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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

Appearance  comparisons  can  negatively  influence  women’s  body  image,  but  little  is  known  about  the
potential  impact  of  comparison  targets.  We  conducted  an  ecological  momentary  assessment  study  in
which female  undergraduate  students  (N = 146)  completed  a  brief online  survey  at  five random  times
every  day  for  five  days.  In  this  survey,  participants  were  asked  if they  had made  an  appearance  compar-
ison.  If  so,  they  were asked  who  they  compared  themselves  to (i.e., close  peer,  acquaintance,  stranger,
celebrity/model),  how  they  rated  compared  to that  person  (i.e., more  attractive,  just  as  attractive,  less
attractive),  and how  attainable  that  person’s  appearance  is to them.  All  participants  then  completed  state
measures  of  mood,  appearance  satisfaction,  and  intention  to  diet  and  exercise.  Upward  comparisons  (i.e.,
to  more  attractive  others)  to all targets  were  associated  with  less  appearance  satisfaction,  lower  positive
Naturalistic
Attainability

mood, and  more  thoughts  of  dieting  and  exercising  than  when  no comparisons  were  made.  There  were
indirect  relationships  between  comparisons  to celebrities/models  versus  all  other  targets  and  appearance
satisfaction  via perceived  attainability  of  the  target’s  appearance.  These  findings  suggest  that  celebrities
may  be particularly  harmful  appearance  comparison  targets  in women’s  everyday  lives  because  their
attractive  appearance  is perceived  to be less  personally  attainable  than  other  targets.

© 2021  Elsevier  Ltd.  All rights  reserved.
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1. Introduction

Body image concerns are pervasive among young women in
high-income nations (Swami et al., 2010). These concerns often
impair women’s quality of life (Nayir et al., 2016) and are associated
with depression (Paxton, Neumark-Sztainer, Hannan, & Eisenberg,
2006), unhealthy diet and exercise behaviours (Neumark-Sztainer,
Paxton, Hannan, Haines, & Story, 2006), and eating disorders (Stice,
2002). Body image is influenced by a number of sociocultural factors
(Keery, van den Berg, & Thompson, 2004; van den Berg, Thompson,
Obremski-Brandon, & Coovert, 2002) but one factor that has been
consistently linked with body image concerns are appearance-
based social comparisons (Myers & Crowther, 2009). The present
study examines the importance of the target of comparison (e.g.,
celebrities, peers, strangers) to this process.
∗ Corresponding author.
E-mail address: jasmine.fardouly@mq.edu.au (J. Fardouly).
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.1. Appearance comparisons

According to Festinger’s (1954) social comparison theory, peo-
le have an innate desire to evaluate their progress and standing
n different aspects of their lives and often compare themselves
o others in order to make those evaluations when objective stan-
ards are unavailable. There are different directions of comparison:
pward, lateral, and downward. Upward comparisons occur when
eople compare themselves to others who  are better off than they
re, lateral comparisons occur when people compare themselves
o others who are the same as them, and downward comparisons
ccur when people compare themselves to others who  are worse
ff than they are. In regards to appearance, making an upward com-
arison has been frequently associated with negative body image,
hile making a lateral or downward comparison has been associ-

ted with more positive body image (Fardouly, Pinkus, & Vartanian,
017; Fuller-Tyszkiewicz et al., 2019; Leahey, Crowther, & Ciesla,
011; Myers & Crowther, 2009).
The majority of research in the body image literature has focused
n upward appearance-based comparisons (Myers & Crowther,
009). The focus on upward comparisons may  be due to: (1) the
ervasive use of both traditional media (e.g., magazines, television)

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2021.04.009
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/17401445
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/bodyimage
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.bodyim.2021.04.009&domain=pdf
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and social media (e.g., Facebook, Instagram), which often portray
idealized images of thin and toned women (Sypeck, Gray, & Ahrens,
2004; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2018), (2) women’s tendency to make
more upward appearance comparisons than lateral or downward
appearance comparisons in their everyday lives (Fardouly et al.,
2017; Leahey & Crowther, 2008; Leahey et al., 2011), and/or (3)
the negative impact those comparisons can have on body image
(Myers & Crowther, 2009). Although upward appearance compar-
isons typically have a negative impact on body image, there is some
research to suggest that the extent of that impact may  depend
on who is the target of those comparisons (Leahey & Crowther,
2008; Martin & Gentry, 1997; Mills, Polivy, Herman, & Tiggemann,
2002). Determining when and why upward appearance compar-
isons are associated with more negative body image is vital if we
are to reduce the impact of those comparisons on women’s body
image.

1.2. Targets of comparison

One of the central arguments in Festinger’s (1954) social com-
parison theory is that, in order to obtain accurate self-evaluations,
people need to compare themselves to similar others. Most
research in the body image literature, however, has focused on
upward appearance comparison to idealized media images con-
taining models or celebrities (Myers & Crowther, 2009), who may  be
considered to be “dissimilar” comparison targets given the amount
of resources that they have to improve their appearance. Relatively
little research has been conducted on “similar” comparison targets,
such as peers (Myers & Crowther, 2009). Examining a more diverse
range of targets is important because there is some evidence to sug-
gest that upward appearance comparisons to peers might have a
different impact on women’s body image than do upward appear-
ance comparisons to models or celebrities. However, research in
this area is mixed. Some studies suggest that upward comparisons
to peers may  be more strongly linked to body dissatisfaction than
are upward comparisons to models/celebrities (Carey, Donaghue,
& Broderick, 2014), and some suggest that upward comparisons to
models/celebrities are a stronger predictor of body dissatisfaction
than are upward comparisons to peers (Franzoi & Klaiber, 2007;
Leahey & Crowther, 2008). Other studies, however, find no rela-
tive difference between upward comparisons to models/celebrities
and peers (Brown & Tiggemann, 2016; Cohen & Blaszczynski, 2015;
Fardouly & Vartanian, 2015; Jones, 2001; Ridolfi, Myers, Crowther,
& Ciesla, 2011; Schutz, Paxton, & Wertheim, 2002).

The contrasting results found in the literature on upward com-
parisons to different targets may  be due to the research methods
used. Most of the existing research has been cross-sectional and
correlational (e.g., Carey et al., 2014; Fardouly & Vartanian, 2015;
Franzoi & Klaiber, 2007; Jones, 2001; Schutz et al., 2002), asking
women to retrospectively recall their comparison tendencies in
general or over long periods of time. Cross-sectional correlational
studies provide valuable information about people’s global per-
ceptions of their appearance comparison tendency and about the
relationship between those perceptions and body image concerns.
However, given that people’s memory of their experiences over
long periods of time is generally based on heuristics that over-
represent salient events or recent occurrences (Smyth & Stone,
2003), these measures cannot accurately capture the frequency
and potential impact of appearance comparisons to different tar-
gets in people’s lives. Some experimental studies ask participants to
report on their appearance comparison frequency during exposure
to images of unknown peers (i.e., strangers) or models/celebrities

(e.g., Brown & Tiggemann, 2016; Cohen & Blaszczynski, 2015) and
are thus not affected by retrospective recall bias. However, because
these studies generally examine appearance comparisons to spe-
cific stimuli selected by the experimenter (e.g., thin ideal social
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edia images) in laboratory settings and because they do not
apture comparisons to known targets (e.g., acquaintances, close
eers), they lack ecological validity. Ecological momentary assess-
ent (EMA) is a method that allows for the examination of people’s

xperiences in their everyday lives, and thus overcomes some
f the limitations of cross-sectional correlational and experimen-
al research noted above. In EMA  studies, participants are asked
o complete questionnaires multiple times per day regarding the
xperiences they have as those experiences occur in their daily
ives. Because questionnaires are completed in response to events
hat occur in people’s natural environment, these data are highly
eneralizable to real life and this methodology thus has good eco-
ogical validity.

.3. Appearance comparisons in women’s everyday lives

A few EMA  studies have examined the frequency with which
omen compare their appearance to different target groups in

heir everyday lives (for a review, see Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, 2019),
nd those studies have found mixed results. For example, consis-
ent with Festinger’s (1954) theory, Leahey and Crowther (2008)
ound that the vast majority of appearance comparisons in women’s
veryday lives were made to “similar” targets (which could include

 friend, sister, roommate, or acquaintance) rather than to “dis-
imilar” targets (which were primarily media images of models
r celebrities). In contrast, Ridolfi et al. (2011) found that women
ompared their appearance to media images and peers to a similar
xtent, and McKee et al. (2013) and Fitzsimmons-Craft (2017) actu-
lly found that appearance comparisons to strangers were the most
ommon among young women. The discrepancies in the frequency
ith which women  made appearance comparisons to different

argets may  at least in part be a result of the studies categoris-
ng targets in different ways. For example, any targets other than
elebrities and models were categorised as “similar” in Leahey and
rowther’s (2008) study, only peers and models/celebrities were
xamined in Ridolfi et al.’s (2011) study, and only peers were exam-
ned in the studies by McKee et al. (2013) and Fitzsimmons-Craft
2017). Research investigating a wider range of targets, beyond
ust peers and models, is needed to more accurately capture the
requency and potential impact of comparisons made to different
argets in women’s lives.

To our knowledge, only one EMA  study has examined the associ-
tion between comparisons made to different targets and women’s
ody image (Leahey & Crowther, 2008). In that study, upward
ppearance comparisons to similar targets (e.g., family, peers,
cquaintances) were associated with more appearance esteem than
ere upward comparisons to dissimilar targets (e.g., models and

elebrities), whereas downward appearance comparisons to simi-
ar targets were associated with less appearance esteem than were
ownward comparisons to dissimilar targets (Leahey & Crowther,
008). The authors of that EMA  study suggested that their findings
ay  be due to the appearance of peers being perceived to be more

ttainable than the appearance of women  in the media. If women
erceive themselves to be similar to their peers, then they may  feel
ore capable of attaining their peer’s appearance, and thus women
ay  be more inspired after exposure to a thin peer rather than to

 thin media image. Similarly, downward comparisons with peers
ay lead to more negative consequences than downward compar-

sons to media images because peers may  be seen as more similar
argets; in turn, women  may  see themselves as more vulnerable
o looking like their less attractive peer (cf. Lockwood, 2002). Note,
owever, that the authors did not specifically test this hypothesised

echanism. Perceived attainability of the target’s appearance has

een used to describe differences found between comparisons to
eers and models in previous research (Knobloch-Westerwick &
omero, 2011; Leahey & Crowther, 2008). However, researchers
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have yet to measure the perceived attainability of the appearance
of different targets or test the mediating role of attainability in the
relationship between appearance comparisons to different targets
(e.g., peers or models) and young women’s body image. Thus, the
mechanism explaining any differences in the potential impact of
comparison to different targets is yet to be explored.

Previous EMA research has also not examined the medium
through which comparisons to different targets occur. Comparisons
to celebrities and models are likely to occur through traditional
media (e.g., magazines, television) and via social media platforms.
However, comparisons to known others, such as close peers and
acquaintances, are likely to be made in person or through social
media. Comparisons to strangers may  also be most common in per-
son or via social media. Images in traditional media and on social
media are often edited and enhanced (Manago, Graham, Greenfield,
& Salimkhan, 2008; Reaves, Bush Hitchon, Park, & Woong Yun,
2004; Zhao, Grasmuck, & Martin, 2008), and thus may  not reflect
a person’s actual appearance. Although people can enhance their
appearance in person using makeup and styling, a person’s appear-
ance may  be more difficult to manipulate in person and thus may  be
more reflective of reality. Therefore, it is important to consider the
medium through which comparisons occur when investigating the
relationships between comparisons to different targets and young
women’s body image.

1.4. The present study

The present study aimed to: (1) examine the frequency, direc-
tion, and medium of comparisons to different targets in young
women’s everyday lives; (2) examine the relationship between
appearance comparisons to different targets within each com-
parison direction and women’s appearance satisfaction, mood,
and thoughts of dieting and exercising; and (3) investigate the
potential mediating role of perceived attainability of the target’s
appearance on those relationships. Unlike previous EMA  research
(Fitzsimmons-Craft, 2017; Leahey & Crowther, 2008; McKee et al.,
2013; Ridolfi et al., 2011), appearance comparisons to a diverse
range of different targets (close peers, acquaintances, strangers,
models/celebrities) were examined separately in the present study.
Given the mixed findings from previous EMA  studies, no specific
predictions were made for the overall frequency of comparisons
made to different targets.

Upward comparisons to all targets were predicted to be more
common than lateral and downward comparisons (Leahey &
Crowther, 2008; Leahey et al., 2011), especially to models and
celebrities. Comparisons to models and celebrities were predicted
to be primarily made via traditional forms of media, whereas
comparisons to the other targets were predicted to be primar-
ily made in person. Unlike Leahey and Crowther (2008), in the
present study we also examined the relative differences in women’s
body image between when they made comparisons to different
targets within each comparison direction and when they made
no appearance comparisons. Based on EMA  research in other
domains (e.g., Fardouly et al., 2017), upward comparisons to all
targets were predicted to be associated with less appearance sat-
isfaction, less positive mood, and more thoughts of dieting and
exercising than when no comparisons were made. Based on the
conclusions of Leahey and Crowther (2008), upward comparisons
to celebrities/models were hypothesised to be associated with less
appearance satisfaction, lower positive mood, and more thoughts
of dieting and exercising than the other targets, and this relation-
ship was predicted to be mediated by lower perceived attainability

of the celebrity/models’ appearance.

Lateral and downward comparisons to all targets were pre-
dicted to be associated with higher appearance satisfaction, a more
positive mood, and less thoughts of dieting and exercising than
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hen no comparisons were made. Downward comparisons to close
eers were predicted to be linked to less appearance satisfaction,

ess positive mood, and more thoughts of dieting and exercising
han downward comparisons to celebrities and models (Leahey &
rowther, 2008), and this relationship was expected to be medi-
ted by higher perceived attainability of the appearance of close
eers. Given that previous EMA  research has not examined the
elationship between lateral comparisons to different targets and
ody image concerns, no specific predictions were made for this
irection. The relationships between comparisons to strangers and
cquaintances versus the other target groups and the body image-
elated measures were also examined in an exploratory manner
iven the lack of previous EMA  research for these target groups.

. Method

.1. Participants

Female first-year psychology students (N = 160) at a large pub-
ic university in Australia participated in this study. Participants
eeded to complete at least 80 % of the online EMA  questionnaires
ent to them over the five-day period in order to meet the require-
ents of the study and be fully reimbursed for their participation.
f the full sample, 14 participants were excluded from the analyses
ue to poor compliance. The final sample consisted of 146 partici-
ants who  met  the 80 % completion rate requirement (M = 23.26/25
urveys complete; SD = 1.44). Their mean age was 19.24 years (SD

 2.24), and their mean Body Mass Index (BMI: kg/m2) was 21.74
SD = 3.71). The majority of participants identified as either Asian
n = 64; 44.4 %) or White (n = 57; 39.6 %). There were no significant
ifferences between those who were excluded from the study (n =
4) and those in the final sample in relation to age, t(158) = −0.75,

 = .45, BMI, t(156) = 1.37, p = .17, or ethnicity, �(3) = 2.18, p = .54.
articipants were given course credit (n = 135) or were paid $30
UD (n = 25) for their participation.

.2. Procedure

These data were part of a larger EMA  study described to par-
icipants as examining women’s daily experiences (see Fardouly
t al., 2017 for a detailed study procedure). Data were collected
etween 2012 and 2014. First, participants came to the laboratory
o provide informed consent, complete a demographics question-
aire (e.g., age, ethnicity, height and weight [to calculate BMI]),
nd receive further study information. Participants were then sent

 brief (approximately four minute) online survey (i.e., EMA  sur-
ey) via text messages to their personal mobile phones five times
ach day for the next five days (which included at least one day of a
eekend). The survey assessed the frequency, nature, and impact

f appearance comparisons in their lives. Text messages were sent
etween 9am and 11 pm using a stratified random sampling sched-
le. All participants completed a post-study reactivity measure (i.e.,
he extent to which recording appearance comparisons made them

ore aware of how much they engaged in such comparisons; 1 =
ery little, 7 = very much) and were debriefed on completion of the
ve-day period. The university’s ethics committee approved this
tudy.

.3. Measures

.3.1. Appearance comparisons
The appearance comparison questions were modelled on those
reated by Leahey and Crowther (2008). Participants were asked
hether they had compared their appearance to another per-

on since completing the previous EMA  questionnaire (yes/no). If
hey had not made an appearance comparison, then they were
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immediately directed to the outcome measures. If they had made
an appearance comparison, participants were asked to think
about the most recent comparison they had made and specify:
(1) who they compared themselves to (sister/cousin/close friend
[i.e., close peer], acquaintance/distant friend/colleague [i.e., acquain-
tance], stranger, fashion model/celebrity, “other” option); (2) how
attainable/achievable they thought that person’s appearance was
for them (4-point scale from 1 = not at all to 4 = very much);
(3) what medium it was through (social media,  Internet, maga-
zine/television/billboard [i.e., traditional media], in person, “other”
option); and (4) how they thought they looked compared to
the other person (much worse,  worse,  the same, better,  or much
better; direction-of-comparison measure). For the direction-of-
comparison measure, responses of worse and much worse were
coded as upward comparisons, responses of the same were coded as
lateral comparisons, and responses of better and much better were
coded as downward comparisons.

2.3.2. Outcome measures
For each of the outcome measures (described below), partic-

ipants were asked to keep in mind their feelings immediately
following the most recent occasion in which they compared their
appearance to another person (if participants indicated that they
had made a comparison), or to keep in mind their feelings since they
last completed the questionnaire (if participants indicated that they
had not made a comparison).

2.3.2.1. Appearance satisfaction
Participants were asked to indicate on a 5-point scale (1 = not at
all, 5 = extremely)  how they felt in regard to six statements related
to appearance satisfaction. Five items were taken from the Appear-
ance subscale of the State Self-Esteem Scale (SSES; Heatherton &
Polivy, 1991; e.g., “I am pleased with my  appearance right now”).
The sixth statement was modified from the original scale and was
included to assess face-related appearance (“I feel satisfied with the
way my  face looks right now”). Scores were summed with higher
scores indicating higher appearance satisfaction. Internal reliabil-
ity for this measure in the present study was good (Cronbach’s � =
.87).

2.3.2.2. Mood
Similar to Vartanian, Pinkus, and Smyth (2014), we  created a mood
measure that was modelled on the Positive and Negative Affect
Schedule – Short Form (PANAS-SF; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen,
1988). Participants reported on a 5-point scale (1 = not at all,  5 =
extremely) how they felt in regard to five words related to a pos-
itive mood (happy,  inspired, proud,  satisfied, enthusiastic) and five
words related to a negative mood (upset, distressed,  guilty, ashamed,
discouraged). Some words from the PANAS-SF were judged to be
inappropriate following appearance comparisons (e.g., scared,  hos-
tile). Therefore, we selected a subset of words from the PANAS-SF
and added the words happy,  satisfied, and discouraged. Total scores
represent a sum of the positive mood items minus the sum of the
negative mood items, with higher scores indicating a more posi-
tive mood. Internal reliability was adequate for the overall mood
measure (Cronbach’s � = .73).

2.3.2.3. Thoughts of dieting and exercising
Similar to previous EMA  research (Leahey & Crowther, 2008), two
questions were adapted from the Eating Disorders Examination
Questionnaire (EDE-Q; Fairburn & Beglin, 1994) to measure par-
ticipants’ thoughts of dieting and exercising. Those items were “To

what extent have you thought about trying to restrict the amount
of food you eat in order to influence your shape or weight?” and
“To what extent have you thought about exercising as a means of
controlling your weight, altering your shape or amount of fat, or

i
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urning off calories?” Responses to these questions (1 = not at all,  4
 very much) were averaged to form an overall measure of thoughts
f dieting and exercising to lose weight. Internal reliability was
dequate for the combined measure (Cronbach’s � = .78).

.4. Data analysis

Although participants’ mean rating on the reactivity measure (M
 5.07, SD = 1.55) suggested that participants thought that recording
ppearance comparisons made them more aware of making such
omparisons, there was no difference in the number of appearance
omparisons reported on any day (i.e., Day 1 to Day 5) through-
ut the study, F(1,37) = 3.66, p = .06. Therefore, although there
oes seem to be some increased awareness of making appearance
omparisons due to participation in the study, there was no indica-
ion that this awareness resulted in an increase in the frequency of

aking appearance comparisons over the five-day testing period.
urther, controlling for the reactivity measure in the main study
nalyses did not change the pattern or significance of results. For
implicity, reactivity scores were not included in the final models
eported below.

Analyses were conducted to (a) examine the frequency, direc-
ion, and medium of comparisons to each target, (b) investigate
he relationship between comparisons to different targets within
ach direction and appearance satisfaction, mood, and thoughts of
ieting and exercising, and (c) test the potential mediating role
f perceived attainability. The frequency, direction, and medium
f comparisons to each target are presented using descriptive
tatistics and parameter estimates from Multinomial Regres-
ion Analyses in SPSS. Because the data had a nested structure
i.e., multiple observations [Level-1 comparisons] were nested
ithin participants [Level-2 individuals]), multilevel modelling
ith MPlus version 8.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017Muthén &
uthén, 1998-2017) was used in order to control for the non-

ndependence in these data. Dummy  coded variables were created
or each target. Fixed effects were specified at Level 1 (i.e., within-
erson level), and the variables in this level were group mean
entred. MPlus allows for missing data within the Level-1 dataset,
hus missing data were specified and handled with pairwise dele-
ion. As suggested by Hofmann and Gavin (1998), aggregated
ariables for each of the predictors per participant were created
nd added at Level 2 (i.e., between-person level) to control for
ndividual variance of the predictors. To ease interpretation of the
esults relevant to the study aims, the aggregated variables were
ot included in the results tables reported in this manuscript. Sep-
rate models were conducted with each target as the reference
ategory. Following Liu et al. (2015), mediation hypotheses were
ested via Monte Carlo simulation procedures with 20,000 repli-
ations using open-source software R (Selig & Preacher, 2008).
ndirect (i.e., mediation) effects are significant if the 95 % confidence
ntervals do not contain zero. Given the large number of analyses in
he current paper, significance levels were adjusted paper-wide to
ccount for a 5% false discovery rate using the Benjamini–Hochberg
rocedure (Benjamini & Hochberg, 1995). The resulting adjusted
-value was  .021. Because the mediation analyses only produced
onfidence intervals, those results were not included in the false
iscovery rate.

. Results

.1. Frequency and direction of comparisons to targets
Across participants, 3,396 EMA  surveys were recorded. Partic-
pants reported making at least one appearance comparison in
20 (27.09 %) surveys and reported not making any appearance



J. Fardouly et al. Body Image 38 (2021) 219–229

Table  1
Number (Percentage) of Upward, Lateral, and Downward Appearance Comparisons made to each Target Group.

Upward Lateral Downward Target Total

Close Peer 68 (R: 43.0%a, C: 14.2%a) 51 (R: 32.3%a,b, C: 28.2%a) 39 (R: 24.7%b, C: 17.3%a) 158 (17.9%c)
Acquaintance 130 (R: 50.8%a, C: 27.1%b) 56 (R: 21.8%b, C: 30.9%a) 70 (R: 27.3%b, C: 31.1%b) 256 (28.9%b)
Stranger 151 (R: 40.6%a, C: 31.5%b) 67 (R: 20.7%b, C: 37.0%a) 106 (R: 32.7%c, C: 47.1%c) 324 (36.6%a)
Celebrity/Model 130 (R: 88.4%a, C: 27.1%b) 7 (R: 4.8%b, C: 3.9%b) 10 (R: 6.8%b, C: 4.4%d) 147 (16.6%c)
Direction Total 479 (54.1%a) 181 (20.5%b) 225 (25.4%b) 885

Note. R indicates the percentage across each row (i.e., percentage of comparisons within a specific target for each direction) and C indicates the percentage down each
column (i.e., percentage of comparisons within a specific direction to each target). Different superscript letters represent significant differences (p < .021) between the
relevant percentages. The total number of comparisons reported in Table 1 differs from the total number reported in the text because there was missing data for the
target-of-comparison and direction-of-comparison measures.

Table 2
Number of Upward, Lateral, and Downward Appearance Comparisons made to each Target Group within each Medium.

Target Medium

Social Media Internet Traditional Media In Person

Up Lat Down Total Up Lat Down Total Up Lat Down Total Up Lat Down Total

Close Peer 7 4 1 12a 0 1 1 2b 0 0 0 0 61 43 36 140c

Acquaintance 29 10 8 47a 2 1 4 7b 2 0 3 5b 95 45 55 195c

Stranger 9 5 3 17a 9 2 1 12a 6 1 0 7a 126 58 102 286b

Celebrity 25 2 1 28a 42 1 0 43a 63 4 8 75b 0 0 0 0
Total  70 21 13 104 53 5 6 64 71 5 11 87 282 146 193 621
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Note. Up = Upward Comparisons, Lat = Lateral Comparisons, Down = Downward Com
.021)  in the total frequency of comparison via each medium within each target grou
because there was missing data for the medium-of-comparison measure.

comparisons in 2,476 (72.91 %) surveys. As seen in Table 1, of the
most recent appearance comparisons that participants reported at
each survey, the most frequent comparison targets were strangers
then acquaintances, then close peers and celebrities/models.1

Further, collapsing across targets, upward comparisons were
the most common, followed by downward and lateral compar-
isons. As seen in Table 1, the vast majority of comparisons to
celebrities/models were upward, with few lateral and downward
comparisons reported. Although upward comparisons were also
the most common for the other targets, responses were more
evenly spread between lateral and downward comparisons than
they were for celebrities/models. Participants made significantly
more upward comparisons than lateral and downward compar-
isons to all targets except close peers for which there was  no
significant difference in the frequency of upward and lateral com-
parisons. Downward comparisons were significantly more frequent
than lateral comparisons to strangers but there were no differences
in the frequencies of lateral and downward comparisons for the
other targets. Given the small number of lateral and downward
comparisons made to celebrities/models (7–10 comparisons), this
target group was removed from any analyses examining compar-
isons in those directions.

3.2. Medium of comparison to different targets

The frequency of upward, lateral, and downward comparisons

made to different targets within each medium are presented in
Table 2.2 Most comparisons to close peers, acquaintances, and
strangers were made in person. Comparisons to celebrities were

1 A small number (n = 9) of appearance comparisons were also made to older
female relatives (e.g., mothers, aunts) but they were too infrequent to include in
the  analyses. There were 22 comparisons originally assigned to the “other” target
category, but those comparisons were recategorized by the first author into the
existing target groups based on text responses from participants.

2 There were six responses originally assigned to the “other” medium category. Of
those comparisons, four were recategorized by the first author into existing medi-
ums  and two were unable to be recategorized (i.e., “mentally”, “photos”) and thus
became missing data for the medium-of-comparison variable.
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ons. Different superscript letters within a row represent significant differences (p <
 total number of comparisons reported to each target differ between Tables 1 and 2

rimarily through traditional media (e.g., magazines, television)
ut were also common through social media and the Internet.
here were not enough comparisons made to different targets
ithin each medium to meaningfully examine any medium by

arget interactions. Thus, comparison medium was  not included in
ny further analyses.

.3. Upward comparisons to different targets

.3.1. Appearance satisfaction
Results of the multilevel models for upward comparisons are

eported in Table 3. Upward comparisons to all targets were asso-
iated with less appearance satisfaction than when no comparisons
ere made (Model 1). There was  no difference in appearance sat-

sfaction following upward comparisons among any of the target
ombinations. Monte Carlo simulations yielded significant indi-
ect effects via attainability for comparisons to celebrities versus
lose peers (95 % confidence interval [CI] = [.030, .134]), celebrities
ersus acquaintances (95 % CI = [.022, .095]), and celebrities versus
trangers (95 % CI = [.016, .083]). When making an upward compar-
son, participants rated the appearance of celebrities/models as less
ttainable than the appearance of close peers (estimate = −0.477,
tandard error [SE] = 0.176, p = .007), acquaintances (estimate =
0.349, SE = 0.100, p < .001), or strangers (estimate = −0.282, SE =
.106, p = .007), which was in turn associated with less appearance
atisfaction (estimate = −0.170, SE = 0.058, p = .003). There was no
ndirect effect of attainability for the relationships between upward
omparisons and appearance satisfaction in any of the other com-
ination of targets.

.3.2. Mood
As seen in Table 3, upward comparisons to all targets were asso-

iated with a less positive mood than when no comparisons were
ade (Model 1). Upward comparisons to close peers were asso-

iated with a more positive mood than upward comparisons to

trangers (Model 3). No differences were found between upward
omparisons among any of the other target combinations. There
as  no indirect effect of attainability for any relationships between

he upward comparison targets and mood.
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Table  3
Unstandardized Coefficients of the Multilevel Models for Upward Comparisons.

Variable Appearance Satisfaction Mood Thoughts of Dieting and
Exercising

Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE

Model 1
Intercept 3.133*** 0.114 0.985*** 0.163 1.466*** 0.066
No  vs. close peer −0.223* 0.088 −0.329* 0.128 0.396*** 0.092
No  vs. acquaintance −0.250*** 0.066 −0.507*** 0.120 0.239** 0.075
No  vs. stranger −0.309*** 0.068 −0.735*** 0.131 0.293*** 0.063
No  vs. celebrity −0.321*** 0.051 −0.498*** 0.125 0.378*** 0.067

Model 2
Intercept 1.259 0.985 0.179 1.306 2.925** 0.909
Celebrity vs. close peer 0.098 0.100 0.169 0.172 0.017 0.105
Celebrity vs. acquaintance 0.070 0.067 −0.009 0.138 −0.139 0.092
Celebrity vs. stranger 0.011 0.074 −0.237 0.144 −0.086 0.088

Model 3
Intercept 2.738*** 0.750 0.080 1.053 3.164*** 0.641
Close  peer vs. acquaintance −0.028 0.108 −0.178 0.165 −0.156 0.108
Close  peer vs. stranger −0.087 0.102 −0.405* 0.162 −0.103 0.114

Model 4
Intercept 2.743*** 0.686 0.084 0.959 2.007** 0.619
Acquaintance vs. stranger −0.059 0.083 −0.227 0.148 0.053 0.088

Note. Separate models were created with appearance satisfaction, mood, and thoughts of dieting and exercising as the outcome variables. The target reported first was the
reference category in each model. All relevant target combinations were entered into each model but only the novel coefficients are reported in the table in each sequential
model  to avoid repetition.
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* p < .021.
** p < .01.

*** p < .001.

3.3.3. Thoughts of dieting and exercising
Upward comparisons to all targets were associated with more

thoughts of dieting and exercising to lose weight than when no
comparisons were made (see Table 3, Model 1). No differences were
found between upward comparisons to any of the target combina-
tions and thoughts of dieting and exercising. There was no indirect
effect of attainability for any relationships between the upward
comparison targets and thoughts of dieting and exercising.

3.4. Lateral comparisons to different targets

3.4.1. Appearance satisfaction
Results of the multilevel models for lateral comparisons are

reported in Table 4. Lateral comparisons to close peers were associ-
ated with more appearance satisfaction than when no comparisons
were made (Model 1). Lateral comparisons to acquaintances and
strangers were not associated with any more or less appearance
satisfaction than when participants made no comparisons. There
were also no relative differences in levels of appearance satisfac-
tion when lateral comparisons were made to each of the target
combinations. There was no indirect effect of attainability for any
relationships between the lateral comparison targets and appear-
ance satisfaction.

3.4.2. Mood
As seen in Table 4, there were no differences in mood for lat-

eral comparisons made to close peers, acquaintances, or strangers
relative to no comparisons or between lateral comparisons made
among any combination of the targets. There was  no indirect effect
of attainability for any relationships between the lateral compari-
son targets and mood.

3.4.3. Thoughts of dieting and exercising

Participants’ thoughts of dieting and exercising did not differ

when lateral comparisons were made to any target (i.e., close peers,
acquaintances, or strangers) nor were there differences in these
thoughts relative to when no comparisons were made (see Table 4).

4

o

224
here was no indirect effect of attainability for any relationships
etween the lateral comparison targets and thoughts of dieting and
xercising.

.5. Downward comparisons to different targets

.5.1. Appearance satisfaction
Results of the multilevel models for downward comparisons

re reported in Table 5. Downward comparisons to strangers were
ssociated with more appearance satisfaction than when no com-
arisons were made (Model 1). There were no differences in
ppearance satisfaction between downward comparisons to close
eers or acquaintances relative to no comparisons, or among down-
ard comparisons for any of the combinations of targets. There was

o indirect effect of attainability for any relationships between the
ownward comparison targets and appearance satisfaction.

.5.2. Mood
Downward comparisons to close peers, acquaintances, or

trangers did not differ on mood relative to when no comparisons
ere made. Mood ratings did not differ for downward compar-

sons made to any of the target combinations. There was no indirect
ffect of attainability for any relationships between the downward
omparison targets and mood.

.5.3. Thoughts of dieting and exercising
As seen in Table 5, participants’ thoughts of dieting and exer-

ising did not differ relative to when no comparisons were made
r when downward comparisons were made across any target
ombinations. There was  no indirect effect of attainability for
ny relationships between the downward comparison targets and
houghts of dieting and exercising.
. Discussion

This study examined (1) the frequency, direction, and medium
f appearance comparisons to different targets in women’s every-
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Table  4
Unstandardized Coefficients of the Multilevel Models for Lateral Comparisons.

Variable Appearance Satisfaction Mood Thoughts of Dieting and
Exercising

Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE

Model 1
Intercept 3.100*** 0.114 0.946*** 0.165 1.483*** 0.066
No  vs. close peer 0.246** 0.079 0.249 0.123 0.222 0.107
No  vs. acquaintance 0.061 0.065 −0.050 0.123 0.083 0.070
No  vs. stranger 0.097 0.065 0.073 0.102 0.054 0.073

Model  2
Intercept 2.307*** 0.556 0.360 0.886 2.850*** 0.371
Close  peer vs. acquaintance −0.184 0.097 −0.299 0.153 −0.139 0.124
Close  peer vs. stranger −0.148 0.096 −0.176 0.142 −0.168 0.128

Model  3
Intercept 2.555*** 0.660 0.503 0.931 2.166*** 0.568
Acquaintance vs. stranger 0.036 0.089 0.123 0.138 −0.029 0.098

Note. Separate models were created with appearance satisfaction, mood, and thoughts of dieting and exercising as the outcome variables. The target reported first was the
reference category in each model. All relevant target combinations were entered into each model but only the novel coefficients are reported in the table in each sequential
model  to avoid repetition.
**p  < .01.
***p  <.001.

Table 5
Unstandardized Coefficients of the Multilevel Models for Downward Comparisons.

Variable Appearance Satisfaction Mood Thoughts of Dieting and
Exercising

Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE

Model 1
Intercept 3.076*** 0.112 0.944*** 0.160 1.493*** 0.066
No  vs. close peer 0.132 0.082 0.318 0.154 0.067 0.089
No  vs. acquaintance 0.108 0.062 −0.064 0.139 0.104 0.078
No  vs. stranger 0.217*** 0.062 0.111 0.108 0.090 0.085

Model  2
Intercept 2.291*** 0.532 0.358 0.781 2.727*** 0.379
Close  peer vs. acquaintance 0.060 0.087 −0.288 0.171 −0.001 0.095
Close  peer vs. stranger 0.170 0.085 −0.112 0.120 −0.014 0.106

Model  3
Intercept 2.605*** 0.662 0.278 0.876 2.156*** 0.551
Acquaintance vs. stranger 0.162 0.078 0.186 0.155 −0.033 0.106

Note. Separate models were created with appearance satisfaction, mood, and thoughts of dieting and exercising as the outcome variables. The target reported first was the
to eac
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reference category in each model. All relevant target combinations were entered in
model  to avoid repetition.
***p <.001.

day lives; (2) the relationship between comparisons to those targets
within each direction and women’s appearance satisfaction, mood,
and thoughts of dieting and exercising; and (3) the mediating
role of perceived attainability of the target’s appearance on those
relationships. This study extended previous EMA  research by: (1)
examining a variety of different comparison targets beyond just
peers and models/celebrities; (2) testing the relative differences in
women’s body image-related variables between when they made a
comparison to different targets and when they made no appearance
comparisons; (3) exploring the relationships between lateral com-
parisons to different targets and body image-related variables; and
(4) investigating the role of perceived attainability of the target’s
appearance.

4.1. The frequency, direction, and medium of comparisons to
targets

In the present study, appearance comparisons to strangers were

the most common in women’s everyday lives, followed by compar-
isons to acquaintances, and then close peers and celebrities/models.
Although previous EMA  research has categorised comparison tar-
gets in different ways, the results of the present study are consistent
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h model but only the novel coefficients are reported in the table in each sequential

ith other EMA  research, which found that the most frequent
argets of comparison were groups that included acquaintances
r strangers (Fitzsimmons-Craft, 2017; Leahey & Crowther, 2008;
cKee et al., 2013). Scholars argue that appearance comparisons
ay  be automatic (Bocage-Barthélémy et al., 2018; Want, 2009)

nd thus the frequency of comparisons to different targets found in
he present study may  reflect the frequency with which women  are
xposed to those targets in their everyday lives. Most comparisons
o acquaintances and strangers were made in person and young
omen  are likely to be exposed to a large number of strangers

nd acquaintances when at university or work and when engag-
ng in other offline activities (e.g., traveling, playing sports, at the
ym, shopping). Research suggests that, on average, people have
our very close peers and 11 close peers (Mac  Carron, Kaski, &
unbar, 2016). Thus, although comparisons to close peers were
lso more likely to occur in person, young women are likely to be
xposed to far fewer close peers in their daily lives than acquain-
ances and strangers. Comparisons to celebrities and models were

rimarily made through traditional forms of media (e.g., magazines,
elevision). Young women in Australia report engaging with tradi-
ional forms of media for around three hours per day (Kemp, 2021;
tatistica, 2013). Although media use is frequent among this demo-
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graphic, it is likely to be less frequent than in-person activities (e.g.,
university classes or work), which may  result in fewer compar-
isons to celebrities and models than strangers and acquaintances
in women’s daily lives.

Comparisons to all target groups also occurred via social media
but these comparisons were less common than those made in
person or via traditional media. The most frequent targets of
comparison on social media were acquaintances, then celebri-
ties/models, strangers, and close peers. Young women use social
media for around two hours per day (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2015;
Kemp, 2021) and in the present study they were only asked to
report on their most recent appearance comparison at each sur-
vey. Thus, the lower frequency of social media comparisons relative
to other mediums may  be due to women spending less time on
social media than on traditional media or offline activities. When
using social media, women are exposed to a variety of different
target groups (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2015; Fardouly et al., 2017),
which would have limited the comparisons reported to any specific
group. Comparisons made via the Internet were also less frequent
than traditional media and in-person comparisons, and Internet
comparisons were primarily made to celebrities and models. Thus,
when on the Internet (not including social media), young women
may  be viewing fashion websites and blogs containing videos or
images of this target group. Further EMA  research is needed that
allows for all appearance comparisons to be reported, rather than
just the most recent comparison at each survey, to gain a better
understanding of the frequency of appearance comparisons to dif-
ferent targets and via different mediums in women’s lives.

It is also worth considering that the relative frequency of com-
parisons to different targets via different mediums may  change
over time. Our data were collected between 2012–2014. Although
social media use in Australia has remained relatively stable since
2012, the platforms used by young people have changed, with Insta-
gram and other image-based platforms increasing in popularity
(GlobalWebIndex, 2020; Kemp, 2021). Comparisons to celebrities
and influencers via social media may  be more common in the
present day due to the rise in Instagram use. Further, we  did not
have an “influencer” target group in the present study. Although
participants were instructed to write the target in the “other” cat-
egory if the person they had made a comparison to did not fit
into the existing groups, only one response in the “other” cate-
gory related to influencers (i.e., “fashion blogger”), and participants
could have placed influencers in either the celebrity or stranger cat-
egories. Future EMA  research should include an influencer response
option for questions about comparison targets, especially given the
increased use of Instagram in recent years.

Consistent with social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) and
previous research (Leahey & Crowther, 2008; Leahey et al., 2011),
upward appearance comparisons were the most common direction
of comparison in the present study. The frequency of upward com-
parisons, however, did vary by comparison target. The vast majority
of comparisons to celebrities and models were upward in direction.
While upward comparisons were the most common direction of
comparisons to close peers, acquaintances and strangers, women
also made frequent lateral and downward comparisons to those
targets, with no significant difference between the frequency of
upward and lateral comparisons to close peers. These results may
also reflect the medium through which those comparisons occur.
Comparisons to celebrities and models were primarily made via
traditional media, which often portrays edited and enhanced ver-
sions of a celebrity or model’s appearance to closely match societal
beauty ideals (Reaves et al., 2004). As a result, comparisons made to

celebrities and models through traditional media are generally in
the upward direction (Myers & Crowther, 2009). In contrast, com-
parisons to the other target groups were primarily made in person.
Methods for enhancing a person’s appearance in person are mainly
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imited to makeup and styling, which is likely to be more reflective
f reality than enhancements made by computer programs (e.g.,
hotoshop) in traditional media.

It is also possible that the relative difference in comparison
irection to models and celebrities versus the other target groups

s due to the actual appearance of models and celebrities being
ore closely aligned to the societal appearance ideals than close

eers, acquaintances, or strangers. Models are specifically chosen
or their profession because they match cultural appearance ide-
ls and popular celebrities also often match those ideals, whereas
omen’s close peers, acquaintances, and strangers are likely to vary

n appearance and attractiveness. Thus, it is perhaps not surpris-
ng that a higher proportion of upward comparisons were made to
elebrities and models versus the other target groups.

.2. Upward comparisons to targets and body image

As predicted, upward comparisons to all targets were associ-
ted with less appearance satisfaction, lower positive mood, and
ore thoughts of dieting and exercising than when no comparisons
ere made. This suggests that upward appearance comparisons

o all target groups may  elicit negative consequences for body
mage. However, given the data are correlational, it is also pos-
ible that the temporal order is reversed: When young women
xperience poor body image and mood, they may  be more likely
o seek out upward appearance comparisons. Although there were
o relative differences in the associations between comparisons
o different target groups and appearance satisfaction, there were
ndirect relationships (i.e., mediation) between comparisons to
elebrities/models versus all other target groups and appearance
atisfaction via perceived attainability of the target’s appearance.
articipants perceived the attractive appearance of celebrities and
odels to be less attainable than that of close peers, acquaintances,

r strangers, which in turn was  linked to less appearance satisfac-
ion.

These results provide support for previous suggestions that the
ppearance of models and celebrities is perceived to be less person-
lly attainable than the appearance of peers (e.g., Carey et al., 2014;
ardouly & Vartanian, 2015; Leahey & Crowther, 2008). Young
omen may  perceive the appearance of celebrities and models to

e less attainable because those targets may  more closely match
he appearance ideals than close peers, acquaintances, or strangers,
nd thus the discrepancy in perceived attractiveness between the
elebrity/model and themselves may  be larger than the discrep-
ncy between the other targets and themselves. Alternatively, the
ppearance of celebrities and models may be perceived to be
ess personally attainable because of the resources (e.g., personal
rainers, dieticians, stylists, makeup artists) that celebrities and

odels may  have to enhance their appearance or because young
omen may  be aware of the edited nature of traditional media

magery (McLean, Paxton, & Wertheim, 2016). Further research is
eeded to determine whether the attractive appearance of celebri-
ies and models is perceived to be less personally attainable than
he appearance of other target groups because celebrities and mod-
ls more closely match the appearance ideals or because they are
erceived to have more resources to enhance their appearance.

There was no difference in the perceived attainability of upward
omparisons to close peers versus acquaintances or strangers. This
ay  be due to close peers being perceived to have similar resources

o improve one’s appearance as acquaintances and strangers, or
ecause close peers may  be perceived to have similar levels of
ttractiveness to acquaintances or strangers when seen in person.

owever, due to the lower frequency of upward comparisons made

o close peers than the other targets, it is also possible that the study
id not have enough power to detect any differences in attainability
etween comparisons made to close peers versus acquaintances or
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strangers. Further research is needed to investigate the relative dif-
ferences in perceived attainability of upward comparisons across
these target groups.

Perceiving a person’s attractive appearance to be unattainable
has been argued in the literature to be both better and worse for
body image (e.g., Fardouly & Vartanian, 2015; Leahey & Crowther,
2008). The results of the present study provide preliminary evi-
dence that perceiving a person’s attractive appearance as being
less personally attainable is linked to less appearance satisfaction.
Narrow beauty ideals are promoted through all levels of soci-
ety and many young women internalise these ideals (Brown &
Slaughter, 2011) and strive to meet them. Models and celebrities
are often used to promote these ideals in advertisements, and if
women perceive the model or celebrity’s appearance to be less
personally attainable, it may  cause poorer body image because the
societal ideal feels forever out of reach. Because the current data
are correlational in nature, the direction of this relationship cannot
be determined. Further experimental and longitudinal research is
needed to investigate whether lower perceived attainability of a
target’s attractive appearance causes decreased appearance sat-
isfaction and/or whether lower appearance satisfaction leads to
less perceived attainability of a target’s attractive appearance. The
findings of the present study also highlight the role of perceived
attainability as a potential mechanism explaining the differences
in upward comparisons to different targets and appearance sat-
isfaction among young women. This study represents a first step
at examining perceived attainability in the context of appearance
comparisons and body image. The factors influencing judgements
of attainability remain unknown and the relationship between
attainability and body image may  depend on the aspect of the
body being examined (e.g., face, body shape, weight). More nuanced
research is needed to better understand the relationship between
perceived attainability of a target’s appearance and body image.

Engaging in upward appearance comparisons to all target
groups was associated with a less positive mood and more thoughts
of dieting and exercising to lose weight than when no comparisons
were made. There were, however, no relative differences between
upward comparisons made to the target groups and thoughts of
dieting and exercising, and only one difference emerged between
the target groups for mood. Upward comparisons to strangers were
associated with a more negative mood than were upward com-
parisons to close peers. This finding may  be due to young women
feeling as though they have similar resources to an attractive female
stranger or close peer (perhaps unlike a model or celebrity) but do
not have any other non-appearance related information to compare
themselves on with strangers; this lack of additional information
might make the appearance comparison more salient for their
mood than upward comparisons to close peers with whom other
information is available for comparison (e.g., relationship status,
career success). This suggestion is also somewhat consistent with
Mussweiler’s (2001) selective accessibility model, in which peo-
ple selectively access knowledge about their similarities to targets
they perceive to be similar to themselves and access knowledge
about their dissimilarities to targets they perceive to be dissimilar
to themselves. Because people have more knowledge about their
close peers than strangers, they can draw upon knowledge of sim-
ilar attributes following an upward appearance comparison to a
close peer but may  be left to focus on their dissimilarity (e.g., in
regard to level of attractiveness) to a stranger (Goethals & Darley,
1987), which may  result in a more negative mood. However, this
is purely a speculation and further research is needed to examine
why upward comparisons to strangers is linked to a more negative

mood than close peers.

Attainability did not mediate any relationship between upward
comparisons to the target groups and mood or thoughts of dieting
and exercising. Perceived attainability of the target’s appear-
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nce may  be less relevant for mood and thoughts of dieting and
xercising than appearance satisfaction. That is, there may  be a
loser specificity match between the constructs of attainability and
ppearance satisfaction than attainability and mood or thoughts of
ieting and exercising (which are more global constructs). How-
ver, further research is needed with larger samples to investigate
hether this is the case.

.3. Lateral and downward comparisons to targets and body
mage

There were few significant findings for lateral and downward
omparisons to the different target groups and young women’s
ppearance satisfaction, mood, and thoughts of dieting and exercis-
ng. Lateral appearance comparisons to close peers were associated

ith more appearance satisfaction than when no comparisons were
ade. Greater perceived similarity with close peers has been linked

o better friendship quality and feelings of connectedness (Linden-
ndersen, Markiewicz, & Doyle, 2008; Locke & Nekich, 2000). Thus,

udging a close peer’s appearance to be the same as oneself may  be
inked to more appearance satisfaction because it confirms their
imilarity and perhaps reflects on their friendship quality and con-
ection to their peer. Further, downward comparisons to strangers
ere associated with more appearance satisfaction than when no

omparisons were made. As mentioned earlier, female strangers
ay  be seen to have similar resources to young women  in our study

nd the stranger’s appearance may  be particularly salient given that
ther information about the person is likely to be unknown, per-
aps making downward comparisons to that target group more

nfluential for appearance satisfaction. Alternatively, young women
ay  be more motivated to seek out lateral comparisons to close

eers and downward comparisons to strangers when they experi-
nce more appearance satisfaction. Further research is needed to
etermine why  lateral and downward comparisons to these spe-
ific targets are associated with higher appearance satisfaction and
o determine the direction of those relationships.

Leahey and Crowther (2008) found that downward comparisons
o peers were associated with less appearance satisfaction than
ownward comparisons to media images, perhaps because women

elt as though the less attractive appearance of their peer was
ore personally attainable than that of a celebrity or model. Due

o the small number of lateral and downward comparisons made
o celebrities and models in the present study, we were unable to
est this hypothesis. Further EMA  research is needed over longer
eriods of time to capture more downward comparisons to models
nd celebrities, and to test the role of perceived attainability in the
elationship between comparisons to this target group versus other
nown targets and body image. Experimental research could also
elp answer this question by exposing women  to attractive and
nattractive images of different target groups before measuring
heir body image and their perceived attainability of each target’s
ppearance in the images.

.4. Limitations and future directions

There are several limitations to the present study that should be
oted. First, although EMA  methods allow the sampling of expe-
iences as they occur in ecologically valid contexts, the data we
xamined were correlational in nature, and thus the direction of
he relationships found in this study cannot be determined. Future
xperimental research could examine the impact of comparisons
o different targets (both known and unknown to the participant)

n young women’s body image and perceived attainability of the
erson’s appearance. Second, in order to keep the surveys brief and
educe participant burden, we only asked participants to report
n their most recent appearance comparison at each survey. This
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limited the amount of information we could collect on the fre-
quency and medium of comparisons to different targets in women’s
lives and meant that we did not collect enough lateral and down-
ward comparisons to celebrities and models to include this target
group in our analyses. Future EMA  research could collect data over
longer periods or allow participants to report all comparisons made
throughout the day to capture more comparison data. Furthermore,
reporting on one specific comparison at each survey does not cap-
ture the complex nature of comparisons that are likely to occur in
real life. For example, young women could make multiple compar-
isons to different targets on different aspects of appearance in the
one social context and all of those comparisons could differentially
influence body image. Multimethod research, including qualitative
studies, are needed to understand the complexities of comparisons
that occur in real life.

Third, similar to previous EMA  research (Leahey & Crowther,
2008), the appearance comparison measures were captured by sin-
gle items to reduce the time taken to complete each survey. Single
item measures do not allow for internal reliability to be calculated
and future research would benefit from using multi-item mea-
sures of these constructs. Fourth, similar to previous EMA  studies
(e.g., Leahey & Crowther, 2008; Leahey et al., 2011), we  focused
on relationships between appearance comparisons and thoughts
of dieting and exercising. Future research could include a wider
variety of thoughts and behaviours related to body image and eat-
ing disorders, such as thoughts relating to binging and purging,
and interest in cosmetic procedures to enhance one’s appearance.
Fifth, the present study focused on women and our sample pri-
marily included women who identified as Asian or White. We did
not have enough data on comparisons to specific target groups to
examine the relationships between comparisons and body image
separately based on participants’ ethnicity. Previous appearance
comparison and body image research with large numbers of Asian
and White participants found no difference in the pattern of results
for each group (e.g., Fardouly & Vartanian, 2015; Vartanian & Dey,
2013), however it is possible that participants from different eth-
nicities may  make comparisons on different aspects of appearance
and perceive the targets’ appearance to be more or less attainable.
Future research should include larger samples and also examine
whether the same associations are found with males and people
from different ethnicities.

4.5. Conclusions

The present study examined: (1) the frequency, direction, and
medium of appearance comparisons to diverse target groups; (2)
the relationship between upward, lateral, and downward compar-
isons to those targets and young women’s appearance satisfaction,
mood, and thoughts of dieting and exercising; and (3) the potential
mediating role of perceived attainability of the target’s appear-
ance on those relationships. Upward comparisons to all targets
were associated with less appearance satisfaction, a less posi-
tive mood, and more thoughts of dieting and exercising to lose
weight than when no comparisons were made. Further, the appear-
ance of celebrities and models was perceived to be less attainable
than the appearance of close peers, acquaintances, or strangers,
and this in turn was linked to less appearance satisfaction. This
was the first study to measure the perceived attainability of dif-
ferent comparison targets, and our results suggest that making
upward comparisons to models and celebrities may be linked to
poorer body image because women judge such targets’ appear-
ance to be less attainable. These results have implications for

sociocultural theories of body image and suggest that perceived
attainability may  be an important mechanism in the link between
upward comparisons and body image concerns. However, because
the present study was correlational, the direction of these rela-
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ionships remains unknown and further investigation is needed
nto the factors influencing judgements of attainability by young

omen. Future EMA  and experimental research are needed to build
pon these findings and further examine the complex relationships
etween appearance comparisons to different targets, perceived
ttainability, and body image in women’s lives.
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