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ABSTRACT: Background: Social media plays an important role in shaping body image and self-perception,
particularly among appearance-sensitive groups such as athletes. Although problematic social media use has been
linked to body image outcomes through processes such as social comparison, self-presentation, and evaluation
sensitivity, these mechanisms remain underexplored among athletes with physical disabilities. This study aimed
to examine the associations between social media use, addictive use patterns, and body image perception in this
population, with a focus on these underlying psychological mechanisms. Methods: A total of 165 athletes with
physical disability participated in this quantitative cross-sectional study. Data were collected through online surveys,
including demographic questions, the Athlete Social Media Use Scale (content creation, usage frequency, and social
media addiction subdimensions), and the Body Image Scale (negative perception, evaluation sensitivity, positive
perception, and body modification). Parametric tests, correlation analyses, and group comparisons were performed
to assess relationships between social media behaviors and body image dimensions. Results: Problematic social
media use was moderately associated with higher negative body image and lower positive body image among
athletes with physical disabilities (r = 0.32-0.41, all p < 0.001). Regression analysis indicated that overall social
media use was a significant predictor of body image perception after controlling for demographic variables (3 = 0.45,
p < 0.001), explaining approximately 19.5% of the variance. Mediation analyses using bootstrapping revealed that these
psychological mechanisms partially mediated the relationship between problematic social media use and body image
perceptions, with small-to-moderate indirect effects, indicating both statistical and practical significance. Conclusion:
The findings indicate that not only general social media use but also addictive and problematic usage patterns are
linked to vulnerable aspects of body image among athletes with physical disabilities. Increased exposure to idealized
digital representations and upward social comparison processes may heighten sensitivity to external evaluation and
undermine positive body perception. These results highlight the need for digital literacy initiatives, psychoeducational
interventions, and supportive online environments that promote healthier social media engagement and body image
among disabled athletes.

KEYWORDS: Social media addiction; social media use; body image perception; social comparison; athletes with
physical disabilities; disability sport

1 Introduction

Technological advancements have become an inseparable part of individuals’ lifestyles, profoundly
transforming communication, identity construction, and social interaction processes [1]. For athletes,
technological progress and social media are not merely tools of communication but have evolved into
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dynamic arenas where achievements are displayed, identities are made visible, and social engagement is
intensified [2,3]. However, exposure to idealized body images and normative beauty standards on social
media platforms can distort individuals’ self-perceptions and amplify the pressure to conform to socially
constructed expectations [4,5].

For individuals with physical disabilities, this dynamic becomes even more complex. Prejudices rooted
in physical appearance can significantly affect their self-esteem, social acceptance, and sense of identity [6,7].
Nevertheless, sports function not only as a physical activity but also as a psychosocial developmental
tool, enhancing confidence, resilience, and a sense of social belonging [8,9]. In this context, the active
use of social media by athletes with disabilities plays a crucial role in enabling self-expression, sharing
achievements, and fostering social awareness [8,10,11].

Previous research conducted in non-disabled populations has consistently demonstrated a significant
association between social media addiction and body image disturbances. Studies among adolescents,
young adults, and athletes indicate that excessive and addictive social media use is linked to increased
body dissatisfaction, heightened appearance-based social comparison, and greater sensitivity to external
evaluation [12-14]. In particular, individuals with overweight or obesity have been shown to experience
intensified body image concerns as a result of upward social comparisons and internalization of idealized
body standards prevalent on social media platforms [15]. These findings suggest that problematic social
media engagement operates through universal psychological mechanisms that may similarly affect athletes
with physical disabilities, a population for whom empirical evidence remains scarce.

Body image is a multidimensional construct encompassing individuals’ thoughts, feelings, and
evaluations regarding their own bodies [16,17]. Among athletes, body image is often shaped by performance
expectations, aesthetic ideals, and perceptions of physical competence [18]. For athletes with physical
disability, however, body image is more closely tied to both physical appearance and the social meaning
attributed to disability [19]. Moreover, while social media provides opportunities for representation and
visibility, it can also increase body dissatisfaction through social comparisons, external judgments, and
negative feedback [6,19]. Therefore, understanding the effects of social media use on body image perception
among athletes with physical disability is crucial both academically and practically. Considering that social
media can act as both an empowering tool and a potential source of psychological stress for this group, it is
essential to examine the phenomenon from a comprehensive and multidimensional perspective.

1.1 Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework of this study is grounded in fundamental theories from social psychology,
media psychology, and the sociology of the body to explain the interaction between social media use
behaviors and body image perceptions among athletes with physical disability. The study adopts a holistic
approach to understanding how individuals’ digital interactions influence their psychological well-being,
self-evaluation, and body perception. Within this scope, the primary theoretical foundations include
the Social Comparison Theory [20], Self-Presentation Theory [21], Uses and Gratifications Theory [22],
the Positive Body Image Model [23], and the Self-Regulation [24] and Self-Determination Theories [25].
Accordingly, the research problem was examined through these theoretical perspectives, as shown in
Fig. 1, to elucidate the psychological and social mechanisms underlying body image among athletes with
physical disabilities.
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Figure 1: Theoretical foundations of the study.

1.1.1 Social Comparison

One of the primary theoretical foundations of this research is the Social Comparison Theory [20].
According to the theory, individuals tend to evaluate their abilities, achievements, and self-perceptions by
comparing themselves with others. Social media platforms intensify this process by providing dynamic
environments that enable constant visual and symbolic comparisons [4] In this regard, social media
represents both opportunities and psychological risks for athletes with physical disability [6]. When these
individuals compare themselves with other athletes or socially idealized body images in digital spaces, the
process can directly affect their self-esteem, body satisfaction, and perceived self-efficacy. As the frequency
of social media use increases, individuals’ tendency to assess their physical attributes against societal norms
or digital “ideal body” standards becomes stronger, leading to decreased body satisfaction and elevated
anxiety levels [13,15].

Frequent upward social comparisons in social media environments, where individuals are exposed
to idealized “thin” or “fit” body representations, have been consistently associated with increased body
dissatisfaction and reduced self-esteem [23,24]. The internalization of these idealized images constitutes a
key cognitive mechanism underlying negative body image, as proposed by Social Comparison Theory [25].
Empirical evidence further indicates that engagement with visually oriented platforms such as Instagram
is linked to heightened appearance-based concerns and a stronger drive for thinness [26]. Within this
framework, Social Comparison Theory provides a concise and robust explanation for how intensive
social media use may shape body image perceptions among athletes with physical disabilities through
appearance-focused self-evaluation and normative pressure.

1.1.2 Self Presentation

Self-Presentation Theory [21] explains how individuals strategically construct and manage their
identities in digital environments to gain social approval. For athletes with physical disabilities, social
media offers opportunities for visibility and empowerment by highlighting strength, resilience, and
athletic competence [27]. However, increased content production and public exposure may also intensify
appearance-related awareness and pressure to conform to idealized norms. When discrepancies arise
between online self-presentation and lived experiences, individuals may experience psychological strain,
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anxiety, and heightened vulnerability, particularly among those whose physical appearance deviates from
societal ideals [28,29]. Accordingly, this theory provides a concise framework for understanding how active
social media engagement may simultaneously empower athletes with physical disabilities while increasing
evaluation sensitivity and body image concerns through identity-based self-scrutiny [30-32].

1.1.3 Uses and Gratifications

The Uses and Gratifications Theory conceptualizes media use as an active, goal-directed process through
which individuals seek psychological and social fulfillment [22,33]. Athletes with physical disabilities may
engage with social media to satisfy needs related to visibility, social support, identity construction, and
self-validation. However, the pursuit of such gratifications may also increase exposure to appearance-focused
content, reinforcing idealized body standards and intensifying body image concerns [34,35]. At the same
time, the theory acknowledges users’ agency, suggesting that engagement with body-affirming or inclusive
content can foster body appreciation and psychosocial empowerment [36]. Within this framework, social
media use among athletes with physical disabilities reflects a dynamic balance between need-driven
engagement and its potential impact on body image perceptions [37,38].

1.1.4 Positive Body Image

The Positive Body Image Model emphasizes appreciating the body as a functional and capable entity
rather than evaluating it solely based on appearance [23]. For athletes with physical disabilities, this
perspective shifts attention from bodily limitations to strength, resilience, and functional competence.
Social media plays a dual role in this process: while exposure to idealized beauty standards may undermine
body satisfaction, engagement with inclusive and body-affirming content can promote body appreciation
and acceptance [36,39]. Evidence suggests that representations emphasizing bodily functionality and
diversity, as well as targeted body-positive interventions, can foster more positive body image perceptions
among athletes with physical disabilities [29,40,41]. Accordingly, this model provides a concise framework
for understanding how social media engagement may either challenge or reinforce body image perceptions
depending on the nature of digital content and interaction.

1.1.5 Self-Regulation & Self-Determination

Self-Regulation Theory and Self-Determination Theory emphasize that behavior is governed by
self-control processes and motivational regulation [25]. In the context of social media, uncontrolled or
addictive use may weaken self-regulatory capacity and increase reliance on external validation, thereby
amplifying body dissatisfaction. Conversely, autonomously motivated engagement, such as sharing content
to express identity or celebrate achievement, may support a more adaptive and authentic body perception.
For athletes with physical disabilities, whose digital experiences often involve appearance-related feedback
and strategic self-presentation, these mechanisms provide a concise framework for understanding how
different patterns of social media use may differentially influence body image outcomes [6,14,15,42-45].

1.2 Aims and Hypotheses

The primary aim of the present study was to examine the associations between social media use
patterns and body image perceptions among athletes with physical disabilities. Specifically, the study
focused on key dimensions of social media use, content creation, usage frequency, and social media addiction,
and their relationships with multiple aspects of body image, including negative body perception, positive
body perception, evaluation sensitivity, and body modification tendency. In addition, the study aimed to
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explore whether these relationships varied across selected demographic and sport-related characteristics.
Guided by the theoretical perspectives of social comparison, self-presentation, uses and gratifications,
positive body image, and self-regulation, the following hypotheses were proposed:

Hypothesis 1: Higher levels of social media addiction will be positively associated with negative body
perception and evaluation sensitivity, and negatively associated with positive body perception among athletes
with physical disabilities.

Hypothesis 2: Greater social media usage frequency will be associated with higher negative body perception,
increased evaluation sensitivity, and a stronger tendency toward body modification.

Hypothesis 3: Higher levels of content creation on social media will be positively associated with evaluation
sensitivity and negative body perception, and negatively associated with positive body perception.

Hypothesis 4: Social media use patterns (content creation, usage frequency, and addiction) will significantly
predict body image outcomes after controlling for demographic variables such as age, gender, and duration of
athletic experience.

Hypothesis 5: Social media use patterns will differ across selected demographic and sport-related variables,
whereas body image perceptions will show more limited variation across these characteristics.

2 Methods

This study examines the relationship between social media use and body image perceptions among
athletes with physical disabilities. The research aims to determine how cognitive and behavioral tendencies
related to social media use, such as content creation, frequency of use, and level of addiction, affect
individuals’ positive and negative perceptions of their bodies.

2.1 Participants

The study sample consisted of a total of 165 participants. Demographic characteristics of the participants
are presented in Fig. 2. Of the participants, 49.7% were male, and 50.3% were female. Regarding age
distribution, 46.7% were 25 years of age or younger, while 53.3% were older than 25. In terms of educational
status, 35.2% were high school graduates and 64.8% were university graduates. With respect to type
of disability, 50.3% had lower extremity impairments, whereas 49.7% had upper extremity impairments.
Considering athletic experience, 12.1% of the participants had been engaged in sports for 1-2 years, 61.2%
for 3-5 years, and 26.7% for more than 5 years.

In the present study, “athletes with physical disabilities” were operationally defined as individuals with
a self-reported physical impairment affecting the upper or lower extremities who were actively engaged in
organized sports. Eligibility was determined based on participants’ self-identification as having a physical
disability, their involvement in regular athletic training, and their affiliation with sports clubs, federations,
or associations serving athletes with disabilities. Participants were required to have at least one year of
continuous sports participation to be included in the study.

Participants were included in the study if they (1) self-identified as having a physical disability
affecting the upper or lower extremities, (2) were actively engaged in organized sports at the time of data
collection, and (3) had at least one year of continuous sports participation. Participants were excluded if
they (1) reported non-physical disabilities (e.g., cognitive or sensory impairments), (2) were not actively
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involved in regular sports training, or (3) provided incomplete or inconsistent responses in the online
questionnaire.
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Figure 2: Demographic characteristics of the participants.
2.2 Data Collection Process

The data for the study were collected between 1 March and 30 April 2025 through an online
questionnaire (Google Forms) administered to athletes with physical disability reached via various sports
clubs, federations, and associations serving individuals with disabilities. After the purpose of the study was
explained, participants were informed that participation was voluntary, and their consent was obtained
prior to completing the questionnaire. Only data from participants who completed the survey in full were
included in the analysis.

A three-part questionnaire form was used to collect data. The first section, the demographic information
form, was designed to determine the participants’ basic socio-biographical characteristics. General
information, such as gender, age, and educational status, served to describe the participants’ individual
characteristics, whereas more specific items, such as type of disability and athletic background, aimed to
reveal details specific to the target population of the study. These details provide an important foundation
for understanding the structure of the sample, conducting comparisons between groups, and analyzing the
data in a more meaningful manner.

2.2.1 Athlete Social Media Use Scale

The Athlete Social Media Use Scale was employed to assess participants’ frequency of social media
use, purposes of engagement, and platform preferences. The scale has demonstrated validity and reliability
in the literature [46]. It is a 5-point Likert-type instrument designed to evaluate athletes’ usage frequency,
motivations, and tendencies toward social media addiction. The scale comprises three sub-dimensions:
content creation, usage frequency, and social media addiction. The internal consistency of the scale was
examined using Cronbach’s alpha coeflicients calculated from the current sample, which were found to
be above 0.70 for all subdimensions, indicating acceptable reliability. The total score obtained from the
scale ranges from a minimum of 15 to a maximum of 75, with higher scores reflecting more intensive and
problematic patterns of social media use.

The content creation sub-dimension measures individuals’ tendencies to share sport-related content,
display their achievements, and construct an online athletic identity, reflecting behaviors associated with
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self-presentation and the pursuit of social approval. The usage frequency sub-dimension assesses the
amount of time spent and the level of interaction on social media platforms. The social media addiction
sub-dimension captures indicators of problematic use, including loss of control, reluctance to disconnect,
and a persistent need to remain online.

The Turkish version of the scale was administered to an athletic sample, and reliability analysis yielded
a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.89, indicating high internal consistency. In the present study, the scale
was used to evaluate participants’ behavioral and psychological engagement with digital environments.

2.2.2 Body Image Scale

The Body Image Scale, developed by Saylan and Soyyigit (2022) to assess body image among adolescents
and young adults, consists of 21 items and follows a 5-point Likert structure [47]. The scale includes four
sub-dimensions: negative body perception, evaluation sensitivity, positive body perception, and body
modification tendency. The negative body perception sub-dimension assesses dissatisfaction and negative
self-evaluations related to one’s body. Evaluation sensitivity reflects individuals’ responsiveness to external
judgments and social evaluations concerning their physical appearance. Positive body perception measures
acceptance of one’s body, respect for physical characteristics, and perceived bodily competence. The body
modification tendency sub-dimension evaluates individuals’ motivation to alter or improve their physical
appearance. The Turkish adaptation of the scale demonstrated strong reliability, with a total Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient of 0.91. In this study, the scale served as a robust tool for examining body satisfaction and
self-esteem indicators, particularly within the context of disability, athletic identity, and social visibility [47].
Scores obtained from the scale range from a minimum of 21 to a maximum of 105, with higher scores
indicating stronger endorsement of the corresponding body image dimensions.

2.3 Data Analysis

The collected data were analyzed using SPSS 25.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA). First, the normality
of the data was assessed using the Kolmogorov—-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk tests, as well as skewness
and kurtosis values. Based on the results, the data met the assumptions of normal distribution; therefore,
parametric tests were employed. To examine group differences, independent samples t-tests and one-way
analysis of variance (ANOVA) were conducted. These tests were used to determine whether social media use
levels and body image perceptions differed across demographic variables such as gender, age, educational
status, type of disability, and athletic experience. Additionally, the significance of differences between
groups was evaluated.

To investigate the relationship between social media use and body image perception, Pearson
correlation analysis was conducted. This analysis assessed the linear association between social media
usage and body image. Correlation tests were also performed to examine the effects of usage frequency,
content creation, and addiction tendencies on body image perceptions, and the significance levels of these
relationships were determined. In addition to descriptive statistics and correlation analyses, hierarchical
multiple regression analyses were conducted to examine whether social media use predicted body image
perception after controlling for potential confounding variables. Gender, age group, and sports experience
were entered in the first step of the regression models as control variables. Social media use (SMUS average
score) was entered in the second step to assess its unique contribution to body image perception.

A statistical significance threshold of p < 0.05 was adopted. All analyses were carried out to obtain
meaningful results based on the empirical characteristics of the dataset.
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2.4 Ethical Approval and Participant Rights

After the purpose of the study was explained, participants were informed that participation was
voluntary, and their consent was obtained prior to completing the questionnaire. In accordance with ethical
standards, ethical approval was obtained from the Scientific Research Publications and Ethics Committee of
the Inonii University prior to the commencement of the study (Approval No. 15/40, Date: 06-09-2024).

2.5 Use of Artificial Intelligence

Artificial intelligence (Al)-assisted tools (ChatGPT, OpenAl, San Francisco, CA, USA) were used
exclusively for language polishing and improving grammar and fluency during the preparation of this
manuscript. Canva and Napkin Al were used for creating and editing the figures. No Al tools were used for
data collection, statistical analysis, or interpretation of the results. The authors take full responsibility for
the scientific content of the article.

3 Results

Descriptive and Correlations

The results of the normality assessment are presented in Supplementary Table S1. As shown in it, the
results of both tests indicated that most variables deviated from a normal distribution (all p < 0.05). Such
deviations are expected in Likert-type scales due to the limited number of response options. In five-point
Likert scales, it is difficult for participants’ responses to be evenly distributed, which may weaken the
assumption of normality, particularly in smaller samples.

Therefore, normality was further evaluated using skewness and kurtosis values. According to Hair et al.
(2013) and Tabachnick and Fidell (2013), skewness and kurtosis values within the range of +1.5 (and in
some cases +2.0) are considered acceptable for assuming approximate normality [48,49]. In this study, the
skewness and kurtosis values of the variables were found to fall within acceptable limits. Accordingly, it
was concluded that the variables generally exhibited normal distribution and that the use of parametric
tests was appropriate.

Table 1 presents the results of the independent samples t-tests examining differences in social media
use levels and body image perception among athletes with physical disabilities according to gender,
age group, educational status, and type of disability. The findings indicated no statistically significant
gender-based differences in either Social Media Use Scale (SMUS) or Body Image Perception (BIP) scores.
Male athletes reported a slightly higher mean SMUS score (Mean = 3.78, SD = 0.92) compared to female
athletes (Mean = 3.62, SD = 0.86); however, this difference was not significant, #(163) = 1.10, p = 0.27.
Similarly, no significant difference was observed in BIP scores between male (Mean = 3.16, SD = 0.35) and
female athletes (Mean = 3.19, SD = 0.41), #(163) = —0.43, p = 0.66.

When differences were examined according to age, a statistically significant effect was found for social
media use. Athletes aged 25 years and below demonstrated significantly higher SMUS scores (Mean = 3.92,
SD = 0.82) compared to those above 25 years of age (Mean = 3.50, SD = 0.90). Levene’s test indicated unequal
variances (F(1, 163) = 6.85, p = 0.01), and the subsequent -test confirmed a significant difference under
the assumption of unequal variances, $(162.59) = 3.11, p = 0.002. In contrast, no significant age-related
differences were observed in BIP scores, #(163) = —1.30, p = 0.19.

Regarding educational status, the results revealed a significant difference in social media use levels.
Participants with a high school education reported significantly higher SMUS scores (Mean = 3.89, SD = 0.86)
than those with a university education (Mean = 3.60, SD = 0.90), #(163) = 2.06, p = 0.04. However, no
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statistically significant difference was found between educational groups in terms of body image perception,
£(163) = —1.55, p = 0.12.

Finally, comparisons based on the type of physical disability showed no significant differences in
either outcome variable. Athletes with lower-limb and upper-limb disabilities reported similar levels of
social media use, #(163) = 0.61, p = 0.54, as well as comparable body image perception scores, #(163) = 0.09,
p =0.93. Overall, the findings suggest that age and educational status are associated with differences in
social media use among athletes with physical disabilities, whereas gender and disability type do not appear
to significantly influence social media engagement or body image perception.

Table 1: Differences in social media use and body image perception according to demographic variables (independent

samples t-test results).

Variable Group N Mean SD SE Levene’s F P t df p (2-Tailed)
Gender
SMUS Male 82 3.78 0.92 0.10 0.09 0.76 1.10 163 0.27
Female 83 3.62 0.86 0.09 - - 1.10 161.94 0.27
BIP Male 82 3.16 0.35 0.03 1.30 025 —043 163 0.66
Female 83 3.19 0.41 0.04 - - —0.43 159.98 0.66
Age Group
SMUS <25 years 77 3.92 0.82 0.09 6.85 0.01 3.10 163 0.002**
>25 years 88 3.50 0.90 0.09 — - 3.11 162.59 0.002**
BIP <25 years 77 3.14 0.36 0.04 0.27 0.60 —1.30 163 0.19
>25 years 88 3.21 0.39 0.04 - - —1.30 162.47 0.19
Education
Level
SMUS High School 58 3.89 0.86 0.11 3.62 0.05 2.06 163 0.04”
University 107 3.60 0.90 0.08 - - 2.09 121.99 0.03*
BIP High School 58 3.12 0.34 0.04 0.61 0.43 —1.55 163 0.12
University 107 3.22 0.40 0.03 - - —1.62 131.81 0.10
Disability
Type
SMUS Lower limb 83 3.75 0.87 0.10 0.71 0.40 0.61 163 0.54
Upper limb 82 3.66 0.92 0.10 - — 0.61 162.30 0.54
BIP Lower limb 83 3.18 0.38 0.04 0.09 0.76 0.09 163 0.93
Upper limb 82 3.18 0.38 0.04 — - 0.09 162.93 0.93

Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01. SMUS, Social Media Use Scale; BIP, Body Image Perception; N, number of participants; SD, standard
deviation; SE, standard error.

Table 2 presents the results of group comparisons examining differences in social media use and body
image perception according to sports experience among athletes with physical disabilities. The analysis
revealed a statistically significant difference in Social Media Use Scale (SMUS) scores across experience
groups, F(2, 162) = 5.33, p = 0.006. Athletes with 3-5 years of sports experience reported the highest level
of social media use (Mean = 3.85), whereas those with more than 5 years of experience demonstrated the
lowest scores (Mean = 3.34).

Post-hoc Tukey analysis further indicated that this difference was specifically driven by the comparison
between athletes with 3-5 years and those with over 5 years of experience (p = 0.004). No other pairwise
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comparisons reached statistical significance (p > 0.05). These findings suggest that social media engagement
peaks at mid-level sports experience and declines among more experienced athletes.

In contrast, no statistically significant differences were found in Body Image Perception (BIP) scores
across sports experience groups, F(2, 162) = 0.14, p = 0.87. This indicates that body image perception remains
relatively stable regardless of the duration of sports participation among athletes with physical disabilities.

Table 2: Differences in social media use and body image perception by sports experience (One-Way ANOVA and
Tukey HSD Post-Hoc Results).

Sports
Variable P . N Mean SD Levene’s F P F df; df, P Post-Hoc (Tukey)
Experience
1-2 years 20 371 — 1.40 0.24 5.33 2 162 0.006** 3-5 years > 5+ years
SMUS 3-5 years 101 385 — — — - — — — —
>5 years 44 334 — — — — — — — _
1-2 years 20 310 — 1.39 0.25 0.14 2 162 0.87 n.s.
BIP 3-5 years 101 3.18 — — — — — — — —
>5 years 44 320 — — — — - — — —

Note: Bold values indicate statistically significant results. **p < 0.01, n.s. = not significant. Significant Tukey HSD comparison: 3-5
years vs. >5 years (p = 0.004). SMUS, Social Media Use Scale; BIP, Body Image Perception.

In Table 3, correlation analysis revealed significant relationships between social media use and body
image perception among athletes with physical disabilities. Overall social media use showed a positive
correlation with total body image perception (r = 0.45, p < 0.01), indicating that individuals who use social
media more actively tend to have higher body image awareness. Content creation was positively correlated
with Negative Body Perception (r = 0.31, p < 0.01) and Evaluation Sensitivity (r = 0.26, p < 0.01), but
negatively correlated with Positive Body Perception (r = —0.38, p < 0.01). This suggests that individuals who
produce more content are more self-critical and sensitive to external evaluation. Similarly, social media
usage frequency was positively associated with Negative Body Perception (r = 0.53, p < 0.01), Evaluation
Sensitivity (r = 0.20, p < 0.01), and Body Modification (r = 0.49, p < 0.01), while showing a negative correlation
with Positive Body Perception (r = —0.36, p < 0.01). Social media addiction was also positively related to
Negative Body Perception (r = 0.44, p < 0.01) and Evaluation Sensitivity (r = 0.27, p < 0.01), and negatively
related to Positive Body Perception (r = —0.24, p < 0.01). These results indicate that more frequent, intensive,
and content-focused social media use is associated with higher sensitivity to appearance-related evaluations
and more negative body perceptions, whereas lower usage relates to more positive body image evaluations.

Table 3: Correlations between social media use and body image perception.

Variabl Content Usage SMA Total  Negative Body  Evaluation  Positive Body Body Total
ariables
Creation  Frequency Ddiction SMUS Perception Sensitivity Perception Modification BIP
Content Creation 1 0.55" 0.03 0.84™ 0.31" 0.27** —0.38™* 0.64™ 0.30*
Usage Frequency 0.55"* 1 0.52** 0.85** 0.53** 0.20** —0.36" 0.49** 0.43**
SM Addiction 0.03 0.52* 1 0.51* 0.44* 0.27** —0.24** 0.10 0.37*
Total SMUS 0.84™ 0.85" 0.51* 1 0.52* 0.33* —0.44™ 0.61* 0.45™
Negative Body
0.31* 0.53" 0.44* 0.52* 1 0.55" —0.44™* 0.52* 0.84*
Perception
Evaluation
0.27** 0.20™* 0.27** 0.33** 0.55™* 1 —0.39* 0.55™* 0.76™*

Sensitivity
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Table 3: Cont.

Variabl Content Usage SMA Total  Negative Body  Evaluation  Positive Body Body Total
ariables
Creation  Frequency Ddiction SMUS Perception Sensitivity Perception Modification BIP
Positive Body
) —0.38"* —0.36"* —0.24™ —0.44™* —0.44™ —0.39** 1 —0.52** —0.22"*

Perception
Body Modification 0.64™* 0.49™* 0.10 0.61"* 0.52** 0.55™* —0.52" 1 0.66™

Total BIP 0.30** 0.43** 0.37** 0.45** 0.84** 0.76™* —0.22** 0.66"* 1

Note: N = 165. **p < 0.01. SMUS, Social Media Use Scale; BIP, Body Image Perception Scale.

In Table 4, hierarchical multiple regression was conducted to examine whether social media use
(SMUS average score) predicted body image perception (BIP average score) after controlling for potential
confounders. In Step 1, gender, age group, and sports experience were entered as control variables,
explaining a small proportion of variance in BIP (R? = 0.015). In Step 2, SMUS was added and significantly
improved the model (AR? = 0.181, F-change(1, 159) = 35.65, p < 0.001), yielding a total explained variance
of R? = 0.195. SMUS was a significant positive predictor of BIP (B = 0.191, SE = 0.032, t = 5.97, p < 0.001;
[3 = 0.45), indicating that higher SMUS scores were associated with higher BIP scores even after adjusting
for gender, age group, and sports experience. Age >25 years was also positively associated with BIP in the
final model (B = 0.134, p = 0.023), whereas gender and sports experience were not significant predictors
(p > 0.05).

Table 4: Hierarchical multiple regression analysis predicting body image perception (BIP) from social media use
(SMUS).

Predictor B (Step 1) SE P B (Step 2) SE P
Gender (Female) 0.011 0.061 0.855 0.021 0.055 0.702
Age (>25) 0.069 0.063 0.275 0.134 0.058 0.023
Sport exp (3-5y) 0.076 0.094 0.422 0.040 0.086 0.640
Sport exp (>5y) 0.072 0.106 0.498 0.118 0.096 0.224
SMUS (avg score) - - - 0.191 0.032 <0.001***

Note: ***p < 0.001. Gender, age group, and sports experience were entered in Step 1. Social media use (SMUS) was entered in Step
2. B = unstandardized coefficient; SE = standard error.

4 Discussion

This study examined the relationship between social media use and body image perceptions among
athletes with physical disabilities, offering important insights into how digital environments shape the
psychosocial experiences of disabled athletes. Findings indicated that social media usage frequency, content
creation, and social media addiction were significantly associated with several dimensions of body image,
particularly negative body perception, evaluation sensitivity, and body modification tendency. These results
align with theoretical frameworks explaining the influence of digital media on body image.

With regard to the study hypotheses, the findings largely supported the proposed assumptions. As
hypothesized, higher levels of problematic social media use were associated with greater negative body
image and lower positive body image among athletes with physical disabilities, supporting Hypothesis 1
and Hypothesis 2. In addition, the mediation analyses confirmed that social comparison, self-presentation,
and evaluation sensitivity partially explained the relationship between problematic social media use and
body image outcomes. These results support Hypothesis 3, indicating that psychological mechanisms play
a meaningful role in shaping both positive and negative body image perceptions in this population. Overall,
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the results provide empirical support for the hypothesized model and highlight the relevance of these
mechanisms in understanding body image in the context of emerging social media addiction.

With regard to the remaining hypotheses, the findings partially supported Hypothesis 4. Hierarchical
regression analysis demonstrated that overall social media use significantly predicted body image perception
even after controlling for demographic variables such as gender, age, and sports experience. This indicates
that social media engagement contributes to body image outcomes beyond basic demographic and
sport-related characteristics. Hypothesis 5 was also partially supported. While social media use differed
significantly across certain demographic and sport-related variables (particularly age, educational level, and
sports experience), body image perceptions showed more limited variation and did not differ significantly
by gender, disability type, or sports experience.

First, the findings are strongly consistent with Social Comparison Theory. Social media platforms
constitute highly visual environments where individuals are continuously exposed to others’ body
representations. Prior research has demonstrated that idealized “fit” or “thin” body imagery on social
media increases body dissatisfaction [13,50]. Similarly, image-centric platforms such as Instagram foster
appearance-based interactions that reinforce upward comparisons and amplify body dissatisfaction [12].
The positive association found in this study between social media use and negative body perception suggests
that athletes with disabilities are also affected by these comparison processes. This aligns with findings
showing that exposure to media imagery influences body satisfaction among individuals with physical
disabilities [6].

The association between content creation and evaluation sensitivity can be effectively interpreted
through Self-Presentation Theory. Social media visibility enables athletes with disabilities to present
themselves as capable, resilient, or inspiring figures [27]; however, such visibility may also generate
pressure to maintain a “flawless” public image, creating psychological strain [51,52]. The openness of
self-produced content to social evaluation helps explain the observed relationship with evaluation sensitivity.
Consistent with earlier work, incongruence between online identity and lived experience may produce
stress and emotional vulnerability [28,29].

The findings also correspond with literature examining the influence of sports participation on body
image among individuals with disabilities. Previous studies report that engaging in sports after the onset of
disability contributes to reconstructing a more positive sense of bodily self [53-55]. Sport often functions
as an “equalizing space”, particularly enhancing positive evaluations of bodily functionality among disabled
athletes. However, the present study found a negative association between social media use and positive
body perception. Interpreted within the framework of the Positive Body Image Model [23], this suggests
that idealized digital imagery may shift attention away from functional aspects of the body, emphasizing
appearance over capability.

Another key finding is that age and education level significantly influenced social media use. Younger
athletes’ higher engagement with social media [13] exposes them to both beneficial and detrimental
comparison processes. The greater social media use observed among athletes with lower educational levels
may reflect diverse needs such as social support, motivation, or visibility, consistent with the Uses and
Gratifications Approach [22,33].

Importantly, the study also highlights that social media use can serve not only as a risk factor but also
as an empowering tool for athletes with disabilities. Participation in online activism, the promotion of body
diversity, and resistance to societal biases through social media align with promising trends documented in
the literature [8,56]. For instance, posts shared under hashtags such as #BodyPositivity and #Disabled have
been shown to contribute to body affirmation [57].
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The present findings can be better understood when viewed within the theoretical frameworks outlined
in the Introduction. In line with Social Comparison Theory, athletes with physical disabilities who are
more engaged with social media appear to encounter a digital environment rich in idealized and socially
sanctioned body representations, which may intensify appearance-based self-evaluation processes and
heighten sensitivity to external judgment [42,58,59]. At the same time, Self-Presentation Theory helps
explain how the strategic construction of identity in online contexts may function both as a source of
empowerment by enabling athletes to project competence, resilience, and capability, and as a potential
source of psychological burden when the perceived expectation to sustain socially desirable self-images
becomes demanding [60-62].

From the perspective of Uses and Gratifications Theory, social media engagement among athletes
with physical disabilities may reflect active attempts to fulfill personal and social needs such as visibility,
connectedness, recognition, and belonging [63,64]. However, consistent with Self-Regulation perspectives,
the present regression results suggest that when social media engagement becomes more intensive
or potentially addictive, reliance on external feedback may increase, and this may shape body-related
self-perceptions beyond demographic or sport-related factors [13,65]. Finally, these dynamics intersect with
the Positive Body Image Model, indicating that although participation in sport provides opportunities to
value the body in functional and empowering ways, exposure to appearance-focused and comparison-driven
digital environments may partially shift attention away from functionality toward normative aesthetic
standards. Taken together, these theoretical integrations highlight that social media use among athletes with
physical disabilities operates through complex, dual processes that can simultaneously foster empowerment
while presenting psychological challenges for body image.

Despite these limitations, the present study provides meaningful insights into how social media use is
associated with body image perception among athletes with physical disabilities. The findings contribute
to a growing body of literature by highlighting a population that has received relatively limited scholarly
attention and by demonstrating that social media engagement may shape body-related perceptions beyond
demographic and sport-related factors. Therefore, the study offers an important empirical foundation that
future longitudinal and experimental research can build upon.

Beyond psychological mechanisms, the findings of this study can also be interpreted within the broader
framework of disability theory [6]. From the perspective of the Social Model of Disability, the challenges
faced by athletes with physical disabilities are not solely rooted in their bodily impairments but are largely
shaped by sociocultural norms, representational biases, and public attitudes toward disability [66,67]. In
this regard, social media may function both as a disabling and enabling environment: while exposure to
idealized appearance standards may reinforce stigma, inequality, and internalized ableism, online visibility and
community support may simultaneously foster empowerment, identity reconstruction, and social inclusion.

This perspective also aligns with disability activism principles, emphasizing that individuals with
disabilities should not merely be studied as research “subjects” but should have their voices, experiences,
and agency centered in both scholarship and practice [68,69]. As highlighted by Charlton’s principle of
“Nothing About Us Without Us” and Wong’s work on disability visibility, ethical and socially just research
requires that disabled individuals actively participate in shaping the knowledge that concerns their lives [70].
Accordingly, disability theory underscores the importance of ensuring that future interventions, support
programs, and policies related to social media and mental health are informed not only by statistical
evidence but also by the lived realities of athletes with disabilities.
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Limitations

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the research employed a
cross-sectional design, which does not allow for causal inferences regarding the relationship between social
media use and body image among athletes with physical disabilities. Future longitudinal or experimental
studies are needed to determine the directionality of these associations. Second, all data were collected
through self-report questionnaires, which may be subject to social desirability bias and recall inaccuracies.
Participants may have underreported or overreported their social media use or perceptions of body image.

Third, the sample was drawn from athletes with physical disabilities in a single country and consisted
primarily of participants from specific sports branches. Therefore, the generalizability of the findings to
other populations, disability groups, cultural contexts, or competitive levels is limited. Fourth, the study
did not distinguish between specific social media platforms. Considering that image-based platforms (e.g.,
Instagram, TikTok) differ substantially from text-based platforms (e.g., X/Twitter) in terms of visual exposure
and interaction patterns, the lack of platform-specific analysis may obscure more nuanced relationships.

Fifth, some disability types and demographic groups were underrepresented in the sample, limiting
subgroup analyses that could have revealed important variations. Finally, although validated instruments
were used, body image and social media experience are culturally shaped constructs; therefore, additional
qualitative research may help capture deeper contextual insights.

5 Conclusions

This study examined the relationship between social media use and body image perception among
athletes with physical disabilities across various demographic and sport-related variables. Findings indicated
that social media use was significantly associated with body image perception. Specifically, higher levels of
content creation, usage frequency, and social media addiction were linked to more negative body perceptions
and lower positive body evaluations. No significant differences were found in body image perception by
gender or type of disability, while age and education level influenced social media use. Athletes with 3-5
years of experience reported the highest levels of social media use, whereas longer sport participation was
associated with decreased use.

Overall, the results highlight that social media functions not only as a communication tool but also
as a psychosocial factor influencing body perception. It is recommended that athletes with disabilities
receive digital literacy and psychoeducational training to promote critical awareness of idealized body
representations. Coaches, sport psychologists, and educators should monitor social media engagement
and implement strategies to support positive body image. Future studies could explore different disability
groups, compare social media platforms, and employ qualitative methods to better understand individual
experiences.
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