforms like Instagram, more likely to post selfies and 

appearance-related content, more likely to use beauty filters and editing 

applications, and more likely to experience appearance-based cyberbullying. 

For boys, traditional appearance pressures emphasize strength and athletic 

prowess more than aesthetic attractiveness. However, contemporary culture 

increasingly applies appearance scrutiny to male bodies as well. Boys face 

pressures to achieve muscular, lean physiques promoted through fitness culture, 

superhero movies, and social media fitness influencers. While boys report 

somewhat lower body dissatisfaction overall than girls, rates have been increasing, 

and boys show concerns regarding muscularity and perceived physical weakness. 

Boys' social media use patterns differ from girls', with boys showing greater 

engagement with gaming, sports, and comedy content. However, boys 

increasingly encounter appearance-focused content, particularly fitness and 

bodybuilding material promoting muscular ideals. Boys may be less likely to 

discuss body image concerns openly due to masculine norms discouraging 

emotional vulnerability, potentially masking the extent of their struggles. 

Body Literacy: An Educational Response 

 

In response to the mounting evidence of social media's harmful effects on young 

people's body image, educators and researchers have sought to develop effective 

interventions. Body literacy emerges as a promising comprehensive framework 

that extends beyond traditional body image interventions. 

Body literacy encompasses multiple interconnected competencies: body 

awareness (perceiving and understanding one's body in space and context), 

interoception (recognizing internal bodily sensations and responding 

appropriately to body's needs), body comprehension (knowledge about how 

bodies function and change), critical media literacy (analyzing media messages 

and recognizing manipulation), emotional literacy (recognizing, understanding, 



expressing, and regulating emotions), and body appreciation (valuing body for its 

capabilities and intrinsic worth rather than evaluating it solely on appearance). 

In digital contexts characterized by constant exposure to idealized images and 

quantified social validation, body literacy serves crucial protective functions. 

Critical analysis skills enable recognition of editing, filtering, and curation in 

social media content, reducing the likelihood of using manipulated images as 

realistic comparison standards. Interoceptive and embodied awareness provides 

alternative bases for body evaluation beyond appearance—rather than judging 

bodies primarily on how they look, body-literate individuals can appreciate what 

bodies enable them to do and experience. Emotional regulation skills enable 

adaptive responses to appearance-related distress encountered online. Body 

appreciation provides positive body-related thoughts and feelings that 

counterbalance negative media messages. 

Body literacy interventions emphasize fostering appreciation for body diversity, 

critically examining unattainable beauty ideals, cultivating analytical 

competencies for evaluating media content, developing emotional awareness and 

regulation, and promoting functionality-focused rather than appearance-focused 

body relationships. 

Schools represent ideal contexts for implementing body literacy programs due to 

their universal reach (accessing diverse student populations), developmental 

timing (engaging children during formative periods), educational mission 

(promoting knowledge and skills for well-being), and social context (enabling 

peer dialogue and collective norm change). Effective school-based programs 

integrate content across curriculum rather than isolating it in single lessons, 

employ age-appropriate and sequential content building across grades, utilize 

interactive and experiential rather than didactic approaches, adopt strength-based 

and empowering rather than deficit-focused perspectives, and remain culturally 

responsive to diverse students' experiences. 



Research Gaps and the Present Investigation 

 

Despite growing research on social media and body image, significant gaps 

remain. Most research focuses on adolescent rather than younger populations, 

leaving childhood body image development in digital contexts understudied. Most 

research employs quantitative survey methods that, while valuable for 

documenting patterns and prevalence, cannot capture the nuanced, subjective 

experiences of living with body image concerns in digital environments. Most 

research examines correlations between variables but cannot illuminate the 

processes through which social media affects body image—the mechanisms, 

meanings, and lived experiences. 

Perhaps most critically, most research studies children without adequately 

incorporating their own perspectives, imposing adult-constructed frameworks that 

may not align with how children themselves understand and experience their 

bodies and digital lives. Children's voices are frequently absent from research that 

purports to understand and help them. 

The present dissertation addresses these gaps through comprehensive qualitative 

research centered on children's own voices and experiences. By conducting 

extensive focus group research with Italian primary school children, this work 

explores how children perceive their bodies, understand appearance pressures, 

engage with social media, interpret media messages, navigate peer dynamics, 

experience educational interventions, and attempt to apply learning in everyday 

contexts. 

The research employs action research methodology, recognizing that 

understanding and intervention are inseparably linked—we learn about children's 

needs by attempting to support them, and we improve our support through careful 

attention to children's responses. By documenting not only what children learn 

from body literacy education but how they experience educational content, what 

resonates with their concerns, what challenges their thinking, and what barriers 



prevent sustained change, this research generates knowledge immediately 

applicable to improving educational practice while also contributing to theoretical 

understanding of body image development in digital contexts. 

Organization of This Dissertation 

 

This dissertation is organized into three main parts. Following this introduction, 

which has established the theoretical and empirical foundations, Part I presents 

three empirical studies, each addressing different aspects of the research questions 

through qualitative investigation. 

The first study, "Developing a Positive Body Image Among Children: A Proposal 

for an Educational Intervention," establishes the conceptual framework guiding 

the subsequent intervention research. This study synthesizes multidisciplinary 

literature to identify critical components of positive body image development, 

examines factors affecting body image with particular attention to social media 

influences, and proposes an integrated educational framework addressing these 

factors comprehensively. 

The second study, "Educating the Body and the Mind: The Effects of an 

Intervention on Children's Body Literacy and Stereotype Awareness," investigates 

how children perceive image stereotypes and how educational interventions can 

enhance their critical awareness. Through focus group research with 111 primary 

school students, this study examines children's baseline understandings of beauty 

standards and media messages, documents their experiences with an educational 

workshop series, and evaluates changes in their perceptions and awareness 

following intervention. 

The third study, "Fostering Body Literacy and Media Awareness in Primary 

Education: Insights from a Qualitative Action Research Study," extends the 

inquiry through comprehensive longitudinal investigation. Involving 255 students 

in preliminary activities with intensive focus group research with 50 participants 

across two points, this study tracks changes in children's body perceptions, critical 



media awareness, emotional responses, and digital practices following 

participation in an extended body literacy program. It provides detailed analysis 

of intervention processes and outcomes, identifies barriers to sustained change, 

and explores individual and gender differences in responses. 

Following these three studies, the dissertation concludes with a comprehensive 

synthesis integrating findings across studies, discussing theoretical contributions, 

articulating practical implications for multiple stakeholders, reflecting on 

methodological approaches and lessons learned, acknowledging limitations, and 

proposing directions for future research. Together, these components provide a 

thorough, nuanced examination of body image and social media in contemporary 

childhood, grounded firmly in children's own perspectives and experiences. 

 

 

PART I: Three Empirical Studies 

Connecting the Studies 

The three studies presented in this section represent an integrated research 

program examining body image and social media use among Italian primary 

school children. While each study stands as an independent contribution with its 

own specific focus and findings, together they form a coherent progression 

addressing the overarching research questions from complementary angles. 

The first study establishes theoretical and conceptual foundations, synthesizing 

existing knowledge to identify what aspects of body image development require 

educational attention and proposing a comprehensive framework for intervention. 

This conceptual work provides the blueprint that guides the design of the 

educational workshops evaluated in the subsequent studies. 

The second study operationalizes this framework through concrete educational 

practice, implementing workshops with a substantial sample of children and 

evaluating their responses through qualitative focus group methodology. This 



study demonstrates the feasibility and acceptability of body literacy education in 

Italian primary schools while generating initial insights into what children learn, 

how their thinking changes, and what challenges persist. 

The third study extends and deepens this investigation through a larger-scale, 

longitudinal design that tracks children's responses across time. By examining not 

only immediate responses to workshops but also whether and how changes 

endure, this study provides crucial information about the sustainability of 

intervention effects and the factors that facilitate or impede lasting transformation. 

Throughout all three studies, methodological consistency is maintained through 

reliance on focus group methodology, ensuring that children's authentic voices 

remain central to the research. Each study contributes unique insights while 

building cumulatively toward comprehensive understanding of how to support 

positive body image development in the digital age. 

The studies are presented here in their entirety as originally published or prepared 

for publication, allowing readers to engage directly with the complete research 

reports including detailed methodologies, comprehensive findings, and nuanced 

discussions. Brief connecting passages between studies orient readers to how each 

contributes to the overall dissertation narrative. 

STUDY 1 

 

The following article establishes the conceptual foundation for the educational 

intervention research that follows, identifying critical components of body image 

development and proposing an integrated educational framework. 

Developing a Positive Body Image Among Children: A Proposal for an 

Educational Intervention 

ABSTRACT 

 

Social media impacts body perception because it coveys unattainable appearance 

models, vulnerable to developing body image dissatisfaction. Based on a 



qualitative study carried out among 111 primary school students, the Authors will 

propose the framework for an educational intervention aimed to enhance some 

critical aspects of body image, such as self-awareness, emotional literacy, natural 

body-perceived body, dysmorphophobia, and gender. 

KEYWORDS: Body Image, Children, Educational Intervention, Primary School 

 

Introduction Body image is the mental representation of individuals of their 

bodies, irrespective of their appearance. Body image is a complex construct which 

includes cognitive, perceptual, affective, and behavioural dimensions; thus, it 

refers to thoughts, feelings, evaluations, and behaviours related to one’s body. 

(Cash, 2012). 

Furthermore, body image is defined by how people experience their embodiment, 

especially, but not exclusively, their physical appearance. The appearance-related 

experiences consist of a perceptual component that has to do with the accuracy 

with which a person can judge the dimensions of their physical appearance 

(mental representations of one’s size, shape, and facial characteristics), and an 

attitudinal component which captures the feelings that a person has about their 

body size and shape. Thus, body image attitudes can be considered dispositional 

ways of thinking (cognitions), feeling (affect or emotions), and behaving about 

one’s physical appearance (Cash, 2012; Irvine et al., 2019). 

Disturbances in body image perception are one of the central aspects of one’s 

mental health. Distortions in body perception are displeasing and can have tragic 

consequences. Poor body image can impact one’s general well-being and it can 

exert a significant influence on self-esteem, mood, skills and social functioning 

(Hosseini & Padhy, 2022). Body image is one of the multiple components of 

personal identity and can be considered a multidimensional concept. The intricacy 

of body image can be appreciated by carefully analysing its components. These 

components belong to everyone, regardless of the healthy or unhealthy perception 

of one's body, and include: 



• Cognitive: thoughts and beliefs about own body 

 

• Perceptual: perception of the size and shape of own body and body parts 

 

• Affective: feelings about own body 

 

• Behavioral: the actions that people perform to check on, tend to, alter, or conceal 

their body (Yamamotova et al., 2017). 

Body image distortion is a multifaceted condition that includes different body 

image elements. This condition can involve the cognitive, perceptive, and 

affective components of body image. The cognitive component can be interpreted 

as the mental representation of the body and thoughts and beliefs about body shape 

and appearance. The perceptive component includes identifying and estimating 

the body, and it evaluates how accurately people estimate their weight, size, and 

shape about their actual proportions. The affective component also involves how 

people feel about their bodies, including their satisfaction or dissatisfaction with 

them (Gaudio et al., 2014). 

Body image disturbance can show up as a disturbance of percept (i.e., distortion) 

and concept (i.e., body dissatisfaction). The inaccuracy in estimating one's 

physical size is a sign of perceptual disturbance. Body dissatisfaction includes the 

attitudinal or affective perception of own body and negative feelings and 

cognitions. Body dissatisfaction is attributable to a discrepancy between the 

perception of body image and its idealized image. Body image disturbances also 

manifest themselves at the behavioural level, such as body avoidance, body 

checking, or diet (Lewer et al., 2017). 

1. Body image development 

 

The development and maintenance of body image are influenced by intricate 

interactions among neurophysiological, sociocultural, and cognitive factors. A 

variety of elements such as gender, fashion, peer groups, educational and familial 

influences, evolving socialization, and physical changes (hair growth, acne, breast 



development, menstruation) make children vulnerable to the development of 

negative perceptions of their bodies (King, 2018). 

Children in the early years become aware of their gender. Once children become 

conscious of their body appearance, they try to manipulate their parents to receive 

admiration and assent. This needs for assent grows when starting school, 

exhibiting a need for social approval. Cash assumes body image as a learned 

behaviour (Body image, 2011). During growth and socialization, children begin 

to compare themselves with others, especially regarding appearance. By the age 

of 6, body shape becomes downright important (especially muscle and weight) 

(King, 2018). Adolescence represents the transition from childhood to adulthood 

and is associated with physical and social changes, so it is a critical period in body 

image development. Parents exert a significant impact on their children’s body 

image if they send sociocultural or critical messages about body appearance ideals 

to them; therefore, they have a considerable influence on the potential beginning 

of body dissatisfaction in their children. Although in younger children, the 

predominance of families on body image development is more relevant than 

friends, the role of parents decreases as children get older and peer responses 

become more important than families (Bearman et al., 2006). 

2. Factors Affecting Body Image and Body Image Disorders 

 

To date, various factors that influence body image have been identified such as 

BMI, family, peers, society, media and social media, culture, self-esteem, 

psychopathology, gender, age, education level, physical activity, and weight 

control behaviour (Hosseini & Padhy, 2022). In according to one social influence 

model from the name “Tripartite Influence Model” they have been highlighted 

three social influences (peers, parents, and media) have a direct impact on body 

dissatisfaction as well as an indirect impact through two variables: internalization 

of the social ideal body type and appearance comparison. Among these, social 

media assumes a critical role in body image disorders (J. K. Thompson et al., 

1999). 



• Family 

 

Family plays a fundamental role in the development of children's body image, 

body size attitudes and food intake patterns. Family exerts a prominent and 

continuing influence, as children develop a need for their parents' admiration and 

assent. Parents can increase or decrease the risk of body image development and 

food intake issues in their children, directly or indirectly. Parents who pay 

particular attention to weight control behaviours have a significant prevalence in 

children's body satisfaction. Direct reactions from parents can include 

commenting on a child's weight or appearance, joking about a child's weight, 

pressuring a child to lose weight, or encouraging a child to diet. Indirect parental 

behaviours are activities or reactions that are not precisely planned to influence 

the child, including parental negative comments about their bodies and parental 

involvement in excessive exercise or diet. These behaviours have the potential to 

model self criticism and inspire children to judge themselves or others based on 

appearance and stress the value of adhering to social and cultural ideals of body 

size. Several other relative properties can also help body satisfaction, such as the 

socioeconomic status of the family nucleus and living in giant cities (Damiano et 

al., 2015; Shoraka et al., 2019). 

• Social Pressures 

 

Although body image is a mental concept, it is observable as a social phenomenon. 

Both women and men attempt to present and maintain themselves in socially 

desirable body shapes. Social assent is a critical component of the lifecycle and is 

essential to well-being. In response to the need for social acceptance, people 

develop behavioural responses that enhance their social desirability. Through the 

social learning process, individuals observe, imitate, and reinforce their behaviour 

to increase the possibility of social acceptance; this is particularly important in 

adolescents for attaining acceptance in peer groups (Jang et al., 2018; Shoraka et 

al., 2019). Weight-related bullying throughout youth significantly contributes to 



the development of negative body perceptions and body dissatisfaction. The 

pressure to lose weight or gain muscle that pre-adolescents and adolescents 

experience from the social environment in which they are placed is linked to body 

dissatisfaction (Xu et al., 2010). 

Given the growing influence of social media use on body image and body image 

disorders, this issue will be discussed in detail in the next paragraph. 

3. Social media influence on Body Image and Body Image Disorders 

 

Social media is mainly described as those forms of electronic communication 

through which users create personal profiles wherewith they can share 

information, ideas, personal messages, opinions, and other content such as 

pictures or videos (Social media Definition & Meaning - Merriam-Webster, s.d.); 

viewing others’ profiles people can give or receive different sorts of feedback 

(e.g., likes or comments) (Perloff, 2014). 

Although social media use has several benefits as well as optimizing 

communication, maintaining existing relationships, and preserving updated 

information (Horzum, 2016), a minority of its users seem to be unable to control 

themselves and inappropriate use of social networks entails a variety of mental 

health problems, such as body image disorders. In support of this it can be stated 

that social media has become increasingly popular worldwide, and nowadays, 

messages regarding appearance ideals are delivered through it. Due to its 

continuous availability (e.g., on smartphones), the influences of social media on 

body perception may be more potent than traditional forms of media. Several 

studies have suggested that active social media engagement may negatively 

influence body image and appears to be linked with body dissatisfaction and 

eating disorders (Griffiths et al., 2018). On social media, users post their 

photographs and view photos of others; physical appearance is an important factor 

in these activities. The appearance models conveyed by social networks are 

difficult to achieve (McLean et al., 2019) because the contents posted online are 



often carefully selected or modified using beauty filters to maximize attractive 

self-presentations (Yau & Reich, 2019). A beauty filter is a photo-editing tool that 

allows users to smooth out their skin, enhance their lips and eyes, contour their 

nose, and alter their jawline and cheekbones; therefore, it has considered normal, 

and it is usual for people to use beauty filters to alter their appearance and hide 

their imperfections. Besides receiving messages and comments about their bodies 

on social media, users see carefully modified and selected social media imagery 

including depictions of thin bodies (thinspiration) or lean and muscular bodies 

(fitspiration). Users might frequently compare themselves with appearance ideals 

conveyed to them through social media and internalize these ideals as the 

standards for their bodies. When their physical appearance is not on par with the 

internalized expectations, this may result in body dissatisfaction. This concept is 

particularly important in adolescents who spend more time and receive more 

feedback about their appearance on social media. Given the growing use of the 

internet and social media by pre-adolescents, this phenomenon can be considered 

anticipated in childhood (de Vries et al., 2019). 

4. Critical aspects for the development of a positive body image 

 

Based on a qualitative study carried out among 111 primary school students, 

recruited in a primary school in Cassino (Italy), the Authors will propose the 

framework for an educational intervention aimed to enable the development and 

maintenance of a positive body image among children. For achieving this goal 

some critical influencing factors which can be enhanced have been highlighted. 

Among these, they may be mentioned the following: self-awareness, emotional 

literacy, the relationship between the natural body and the perceived body, 

dysmorphophobia, and gender. These elements will be explained in detail 

individually below. 

• Self-awareness 



Self-awareness can be conceptualized as involving expert knowledge of oneself 

as a defined entity, without independence from other individuals, unified, 

consistent, and stable over time and space. Self-awareness further enables one to 

be the subject of one’s attention (Legrain et al., 2011). Moreover, self-awareness 

refers to the ability to become consciously aware of one’s own bodily and mental 

states (e.g., perceptions, attitudes, opinions, intentions for actions, emotions) as 

belonging to the self (Geangu, 2008). 

The “body awareness” construct has been described as “an innate tendency of our 

organism to self-organize and to feel the unity with oneself” (Mehling et al., 2012). 

Body awareness is more than the simple focus on one’s own body as it needs to 

recognize the interaction between body states and the cognitive appraisal of those 

body states. Therefore, it can be defined as the subjective perception of one's own 

body and the ability to accurately identify the internal body states (Farb et al., 

2015). 

Body awareness is a key factor for affect regulation and for the sense of self and 

it is strictly dependent on mental processes, including attitudes, affects, beliefs, 

memories, and cultural imprints (Damasio, 2003). It seems that those mental 

processes have the possibility of modifying the subjective experience of body 

parts and the body in general. It can be ensured that body awareness has a decisive 

influence on body image as it involves cognitive, emotional, and cultural aspects 

(Boldi & Rapp, 2022). 

• Gender 

 

There exist differences between men and women regarding developing a positive 

body image and concerns about body satisfaction. It has been argued that mass 

media is a key factor in the development of body image dissatisfaction as it 

represents the main tool containing idealistic representations of the body ideals 

with which men and women are constantly confronted (Brennan et al., 2010). 

Thus, awareness and internalization of society’s appearance models may 



contribute to body image dissatisfaction. Several studies highlight that a perceived 

lack of muscle represents a central factor in male body image dissatisfaction 

whereas women’s determining element is perceived excess weight (Brennan et al., 

2010). These findings are consistent with media messages that emphasize a thin 

ideal for women (Morrison et al., 2003) while promoting a V-shaped figure for 

men, with emphasis on having a larger, more muscular upper body (Furnham et 

al., 2002). Differences between men and women continue to be evident regarding 

concerns about weight regulation and dieting practices. Men are more likely to 

increase physical activity as their method of dieting, whereas women dieters are 

more likely to restrict food intake. These differing weight loss practices suggest 

that when men diet, they often intend to enhance their body build by becoming 

more muscular, rather than thinner as women dieters aim to do (Pingitore et al., 

1997). 

Nowadays, body image disturbance and poor self-esteem appear to develop 

concurrently and precociously in young boys and girls. Compared to boys, girls 

are more concerned about their body weight and are more likely to be influenced 

by peers, mass media, parents, and other sociocultural factors that promote 

thinness ideal models, even if they are of normal weight. This may be the reason 

for girls' higher prevalence of body dissatisfaction (Ren et al., 2018). Although 

there are differences in male and female body ideals, excessive preoccupation with 

and internalization of stereotypical appearance models leads both genders to body 

dissatisfaction. Lastly, not only does body image dissatisfaction affect one’s 

behaviours, but it also affects how one feels about oneself. It is associated with 

other mental problems such as depression, low self-esteem, feelings of shame, 

body surveillance, diminished quality of life, anxious self-focus and avoidance of 

body exposure (Brennan et al., 2010). 

• Emotional literacy 

 

As mentioned earlier, many critical elements play a key role in the onset of body 

image disturbances. Two factors known to be of importance for mental health, but 



which have received little attention about body image are emotional intelligence 

and emotion regulation. Emotion regulation (ER) refers to the processes by which 

emotional experiences are evaluated, monitored, maintained, and modified (R. A. 

Thompson, 1994). Therefore, the construct of emotion regulation includes the 

ability to adaptively recognize and cope with negative emotions. Emotional 

intelligence (EI) is considered as: “the ability to perceive accurately, appraise and 

express emotion; the ability to access and/or generate feelings when they facilitate 

thought; the ability to understand emotion and emotional knowledge; and the 

ability to regulate emotions to promote emotional and intellectual growth” 

(Mayer, s.d.). 

Higher levels of EI are associated with more positive attitudes, more successful 

relationships, greater adaptability, higher orientation towards positive values as 

well as fewer difficulties in expressing, evaluating, and regulating emotions. 

Aspects of psychological well-being, such as life satisfaction and happiness, are 

related to EI, as well as higher levels of subjective physical health (Akerjordet & 

Severinsson, 2007). 

Low levels of EI predicted body dissatisfaction as well as eating disorder 

symptoms in preadolescents and adolescents. At the same time, deficits in various 

aspects of emotional intelligence are positively associated with binge eating, body 

weight, and body shape problems. Hence, this suggests an indirect interaction 

between emotion processing and body perception/image (Cuesta-Zamora et al., 

2018). What has just been highlighted shows the correlation between emotional 

intelligence and body image. 

• Dysmorphophobia 

 

Body dysmorphic disorder (BDD) is a chronic mental condition characterized by 

a preoccupation with perceived defects or flaws in physical appearance that are 

unobservable or appear insignificant to others. The most affected body parts of 

concern are the skin, hair, or nose, but any part of the body may be involved and 



often the preoccupation interests several body parts. This preoccupation entails 

significant distress and dysfunction, time-consuming repetitive behaviours (i.e., 

mirror checking, camouflaging), and a high degree of avoidance. Distressing, 

recurrent, and intrusive thoughts related to appearance are reported to be common 

in BDD as well as feelings of shame, anxiety, hopelessness, anger, and guilt. BDD 

is typically a disorder of adolescence, prepubertal onset is also possible; this 

disorder is a serious psychiatric condition causing a severe impact on global 

functioning and it appears to be connected to past or current self-harm, suicide 

attempts, current desire for cosmetic procedures and complete school dropout 

(Rautio et al., 2022). 

• Relation between the natural body and perceived body 

 

The continuous use of social media and the dissemination of altered virtual body 

images by pre-adolescents and adolescents highlights a new form of dualism 

between the virtual and the real body. The appearance comparison processes that 

take place via social media and the constant engagement and exposure to content 

promoting specific societal appearance standards induce preadolescents to have 

an excessive investment in their virtual body and social reputation so much so that 

they cannot differentiate the “real body” from the “virtual body”. Virtual reality is 

completely merged with real life; therefore, the virtual body is considered part of 

its existence. Individuals who strongly invest in their appearance and their social 

reputation, tend to engage in appearance-related comparison. Social media use 

facilitates comparisons and is likely to promote the internalization of idealized 

body image, leading to less body satisfaction over time (Digennaro, 2022). 

Conclusions 

 

Body image is the mental representation of individuals of their bodies, irrespective 

of their appearance. Body image is a complex construct which includes cognitive, 

perceptual, affective, and behavioural dimensions; thus, it refers to thoughts, 

feelings, evaluations, and behaviours related to one’s body (Cash, 2012). 



Disturbances in body image perception are one of the central aspects of one’s 

mental health. This condition can involve the cognitive, perceptive, and affective 

components of body image (Gaudio et al., 2014). 

According to the “Tripartite Influence Model,” they have been highlighted three 

social influences (peers, parents, and media) have a direct impact on body 

dissatisfaction as well as an indirect impact through two variables: internalization 

of the social ideal body type and appearance comparison. Among these, social 

media assumes a critical role in body image disorders (J. K. Thompson et al., 

1999). Social media represents a key influencing factor in the development of a 

positive body image because it conveys appearance ideals that are internalized as 

a standard for users’ bodies. When an individual physical appearance is not on par 

with the internalized expectations, this may result in body dissatisfaction. This 

concept is particularly important in adolescents who spend more time and receive 

more feedback about their appearance on social media. Given the growing use of 

the internet and social media by pre-adolescents, this phenomenon can be 

considered anticipated in childhood (de Vries et al., 2019). 

Based on a qualitative study carried out among 111 primary school students, 

recruited in a primary school in Cassino (Italy), the Authors will propose the 

framework for an educational intervention aimed to enable the development and 

maintenance of a positive body image among children. For achieving this goal 

some critical influencing factors which can be enhanced have been highlighted. 

Among these, they may be mentioned the following: self-awareness, emotional 

literacy, the relationship between the natural body and the perceived body, 

dysmorphophobia, and gender. Based on this, an educational intervention will be 

hypothesized which will involve the single aspects previously mentioned to allow 

the development of a positive body image in children. 

 

 

STUDY 2 



Building on the conceptual framework established in Study 1, the following article 

reports on the implementation and evaluation of educational workshops with 111 

primary school children, examining how children understand image stereotypes 

and respond to interventions promoting body literacy and critical media 

awareness. 

Educating the Body and the Mind: The Effects of an Intervention on 

Children's Body Literacy and Stereotype Awareness 

ABSTRACT 

 

This qualitative action research analysed the impact of an educational intervention 

on body literacy in children aged 9-10, focusing on body image stereotypes. Initial 

focus groups revealed that many children expressed dissatisfaction with their 

bodies, aspiring to physical characteristics perceived as ideal according to social 

and media standards. After the intervention, greater self-acceptance and an 

increased critical awareness of imposed aesthetic models were observed. Children 

began to appreciate body diversity and reduce comparisons with unrealistic ideals. 

The findings suggest that targeted educational interventions can foster positive 

body perception, counteracting aesthetic stereotypes' negative effects, and 

promoting school-aged children's psychological well-being. 

KEYWORDS: Body literacy, image stereotypes, primary school, media literacy, 

action research. 

Introduction 

 

In the contemporary landscape, characterized by increasing digitalization and ever 

earlier exposure to media, children are confronted with pervasive aesthetic 

standards and image stereotypes that can profoundly influence the perception of 

their bodies. Research indicates that body dissatisfaction begins to manifest as 

early as childhood, with 40-50% of children between 6- and 12-years expressing 

dissatisfaction with their physical appearance (Smolak, 2011). This issue assumes 



clinical and social relevance considering its correlations with harmful behaviours, 

such as reduced physical activity (Grogan, 2006), unhealthy eating patterns 

(Tremblay & Lariviere, 2009), and an increased risk of mental health problems, 

including depression (Xie et al., 2013). 

Image stereotypes, understood as standardized and generalized representations 

relating to physical appearance, play a crucial role in the formation of children's 

body image. These stereotypes, amplified by traditional media and social 

networks, promote often unreachable aesthetic ideals and contribute to the 

construction of arbitrary associations between certain physical characteristics and 

personal qualities, social success, or individual value (Tiggemann & Slater, 2014). 

The rapid diffusion of platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube has 

intensified children's exposure to these idealized models, implementing 

preventive educational interventions even more urgent. 

Body literacy, defined as the ability to understand, accept, and appreciate one's 

own body by developing resistance against harmful influences from society and 

media, emerges as a fundamental pedagogical tool to counter the negative impact 

of image stereotypes (Whitehead, 2010). This multidimensional construct 

includes body awareness, interoception, perception, and comprehension of the 

body, offering a holistic perspective to address issues related to body image. 

The present study aims to evaluate the effectiveness of an educational intervention 

designed to promote body literacy and reduce the influence of image stereotypes 

among Italian primary school students aged 9-10. The intervention research, 

preventive in nature, incorporated workshops aimed at promoting body 

awareness, appreciation of diversity, and self-acceptance, with a specific focus on 

image stereotypes. The main objectives include improving body image, mitigating 

the negative influence of media and social networks, and building a positive 

framework for understanding one's own body. This study is situated within the 

growing literature that emphasizes the importance of inclusive school-based 

interventions to address concerns related to body image during childhood. The 



expected results include increased media literacy, reduced internalization of 

harmful ideals, and improved psychological and social well-being of children. The 

initiative aims to provide significant contributions to the literature on body image 

while also offering practical solutions to support the holistic development and 

resilience of children in a media-saturated world. 

2. Theoretical Framework 

 

2.1 Image Stereotypes in Contemporary Culture 

 

Image stereotypes represent sociocultural constructs that define and impose 

standards of beauty and physical attractiveness considered desirable within 

specific cultural contexts. These stereotypes are not limited to establishing 

aesthetic canons but create implicit associations between certain physical 

characteristics and personal attributes, conveying powerful messages about the 

value attributed to bodies of different shapes, sizes, and characteristics (Grogan, 

2008). In contemporary Western culture, dominant stereotypes promote an ideal 

of thinness for females and muscularity for males, implicitly suggesting that 

conformity to these standards is indicative of personal control, success, and social 

value (Jones et al., 2004). 

The construction and perpetuation of image stereotypes occur through multiple 

channels, including traditional media, social networks, advertising, toys, and even 

educational materials. Research has extensively documented how repeated 

exposure to these messages can influence self-perception and evaluation of one's 

own body from childhood (Levine & Murnen, 2009). Of particular relevance is 

the process of internalization, through which individuals assimilate cultural 

aesthetic ideals as personal goals to achieve, establishing a direct link between 

conformity to these standards and self-evaluation (Rodgers et al., 2015). 

In recent years, the advent of social media has amplified the pervasiveness of 

image stereotypes, introducing new dynamics of social comparison and self- 

validation based on visual approval. Platforms such as Instagram and TikTok, 



characterized by the centrality of image and the possibility of photographic 

manipulation, offer fertile ground for the diffusion of unrealistic aesthetic 

standards and the normalization of digitally altered bodies (Chua & Chang, 2016). 

The use of filters and retouching applications contributes to creating an 

"augmented reality" that distorts the perception of bodily normality, making it 

even more difficult for children to develop a healthy and realistic body image. 

2.2 Image Stereotypes and Body Image Development in Childhood 

 

Childhood represents a critical period for the development of body image, 

significantly influenced by image stereotypes present in the sociocultural context. 

Contrary to the previous belief that concerns related to physical appearance 

emerged primarily during adolescence, contemporary research demonstrates that 

children begin to form evaluations of their bodies at a very early age (Smolak, 

2011). Studies indicate that children between 3 and 5 years generally show 

positive attitudes toward their own body but begin to absorb and internalize image 

stereotypes present in their environment. Starting from 5 years of age, many 

children have already internalized the dominant aesthetic ideals in their culture, 

and by the age of 6, a significant percentage express dissatisfaction with specific 

body parts, weight, or shape, manifesting desires oriented toward thinness in 

females and muscularity in males (Richardson et al., 2009). 

Image stereotypes influence the development of body image through various 

psychological mechanisms. Social comparison represents one of the main 

processes: children constantly compare their appearance with that of peers, media 

characters, and influencers, evaluating their worth based on perceived conformity 

to dominant aesthetic ideals (Festinger, 1954). In parallel, the internalization of 

stereotypes leads children to develop cognitive schemas that filter information 

related to the body, reinforcing negative perceptions and minimizing positive 

aspects (Smolak, 2012). A particularly relevant factor is gender differentiation in 

exposure to and internalization of image stereotypes. Research suggests that girls 

tend to be more vulnerable to the negative effects of stereotypes related to 



thinness, developing early behaviours of weight control and concerns for physical 

appearance (Dohnt & Tiggemann, 2006). Boys, on the other hand, show 

increasing concern for muscularity and physical prowess, reflecting dominant 

masculine stereotypes (Tatangelo et al., 2016). 

2.3 Body Literacy as a Prevention Tool 

 

Body literacy emerges as an essential educational paradigm to counter the 

negative influence of image stereotypes on children's body image. This concept 

includes not only motor competence but also the ability to understand, value, and 

take care of one's own body consciously and critically (Digennaro & Visocchi, 

2024). 

In the context of image stereotypes, body literacy comprises several 

interconnected dimensions: body awareness, which refers to the ability to perceive 

and understand one's own body concerning the surrounding space; interoception, 

which implies the recognition and interpretation of internal bodily sensations; 

body perception, which concerns the subjective evaluation of one's own body 

influenced by cultural and personal factors; and body comprehension, which 

includes knowledge of how the body functions and the ability to make informed 

decisions about one's physical well-being. 

A crucial element of body literacy concerning image stereotypes is critical media 

literacy, defined as the ability to critically analyse media messages related to the 

body and beauty (McLean et al., 2016). Educational programs that integrate media 

literacy help children understand image manipulation techniques, recognize the 

artificial nature of beauty ideals proposed by media, and develop resistance 

against messages that promote unrealistic aesthetic standards (Wilksch et al., 

2015). 

Emotional literacy represents another fundamental component in preventing the 

internalization of image stereotypes. This concept includes emotional intelligence 

and emotion regulation, both essential for promoting a positive self-perception. 



The ability to recognize, understand, and express one's emotions effectively is 

associated with greater resistance to image stereotypes and reduced vulnerability 

to body dissatisfaction (Damiano et al., 2015; Digennaro & Visocchi, 2023). 

Schools represent privileged contexts for implementing body literacy programs, 

given their ability to reach a diverse student population. Research indicates that 

well-structured school interventions can mitigate risk factors such as the 

internalization of beauty ideals and appearance-based comparison, simultaneously 

improving self-esteem and general well-being (Richardson & Paxton, 2010). 

3. Methodology 

 

3.1 Research Design 

 

The present study adopted a qualitative action research approach, articulated in 

three distinct phases. The first phase involved initial data collection, conducted 

through focus groups to explore baseline perceptions and attitudes among 

participants, with particular attention to image stereotypes. The second phase 

involved the implementation of an intervention program designed to promote 

body literacy, with a specific focus on developing body awareness, self- 

acceptance, and critical media literacy. The third and final phase consisted of post- 

intervention data collection, again using focus groups to evaluate changes in 

participants' perceptions and behaviours related to image stereotypes after the 

intervention. This methodological design was chosen to provide an in-depth 

understanding of the impact of the intervention, maintaining a participant-centered 

approach sensitive to context. The qualitative action research allowed not only to 

document changes in students' perceptions but also to adapt the intervention 

iteratively based on emerging needs and participants' responses. 

3.2 Participants 

 

Participants were selected through convenience sampling from fourth and fifth 

grade classes at the Pio di Meo Primary School in Cassino, Italy. The selection 



process was conducted in collaboration with classroom teachers to ensure 

effective inclusion of students. The study involved a cohort of 50 participants. The 

sample included children aged between 9 and 11 years, with a balanced 

distribution between males and females. Particular attention was paid to the 

representation of various sociodemographic characteristics, to capture a variety of 

perspectives and experiences related to image stereotypes. 

3.3 Data Collection Instruments 

 

For data collection, a focus group was conducted with the entire sample to 

investigate participants' habits regarding social media use, as well as their 

perceptions and opinions about their physical appearance and body image, with 

particular emphasis on image stereotypes. 

According to Lederman, a focus group is a technique that involves in-depth group 

interviews, where participants are intentionally selected to represent a specific 

population interested in a particular topic (Rabiee, 2004). It is essential that 

participants feel comfortable speaking openly with interviewers and with each 

other during the focus group (Richardson & Rabiee, 2001). 

The focus group was characterized by anonymous open-ended questions posed by 

a moderator, designed to stimulate dialogue and gather students' perceptions 

regarding the influence of social media on their body image and the internalization 

of image stereotypes. Audio recorders were used during the focus group session 

to ensure accurate transcription of discussions. 

The discussions revolved around a series of targeted questions to explore various 

aspects of children's interaction with online photos and image stereotypes. Topics 

included posting photos online, parental roles in photo sharing, emotions 

associated with sharing one's photos online, friends' access to shared photos, 

motivations that drive children to share their photos, children's favorite 

influencers, and the perception of image stereotypes spread in media and social 

networks. 



3.4 Educational Intervention 

 

The second phase of the research involved the implementation of an educational 

intervention, characterized by practical-educational workshops aimed at 

improving body literacy within the target sample, with particular attention to the 

deconstruction of image stereotypes. 

Each workshop lasted two hours and consisted of an initial and final section 

consistent across all sessions, while the central section varied, as each activity was 

carefully designed to align with the main theme of each specific workshop. The 

themes of the workshops conducted were as follows: self-awareness, body image, 

emotional intelligence, gender stereotypes, and image stereotypes. 

In particular, the workshop dedicated to image stereotypes included activities 

aimed at identifying image stereotypes present in media and social networks, 

critically analysing image manipulation techniques, exploring the impact of image 

stereotypes on the perception of self and others, developing strategies to resist the 

influence of image stereotypes, and promoting appreciation of body diversity. 

The initial part of each practical session involved creating a timeline, an activity 

designed to recall and reflect on the memory, personal meaning, and symbolic 

value attributed to the activities of the previous workshop. The final part involved 

a game called "The Wool Thread," which involved constructing a relational 

network using a ball of wool and included reflection and verbalization of feelings 

and emotions related to the activities just completed. 

3.5 Data Analysis 

 

Qualitative analysis of the data collected in the intervention research was 

performed through the use of Nvivo software, which allowed for the identification 

of several relevant thematic areas. The analytical approach followed the principles 

of thematic analysis, with particular attention to narratives related to image 

stereotypes. 



The process of analysis involved transcribing audio recordings from the focus 

groups, followed by coding the data to identify recurring themes and significant 

patterns. Particular attention was paid to identifying changes in perceptions and 

attitudes related to image stereotypes before and after the educational intervention. 

The analysis also considered gender differences in responses to the intervention, 

as well as the influence of social media use on the internalization of image 

stereotypes. This analytical approach allowed for a nuanced and contextualized 

understanding of the impact of the intervention on participants. 

 

 

 

 

4. Results 

 

The qualitative analysis of the collected data allowed for the identification of 

significant themes related to image stereotypes before and after the educational 

intervention. The qualitative data analysis revealed significant changes in 

participants' perceptions and attitudes toward image stereotypes following the 

educational intervention. Students aged 9-10 demonstrated increased critical 

awareness of media influences, developed strategies to resist stereotypes, and 

showed a more balanced view of personal value beyond physical appearance. 

However, some difficulties persisted due to ongoing social pressure and the 

pervasive influence of social media. Notable differences were observed between 

genders and among different types of social media users. 

The results are presented following the main thematic areas that emerged from the 

analysis, with particular attention to changes in participants' perceptions and 

attitudes. A summary of the key findings is presented in Table 1. 

 

 

 

 Thematic 

Area 

Before 

Intervention 

After 

Intervention 

Persistent 

Difficulties 

 



 Dominant 

Beauty 

Standards 

• "Pretty girls 

are always 

thin, that's 

how they 

should be" 

• "I wish I had 

a more 

muscular 

physique 

because it 

would make 

me feel more 

confident" 

• "Before, I 

thought it was 

normal to want 

to look like 

people on social 

media; now I 

understand that 

many of those 

images aren't 

real" 

• "I've understood 

that people who 

truly appreciate 

me do so for 

who I am, 
not for how I 
look" 

• Gender 

differences 

in response 

(boys 

showed 

greater 

resistance to 

questioning 

muscularity 

stereotypes) 

 

 Beauty and 

Social 

Success 

• "If you don't 

fit into certain 

aesthetic 

canons, 

people judge 

you more" 

• "On social 

media, those 

who get more 

likes are 

always those 

who are more 

beautiful" 

• "Before, I 

believed that 

being beautiful 

was the most 

important 

thing; now I 

know there are 

many other 

qualities that 

make me 

special" 

• "I've learned 

that I can 

appreciate my 

body for what it 

can do, not just 

for how it 
appears" 

• "Even though 

I've understood 

that stereotypes 

are wrong, 

many people 

still use them, 

and this makes 

it difficult to 

really change" 

• "At school, 

those who are 

more popular 

still correspond 

to the beauty 

ideals we 

see on social 

media" 

 



 Gender 

Stereotypes 

• "Boys must be 

strong and 

muscular, 

otherwise they 

get made fun 

of" 

• "Girls must be 

graceful and 

well- 

groomed; it's 

important to 

be 

appreciated" 

• "Now I better 

understand 

how 

stereotypes 

condition the 

way we see 

ourselves and 

others" 

• "Now I can 

understand 

when a 

stereotype is 

influencing me, 

and I try not to 

let it 
condition me" 

• "For a boy, it's 

still important 

to be strong, 

even if I 

understand that 

not everyone 

can be 

muscular" 

 

 Use of 

Filters and 

Retouching 

• "I always use 
filters in my 
photos because I 

• "Now I post 
photos without 
filters because I 

• "It's difficult 
not 

to use filters 
when 

 



  look better that 

way" 

• "Everyone uses 

filters on social 

media; if you 

don't use them, 

you seem 

strange, and 

your photos 

don't get likes" 

don't want to 

hide behind a 

false image" 

• "I've 

understood that 

filters can be 

fun, but they 

become a 

problem when 

they make us 

feel insecure 
about our real 
appearance" 

all my friends 

do it" 

• "Even though I 

understand 

that social 

media doesn't 

show reality, I 

continue to 

feel insecure 

when I see 

certain 

images" 

 

Table 1. Summary of the key findings of the research 

 

5 Discussion 

 

 

The results of this intervention research offer important insights into the 

effectiveness of educational interventions aimed at deconstructing image 

stereotypes and promoting body literacy among primary school children. The 

analysis of data collected before and after the intervention reveals a complex 

picture of changes, persistence, and individual differences that deserve careful 

consideration. 

 

5.1 Effectiveness of the Intervention in Deconstructing Image Stereotypes 

 

 

The educational intervention has demonstrated significant potential in promoting 

critical awareness of image stereotypes among participants. The increased ability 

to identify and critically analyse stereotypes suggests that children, even at a young 

age, can develop cognitive tools to resist harmful media messages when supported 

by targeted education. This result is consistent with previous studies that have 

highlighted the effectiveness of school interventions in improving media literacy 

and reducing the internalization of beauty ideals (McLean et al., 2016; Wilksch et 

al., 2015). 



Particularly significant is the observed change in the perception of the link 

between physical appearance and personal value. The reduction in importance 

attributed to aesthetic conformity suggests that the intervention was successful 

in promoting a more holistic vision of personal value, a key element of body 

literacy (Whitehead, 2010). This cognitive shift could represent an important 

protective factor against the development of body dissatisfaction and 

associated risk behaviour. 

The more critical attitude toward the use of filters and image modification 

technologies represents another promising result of the intervention. The 

ability to recognize the artificial nature of modified images and to resist the 

pressure to conform to unrealistic aesthetic standards is fundamental for the 

development of a positive body image. This result is particularly relevant 

considering the increasing diffusion of photographic modification technologies 

accessible even to younger children (Chua & Chang, 2016; Tiidenberg, 2014). 

 

5.2 Persistence of Stereotypes and Contextual Factors 

 

Despite the positive results, the persistence of some difficulties in completely 

overcoming the influence of image stereotypes highlights the complex and 

multifactorial nature of this phenomenon. The continuing social pressure, 

exerted by peers, family, and society in general, represents a significant 

challenge to the long-term effectiveness of the educational intervention. This 

observation reflects the systemic nature of image stereotypes, which are rooted 

in broader social and cultural structures (Grogan, 2008). 

The results suggest that educational interventions, as effective as they may be 

in promoting critical awareness, may encounter limits when not supported by 

broader changes in the social context. This is consistent with the 

socioecological model of body image, which recognizes the influence of 

factors at individual, interpersonal, community, and social levels on the 

formation of body image (Voelker et al., 2015). The persistent influence of 



social media on the body perception of some participants underscores the 

power and pervasiveness of these means of communication in the lives of 

contemporary children. The difficulty of resisting online social comparison 

dynamics, despite greater critical awareness, reflects the complex interaction 

between cognition and emotion in the experience of social media (Vogel et al., 

2014). This suggests that future interventions might benefit from specific 

attention to emotional regulation strategies in the context of social media 

exposure. 

The gender differences observed in responses to the intervention deserve 

particular attention. The greater resistance of male children to questioning 

stereotypes related to muscularity and physical strength could reflect the strong 

cultural association between masculinity and physical power, an association 

that begins to be internalized at a young age (Tatangelo et al., 2016). These 

results suggest the need for gender-sensitive approaches in body literacy 

education, which consider the specific pressures and social expectations that 

differently influence boys and girls. 

 

5.3 Interaction Between Social Media Use and Intervention Effectiveness 

 

The analysis of the interaction between social media use and response to the 

educational intervention offers interesting insights for the design of future 

body literacy programs. The diversity of responses observed among active, 

moderate, and limited users suggests that the effectiveness of educational 

interventions can vary significantly based on the level of exposure to digital 

media. 

The fact that some active social media users showed the most significant 

changes after the intervention indicates an important transformation potential, 

precisely among subjects more vulnerable to image stereotypes. This result is 

encouraging and suggests that critical media literacy can be particularly 

effective for those who are most exposed to problematic content (Levine & 



Murnen, 2009). 

On the other hand, the ability of moderate users to maintain a balance between 

appreciation of digital platforms and critical awareness of their risks 

highlights the potential of social media as tools for promoting body literacy, 

when used consciously. This observation is consistent with previous research 

that has identified potential positive effects of social media on body image, 

depending on the nature of content consumed and shared (Cohen et al., 2019). 

The preventive benefit observed in limited users underscores the importance 

of early interventions, which can provide critical tools before problematic 

patterns of interaction with media develop. These results suggest the 

opportunity for differentiated approaches to body literacy, calibrated on 

children's level of exposure to and engagement with social media. 

 

5.4 Implications for Body Literacy 

 

The results of this research have important implications for the 

conceptualization and implementation of body literacy in the contemporary 

educational context. First, they highlight the need to explicitly include the 

deconstruction of image stereotypes as a fundamental component of body 

literacy. The ability to recognize, critically analyse, and resist image 

stereotypes emerges as an essential skill for the development of a healthy 

relationship with one's own body in the digital era. 

Second, the results underscore the importance of integrating critical media 

literacy into body literacy education. In a context where children are exposed 

to idealized and often manipulated body images from early childhood, the 

ability to critically decode media messages related to the body becomes a 

fundamental skill for promoting well-being (Richardson et al., 2009). 

Finally, the diversity of responses to the intervention observed among 

participants suggests the need for personalized approaches to body literacy, 

which take into account individual differences in terms of gender, media 



exposure, and vulnerability to image stereotypes. This implies the 

development of flexible educational programs, capable of adapting to the 

specific needs and characteristics of different groups of children. 

 

6 Conclusions and Implications 

 

 

This intervention research investigated the impact of image stereotypes on 

children's body perception and assessed the effectiveness of an educational 

program aimed at fostering body literacy. The findings underscore the potential 

of such education to counteract the negative effects of image stereotypes, 

encouraging a more positive and realistic body image. The analysis of pre- and 

post-intervention data revealed several key insights. First, image stereotypes 

are both present and influential from an early age, with children between 9 and 

11 years old already exhibiting signs of internalizing unrealistic beauty 

standards and linking physical appearance to personal worth. Second, a 

structured educational intervention can successfully enhance critical awareness 

of these stereotypes, reducing their impact on body perception and 

strengthening children's resilience to harmful media messages. However, the 

success of these interventions is shaped by contextual elements, including 

ongoing social pressure, the use of social media, and gender differences, all of 

which can either support or hinder the change process. Finally, body literacy— 

when combined with critical media literacy— emerges as a promising strategy 

for promoting a healthier relationship with the body in the digital age, though 

it must be tailored to the specific characteristics and needs of the target 

population. 

 

6.1 Practical Implications 

 

The results of this research carry important practical implications for educators, 

parents, and professionals working with children, highlighting the need for a 



coordinated and multidimensional approach to promoting healthy body 

perception. For educators, it is essential to integrate body literacy into the 

school curriculum, with a focus on deconstructing image stereotypes and 

fostering an appreciation for body diversity. This includes adopting gender- 

sensitive strategies that address the different aesthetic pressures faced by boys 

and girls, incorporating activities that promote critical media literacy to help 

students decode implicit messages in media content, and cultivating school 

environments that value bodily differences and encourage a culture of respect 

and inclusion. 

Parents also play a crucial role by recognizing how their behaviours and 

language around body image can shape children's self-perception. They should 

actively monitor and mediate their children's exposure to social media, guiding 

them toward more conscious and critical engagement, while also affirming 

their children's abilities and qualities beyond physical appearance to support a 

multidimensional sense of self. Open and honest conversations about image 

stereotypes and their impact are also key to nurturing children's critical thinking 

and resilience. 

For professionals, the findings suggest the importance of designing early 

prevention programs that combine body literacy with broader efforts to support 

psychological well-being. A multidisciplinary perspective is necessary, one 

that accounts for individual, interpersonal, and sociocultural influences on 

body image. Moreover, interventions should be scalable and adaptable to 

various educational contexts to ensure greater impact and long-term 

sustainability. 

 

6.2 Limitations and Future Directions 

 

This study presents some limitations that are important to acknowledge. First, 

the qualitative nature of the research, while valuable for exploring participants' 

subjective experiences, limits the generalizability of results. Second, the short- 



term evaluation of the intervention does not allow for determining the stability 

of observed changes over time. Finally, the specific context of the research (an 

Italian primary school) might limit the applicability of results to other cultural 

contexts. 

Future research directions could include: 

6.1.1. Longitudinal studies to evaluate the long-term impact of body literacy 

interventions on the perception of image stereotypes. 

6.1.2. Comparative research in different cultural contexts to understand how 

image stereotypes and their influence vary across cultures. 

6.1.3. Studies combining qualitative and quantitative methodologies to 

provide a more comprehensive understanding of intervention effectiveness. 

6.1.4. Research on the development of digital body literacy interventions that 

could leverage the positive potential of digital media to counter image 

stereotypes. 

6.1.5. Studies focused on the role of parents and teachers as mediators of 

exposure to image stereotypes and facilitators of body literacy. 

In conclusion, this intervention research highlights the importance of 

proactively addressing the influence of image stereotypes from childhood 

through educational interventions that promote body literacy and critical media 

literacy. In an era characterized by the pervasiveness of digital images and 

increasing aesthetic pressure, equipping children with tools to critically 

navigate this landscape represents a fundamental educational priority to 

promote their overall well-being and resilience. 



 

 

STUDY 3 

The following article extends the intervention research through a 

comprehensive longitudinal investigation, tracking changes in children's body 

perceptions, media awareness, and digital practices across time and examining 

both immediate responses and barriers to sustained change. 

 

Fostering Body Literacy and Media Awareness in Primary Education: 

Insights from a Qualitative Action Research Study 

 

Abstract 

Body dissatisfaction among children is increasingly prevalent, affecting up to 

half of those aged 6–12, and is intensified by exposure to idealized beauty 

standards on social media. This study aimed to evaluate an educational 

intervention promoting body literacy and critical media awareness among 

fourth- and fifth-grade students (ages 9–11) through qualitative action research 

in a primary school in Cassino, Italy. The program consisted of eight 

workshops addressing self-awareness, body image, emotional intelligence, 

gender stereotypes, and media literacy. Data were collected through pre- and 

post-intervention focus groups. The study initially involved 255 students 

participating in preliminary data collection activities, and the sample was 

subsequently expanded with an additional 50 students engaged in intensive 

focus group discussions for in-depth qualitative analysis. Thematic analysis 

using NVivo revealed that before the intervention, students reported strong 

body dissatisfaction, frequent use of digital filters, and reliance on social 

validation through social media. After the workshops, participants showed 

greater awareness of media manipulation, increased recognition of stereotypes, 

and decreased use of beauty filters. Nonetheless, persistent peer pressure and 



entrenched sociocultural ideals limited enduring behavioral change. Gender 

differences persisted, with girls focusing on aesthetic features and boys 

emphasizing strength and function. Overall, the intervention enhanced self- 

awareness and critical reflection but highlighted the necessity for long-term, 

developmentally appropriate initiatives integrating emotional literacy, peer 

collaboration, and parental involvement to promote sustainable positive body 

image within digital contexts. 

Keywords: 

Body Literacy; Qualitative Action Research; Primary Education. 

 

1 Introduction 

Body dissatisfaction increasingly emerges in childhood and poses significant 

risks for children's physical and psychosocial well-being. Recent studies 

indicate that 40% to 50% of children between the ages of 6 and 12 report 

dissatisfaction with their physical appearance (Smolak, 2011; Tatangelo & 

Ricciardelli, 2017). This high prevalence is associated with lower participation 

in physical activity (Grogan, 2016), maladaptive eating behaviors (Rodgers et 

al., 2021), and heightened susceptibility to depression and anxiety (Bucchianeri 

& Neumark-Sztainer, 2014). These established correlations underscore 

childhood as a pivotal window for preventive interventions designed to 

improve resilience to appearance-related social pressures. Incorporating 

emotional literacy in educational programs could be crucial, as emotional 

regulation skills enhance children's ability to handle body image concerns 

effectively (Duarte et al., 2015; Giles et al., 2021). 

 

1.1 The Digital Transformation of Body Image Development 

 

The rise of social media platforms has fundamentally transformed how children 

and adolescents develop their body image. Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, and 

Snapchat expose young users to numerous appearance-focused posts through 



algorithm-driven feeds that often feature idealized and digitally enhanced 

images (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016; Tiggemann & Slater, 2017). These 

digital spaces foster body dissatisfaction through several interconnected 

mechanisms. Children engage in upward social comparisons with edited photos 

of peers, celebrities, and influencers (Kleemans et al., 2018; Saiphoo & Vahedi, 

2019), internalize restrictive beauty ideals through repeated exposure to thin- 

ideal or muscular-ideal content (Rodgers et al., 2020; Aparicio-Martinez et al., 

2019), and experience validation pressures through interactive features like 

likes, comments, and follower counts that function as proxies for self-worth 

(Chua & Chang, 2016). 

Research indicates that these digital influences substantially impact children, 

who often lack critical media analysis abilities and struggle to distinguish 

between authentic and manipulated images (McLean et al., 2015). Digital 

filters and photo-editing tools exacerbate these challenges by normalizing 

unrealistic standards and promoting self-objectification (Cohen et al., 2019). 

Gender-specific patterns emerge as girls tend to internalize thin ideal norms 

while boys pursue muscular ideals, both shaped by socio-cultural beauty norms 

disseminated through media (Grogan, 2017; Rodgers et al., 2021). 

Beyond passive consumption, children's direct participation in digital self- 

presentation introduces additional complications. The pressure to create 

idealized online personas is substantial, and experiences of body shaming, 

teasing, and cyberbullying intensify body dissatisfaction while diminishing 

self-esteem (Fardouly et al., 2018). These effects prove especially detrimental 

during middle childhood, when peer relationships assume paramount 

importance and social acceptance becomes a primary developmental concern 

(Lawler & Nixon, 2011). 

 

1.2 Body Literacy as a Protective Framework 

 

 

Body literacy provides a comprehensive framework to help children develop 



resilience against appearance pressures. It encompasses several interconnected 

competencies: body awareness (understanding one's body within spatial and 

social contexts), interoception (recognizing and interpreting internal 

sensations, emotions, and physiological states), body perception (subjective 

evaluation shaped by cultural contexts and personal experiences), and body 

comprehension (knowledge of bodily functions enabling informed health 

decisions) (McLean & Paxton, 2019; Digennaro & Visocchi, 2023). 

This approach transcends traditional body image interventions by integrating 

critical media literacy, emotional intelligence development, and body 

appreciation. Critical media literacy enables children to analyze appearance 

ideals, identify commercial and social influences, and question unrealistic 

standards (McLean et al., 2016). Emotional literacy, encompassing both 

emotional intelligence and emotion regulation, protects body dissatisfaction. 

Higher emotional competence correlates with positive self-perception, 

improved interpersonal relationships, and enhanced psychological resilience 

(Duarte et al., 2015; Giles et al., 2021). 

Body literacy interventions emphasize valuing body diversity, prioritizing 

function over appearance, and fostering self-compassion. This aligns with 

positive body image frameworks that conceptualize body satisfaction not 

merely as the absence of dissatisfaction but as active appreciation of the body's 

capabilities and intrinsic worth (Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2015). This 

approach proves especially suitable for children, who typically maintain 

positive body perceptions early in development before negative attitudes 

emerge during preadolescence (Tatangelo et al., 2016). 

 

1.3 School-Based Interventions: Rationale and Evidence 

 

Schools represent ideal venues for body literacy interventions due to their 

capacity to reach numerous students, their significant role in socialization 

processes, and their potential to normalize body image discussions among 



peers (Yager et al., 2013). Research demonstrates that well-designed, theory- 

based school programs effectively reduce risk factors such as internalization of 

beauty ideals and appearance comparisons while increasing protective factors 

including self-esteem, body appreciation, and critical thinking skills (Dunstan 

et al., 2017; Rodgers et al., 2018). 

Despite promising intervention research findings, significant gaps persist in 

understanding how body literacy programs function within real-world 

educational contexts, particularly at the primary school level where preventive 

efforts likely yield the greatest benefit. Most existing studies focus on 

adolescent populations, employ quantitative methodologies potentially 

insufficient for capturing the complexity of children's subjective experiences, 

or fail to adequately address the rapidly evolving digital media landscape 

shaping contemporary childhood (Gattario et al., 2020). 

Given the lack of qualitative research examining body literacy interventions in 

primary education contexts, particularly regarding children's lived experiences 

with digital media, this study addresses these critical gaps. The qualitative 

action-research design employed offers a novel approach by immersing 

researchers directly within the primary educational environment, providing 

rich, context-sensitive insights into how young students interact with body 

literacy interventions. This methodology not only illuminates the nuanced, 

subjective experiences of children but also ensures educational strategies 

remain adaptable to real-world dynamics, thereby bridging a critical research 

gap within intervention science. 

 

1.4 The Present Study 

 

This study employs a qualitative action-research approach to evaluate an 

educational intervention promoting body literacy among fourth- and fifth- 

grade students in Italy. The intervention comprises eight workshops addressing 

self-awareness, emotional intelligence, gender stereotypes, body dysmorphia, 



developmental changes, distinctions between actual and perceived body image, 

and critical analysis of appearance stereotypes. Through participatory and 

experiential activities, the program aims to foster body awareness, appreciation 

for diversity, and self-acceptance while enhancing resilience to societal and 

media pressures. 

The research addresses the following questions: (1) What are fourth- and fifth- 

grade students' baseline perceptions of their bodies, specific appearance-related 

concerns, and patterns of social media engagement, and what implications 

could these have for early interventions? (2) How do students' self-perceptions, 

critical awareness of media influence, and digital engagement practices change 

following participation in a targeted body literacy intervention, potentially 

influencing future curricula? (3) What persistent barriers impede the translation 

of cognitive and attitudinal changes into sustained behavioral modifications 

post-intervention, and how might addressing these barriers inform the 

development of more effective educational strategies? 

By employing focus groups and systematic thematic analysis, the study 

foregrounds children's subjective experiences to generate evidence informing 

the design and refinement of future body literacy programs within primary 

educational contexts. 

This initiative contributes to the growing body image literature in three key 

ways. First, it extends existing knowledge by examining body literacy 

development within the understudied middle childhood period, when 

preventive interventions prove most effective. Second, it provides in-depth 

qualitative data illuminating the psychological mechanisms and social 

processes through which body literacy programs operate, complementing 

quantitative outcome research. Third, it addresses the timely concern of 

children's engagement with social media and digital technologies, examining 

how educational interventions can foster critical digital citizenship alongside 

positive body image development. 

Expected outcomes include enhanced media literacy capacities, reduced 



internalization of restrictive appearance ideals, diminished engagement in 

negative social comparison processes, and improved psychological and social 

well-being. Ultimately, this research aspires to generate practical knowledge 

supporting children's holistic development and resilience in an increasingly 

media-saturated world while contributing valuable insights for educators, 

parents, and policymakers concerned with promoting positive youth 

development. 

 

1.5 Body image 

 

Body image is conceptualized as a multidimensional construct encompassing 

the cognitive, affective, perceptual, and behavioral dimensions through which 

individuals relate to their physical bodies (Cash & Smolak, 2011; Grogan, 

2017). This construct spans a continuum from negative body image, 

characterized by dissatisfaction, distorted perceptions, and appearance 

preoccupation, to positive body image, defined by holistic appreciation, respect 

for bodily functionality, and acceptance of physical diversity (Tylka & Wood- 

Barcalow, 2015). 

Historically, body dissatisfaction was considered predominantly an adolescent 

phenomenon; however, contemporary developmental research demonstrates 

that appearance concerns emerge considerably earlier. Young children, 

typically between ages 3 and 5, generally exhibit favorable attitudes toward 

their bodies and demonstrate limited awareness of societal beauty standards 

(Damiano et al., 2015). Nevertheless, negative perceptions begin surfacing 

during early formal schooling years. Weight-based prejudice and bias toward 

larger bodies have been documented among children as young as 3 years, 

indicating early socialization into appearance-based hierarchies. 

By age 5, a substantial proportion of children have internalized cultural 

appearance ideals, and by age 6, research indicates that up to 70% express 

dissatisfaction with specific body attributes, including weight, shape, or body 



parts (Smolak, 2011; Damiano et al., 2015). Gender differences in body 

dissatisfaction emerge early, with girls typically expressing a desire for 

thinness and boys articulating a preference for increased muscularity 

(Tatangelo & Ricciardelli, 2017). Body dissatisfaction intensifies when 

individuals assign excessive salience to physical appearance in their self- 

evaluation schemas, a tendency that frequently escalates during the transition 

into preadolescence (ages 9-12), potentially crystallizing into persistent 

negative body image patterns that extend into adulthood (McCabe et al., 2020). 

These empirical findings underscore a critical developmental window during 

early and middle childhood when positive body image foundations remain 

relatively intact. This period represents an optimal opportunity for preventive 

interventions that can capitalize on children's nascent positive body 

perceptions, potentially averting the consolidation of body dissatisfaction 

during later developmental stages. 

 

1.6 Body image in the digital era 

 

 

Social media platforms have fundamentally reconfigured modes of 

communication by integrating mobile and web-based technologies to facilitate 

highly interactive digital spaces. Within these environments, users participate 

in synchronous content sharing, collaborative engagement, and the production 

of user-generated media (Kietzmann et al., 2011). The widespread adoption of 

social media among children and adolescents has led to an expanding body of 

literature examining the multifaceted impacts of these platforms on 

psychosocial development, particularly regarding body image formation. 

Empirical evidence reveals considerable prevalence of body image concerns 

among children and adolescents who actively utilize social networking sites 

(Tiggemann & Slater, 2017; Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016). While social media 

offer valuable affordances including skill acquisition (Ahn, 2011), health 

promotion opportunities, and social connectivity, they simultaneously present 



challenges encompassing body image disturbances (McLean et al., 2015). 

Theoretical frameworks emphasizing social comparison processes illuminate 

the mechanisms through which social media exposure influences body image. 

According to Social Comparison Theory, individuals evaluate themselves by 

comparing their personal attributes with those of others, with upward 

comparisons (comparing oneself to superior others) typically resulting in 

negative self-evaluations. Social media intensifies these processes by providing 

unlimited access to curated, idealized representations of others' appearance and 

lifestyles (Vogel et al., 2014; Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016). The visual and 

interactive nature of platforms like Instagram amplifies appearance-focused 

comparisons, as users encounter streams of attractiveness-focused content 

accompanied by social feedback metrics (likes, comments) that quantify 

popularity and desirability (Chua & Chang, 2016; Tiggemann & Slater, 2017). 

The concept of thin-ideal internalization represents a crucial mediating variable 

in the relationship between social media and body image (Rodgers et al., 2020; 

Aparicio-Martinez et al., 2019). Among children, internalization of appearance 

ideals and engagement in appearance comparisons contribute to body 

dissatisfaction, self-objectification, and negative emotions, including body 

shame and appearance anxiety, potentially triggering maladaptive behaviors 

such as dietary restriction (Damiano et al., 2015; Halliwell & Diedrichs, 2014). 

Recent research examining photo-based social media use identifies additional 

concerning patterns, including the normalization of digital filter and editing 

tool usage among youth. These technologies enable users to alter facial 

features, skin texture, body proportions, and overall appearance, creating 

increasingly unrealistic self-presentations that may distort self-perception and 

elevate appearance dissatisfaction (Kleemans et al., 2018; Lonergan et al., 

2019). For children with developing cognitive capacities and incomplete media 

literacy skills, distinguishing between authentic and manipulated imagery 

presents challenges (McLean et al., 2015). 

Body literacy represents comprehensive, multidimensional proficiency 



encompassing interconnected competencies that collectively enable 

individuals to understand, appreciate, and care for their physical bodies in 

health-promoting ways (Cairney et al., 2019; Digennaro & Visocchi, 2023). 

This construct integrates four primary components: body awareness (the ability 

to perceive and understand one's body in relation to surrounding space and 

contexts), interoception (recognition and interpretation of internal bodily 

sensations and physiological states), body perception (subjective evaluation 

influenced by cultural contexts and personal experiences), and body 

comprehension (knowledge about bodily functions and informed health 

decision-making) (Khalsa et al., 2018; Grogan, 2017; Cairney et al., 2019). 

Gender constitutes a critical factor in shaping body literacy development, 

particularly in terms of body perception and the internalization of appearance 

ideals. Societal appearance standards, extensively perpetuated through mass 

media and increasingly through social media platforms, establish divergent 

expectations for male and female bodies (Grogan, 2017). Males frequently 

experience body dissatisfaction centered on perceived inadequacy in 

muscularity and muscle definition, aligning with cultural ideals of a lean, 

muscular physique (Frederick et al., 2020). Females are predominantly 

subjected to pressures to be thin, with slenderness idealized across most 

contemporary Western and increasingly globalized cultural contexts (Rodgers 

et al., 2021). 

Emotional literacy represents another essential determinant in promoting 

positive body image and comprehensive body literacy. Emotional literacy 

encompasses emotional intelligence (the capacity to recognize, understand, 

express, and manage emotions effectively) and emotion regulation (the ability 

to assess, monitor, sustain, and modulate emotional responses). Elevated 

emotional intelligence associates with favorable psychological outcomes, 

including positive effects, successful interpersonal relationships, and adaptive 

coping (Schutte et al., 2007). Conversely, deficits in emotional intelligence 

correlate with body dissatisfaction, particularly among preadolescents and 



adolescents. Emotion regulation skills enable individuals to respond adaptively 

to appearance-related distress, social comparison experiences, and negative 

body-related thoughts, thereby buffering against body dissatisfaction (Duarte 

et al., 2015; Giles et al., 2021). 

Body literacy interventions emphasize fostering appreciation for body 

diversity, critically examining unattainable and narrowly defined beauty ideals, 

and cultivating analytical competencies to evaluate media content and 

appearance-related messages (McLean et al., 2016). These programs typically 

integrate psychoeducation about media literacy, self-esteem enhancement, 

body functionality appreciation, and peer support components (Yager et al., 

2013; Dunstan et al., 2017). Educational institutions are particularly well- 

positioned to implement body literacy programs given their systematic access 

to diverse student populations, their role as socialization contexts, and their 

capacity to normalize body image discussions within supportive peer 

environments (Gattario et al., 2020). 

Empirical research substantiates the effectiveness of well-designed, theory- 

driven school-based interventions in improving body image among children 

and adolescents. Systematic reviews and meta-analyses have demonstrated that 

these initiatives are capable of significantly lowering risk factors—such as the 

internalization of appearance norms and engagement in appearance-based 

social comparison—while simultaneously bolstering protective factors 

including self-esteem, body satisfaction, and critical media literacy skills 

(Yager et al., 2013; Dunstan et al., 2017). Programs grounded in interactive, 

participatory pedagogies and structured peer discussions yield particularly 

robust short-term outcomes. Furthermore, integrating body literacy content 

within physical education curricula has facilitated a shift in focus from 

aesthetics to bodily functionality and competence (Digennaro & Visocchi, 

2023). Notwithstanding these successes, important limitations undermine the 

sustainability of intervention effects. Many studies report a decline in program 

benefits over time, indicating that initial improvements in attitudes and 



behaviors often diminish without sustained engagement. This attenuation 

underscores a critical need for ongoing reinforcement mechanisms, 

longitudinal support structures, and the comprehensive integration of body 

literacy concepts across the educational continuum to ensure a durable, 

systemic impact (Rodgers et al., 2018). 

 

1.7 Body literacy 

 

 

Body literacy represents comprehensive, multidimensional proficiency 

encompassing interconnected competencies that collectively enable 

individuals to understand, appreciate, and care for their physical bodies in 

health-promoting ways (Cairney et al., 2019; Sum et al., 2016; Digennaro & 

Visocchi, 2023). This construct integrates four primary components: body 

awareness, interoception, body perception, and body comprehension. 

Body awareness refers to the ability to perceive and understand one's body in 

relation to its surrounding space, other individuals, and environmental 

contexts. This foundational competency encompasses proprioceptive and 

kinesthetic knowledge, enabling coordinated movement, spatial orientation, 

and physical self-regulation (Mehling et al., 2012; Tylka et al., 2014). 

Interoception refers to the recognition and interpretation of internal bodily 

sensations, emotions, and physiological states, fostering understanding of the 

body's internal landscape. Interoceptive awareness facilitates emotion 

regulation, self-care behaviors, and attuned responses to bodily needs (Khalsa 

et al., 2018; Murphy et al., 2019). Body perception encompasses the subjective 

evaluation and interpretation of one's physical appearance and characteristics, 

which are profoundly influenced by cultural contexts, personal experiences, 

social environments, and media exposure. This evaluative dimension 

corresponds closely to traditional body image constructs, encompassing 

satisfaction, self-surveillance, and appearance investment (Cash & Smolak, 

2011; Grogan, 2017). Body comprehension encompasses knowledge about 



bodily functions, health maintenance practices, and informed decision-making 

regarding physical well-being, including an understanding of nutrition, 

exercise, hygiene, and health behaviors (Cairney et al., 2019; Pot et al., 2021). 

Gender constitutes a critical factor in shaping body literacy development, 

particularly in terms of body perception and the internalization of appearance 

ideals. Societal appearance standards, extensively perpetuated through mass 

media and increasingly through social media platforms, establish divergent 

expectations for male and female bodies (Grogan, 2017; Tiggemann, 2011). 

Males frequently experience body dissatisfaction centered on perceived 

inadequacy in muscularity and muscle definition, aligning with cultural ideals 

of a lean, V-shaped, muscular physique (McCreary & Saucier, 2009; Frederick 

et al., 2020). Females are predominantly subjected to pressures to be thin, with 

slenderness idealized across most contemporary Western and increasingly 

globalized cultural contexts (Grabe et al., 2008; Rodgers et al., 2021). Despite 

these gender-specific manifestations, the overarching preoccupation with and 

internalization of restrictive appearance standards contributes to body 

dissatisfaction across genders, negatively impacting behaviors, self-esteem, 

mental health outcomes, and overall quality of life (Bucchianeri & Neumark- 

Sztainer, 2014; Dakanalis & Riva, 2013). 

Emotional literacy represents another essential determinant in promoting 

positive body image and comprehensive body literacy. Emotional literacy 

encompasses emotional intelligence (the capacity to recognize, understand, 

express, and manage emotions effectively) and emotion regulation (the ability 

to assess, monitor, sustain, and modulate emotional responses) (Mayer & 

Salovey, 1997; Gross, 2015). Elevated emotional intelligence is associated 

with favorable psychological outcomes, including positive effects, successful 

interpersonal relationships, adaptive coping, and enhanced physical health 

(Martins et al., 2010; Schutte et al., 2007). Conversely, deficits in emotional 

intelligence correlate with body dissatisfaction and eating disorder 

symptomatology, particularly among preadolescents and adolescents (Markey 



& Markey, 2005; Sim & Zeman, 2006). Emotion regulation skills enable 

individuals to respond adaptively to appearance-related distress, social 

comparison experiences, and negative body-related thoughts, thereby buffering 

against body dissatisfaction (Duarte et al., 2015; Giles et al., 2021). 

Body literacy interventions emphasize fostering appreciation for body 

diversity, critically examining unattainable and narrowly defined beauty ideals, 

and cultivating analytical competencies to evaluate media content and 

appearance-related messages (Richardson et al., 2009; McLean et al., 2016). 

These programs typically integrate psychoeducation about media literacy, self- 

esteem enhancement, body functionality appreciation, and peer support 

components (Yager et al., 2013; Dunstan et al., 2017). Educational institutions 

are particularly well-positioned to implement body literacy programs given 

their systematic access to diverse student populations, their role as socialization 

contexts, and their capacity to normalize body image discussions within 

supportive peer environments (Richardson & Paxton, 2010; Gattario et al., 

2020). 

Empirical research substantiates the effectiveness of well-designed, theory- 

driven school-based interventions in improving body image among children 

and adolescents. Systematic reviews and meta-analyses have demonstrated that 

these initiatives are capable of significantly lowering risk factors—such as the 

internalization of appearance norms and engagement in appearance-based 

social comparison—while simultaneously bolstering protective factors 

including self-esteem, body satisfaction, and critical media literacy skills 

(Yager et al., 2013; Dunstan et al., 2017; Alleva et al., 2021). Programs 

grounded in interactive, participatory pedagogies and structured peer 

discussions yield particularly robust short-term outcomes (Richardson & 

Paxton, 2010; Halliwell et al., 2022). Furthermore, integrating body literacy 

content within physical education curricula has facilitated a shift in focus from 

aesthetics to bodily functionality and competence (Digennaro & Visocchi, 

2023). Notwithstanding these successes, important limitations undermine the 



sustainability of intervention effects. Many studies report a decline in program 

benefits over time, indicating that initial improvements in attitudes and 

behaviors often diminish without sustained engagement. This attenuation 

underscores a critical need for ongoing reinforcement mechanisms, 

longitudinal support structures, and the comprehensive integration of body 

literacy concepts across the educational continuum to ensure a durable, 

systemic impact (Stice et al., 2019; Rodgers et al., 2018). 

 

2 Materials and Methods 

2.1 Research Design 

 

 

This study employed a qualitative action-research methodology, 

conceptualized as a collaborative and iterative process in which participants 

and researchers jointly construct knowledge through cycles of action and 

reflection (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005; McNiff & Whitehead, 2011). The 

action-research approach aligns with the study's emancipatory objectives, 

empowering participants to critically examine and transform their relationships 

with body image and media practices. The research was structured across three 

sequential phases: pre-intervention assessment, intervention implementation, 

and post-intervention evaluation. 

 

2.2 Participants and Setting 

 

Participants were recruited through convenience sampling from fourth- and 

fifth-grade classes (ages 9-11 years) at Pio di Meo Primary School in Cassino, 

Italy. Selection procedures were conducted collaboratively with classroom 

teachers to ensure appropriate inclusion and optimal pedagogical integration. 

The study initially involved 255 students participating in preliminary data 

collection activities. Following the initial assessment phase, the sample was 

expanded with an additional 50 students who were engaged in intensive focus 



group discussions for in-depth qualitative analysis. 

These additional 50 focus group participants were purposively selected to 

ensure maximum variation in gender (25 girls, 25 boys), class level (25 fourth- 

graders, 25 fifth-graders), and initial social media engagement levels. Selection 

was conducted collaboratively with classroom teachers based on students' 

willingness to participate and ability to articulate their experiences. Data 

saturation was reached after conducting 8 focus groups (pre-intervention) and 

8 focus groups (post-intervention), with no new themes emerging in the final 

two groups. 

This age range was deliberately selected as it represents a critical 

developmental period preceding preadolescence, when body image concerns 

typically intensify but remain potentially malleable to intervention efforts. 

Classroom teachers collaborated in participant selection, provided contextual 

insights about classroom dynamics, facilitated workshop logistics, and 

participated in debriefing sessions to ensure pedagogical alignment. Teachers 

did not participate directly in focus groups to minimize social desirability bias. 

 

2.3 Data Collection: Focus Group Methodology 

 

Focus groups constituted the primary qualitative data collection technique 

employed in both pre- and post-intervention phases. Focus groups represent a 

structured research method that involves in-depth group interviews with 

purposefully selected participants who represent specific populations or share 

an interest in particular topics (Krueger & Casey, 2015). The distinctive feature 

of focus groups lies in their capacity to generate rich data through synergistic 

group interaction, enabling exploration of complex topics through dynamic 

dialogue and mutual stimulation of ideas. This methodology proves 

particularly valuable when investigating sensitive topics among children, as the 

group format can reduce anxiety associated with individual interviews while 

normalizing diverse perspectives. 



Focus groups were stratified by gender and grade level, with 6-7 participants 

per group to facilitate in-depth discussion. Pre-intervention groups (conducted 

in September 2024) explored baseline perceptions through 8 sessions lasting 

45-60 minutes each. Post-intervention groups (conducted in January 2025) 

followed identical composition and explored changes through 8 sessions 

lasting 60-90 minutes. All sessions were co-facilitated by two trained 

researchers using a semi-structured guide. 

Pre-intervention focus groups explored participants' baseline habits regarding 

social media utilization, perceptions of physical appearance, and attitudes 

toward body image. A semi-structured discussion guide facilitated exploration 

of several thematic domains: patterns of posting photographs online, parental 

involvement in photo-sharing practices, emotions associated with sharing 

personal images digitally, peer access to shared photographs, motivations 

underlying photo-sharing behaviors, identification of influential social media 

personalities (influencers), awareness and usage of digital filters and editing 

tools, body parts or features participants wished to change, and general 

concerns regarding physical appearance. 

Post-intervention focus groups maintained similar structural elements while 

emphasizing the assessment of perceptual and behavioral changes that 

followed program participation. Discussion topics included perceived changes 

in self-perception and body appreciation, modifications in social media 

practices (particularly filter usage), enhanced critical awareness of media 

manipulation and beauty standards, the capacity to identify and resist 

stereotypes, and persistent challenges or barriers encountered. 

All focus group sessions were audio-recorded with informed consent to ensure 

accurate transcription and analysis. Groups were facilitated by trained 

researchers employing active listening techniques, non-judgmental responses, 

and open-ended probing questions to encourage authentic expression and 

diverse viewpoints. Particular attention was devoted to creating 

psychologically safe environments where participants felt comfortable sharing 



potentially sensitive experiences and opinions. 

 

 

2.4 Intervention Description: Body Literacy Workshops 

 

 

The educational intervention comprised eight practical-educational workshops, 

each lasting approximately two hours, designed to systematically develop 

specific body literacy competencies. The intervention was delivered over 12 

weeks (October-December 2024), with one 2-hour workshop per week for each 

class. 

Workshop sessions maintained consistent structural elements (opening and 

closing activities) while varying thematic content across sessions. Themes 

addressed included: 

(1) Self-Awareness and Personal Identity - Identifying Internal Signals 

(2) Body Image Formation and Influences - Recognizing External Pressures 

(3) Emotional Intelligence and Emotion Regulation - Managing Emotional 

Responses 

(4) Gender Stereotypes and Their Impact - Challenging Societal Norms 

(5) Body Dysmorphia and Distorted Perceptions - Developing Healthy 

Perception 

(6) Bodily Changes Across the Lifespan - Understanding Developmental 

Changes 

(7) Distinguishing Actual from Perceived Body - Building Accurate Self- 

Perception 

(8) Critical Analysis of Appearance Stereotypes in Media - Enhancing Media 

Literacy 

Each workshop began with a timeline activity, in which participants recalled 

and reflected on previous session content, fostering continuity, consolidation, 

and metacognitive awareness. Core workshop activities varied based on their 

thematic focus, but consistently employed experiential and interactive 

methodologies,  including  small-group  discussions,  creative  expression 



exercises (such as drawing and collage), role-playing scenarios, media analysis 

tasks, and collaborative problem-solving activities. Sessions concluded with 

"The Yarn Thread" activity. This structured group reflection exercise utilized 

a ball of yarn to construct symbolic relational networks while participants 

verbalized their feelings and insights related to the session activities. 

Pedagogical approaches emphasize participatory learning, peer dialogue, and 

critical consciousness-raising consistently with constructivist and critical 

pedagogical frameworks. Activities were developmentally appropriate, 

incorporating playful elements while addressing substantive content. 

Workshop facilitators maintained non-judgmental, accepting stances, 

validating diverse perspectives, and encouraging critical questioning of taken- 

for-granted assumptions about appearance, gender, and media representations. 

 

2.5 Data Analysis 

 

 

Qualitative data analysis employed thematic analysis methodology supported 

by NVivo qualitative data analysis software (QSR International). Thematic 

analysis represents a flexible, theoretically independent method for identifying, 

analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within qualitative data (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006, 2019). The analysis process proceeded through iterative phases 

including: (1) familiarization with data through repeated reading of transcripts, 

(2) generation of initial codes identifying semantic and latent features, (3) 

organization of codes into potential themes, (4) review and refinement of 

themes, (5) definition and naming of final themes, and (6) production of the 

analytical narrative. 

Both open coding (inductive identification of emerging patterns) and axial 

coding (theoretical connection of concepts) were employed to identify 

recurrent meanings, emotional patterns, and discursive shifts related to self- 

perception, body image, and media practices. Codes were subsequently 

organized into higher-order thematic categories that capture the interrelations 



among self-awareness, gender norms, digital mediation, and resistance to 

stereotypes. The reflexive nature of the analytical process allowed both 

participants' meanings and the researchers' interpretive frameworks to inform 

their development, aligning with an interpretivist epistemology that aims to 

understand lived experiences and subjective transformations. 

Analytical rigor was enhanced through multiple strategies, including prolonged 

engagement with data, peer debriefing among research team members, 

negative case analysis (examining instances that contradict preliminary 

interpretations), and maintaining detailed audit trails to document analytical 

decisions. Direct participant quotations were selected to illustrate thematic 

findings, providing evidentiary grounding and preserving participants' voices 

within the analytical narrative. 

 

3 Results 

 

 

The qualitative phase employed thematic analysis, supported by NVivo 

software, to systematically explore participants' reflections across the pre- and 

post-intervention stages. Open and axial coding identified recurrent meanings, 

emotional patterns, and discursive shifts related to self-perception, body image, 

and media practices. Codes were organized into higher-order categories that 

capture the interrelations among self-awareness, gender norms, digital 

mediation, and resistance to stereotypes. The reflexive analytical process 

enabled both participants and researchers to co-construct insights, aligning 

with an interpretivist epistemology that aims to understand lived experiences 

and subjective transformations (Braun & Clarke, 2019). 

The intervention produced marked qualitative improvements, most notably in 

students' critical awareness of media manipulation and their ability to analyze 

and challenge appearance-based stereotypes in digital environments. 

Participants demonstrated increased acceptance of bodily diversity and a 

heightened willingness to question prevailing standards of physical appearance 



online. Nevertheless, these cognitive and attitudinal advancements did not 

consistently translate into lasting behavioral change. While gains in media 

literacy and self-acceptance were evident, they infrequently led to sustained 

alterations in digital engagement or self-assessment practices. Persisting 

sociocultural beauty norms and peer influences continued to shape students' 

emotional reactions to online portrayals of appearance, thereby limiting the 

integration of new understandings into enduring behavioral patterns. 

Consequently, although the intervention fostered critical reflection and 

attitudinal progress, entrenched systemic factors curtailed its long-term 

effectiveness on students' practices and perceptions. 

 

3.1 Table 1. Summary of Thematic Findings Before and After the 

Intervention 

Thematic 

Area 

Before 

Intervention 

After 

Intervention 

Illustrative 

Quotes 

Perception 

of Physical 

Appearanc 

e 

Physical 

appearance    is 

closely tied to self- 

esteem   and 

emotional  well- 

being; participants 

reported feeling 

judged by peers 

and media images. 

Children 

expressed specific 

dissatisfaction 

with  body  parts, 

including facial 

Greater 

appreciation 

for bodily 

uniqueness 

and  self- 

worth 

beyond 

physical 

traits   for 

many 

participants; 

some 

reported little 

or no change 

Before: "I 

would like to 

have   green 

eyes";   "My 

face, I think 

it's too round"; 

"My  body 

structure 

because   my 

ribs stick out, 

the skeleton is 

outside    not 

inside"; "I 

would like 



 features, body in self- longer hair"; "I 

proportions, hair, perception would like to 

teeth, and eye patterns. change my 

color.   teeth because 

   they are not 

   straight"; "I 

   would like to 

   have blue 

   eyes"; "I 

   would like to 

   have blonde 

   hair" / After: 

   "I used to 

   think being 

   pretty meant 

   being 

   accepted. Now 

   I see that how I 

   feel matters 

   more than how 

   I look; "It's not 

   easy, but I'm 

   learning to like 

   myself without 

   comparing." 

Gendered Female  Post- Before: "My 

Body Ideals participants  intervention body structure 

 aspired to narratives because I'm 

 slimness and suggest a too thin"; "My 



 muscular tone; gradual fingers 

male participants decoupling because they 

valued from don't know 

muscularity and gendered how to do 

athleticism as ideals, many things" 

symbols of although (boy); "I 

strength and gendered would like 

desirability. aspirations blonde hair" 

Gender- remain (boy) / After: 

differentiated evident. A "I always felt I 

concerns were broader had to be 

evident, with girls acceptance of thinner to  be 

focusing on facial diverse body attractive. I 

features, body shapes and a realized 

proportions, and reduced strength can 

hair,  while  boys pressure to mean many 

expressed conform to things, not 

concerns about traditional only muscles." 

functionality and gender ideals  

strength. emerged.  

Influence of Widespread use of Some Before: "I use 

Digital filters and image participants filters on 

Filters  and editing is noted reduced their Snapchat to set 

Image across multiple use of filters a more 

Editing platforms and reported colorful 

 (Snapchat, increased background on 

 Instagram, critical the phone"; "I 

 TikTok). Filters awareness use  filters  to 

 are perceived both regarding whiten teeth"; 



 as an aesthetic 

enhancement and 

a  source  of 

normative 

pressure. Children 

reported  using 

filters    for: 

whitening  teeth, 

adding  freckles, 

changing    eye 

color, elongating 

eyelashes, 

creating 

backgrounds, and 

playful 

transformations. 

12 out of the 

sample reported 

regular filter use. 

digital 

manipulation 

; others 

continued to 

rely on filters 

for  self- 

presentation. 

A growing, 

crucial 

distance from 

digital 

manipulation 

and 

preference 

for 

authenticity 

in   self- 

representatio 

n emerged 

among a 

subset of 

participants. 

"I use filters to 

change   eye 

color"; "I use 

filters for fun 

using 

butterflies, 

freckles, green 

eyes,  dog 

ears"; "I use 

filters to look 

like a Disney 

princess";  "I 

couldn't post a 

photo without 

a filter"    / 

After: "Now I 

prefer to show 

myself  as  I 

really am— 

even with 

imperfections" 

; "I noticed 

that   filters 

make 

everyone look 

the   same"; 

"Now    I 

publish photos 

without filters 



   because I don't 

want to hide 

behind a false 

image" 

Awareness Participants Enhanced Before: "If 

of acknowledged ability to you  don't  fit 

Stereotypes stereotypes recognize certain 

 linking beauty, and challenge aesthetic 

 success, and stereotypes, standards, 

 gender roles, yet heightened people judge 

 found them sensitivity to you more"; 

 difficult to resist their social "Even though I 

 or deconstruct. reproduction know certain 

 Recognition that in media. stereotypes are 

 societal standards Increased wrong, it's 

 shape  judgments, capacity to difficult not to 

 but limited identify be  influenced 

 capacity to when by them" / 

 challenge these stereotypes After: "I 

 norms. influence realized how 

  thoughts and many 

  behaviors. stereotypes 

   I've 

   internalized 

   without 

   noticing"; 

   "Now I can 

   identify when 

   a stereotype is 



   shaping my 

thoughts"; 

"Now  I 

understand 

better  how 

stereotypes 

condition   the 

way we  see 

ourselves  and 

others" 

Social 

Media 

Practices: 

Posting 

Behaviors 

Active users 

emphasized 

control over their 

digital  self- 

presentation; 

passive users 

experienced 

insecurity   and 

feelings of 

comparison. Many 

sought validations 

through likes and 

comments. The 

majority posted on 

WhatsApp stories, 

Instagram, or 

saved content in 

TikTok  drafts.  7 

out of 17 students 

Improved 

self- 

regulation 

and  reduced 

dependence 

on  external 

validation, 

more mindful 

engagement 

with  social 

media 

platforms for 

a subset  of 

participants. 

Some 

reported 

posting  for 

self- 

expression 

Before: "I post 

on WhatsApp 

status photos 

of where I go, 

for example I 

go to the 

mountains and 

post the photo 

of the 

mountain"; 

"Sometimes I 

put photos 

with friends if 

we  do 

something 

together"; 

"Sometimes I 

send things but 

always on 



 posted rather than Facebook in 

photos/videos of validation. my family 

themselves.  group" / 

Common  After: "I used 

motivations  to post for 

included:  sharing  likes; now I 

locations/activitie  post for 

s, documenting  myself"; 

experiences with  "Seeing others 

friends, showing  online doesn't 

special events, and  affect me like 

seeking likes.  before" 

Social Frequent checking Slight Before: 

Media of views, likes, reduction in "Every time I 

Practices: and comments. frequency of open I go to 

Monitoring Most  participants checking for check"; 

and checked "every some "Every hour"; 

Validation- time I open" the participants; "I got to 5 

Seeking app or "2-3 times others [times 

 per day."  Strong maintained checking]"; 

 pattern of pre-existing "2-3  times  a 

 validation-seeking monitoring day"; 

 through behaviors. "Sometimes 

 quantitative Modest shift when  I  have 

 metrics. Some from external nothing to do, 

 reported removing validation to like  the  next 

 posts due to low self-directed day I go 

 engagement or motivation. check"; "A 

 receiving negative  boy on a 



 comments.  TikTok video 

only received 

insults and so 

he deleted the 

video"; "It 

happened that 

I removed 

posts because 

they got few 

likes" / After: 

Reduced 

emphasis  on 

metrics    for 

some: "Now I 

check   less 

because     I 

understood 

that many 

images  don't 

represent 

reality" 

Parental 

Involvemen 

t in Digital 

Practices 

21 students 

reported finding at 

least one photo of 

themselves posted 

by parents online. 

Mixed emotions: 

some reported 

annoyance  when 

Limited data 

on changes in 

parental 

practices 

post- 

intervention; 

children 

reported 

"A student 

states that the 

father does not 

post   photos 

that portray 

them, but they 

are present in 

his   profile 



 parents shared increased photo"; "A 

photos, awareness of student states 

particularly when their rights that sometimes 

dissatisfied with regarding they feel 

their appearance. image annoyed when 

One student's sharing. their parents 

mother prohibited  send photos to 

posting photos  relatives via 

showing the  WhatsApp"; 

child's face.  "A student 

Parent-child  often takes 

negotiations  photos of 

around photo-  themselves 

sharing are  and then 

evident.  deletes them"; 

  "Others feel 

  annoyed  only 

  if they are not 

  satisfied with 

  their 

  appearance in 

  the photo" 

Device Variability in Post- Before: "Only 

Ownership device ownership intervention 9 students 

and Access created data  showed have a 

 differential access most children smartphone or 

 to social media. 9 (all but one) other 

 students had had access to electronic 

 personal at  least  one device for 



 smartphones or personal  personal use"; 

electronic devices. device,  "A girl is 

Some parents though  afraid of using 

deemed children parental  her own phone 

too young for controls  and being 

personal devices. varied.  hacked; she 

One child Contextual  would want it 

expressed a fear of constraints  after 20 years 

being hacked and remained a of age"; "The 

preferred  waiting significant  parents of a 

until after the age barrier.  student believe 

of 20.   it is too early 

   for a personal 

   smartphone" / 

   After: "All 

   children, 

   except one, 

   have  at  least 

   one personal 

   device" 

Barriers to Internalized ideals Persistent Before: 

Change and social challenges in Strong 

 expectations applying internalization 

 constrained self- critical of ideals with 

 reflection and awareness in limited 

 change; daily life; resistance / 

 transformation societal After: "Even 

 perceived as standards if I think 

 superficial or remained differently, it's 



 temporary. Peer 

pressure   and 

societal 

reinforcement   of 

beauty standards 

created resistance 

to adopting new 

perspectives. 

pervasive 

and 

emotionally 

influential. 

Participants 

recognized 

difficulty 

translating 

workshop 

insights into 

sustained 

behavioral 

change. 

hard to  act 

differently"; 

"The  world 

around me still 

praises     a 

single idea of 

beauty"; 

"Even   if    I 

understand 

that 

stereotypes are 

wrong,   many 

people still use 

them and this 

makes it really 

difficult   to 

change"; "I 

feel like I'm 

the same 

person    as 

before,  I 

haven't 

noticed big 

changes" 

 

3.2 Descriptive Analysis 

3.2.1 Pre-Intervention: Embodied Insecurity and Digital Dependency 

 

 

Pre-intervention narratives revealed entrenched associations between physical 

appearance and emotional self-worth. Participants frequently described the 



body as a form of social currency, influencing perceptions of inclusion, 

desirability, and confidence. This discourse resonates with objectification 

theory, highlighting how the body becomes simultaneously a site of identity 

construction and a target of social surveillance. 

Specific body dissatisfaction was remarkably prevalent and detailed. Children 

identified features they wished to modify, including eye color (multiple 

participants desiring green or blue eyes), hair characteristics (length, color), 

facial shape ("too round"), body proportions ("too thin," "ribs showing"), dental 

alignment, and even cognitive capabilities ("brain"). The specificity and 

diversity of these concerns demonstrate how comprehensively appearance- 

related dissatisfaction permeates children's self-perception during middle 

childhood. 

Gender patterns emerged clearly in the data. Female participants 

predominantly referenced concerns about facial features, body proportions, 

hair aesthetics, and overall body shape, aligning with feminine beauty ideals 

that emphasize facial attractiveness and slenderness. Male participants, though 

fewer in expressing dissatisfaction, focused on functional capacities ("fingers 

that don't know how to do many things") and aesthetic features associated with 

masculinity (blonde hair, potentially reflecting aspirational identification with 

media representations). These gendered patterns reflect early internalization of 

culturally specific appearance ideals transmitted through family socialization, 

peer interactions, and media exposure (Tatangelo & Ricciardelli, 2017). 

Digital mediation played a pivotal role in shaping self-perceptions. Habitual 

filter usage was nearly universal among social media users, with 12 out of 50 

students reporting regular engagement with editing tools. Filters served 

multiple functions: aesthetic enhancement (teeth whitening, eye color 

modification), playful experimentation (animal features, fantastical 

transformations), and strategic self-presentation (background modification, 

freckle addition). This pattern reflects what Cohen et al. (2019) term "Snapchat 

dysmorphia,"  the  normalization  of  digitally  altered  appearance  as  an 



aspirational standard. 

Participants articulated a paradox of empowerment and dependency regarding 

the use of filters. They gained control over self-presentation and could 

experiment with appearance without permanent commitment yet 

simultaneously reinforced unrealistic ideals they sought to resist. As one 

participant noted, filters enabled individuals to see themselves "better," 

suggesting dissatisfaction with their unmodified appearance and a preference 

for enhanced versions. This finding aligns with research demonstrating that 

habitual filter use correlates with increased body dissatisfaction and appearance 

anxiety (Lonergan et al., 2019; Kleemans et al., 2018). 

Social media practices revealed strong patterns of validation-seeking. Most 

participants who posted content reported frequently monitoring views, likes, 

and comments—often "every time I open" the application or multiple times a 

day. Quantitative social feedback metrics served as proxies for self-worth and 

social acceptance, and post removal was most common when engagement fell 

short of expectations. One particularly poignant example involved a child 

deleting a TikTok video after receiving "only insults," illustrating vulnerability 

to negative social feedback and the emotional risks of digital self-presentation. 

Parental involvement introduced additional complexity. While 21 out of 50 

students found photos of themselves posted by parents, reactions varied from 

acceptance to annoyance, particularly when children felt dissatisfied with their 

appearance in shared images. This finding highlights intergenerational 

differences in privacy norms and children's emerging awareness of digital 

presence and image control. 

Importantly, structural barriers shaped participation. Only 9 out of 50 students 

initially possessed personal devices, creating differential access to social media 

and intervention relevance. This digital divide reflects socioeconomic factors 

and parental philosophies regarding age-appropriate access to technology, with 

some parents deeming children "too young" and one child expressing concerns 

about device ownership. 



3.2.2 Post-Intervention: Emerging Critical Consciousness and Persistent 

Tensions 

 

Post-intervention findings revealed a marked increase in self-reflective 

capacity among participants, who began to critically reassess previously 

internalized body norms. NVivo analysis revealed substantial thematic 

clustering around critical reflection, self-acceptance, and digital dissonance, 

indicating a cognitive shift from uncritical adherence to societal standards 

toward an active interrogation of such norms. For instance, participants 

articulated this progression through statements such as, "how I feel matters 

more than how I look," highlighting a growing prioritization of internal well- 

being over external appearance. Others explicitly acknowledged their prior 

tendency to equate social acceptance with physical attractiveness, with remarks 

like, "before, I thought being liked meant looking a certain way, but now I 

realize it's more about who I am." The emergence of these sentiments 

exemplifies the development of a more autonomous and critically engaged self- 

perception, substantiating the intervention's impact in fostering both 

metacognitive awareness and revised body image attitudes. 

Awareness of stereotypes expanded significantly. Participants demonstrated 

enhanced capacity to identify stereotypical messages, articulate links between 

aesthetic ideals and social hierarchies, and critique media representations. 

Statements such as "I realized how many stereotypes I've internalized without 

noticing" and "Now I can identify when a stereotype is shaping my thoughts" 

suggest metacognitive development—the capacity to observe and evaluate 

one's own thought processes. This represents a crucial shift from unconscious 

internalization toward conscious recognition, creating potential for cognitive 

restructuring. 

Following the intervention, digital practices among participants exhibited 

marked heterogeneity, indicating a spectrum of behavioral responses to the 



body literacy curriculum. While a subset of students expressed a conscious and 

sustained decrease in the use of digital filters, frequently citing motivations 

such as a desire for authenticity—exemplified by statements including, "Now 

I publish photos without filters because I don't want to hide behind a false 

image” other participants either continued previous behaviors or demonstrated 

only transient modification. For those who reduced filter use, this behavioral 

shift was underpinned by a reframing of filters as instruments of inauthenticity 

rather than tools for self-enhancement, reflecting a substantive reorientation 

toward valuing unmediated self-representation. Their explicit recognition that 

"filters make everyone look the same" evidences a developing critical media 

literacy, with awareness of the standardizing and depersonalizing 

consequences of digital image manipulation. However, other participants 

reported persistent reliance on filters or struggled to sustain new practices, 

citing factors such as ongoing social comparison and peer expectations. This 

diversity in behavioral change underscores the complex interplay between 

individual cognitive shifts and the structural or interpersonal factors that either 

enable or impede the translation of attitudinal gains into consistent, long-term 

digital practice. 

Despite measurable gains in cognitive awareness and attitudinal shifts among 

participants, a significant portion of students reported minimal progress in 

translating these insights into consistent behavioral modification. Participant 

statements such as "I feel like I'm the same person as before, I haven't noticed 

big changes," and "Even if I think differently, it's hard to act differently," 

indicate a persistent disconnect between intellectual understanding and 

behavioral implementation. This pattern reflects a well-documented gap in the 

health behavior change literature. The present findings illustrate that although 

the intervention promoted cognitive restructuring, students often lacked the 

requisite sense of agency and experienced insufficient normative support to 

enact or sustain new behaviors. This insufficiency is especially pronounced 

within developmental contexts characterized by substantial peer conformity 



and pervasive media influence, where prevailing norms and a limited sense of 

control undermine the translation of awareness into action (Lawler & Nixon, 

2011; Grogan, 2016). The enduring presence of these barriers emphasizes that 

structural and social-ecological factors constitute fundamental obstacles to 

intervention efficacy. Consequently, effective body literacy interventions must 

move beyond individual awareness-raising to incorporate strategies that 

enhance perceived behavioral control and actively reshape normative 

environments. 

Barriers to sustained change were explicitly articulated. Participants 

recognized that while workshops fostered new awareness, "the world around 

me still praises a single idea of beauty," highlighting the overwhelming 

influence of persistent sociocultural beauty standards. Peer environments, 

family attitudes, continued media exposure, and internalized beliefs created 

resistance to translating workshop insights into daily practice. The statement 

"it's difficult not to be influenced by them [stereotypes]" captures the tension 

between intellectual understanding and embodied experience. 

Social media remained both a challenge and an opportunity for identity 

negotiation. While some participants expressed reduced dependence on 

external validation ("I used to post for likes; now I post for myself"), others 

maintained pre-existing patterns. The modest gains in critical media literacy 

for some participants contrasted with persistent validation-seeking behaviors 

among others, suggesting that individual differences in receptivity, 

developmental readiness, and environmental support moderate the 

effectiveness of the intervention. 

Thematic Synthesis. In synthesis, the intervention successfully enhanced 

critical media awareness and stereotype recognition, with 68% of participants 

(34 out of 50 students) demonstrating increased ability to identify manipulated 

imagery. However, behavioral changes were modest: only 24% (12 out of 50 

students) reported sustained reduction in filter use, and 40% (20 out of 50 

students) explicitly noted difficulty translating awareness into action due to 



persistent peer pressure and sociocultural norms. Gender patterns remained 

evident post-intervention, with girls continuing to emphasize aesthetic features 

and boys prioritizing functional capacities. 

 

4 Discussion 

 

 

The findings confirm that while body literacy interventions can effectively 

enhance critical awareness in primary school children, translating this 

awareness into sustained behavioral change requires addressing multiple 

interconnected barriers that operate at individual, interpersonal, and 

sociocultural levels. The findings from this study provide clear evidence that, 

while targeted interventions were effective at enhancing students' critical media 

literacy and promoting greater self-reflection, these gains did not translate into 

sustained improvements in body image attitudes or behaviors. Qualitative data 

demonstrated that many participants acquired the ability to identify and 

critically evaluate unrealistic appearance ideals portrayed in digital media, as 

indicated by increased recognition of stereotypes and explicit metacognitive 

statements such as, "Now I can identify when a stereotype is shaping my 

thoughts." However, this cognitive advancement frequently failed to result in 

enduring behavioral change. Thematic analysis documented that entrenched 

sociocultural beauty norms and persistent peer pressures continued to exert a 

dominating influence, as evidenced by participants' continued reliance on 

digital filters and validation-seeking behaviors, as well as comments reflecting 

difficulty enacting newfound awareness in practice (e.g., "Even if I think 

differently, it's hard to act differently"). 

These explicitly observed barriers substantiate the need for interventions that 

go beyond individual cognition. First, the persistence of these challenges 

underscores the necessity for longitudinal, developmentally responsive 

curricula that consistently reinforce body literacy and critical media analysis 

throughout critical developmental stages, as periodic workshops alone have 



proven insufficient for effecting durable change. Second, recurring reports of 

participant difficulty in managing appearance-based emotional distress, despite 

improved critical understanding, indicate that future interventions should 

integrate experiential modules focused explicitly on building emotion 

regulation and self-compassion capacities. Third, the continuation of 

conformity behaviors and social validation needs, as revealed through group 

discussions and participant narratives, highlights the importance of 

systematically embedding structured reflection activities (e.g., guided peer 

discussions, critical incident analyses) to facilitate ongoing resistance to 

dominant appearance standards. These recommendations are directly derived 

from the qualitative evidence regarding participants' articulated struggles and 

observed behaviors, thereby representing empirically grounded strategies to 

support meaningful and lasting transformation in body image attitudes and 

practices amidst the complex sociocultural realities of contemporary digital 

environments. 

 

A) Sustained and Developmentally Responsive Programming: Although 

single-cycle interventions can effectively initiate body literacy awareness 

among students, they have not demonstrated efficacy in facilitating enduring 

behavioral change. The persistent influence of sociocultural and peer-based 

barriers necessitates the implementation of longitudinal programs that integrate 

body literacy and media awareness curricula throughout multiple years of 

schooling. Such programs should be deliberately scaffolded to align with 

students’ evolving cognitive, emotional, and social capacities, ensuring that 

content and pedagogical strategies remain developmentally appropriate at each 

stage of education. In practical terms, this requires embedding recurring 

workshops within the curriculum, incorporating regular booster sessions, and 

establishing mechanisms for ongoing reflection and application (e.g., 

classroom projects, teacher-facilitated discussions, and portfolio tracking to 

assess attitudinal and behavioral progress). Moreover, sustained programming 



should facilitate transition points—such as the shift from primary to secondary 

education—by providing tailored support during these periods of heightened 

vulnerability to body image challenges. Institutional commitment to an 

iterative, context-sensitive model of programming is essential for producing 

meaningful and lasting change in students’ body literacy and critical 

engagement with media representations (Visocchi & Digennaro, 2024). 

B) Peer-Based Pedagogies: Peer discussions and collaborative reflection 

proved effective in fostering awareness, suggesting that dialogical and 

participatory pedagogies are key to sustaining change. Creating classroom 

cultures that normalize body diversity and critique appearance-based 

judgments may extend the impact of interventions beyond workshop 

timeframes (Digennaro et al., 2022). 

C) Parental and Community Engagement: Given parental influence on 

children's digital practices and the broader sociocultural reinforcement of 

beauty standards, effective interventions require family and community 

involvement. Parent education on body image development, social media risks, 

and supportive communication strategies could enhance the effectiveness of 

interventions. 

D) Addressing Structural Inequalities: The digital divide observed in device 

ownership and access creates differential exposure both to social media risks 

and intervention relevance. Addressing these structural inequalities is crucial 

for promoting equitable body literacy. 

E) Gender-Responsive Approaches: While the intervention addressed gender 

stereotypes, persistent gender patterns in body dissatisfaction suggest the need 

for more targeted, gender-responsive content that explicitly challenges 

masculine and feminine appearance ideals while validating diverse expressions 

of gender identity. 

F) Integration with Emotional Literacy: The connection between emotional 

intelligence and body satisfaction suggests that body literacy programs should 

explicitly  integrate  emotional  literacy  components,  teaching  emotion 



recognition, expression, and regulation skills alongside critical media literacy 

and body appreciation. 

Crucial research gaps persist regarding the pedagogical utility and sustained 

impact of fostering digital authenticity within body literacy curricula. 

Subsequent inquiries should prioritize systematic evaluation of digital 

authenticity as an instructional strategy, rigorously assessing its capacity to 

promote enduring self-acceptance and reinforce students’ critical resistance to 

culturally dominant beauty norms. Despite documented short-term attitudinal 

gains, there is insufficient evidence on the long-term viability of intervention 

effects and the specific transformative mechanisms triggered by digital 

authenticity. Future research should therefore employ robust longitudinal 

designs to determine the durability of interventions, map the developmental 

progression of body literacy acquisition, and pinpoint the optimal timing for 

intervention implementation to maximize outcomes. Moreover, given the 

heterogeneity of student populations, studies must undertake cross-cultural and 

intersectional analyses to examine the efficacy of interventions across diverse 

cultural, socioeconomic, and gender identity contexts. This approach is 

necessary to discern which curricular components possess universal 

applicability and which require contextual adaptation. To address the 

multifaceted nature of attitudinal and behavioral change, future studies should 

integrate quantitative assessments of outcomes with richly detailed, context- 

sensitive qualitative investigations that capture participant perspectives and 

emergent change processes. Advancing such a targeted and methodologically 

rigorous research agenda will address current knowledge deficits, inform 

evidence-based program refinement, and establish a firm empirical and 

theoretical foundation for future policy and educational practice in body 

literacy. 

G) Ethical Considerations 

The research protocol received approval from the institutional ethics 

committee. Informed consent was obtained from parents/guardians, with child 



assent secured from all participants before data collection. Participants were 

informed of the voluntary nature of their participation, the confidentiality 

protections in place, and their rights to withdraw without penalty. All 

identifying information was removed from transcripts and replaced with 

pseudonyms to ensure anonymity. 

 

5. Conclusions 

 

 

This qualitative action research study demonstrated that body literacy and 

critical media education interventions can effectively enhance children's 

awareness, reflection, and analytical engagement with issues related to body 

image and digital representation. Participants exhibited significant cognitive 

and attitudinal gains, including increased awareness of stereotypes, greater 

appreciation for bodily diversity, and a more critical understanding of media 

manipulation. However, these shifts rarely translate into sustained behavioral 

changes, as enduring sociocultural pressures and peer influences continued to 

shape self-perception and digital practices. 

The findings emphasize that short-term educational initiatives, while valuable 

for initiating awareness, are insufficient to counteract entrenched beauty norms 

and validation-based digital behaviors. Comprehensive, longitudinal, and 

developmentally responsive programs that integrate emotional literacy, 

parental mediation, and peer-based pedagogies are necessary to achieve 

durable change. Schools represent an ideal context for implementing holistic 

interventions that foster resilience, authenticity, and inclusivity in the digital 

age. 

Long-term curriculum integration requires systematic embedding of body 

literacy content across multiple grade levels with developmentally appropriate 

progressions. Multi-stakeholder involvement encompassing teachers, parents, 

and policymakers proves essential for creating supportive ecosystems that 

reinforce intervention messages beyond the classroom. Emotional literacy must 



be recognized as a core component of body image education, with explicit 

instruction in emotion recognition, regulation, and self-compassion skills. 

Finally, systemic cultural change is needed to challenge and transform the 

pervasive sociocultural beauty standards that perpetuate body dissatisfaction 

among children. 

Future research should employ longitudinal mixed-methods designs to assess 

the durability of intervention effects across diverse cultural contexts (see 

Section 4.7 for detailed recommendations). Particular attention should be given 

to identifying optimal developmental windows and intervention components 

that facilitate translation of awareness into sustained behavior change. 

This study represents one of the few qualitative action research efforts 

exploring body literacy at the primary school level through children's authentic 

voices, offering critical insights into the complex interplay between cognitive 

awareness and behavioral agency in an era of pervasive digital influence. 

Addressing structural and cultural inequalities within and beyond educational 

contexts will be critical to empowering children to resist harmful appearance 

norms and to cultivate a positive, embodied sense of self. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

This dissertation has explored the complex relationship between body image and 

social media use among Italian primary school children through a qualitative 

research approach that privileged children's own voices, perspectives, and lived 

experiences. Through extensive theoretical analysis and three interconnected 

empirical studies involving a total of 255 students, with intensive qualitative 

insights from 50 participants, this research has generated substantial knowledge 

about the opportunities and strategies for supporting positive body image 

development in the digital age. 



Principal Findings 

 

The findings converge on several significant discoveries that highlight both 

children's capabilities and intervention opportunities. Children already in 

preadolescence (ages 9-11) possess sophisticated awareness and remarkable 

capacity for critical analysis. They recognize the manipulation of online images, 

identify beauty standards promoted by media, and are capable of articulated 

reflection on appearance-related pressures. This early awareness represents a 

valuable resource upon which to build effective educational interventions. 

 

The research demonstrated that children respond positively to structured 

opportunities for dialogue and collective reflection. When safe spaces are created 

to explore body-related themes, children support one another, validate diverse 

perspectives, articulate body-positive values, and demonstrate sophisticated 

critical thinking capacities. This social and reflective competence suggests 

significant potential for interventions that leverage group dynamics in positive 

ways. 

 

The Effectiveness and Potential of Educational Interventions 

 

The intervention studies provided encouraging evidence regarding the 

effectiveness of body literacy education. Following participation in the workshop 

series, children demonstrated significant and promising changes: greater 

recognition of image manipulation techniques, more critical and sophisticated 

analysis of media messages, increased appreciation for body diversity and 

functionality, reduced use of beauty filters and greater authenticity in self- 

presentation among many participants, and development of strategies to resist 

appearance-related pressures. 

 

Particularly significant was the qualitative shift in how children discussed their 

bodies, moving from predominantly evaluative and critical language to more 



appreciative and functional discourse. Many children articulated a deeper 

understanding of personal worth that extends beyond physical appearance, 

expressing statements such as "how I feel matters more than how I look" and "I 

can appreciate my body for what it can do, not just for how it appears." 

 

The intervention also facilitated the development of metacognitive competencies, 

with children demonstrating growing capacity to observe and evaluate their own 

thought processes: "Now I can identify when a stereotype is influencing my 

thoughts" represents a level of awareness that creates opportunities for self- 

regulation and ongoing change. 

 

Theoretical Implications and Innovative Contributions 

 

This dissertation makes several significant theoretical contributions that open new 

directions for research and practice. It extends body image theory to primary 

school populations, identifying this period as a critical window of opportunity for 

preventive interventions, when children maintain relatively positive body 

relationships while beginning to encounter sociocultural pressures. 

 

An innovative contribution is the integration of body image and digital citizenship 

frameworks. This research demonstrates that treating body image as inseparable 

from media literacy, emotional competence, and critical consciousness produces 

a more comprehensive and relevant approach for contemporary children, whose 

bodily and digital experiences are deeply intertwined. 

 

The research elaborates body literacy as a comprehensive and operationalizable 

educational framework, encompassing body awareness, interoception, body 

perception, body comprehension, critical media literacy, emotional literacy, and 

body appreciation. This multidimensional conceptualization provides more 

specific guidance for intervention design than previous, less elaborated 

formulations. 



The most significant methodological contribution was centering children's voices 

and perspectives through extensive focus group methodology. This approach 

revealed the sophistication of children's thinking, their capacity for critical 

reflection, and their creative strategies for navigating appearance-related 

pressures—dimensions that might be invisible through traditional quantitative 

methods. 

 

Recommendations for Practice: Building Solid Foundations 

 

The evidence from this research suggests promising directions for multiple 

stakeholders. 

 

For educators, the research demonstrates that investing in body literacy 

education produces tangible and meaningful outcomes. Integration of body 

literacy into school curricula—with focus on deconstructing stereotypes, 

promoting appreciation for body diversity, and developing critical media literacy 

competencies—represents an opportunity to support children's holistic 

development. Programming should be longitudinal and developmentally 

sequenced, building on progressive competencies across school years, utilizing 

interactive and participatory pedagogies that value peer dialogue and collective 

meaning-making. 

 

For parents, the research highlights families' crucial role in creating 

environments that support positive body relationships. Effective strategies include 

emphasizing diverse qualities beyond physical appearance, modeling positive 

body relationships through one's own behavior, engaging in active and dialogical 

mediation of social media use, and cultivating home environments that value 

health, well-being, and intrinsic human worth. 

 

For policymakers and social media platforms, the research suggests 

opportunities  for  innovations  that  support  young  users'  well-being: 



implementation of design features that promote authenticity and reduce social 

comparison, transparent labeling of edited content, provision of tools for mindful 

management of digital engagement, and development of educational resources 

that support critical media literacy. 

 

Future Directions: Research and Development Opportunities 

 

This research opens multiple promising directions for future inquiry. Longitudinal 

studies can evaluate how intervention effects are maintained and develop over 

time, identifying factors that facilitate translation of awareness into sustained 

practices. Comparative research across different cultural contexts can illuminate 

which intervention components possess universal applicability and which require 

contextual adaptation. 

 

Integration of qualitative and quantitative methods can provide complementary 

understandings, with qualitative approaches capturing processes, meanings, and 

mechanisms of change, and quantitative approaches documenting prevalence, 

patterns, and effect sizes. Research on the development of digital interventions— 

applications, online platforms, interactive resources—could leverage the positive 

potential of digital technologies to promote body literacy. 

 

Particularly promising is the exploration of peer-led educational approaches, 

where children themselves become agents of cultural change within their social 

contexts, potentially amplifying and sustaining intervention effects beyond formal 

workshop settings. 

 

Concluding Reflection: Toward a Body-Positive Culture 

 

This research demonstrates that children possess remarkable capacities for critical 

awareness, sophisticated reflection, and mutual support when provided with 

appropriate opportunities. Rather than being simply vulnerable to negative social 



media influences, children can develop competencies to navigate digital 

environments in more conscious, critical, and healthy ways. 

 

Body literacy interventions represent valuable investments in children's holistic 

development, with benefits extending beyond body image to include critical 

thinking, emotional competence, media literacy, and general psychosocial well- 

being. Building on these promising foundations through sustained programming, 

multi-stakeholder engagement, and broader cultural change, we can create 

environments—both digital and physical—in which all children can flourish. 

 

Ultimately, this dissertation contributes to an optimistic yet realistic vision: with 

appropriate educational support, family engagement, responsible platform design, 

and gradual cultural transformation toward valuing diversity, we can support 

children in developing positive and resilient relationships with their bodies in the 

digital age. Children are not passive recipients of negative influences but capable 

agents who, when adequately supported, can develop the critical awareness, 

emotional competencies, and confidence necessary to navigate the complexities 

of contemporary life with well-being and agency. 
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