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Abstract 

We review the research conducted in the past 15 years concerned with the role of friends and peers 

in adolescent body dissatisfaction, while drawing from social influence perspectives.  Overall, a 

number of characteristics of friends and peer groups have been associated with heightened body 

dissatisfaction both concurrently and longitudinally.  Most widely studied and more consistently 

linked to body dissatisfaction are appearance teasing and perceived pressure from friends to be 

thin.  Other interactions between friends and peers that communicate and strengthen appearance 

ideals and direct attention to appearance also have been associated with greater body 

dissatisfaction; these include appearance-related conversations, friends’ modeling of dieting 

behavior, and perceptions of friends’ appearance-related attitudes.  On the positive side, social 

support from friends was identified as a potential buffer against body dissatisfaction.  Finally, the 

research is critiqued, new directions considered, and strategies are proposed that could be 

implemented to reduce body dissatisfaction. 
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The Role of Friends and Peers in Adolescent Body Dissatisfaction:  

A Review and Critique of 15 Years of Research 

Body dissatisfaction among children and adolescents is a perplexing and complicated 

concern that has attracted increasing research attention due to its high prevalence, and because of 

the evidence that it is multiply determined and has complex effects on behavior, emotion, mental 

health, and well-being (Keery, van den Berg, & Thompson, 2004; Levine & Smolak, 2002; 

Presnell, Bearman, & Stice, 2004; Stice, 2002).  Body dissatisfaction often emerges during 

childhood (McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2003) and peaks in adolescence when many young people are 

‘acutely attuned’ to their body weight and shape (Ata, Ludden, & Lally, 2007, pp. 1024; Littleton 

& Ollendick, 2003).  Of all the potential correlates of body dissatisfaction addressed in the 

literature, interest in the research on peer relationships is probably accelerating the most rapidly.  

Adolescence marks an increasing amount of time spent with friends and romantic partners in and 

out of school (Crockett, Losoff, & Petersen, 1984; Zimmer-Gembeck, 1999), and is characterized 

by increased concern about peer acceptance and greater intimacy with friends (Crockett et al., 

1984; Furman & Buhrmester, 1992; Veronneau & Dishion, 2010).  Despite recent calls for 

researchers to focus additional attention in this area (Dishion & Tipsord, 2011; Jones, 2004; Jones, 

Vigfusdottir, & Lee, 2004), there has been no comprehensive review of recent research that has 

addressed what particular aspects of friend and peer relationships increase or mitigate adolescent 

body dissatisfaction.  Accordingly, in this review the aim was to summarize what is known about 

friend and peer influences on body dissatisfaction in adolescents, identify gaps in research, and 

propose productive paths for new research that can guide effective intervention efforts.  

Theoretical Background 

Our focus on body dissatisfaction as socially influenced was guided by two theories.  First, 

we drew from Social Identity Theory (Tajfel, 1978; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher & Wheterel, 
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1987) to consider how an individual’s self concept is derived from his or her perceived 

membership to a relevant social group (Worchel, Iuzzini, Coutant & Ivaldi, 2000).  Social Identity 

theorists (e.g., Deauz, 2000; Worchel et al., 2000) suggest that self-conceptions are intimately tied 

to social relationships, being outcomes of exposure to shared group representations, group pressure 

for uniformity, and participation in group activities that emphasize the shared meaning and 

representations of the group.  Hence, influences from friends and peer groups might come from 

direct exposure to the body dissatisfaction of others, shared conversations and interactions that 

promote uniformity in views of the body, and participation in activities that promote body 

dissatisfaction (e.g., restrictive dieting).  

Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977) places a more direct focus on learning from others 

by describing how learning occurs in a social context, principally through experiencing the 

consequences of elicited behaviors (instrumental learning), and the imitation of others 

(observational learning; Akers 1998).  Social Learning Theory leads us to expect that appearance-

related attitudes and behaviors can be strengthened by friends and peers through, for example, 

imitating others’ weight loss behaviors following the observation of desirable outcomes, symbolic 

sharing of behaviors that have produced or are expected to produce positive outcomes, 

encouragement or reinforcement from friends, and attempts to avoid the social disapproval 

associated with failing to meet peer appearance ideals.  

Aims and Organization of the Review 

The purpose of this review is to identify key characteristics of friend and peer relationships 

that are linked with adolescent body dissatisfaction.  We focused on the past 15 years of research 

to allow us to include almost all of the relevant research on this topic, and to capture the current 

state of the evidence where changes may be occurring rapidly given new media sources and 

changes in adolescents’ social relationships (Brown & Bobkowski, 2011; Larson, Wilson, Brown, 
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Furstenberg & Verma 2002).  We organize sections in this review according to the theoretically 

derived ways that friends and other peer relationships might covary with or affect body 

dissatisfaction.  Hence, we cover victimization, friends’ body dissatisfaction, socialization, 

perceptions of friends' attitudes and behaviors, peer group belonging, and friendship quality.  We 

end with a critique and recommendations for future research.  

Method 

Literature Search 

To identify articles for this review, electronic searches were conducted using PsycINFO and 

Medline.  The search terms were body dissatisfaction, body satisfaction or body image combined 

with friends, peers, or socio-cultural influences.  The reference lists of relevant research articles 

were searched for additional articles.  Each article had to be published in a peer-reviewed journal, 

with a Western sample, in English, between 1997 and 2012.  Although ethnicity is addressed in 

this review, our focus on Western populations is due to the documented cross-cultural differences 

in body dissatisfaction and related constructs (Jung & Lee, 2006; Swami et al., 2010), which are 

beyond the scope of this article.  The target date range was selected as it incorporates much of the 

contemporary research conducted in the body dissatisfaction field.  Other inclusion criteria were 

the mean age of the sample between 10 and 18 years, the article reported the results of analyses of 

friend or peer influences separately from parent and media influences.  Finally, influences must 

have been examined in relation to body dissatisfaction or a comparable construct, such as body 

esteem or body image concern (and not for example, appearance preoccupation or disordered 

eating), because this is the most prevalent issue and it has been argued to be one of the ‘most 

consistent and robust risk and maintenance factors for eating pathology’ (Stice, 2002, pp 833). 

Fifty-eight articles including 56 independent samples were identified in electronic and 

subsequent reference list searches; nine were longitudinal, 44 cross-sectional, and five qualitative 
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(see Table 1).  These articles investigated a number of associations between friend or peer 

influences and body dissatisfaction, including similarity between friends (five articles).  Articles 

also examined body dissatisfaction in association with friends’ appearance-related teasing and 

criticism (19 articles), modeling of weight loss behaviors (10 articles), appearance-related 

conversations (13 articles), peer pressure (14 articles), anti-dieting encouragement (two articles), 

social comparison (eight articles), friends’ appearance preoccupation (eight articles), perceptions 

that thinness will improve friendships (six articles), social support and friendship quality (11 

articles), and conflict and bullying (four articles).  One article was excluded due to unclear results.  

The Results provide summaries of the findings, and Table 1 presents effect sizes, when available.    

Definitions of Friends versus Other Peer Relationships 

In the 58 included studies, the terms ‘friends’ and ‘peers’ were used in varying ways, with 

many studies using the term ‘peers’ to describe both close friends and the wider peer group.  

However, the importance of differentiating between ‘friends’, defined as individuals who interact 

regularly and have a degree of mutual positive liking, and ‘peers’, defined as encompassing the 

wider social group of agemates, has previously been highlighted for conceptual and empirical 

reasons (Bukowski, Hoza, & Boivin, 1993; Jones, 2001).  As such, when a study used the term 

‘friend’ in their questionnaire or interview, the study will be described (in text and Tables) as 

targeting friend influences.  When a study avoided the term ‘friend’ (e.g., referring to ‘other boys 

or girls you know’), the study will be described as targeting peer influences.  We also noted 

whether the study specified that friends or peers were of the same- or other-sex, or whether, 

instead, the target of the study could have been a mixed-gender peer group.  

Results 

Victimization Related to Weight and Appearance 
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Teasing.  Teasing about appearance and weight is the most frequently researched social 

correlate of adolescent body dissatisfaction.  Sixteen studies have focused on appearance and 

weight teasing, with only two studies failing to find a concurrent association between teasing and 

body dissatisfaction in girls or boys.  Specifically, researchers have shown a consistent association 

between body dissatisfaction and appearance teasing or criticism by mixed-gender friends and 

peers (Ata et al., 2007; Eisenberg, Neumark-Sztainer & Story, 2003; Kichler & Crowther, 2009; 

Lawler & Nixon, 2011; Lunde, Frisen & Hwang, 2006; Lunner et al., 2000), with the association 

remaining significant even when researchers controlled for a large range of variables (Jones et al., 

2004; Paxton et al. 1999; Taylor et al., 1998; Vander Wal & Thelen 2000).  In contrast, despite a 

positive bivariate association between weight teasing and body dissatisfaction in girls, Hutchinson 

and Rapee (2007) found that the association did not remain significant when controlling for BMI, 

self-esteem, depression, negative emotionality, psychological constraint, alcohol and cigarette use, 

friends’ concerns with thinness/dieting, perceptions that friends influence own weight beliefs and 

behaviors, and peer pressure to be thin.  Two studies found that appearance or weight teasing from 

an unspecified source was associated with body dissatisfaction in boys and girls.  In both studies, 

peers were indicated as the primary source of teasing, followed by friends, then family (Barker & 

Galambos, 2003; Hayden-Wade et al., 2005).  Interestingly, a study that employed not only self-

reported appearance teasing by peers, but also classmate-reported testing, found that lower body 

esteem was associated with higher levels of self-reported and classmate-reported teasing 

(Lieberman et al., 2001).  This result indicates that the link between teasing and body 

dissatisfaction is not only due to the shared method of self-report across all measures, but that the 

association holds even when reports of teasing are based on classmates' observations.  Two studies 

found no association between body dissatisfaction in boys or girls and appearance-related criticism 

from friends, a romantic partner, or peers (Shomaker & Furman, 2009; Vincent & McCabe, 2000). 
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Three studies have assessed the longitudinal associations, with inconsistent results.  Jones 

(2004) found that appearance teasing by friends in boys and girls did not prospectively predict 

changes in body dissatisfaction over one year.  On the other hand, Paxton and colleagues (2006) 

found appearance teasing by peers to be linked with greater body dissatisfaction five years later.  

However, across two studies this relationship was not significant when controlling for a range of 

influences (Paxton et al., 2006; Helfert & Warschburger, 2011).   

In summary, boys and girls who report more teasing about their weight and appearance by 

their mixed-gender friends or peers show greater concurrent body dissatisfaction.  Studies have 

predominantly assessed teasing by peers rather than friends.  In contrast to many other areas of 

research on body image that find associations are stronger or only exist among girls, these 

associations between weight or appearance teasing and body dissatisfaction have tended to be 

stronger in boys (Barker & Galambos, 2003; Eisenberg et al., 2003; Lawler & Nixon, 2011; 

Paxton et al., 2006).  Importantly, there are inconsistencies in terms of whether a longitudinal 

association exists, and whether the concurrent association remains significant when controlling for 

other factors.  Other weight and body-related measures have been associated with both teasing and 

body dissatisfaction (e.g., BMI), suggesting that multiple interrelated weight and image concerns 

are important to consider, perhaps as a third-variable explanation.  Future research should consider 

multivariate pathways and processes that can add to what is currently emerging about the direct 

and indirect associations between body dissatisfaction and teasing.  In fact, across all types of 

friend and peer influences these multivariate pathways and processes, including those that relate to 

BMI, are important research targets.  In the above studies, no single measured or extraneous 

variable has been identified as a clear mediator of associations between other measures.   

Nevertheless, the reviewed studies suggest that children and adolescents who experience 

appearance teasing from friends or peers are likely to be more dissatisfied with their bodies 
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relative to others.  In relation to Social Learning Theory, weight and appearance teasing are likely 

to be poignant negative consequences attributed to an appearance that does not match peers’ 

ideals.  Appearance teasing clearly communicates how one’s appearance differs from socially 

accepted appearance ideals, shaping the sufferer’s beliefs and internalized standards of beauty, 

body shape, and body size.  One outcome of these experiences is body dissatisfaction, because it is 

difficult for girls to resist the thin ideal and for both girls and boys to meet standards of body shape 

and size.  Hence, children and adolescents often perceive that they cannot achieve the ideal, and 

body image concerns can result (Kopp & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2011). 

Friends’ Body Dissatisfaction 

Two processes typically explain the similarity in attitudes and behaviors often seen between 

friends: selection, the formation of groups on the basis of relevant attitudes and behaviors; and 

socialization, behavior/attitude change as a result of group membership (Ennett & Bauman, 1994; 

Fisher & Bauman, 1988).  No study has attempted to differentiate selection from socialization 

when studying dyadic or friendship group influences on body dissatisfaction leaving a gap that 

could be filled with future research.  However, five studies have assessed friend similarity in body 

dissatisfaction.  Four studies (Hutchinson & Rapee, 2007; Farrow, Haycraft, & Meyer, 2011; 

Paxton, Schutz, Wertheim, & Muir, 1999; Woelders, Larsen, Sholte, Cillessen, & Engels, 2010), 

obtained independent reports of friends’ self-reported body dissatisfaction.  In general, these 

studies suggest that friends are similar in their body dissatisfaction, just as has been found in other 

domains, including school performance, alcohol, drug and cigarette use, hobbies and interests, and 

deviant behavior (Ali & Dwyer, 2011; Burgess, Sanderson, & Umana-Aponte, 2011; Kandel, 

1978b; Selfhout, Branje, ter Bogt & Meeus, 2009; Urberg, Degirmencioglu & Pilgrim; 1997).  

However, all studies included girls only, and findings depended on age.  Associations between the 

body dissatisfaction of friends were found in older samples (Paxton et al., 1999; Woelders et al., 
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2010), but not when participants were younger than an average age of 13 (Farrow et al., 2011; 

Hutchinson & Rapee, 2007).  Interestingly, Hutchinson and Rapee (2007) found that early 

adolescent girls within friendship groups were similar in dietary restraint, extreme weight loss 

behaviors, and binge eating.  It is noteworthy that BMI was not consistently controlled for; 

however the presence or absence of BMI as a control did not differentiate between the studies that 

did find similarity in body dissatisfaction, and those that did not.  Regardless of the findings 

above, young adolescent girls perceive similarity with their friends, as girls’ body dissatisfaction 

was associated with perceptions of their friends’ dissatisfaction (Clark & Tiggemann, 2006).   

Friendship Socialization 

Friends’ modeling.  The link between body dissatisfaction and modeling of weight loss 

behaviors by friends or peers has been the focus in two qualitative (Carey et al., 2011; Wertheim et 

al., 1997), six cross-sectional survey (Blowers et al., 2003; Farrow et al., 2011; Kelly, Wall, 

Eisenberg, Story, & Neumark-Sztainer, 2005; Lieberman et al., 2001; Page et al., 2006; Vincent & 

McCabe, 2000), and two longitudinal survey studies (Helfert & Warschburger, 2011; Paxton et al., 

2006).  In three cross-sectional studies, greater body dissatisfaction was found in early adolescent 

girls who reported that their friends model dieting or weight loss behaviours (Blowers et al., 2003; 

Farrow et al., 2011), with the association remaining when controlling for age, BMI, popularity, 

self-esteem, externalized self-perception, appearance-related attributions, appearance teasing, and 

social reinforcement (Lieberman et al., 2001).  Interestingly, the purpose of dieting may be 

important, as positive body satisfaction was found to be lower in early adolescent girls who 

reported that their friends diet to lose weight, and higher in girls who described their friends as 

caring about exercise and being fit (Kelly et al., 2005).  In the one study of dieting among peer 

groups, European girls, but not boys, who perceived themselves as “too fat” estimated that a 

higher percentage of same-sex peers at school were dieting to lose weight (Page et al., 2006).  This 



Friends, Peers and Body Dissatisfaction Review        11 

finding indicates that an individual’s appearance concerns may influence estimates of peers’ 

appearance concerns and behaviors, and suggests that researchers need to expand their use of 

methods beyond self-report assessments of peers’ attitudes and behaviors. 

Notably, evidence for an association between peers’ dieting and body dissatisfaction is 

weaker when measurement quality is lower.  When a single item measure of peer modeling was 

used, peer modeling of weight loss behaviors did not uniquely account for body dissatisfaction in 

girls or boys when controlling for relationship quality, and appearance-related conversation, 

encouragement, and negative commentary from peers and family (Vincent & McCabe, 2000).  The 

univariate association was not reported.  The development and use of quality measures is one 

important area for future research.  

Results from two longitudinal studies (Helfert & Warschburger, 2011; Paxton et al., 2006) 

are less clear.  Friends’ modeling of dieting behaviours prospectively predicted increased body 

dissatisfaction over time in early adolescent girls, but not in early or middle adolescent boys, when 

controlling for individual, parent, and peer influences (Paxton et al., 2006).  On the other hand, 

findings for mid-adolescent girls are mixed, with increased body dissatisfaction over time being 

demonstrated in one study (Helfert & Warschburger, 2011) but not the other (Paxton et al., 2006). 

The two qualitative studies provide adolescents’ views that could explain why these 

associations between friend and peer modeling of dieting behaviour and body dissatisfaction have 

been found.  Adolescent girls have described weight and dieting as a group activity, whereby 

entire cliques engage in dieting to fit in with others and demonstrate shared commitment to the 

thin ideal (Carey et al., 2011).  However, dieting friends make girls feel concerned about their own 

weight, and make them feel that they too ought to be dieting (Wertheim et al., 1997). 

In summary, modeling of weight loss behaviors may encourage friends to question their own 

eating or weight, and create an incentive to engage in similar behaviors through creating 
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expectations of positive results.  Appearance concerns may develop from an inability to achieve 

the thinness ideal that is becoming increasingly difficult to reach (Myers & Crowther, 2007).  The 

results of cross-sectional and longitudinal studies indicate that during early adolescence modeling 

of dieting behaviors by mixed-gender friends or peers have correlational associations with 

adolescent girls’ body dissatisfaction, both concurrently and longitudinally.  Yet, by mid-

adolescence, dieting becomes more common, and may not have the impact that it did in earlier 

years.  Alternatively, Paxton and colleagues (2006) proposed that major changes occurring within 

the friend and peer context from early to middle adolescence may weaken associations between 

friends’ dieting and body dissatisfaction.  Furthermore, it is important also to consider the nature 

of the message being socially transmitted, as body satisfaction may differ according to whether 

friends are modeling strategies to be thinner or strategies to support good health (Kelly et al., 

2005).  Finally, modeling of dieting behaviors among males appears to be less common and may 

have less on boys’ body image (e.g., Paxton et al., 2006), but this finding requires replication. 

Friends’ conversations about appearance.  Conversations with friends relating to body 

size and shape, diet, exercise and clothing, have been theorized to heighten awareness of 

appearance ideals, and increase attention to the body (Jones, 2004), and girls report that their 

conversations often focus on these issues (Wertheim et al., 1997).  In 10 cross-sectional and two 

longitudinal studies, conversation with friends has been addressed but has been measured in a 

variety of ways.  Despite this variety, findings show a consistent positive association between 

appearance conversations with friends and body dissatisfaction, concurrently and longitudinally. 

Across five studies, greater frequency of conversations with friends that focused on 

appearance was associated with heightened body dissatisfaction and poorer body esteem (Clark & 

Tiggemann, 2006, 2007; Jones et al., 2004; Shroff & Thompson, 2006a; Sinton & Birch, 2006).  

This was found for both girls and boys, but the association was weaker in boys.  Lawler and Nixon 
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(2011) found that appearance conversations with friends were associated with body dissatisfaction 

in girls but not boys.  The same finding was reported by Vincent and McCabe (2000), who also 

controlled for relationship quality, and appearance-related encouragement, modeling, and negative 

commentary from peers and family.  These gender differences might be explained to some extent 

by a study that looked more closely at boys’ appearance concerns and conversations (Jones & 

Crawford, 2005).  These authors concluded that while girls may show a singular pathway to body 

dissatisfaction through weight concerns, there might be two pathways among boys: one via weight 

concerns, and a second pathway via muscularity concerns.  In their male sample, Jones and 

Crawford (2005) found that appearance conversations with friends predicted weight concern, 

whereas muscle-building conversations predicted muscularity concern.  Body dissatisfaction was 

predicted by weight concern and muscularity concern.  Notably, Jones, Bain and King (2008) 

proposed that weight concerns remain prominent for early adolescent boys, whereas muscularity 

concerns may become more important as adolescent boys mature.  These results highlight the 

importance of considering constructs and measures relevant to both boys and girls, to provide a 

clearer understanding of adolescent body image.  Thus the gender differences in associations 

between appearance conversations and body dissatisfaction may reflect a real difference in the 

degree to which body image in boys and girls is linked with appearance conversation with friends, 

or they may reflect a assessment bias toward female-oriented attitudes and concerns.  

While a consistent association between appearance conversations with friends and body 

dissatisfaction is evident, two studies (Clark & Tiggemann, 2007; Thompson et al., 2007) found 

that the significant bivariate association does not remain significant when controlling for other 

influences, including BMI, age, exposure to appearance TV and magazines, emotional autonomy, 

appearance schemas, appearance-related attributions, appearance teasing, perceptions that friends 

influence own appearance-related beliefs, and perceived friend preoccupation with weight/dieting. 
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Longitudinally, appearance conversations with friends were associated with higher body 

dissatisfaction, and prospective increases in body dissatisfaction one year later in boys and girls 

(Blodgett Salafia & Gondoli, 2011; Jones, 2004).  The association did not remain significant when 

Jones (2004) controlled for BMI, peer appearance teasing, perceptions that one’s acceptance is 

dependent on appearance, social comparison, and internalization of appearance ideals. 

A specific type of appearance conversation is that of ‘fat talk’, which is conversing with 

friends or peers about one’s weight or body in a self-disparaging manner (Nichter, 2000).  In a 

qualitative study, girls were found to use emphatically negative terminology to describe 

themselves, for example, they used the words ‘fat’, ‘thunder thighs’, and ‘heifers’ (Tiggemann, 

Gardiner, & Slater, 2000).  Fat talk predominantly occurs among females, and has been proposed 

to perform a range of functions, including to express distress, conform to perceived social norms, 

strengthen group cohesion, elicit emotional support or feedback, to establish sameness (rather than 

superior thinness) to friends, and to call attention to one’s own imperfections before others notice 

(Britton, Martz, Bazzini, Curtin, & LeaShomb, 2006; Nichter, 2000).  

In general, findings indicate that adolescent boys and girls who more frequently engage in 

appearance conversations with mixed-gender friends report greater body dissatisfaction, both 

concurrently and longitudinally.  This association tends to be stronger in girls, and may be reduced 

in size after accounting for BMI, other peer relationship factors, and personal attitudes.  These 

findings suggest that appearance conversations with friends are linked indirectly with body 

dissatisfaction, perhaps via strengthening of personal attitudes/beliefs or internalization of beauty 

standards that are transmitted through conversation.  Talking with friends about dieting, exercise, 

and clothing appears to influence beliefs about, and investment in appearance, which in turn may 

impact body dissatisfaction.  From a Social Identity perspective, the conversations that occur 

between members of a social group play a key role in transmitting group norms and behaviors.  
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Conversations relating to diet, exercise, and clothing are likely to provide a vehicle for sharing and 

reinforcing the group’s appearance-related ideals and representations.  Further, Social Learning 

Theory recognizes that behavior and attitudes can be learned through symbolic sharing of effective 

actions.  The persistent conversational emphasis on unhealthy and narrow appearance ideals 

between friends, coupled with the use of emphatic terminology appears to be creating an 

influential interpersonal context.  

Peer pressure to achieve a more ideal body.  Peer pressure is one of the most frequently 

studied characteristics of friendships and peer groups, with 11 cross-sectional and three 

longitudinal studies testing associations with adolescent body dissatisfaction.  Across seven cross-

sectional studies, adolescent boys and girls were less satisfied with their bodies when they 

perceived more pressure from mixed-gender friends or peers to be thin (Peterson, Paulson, & 

Williams, 2007; Shomaker & Furman, 2009; Tremblay & Lariviere, 2009), and the association 

remained significant even when researchers controlled for a large range of sociocultural and 

individual biological and psychological influences  (Dunkley, Wertheim, & Paxton, 2001; 

Hutchinson & Rapee, 2007; Lieberman et al., 2001; Paxton et al., 1999).  Similarly, girls were 

more dissatisfied with their bodies when they believed friends had an influence on their own ideas 

about the perfect body and use of weight loss strategies (Shroff & Thompson, 2006), with the 

relationship remaining significant in over-weight girls, but not average-weight girls, when 

applying a number of controls.  Two studies of Australian adolescents did not find an association 

(Blowers et al., 2003; Vincent & McCabe, 2000), with Vincent and McCabe (2000) controlling for 

relationship quality, and appearance-related conversation, modeling, and negative commentary 

from friends or family.  A univariate association was not reported.  Notably, these two studies 

found relatively low levels of pressure from friends or peers compared to other studies.  



Friends, Peers and Body Dissatisfaction Review        16 

In two studies, appearance-related pressure from friends was examined more closely by 

identifying the source (male and female best friends) and/or the type of pressure perceived (lose 

weight and increase muscle tone).  Conflicting findings were found.  In the first study (Stanford & 

McCabe, 2005), body dissatisfaction in boys was associated with perceived pressure to be thin 

from other-sex best friend, but not same-sex best friend, while in the second study body 

dissatisfaction in girls and boys was not associated with perceived pressure to lose weight or 

increase muscles from same-sex or other-sex best friends.  Interestingly in this second study, 

pressure from same-sex best friend to increase muscles uniquely predicted engagement in 

strategies to increase muscles in boys and girls, whereas pressure from same-sex friend to lose 

weight uniquely predicted engagement in strategies to lose weight in boys, but not girls 

(Ricciardelli & McCabe, 2001).  It may be that the influence of the source of pressure may differ 

between adolescents in different locations.  In some schools, the attention and perceived pressure 

from same-sex friends may be particularly salient (as in Ricciardelli & McCabe’s study above), 

while in other schools the schoolyard culture may dictate that other-sex friends are a more salient 

influence.  Moreover, the impact of perceived pressure may also differ.  Some adolescents develop 

body dissatisfaction in association with pressure from friends or peers, while others enlist active 

and positive strategies to manage this without becoming dissatisfied with their appearance. 

Researchers might explore concepts such as locus of control, problem solving, or coping styles 

(e.g., see Furnham & Greaves, 1994; VanBoven & Espelage, 2006) to explain these differences. 

The link between perceived pressure to be thin and body dissatisfaction has also been 

assessed in three longitudinal studies.  Early and middle adolescents who experienced greater 

pressure from friends to be thin reported elevated body dissatisfaction nine and 12 months later 

(Blodgett Salafia & Gondoli, 2011; Presnell et al., 2004).  When controlling for BMI and negative 

affect, the relationship between perceived pressure from friends to be thin and change in body 
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dissatisfaction was no longer significant (Presnell et al., 2004).  On the other hand, McCabe and 

Ricciardelli (2005) found that perceived pressure to change one’s body (i.e., lose weight or 

increase muscles) from parents, best male friend, and best female friend was not associated with 

changes in body dissatisfaction over 16 months in boys or girls.  However, the stability of body 

dissatisfaction and perceived pressure in this sample over 16 months might explain the null result.  

In summary, the evidence shows that boys and girls who perceive more pressure from their 

friends or peers to lose weight, be thin, or strive for the perfect body consistently report greater 

body dissatisfaction.  Also, perceived pressure from friends to lose weight is associated with 

increases in body dissatisfaction over time for older adolescents.  However a unique predictive 

relationship was not consistently detected, possibly due to the roles of BMI and negative 

affectivity in accounting for these associations.  Social Identity Theory suggests that group 

pressure to conform to appearance norms is aimed at promoting group congruency, with body 

dissatisfaction likely resulting from an inability to achieve thinness ideals.  Notably, this topic is 

one in which researchers have considered, and found conflicting findings, regarding the source of 

social pressure (i.e., same-sex versus other-sex friends), and the potential appearance-related 

correlate (i.e., body dissatisfaction or adoption of body changing techniques).  Further research is 

needed to identify potential moderators and provide explanations for divergent results. 

Friends’ anti-dieting advice.  In contrast to the studies above, which assessed perceived 

pressure among adolescents to achieve appearance ideals, some adolescents might attempt to 

discourage friends from dieting.  However, two studies based on the same female sample suggest 

that those who received anti-dieting advice from mixed-gender friends did not show lower body 

dissatisfaction (Shroff & Thompson, 2006; Thompson et al., 2007).  In fact, friends’ anti-dieting 

advice was positively associated with appearance conversations with friends and perceptions that 

friends are preoccupied with weight/dieting (Shroff & Thompson, 2006).  Thus, although very 



Friends, Peers and Body Dissatisfaction Review        18 

little research has been conducted, friends’ anti-dieting advice may be counter-productive; it may 

increase attention given to appearances, and facilitate appearance conversation and the recognition 

of the importance of appearances among friends.  These interactions may strengthen dysfunctional 

body image attitudes and behaviors (Jones, 2004).   

Social appearance comparison.  Drawing from Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 

1954), social appearance comparisons involve comparing qualities of one’s own appearance to the 

appearance of others, for the purpose of self-evaluation (Schutz, Paxton, & Wertheim, 2002).  

According to Social Identity Theory, individuals tend to compare themselves to others who are 

similar to the self in some way, and therefore ingroup members are most commonly selected as a 

comparison source (Worchel et al., 2000).  Accordingly, adolescents have been shown to compare 

themselves to friends and close peers most frequently, with more distal peers, family members and 

individuals in the media being less frequent, but still important, comparison targets (Jones, 2001; 

Schutz et al., 2002).  Importantly, across six studies adolescent engagement in social comparison 

with peers and models showed a moderate to strong, positive association with body dissatisfaction 

(Blowers et al., 2003; Jones, 2001; Jones, 2004; Schutz et al., 2002; Paxton et al., 1999; Vander 

Wal & Thelen, 2000).  These associations remained significant in girls both concurrently (Vander 

Wal & Thelen, 2000) and longitudinally (Jones, 2004), when controlling for range of influences, 

including BMI, social anxiety, appearance teasing and conversations, appearance-dependent 

acceptance and internalized ideals.  Notably, social comparison has demonstrated evidence as a 

mediator of the association between socio-cultural influences and body dissatisfaction (Jones, 

2004; Keery et al., 2004; Shroff & Thompson, 2006).  Engaging in social comparisons may 

contribute to body dissatisfaction by highlighting perceived physical deficits (Jones, 2001). 

Adolescents’ Perceptions of their Friends 
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Valuing thinness and preoccupation with appearance.  Nine studies have investigated the 

link between girls' body dissatisfaction and the belief that friends value attractiveness or are 

preoccupied with appearance in boys.  Overall, results showed that adolescent girls who believe 

their mixed-gender friends are preoccupied with thinness and dieting, or perceive that their friends 

place high importance on appearances, report greater body dissatisfaction (Clark & Tiggemann, 

2006; Paxton et al., 1999; Schutz & Paxton, 2007; Shroff & Thompson, 2006a; Thompson et al., 

2007).  Similarly, perceived importance of own body to one’s best girlfriend and boyfriend was 

linked with greater body dissatisfaction (Griffiths & McCabe, 2000).  However, these associations 

do not always remain after controlling for other individual and social influence variables (Griffiths 

& McCabe, 2000; Hutchinson & Rapee, 2007; Vander Wal & Thelen, 2000).  Importantly, Sands 

and Wardle (2003) found that the association between body dissatisfaction and best girl friends’ 

appearance preoccupation was no longer significant when internalization of appearance ideals (i.e., 

personal acceptance of society’s appearance ideals) was also entered into the analysis, suggesting 

internalization as a possible mediator. 

According to Social Identity Theory, a social group that values thinness and is preoccupied 

with appearance is likely to expose group members to attitudes and behaviors consistent with these 

norms, and create pressure for members to adopt similar behavioral and attitudinal patterns. 

Identification with an appearance-preoccupied social group could encourage concerns about one’s 

own appearance.  The results of this review support this theory in girls, however the link between 

body dissatisfaction and friends’ appearance preoccupation has not been examined in boys. 

Achieving acceptance via conforming to the ideal body.  In a qualitative study, mid-

adolescent girls reported that being thin is important because they perceive it to impact their 

acceptance by friends (Mooney, Farley, & Strugnell, 2009).  Likewise in another qualitative study, 

the second most frequent reason for wanting to be thinner (following the influence of models and 
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the media) was to be attractive and receive more attention (Tiggemann et al., 2000).  Across three 

cross-sectional studies of girls, body dissatisfaction was found to be associated with the perception 

that thinness would be advantageous to interpersonal relationships, or important for attracting the 

attention of boys (Schutz & Paxton, 2007; Paxton et al., 1999; Paxton, Norris, Wertheim, Durkin, 

& Anderson, 2005).  These correlations remained significant even when controlling for a large 

number of individual biological and psychological factors, as well as other friend, family and 

media influences.  The final study employed a longitudinal research design, and found that the 

belief that acceptance by peers is dependent on appearance was associated with increases in body 

dissatisfaction over one year in girls, but not in boys (Jones, 2004).  However, the association 

among girls did not remain significant when controlling for BMI, Time 1 body dissatisfaction, 

appearance conversations and teasing, social comparison, and internalized appearance ideals. 

Overall, adolescent girls who believe that their acceptance or liking by same- and other sex- 

friends is influenced by their appearance are more dissatisfied with their bodies.  While studies 

have shown that adolescents who are rated as more physically attractive are also more popular 

(i.e., more prominent and well known), they are not necessarily better liked by peers (e.g., Wang, 

Houshyar, & Prinstein, 2006).  Nevertheless, many young people appear to have formed 

expectancies that attractiveness is rewarded with greater attention and social acceptance, and 

consequently form the belief that being thinner would be beneficial to their social relationships.  

Extreme and dysfunctional expectancies are proposed to play a role in the development of an 

extreme drive for thinness by shaping behaviour and attitudes (Hohlstein, Smith & Atlas, 1998).  It 

follows that body dissatisfaction may also result from an inability to achieve these appearance and 

social goals. 

Friendship Quality: Social Support and Conflict 
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Although direct communication about body concerns and attractiveness is likely to have the 

strongest socializing role among adolescents, general quality of friendship may also be relevant to 

understanding self-concepts and esteem when related to the body.  

Social support.  We located five studies that examined associations of social support and 

body dissatisfaction, and another five studies that examined friendship quality.  It has been 

hypothesized that social support from friends (i.e., the satisfaction of one’s needs for support, 

information and feedback; Procidano & Heller, 1983) may help defend against socio-cultural 

pressures and support a more positive body image (Stice & Whitenton, 2002).  Three studies 

support this idea, finding that social support from mixed-gender friends or peers was associated 

with lower body dissatisfaction in boys and girls, both currently and one and two years later (Ata 

et al., 2007; Bearman, Presnell, Martinez, & Stice, 2006; Stice, Presnell, & Spangler, 2002).  

Notably, there were inconsistencies in terms of whether the relationship remained when using a 

figure-rating assessment of body dissatisfaction, and when controlling for other individual and 

socio-cultural influences.  In contrast to the findings above, two studies did not find associations 

(Paxton et al., 1999; Shisslak et al., 1998).  Targeting social support from friends, compared to the 

support of peers, did not differentiate studies that did find associations from those that did not.   

Five studies reported about associations between adolescents’ body dissatisfaction and 

friendship quality.  Lower body dissatisfaction in boys and girls was associated with a stronger 

sense of trust, sensitivity, and helpfulness from friends (O’Koon, 1997), and higher quality friend 

and classmate relationships (Holsen, Jones & Skogbrott Birkeland, 2012).  In another study, lower 

body dissatisfaction was associated with higher quality peer relationships in boys but not girls 

(Vincent & McCabe, 2000).  In contrast however, two studies found quality of communication 

with friends, friendship security, and friendship intimacy were not associated with body 
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dissatisfaction (Palmqvist & Santavirta, 2006; Schutz & Paxton, 2007). Overall, the relationship 

between body dissatisfaction and factors relating to friendship quality or support remains unclear. 

Caccavale, Farhat and Iannotti (2012) investigated the frequency and ease of interactions 

with a range of same- and other-sex peers (“social engagement”), and found that body satisfaction 

was associated with greater social engagement in boys and younger girls.  Body satisfaction may 

be associated with greater self-confidence, with confident youth feeling more at ease in social 

interactions.  On the other hand, social engagement may provide a buffer against negative socio-

cultural influences in boys and young girls, whereas older girls show the highest levels of body 

dissatisfaction and may not benefit from the positive effects of social engagement. 

Negative friendship qualities.  Looking to the other end of the relationship quality 

spectrum, it has been theorized that negative interactions within friendships and peer groups, such 

as conflict, may be associated with poorer body image.  Across three studies (one including boys), 

adolescents with higher body dissatisfaction reported more verbal bullying, physical bullying, and 

social bullying (Fox & Farrow, 2009), conflict with friends and emotional detachment (Schutz & 

Paxton, 2007), and social exclusion from peers (Lunde, Frisen & Hwang, 2006).  Helfert and 

Warschburger (2011) found that adolescent boys with increasing feelings of appearance-based 

social exclusion from peers reported increased body dissatisfaction a year later, controlling for 

BMI, age, and parent, friend and peer influences.  This association was not found for girls.  

Research shows that friendships early in life can have many benefits, such as promoting 

happiness through need fulfillment and enhancement of adaptive functioning later in life (Bagwell, 

Newcomb, & Bukowski, 1998; Demir & Ozdemir, 2010).  From a Social Learning perspective, 

higher quality relationships that provide unconditional reinforcement regardless of appearance 

could encourage extinction of dysfunctional appearance attitudes.  Alternatively however, young 

people may be especially likely to imitate and learn from friends with whom they have a closer 
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relationship.  Similarly, Social Identity Theory recognizes that identification with a social group 

fosters adherence to the group’s norms, and relationships that are more intimate or that have 

greater social support are likely to cultivate closer identification with the social group, and will 

subsequently encourage greater adherence to the group’s (potentially unhealthy) norms.  It is likely 

that friendships, even when high quality, can include the transmission of messages that negatively 

affect body dissatisfaction via comparisons and shared norms about body size and shape.  As such, 

positive friendship quality may moderate associations between risk factors in the friend or peer 

group and body dissatisfaction, such that the effects are strongest when friendship quality is high.  

However this hypothesis has not been examined in the reviewed literature.   

The results of this review indicate that negative social interactions, such as verbal and 

physical bullying or social exclusion from mixed-gender friends and peers, may be a risk factor for 

increased body dissatisfaction, with preliminary longitudinal research suggesting that negative 

social interactions may lead to subsequent body dissatisfaction.  On the other hand however, the 

evidence was conflicting regarding measures of positive relationship quality.  Friendship quality 

and social support from friends or peers may provide an indication of the overall emotional 

context of the relationship, but in the reviewed literature they do not show consistent associations 

with body dissatisfaction.  In consideration of the clear and consistent associations demonstrated 

by the more direct appearance-focused interactions between friends (e.g., appearance teasing, peer 

pressure and conversations), these broad and multifaceted friendship variables do not appear to be 

contributing to our understanding of adolescent body dissatisfaction.  While protective influences 

are important and should continue to be a research focus, results of this review suggest that 

resources would be best targeted to more specific and direct appearance-related interactions 

between friends.  Alternatively, a theoretical framework for conceptualizing the role of the broader 
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emotional context of friendships in body dissatisfaction may provide a clearer understanding of the 

findings and guide future research in this area. 

Ethnicity 

Historically, body dissatisfaction has been believed to differ between ethnic groups within 

Western countries due to a variation in socio-cultural ideals, values, and influences, with 

researchers suggesting that White American participants report higher body dissatisfaction than do 

Black, Hispanic and Asian American individuals, for example (Barry & Grilo, 2002; Claudat, 

Warren & Durette, 2012; Mintz & Kashubeck, 1999).  However, some researchers have 

challenged the view that meaningful ethnic differences within Western countries currently exist 

(e.g., Arriaza & Mann, 2001; Grabe & Shibley Hyde, 2006; Shaw, Ramirez, Trost, Randall, & 

Stice, 2004).  In the studies included in this review, researchers have predominantly sampled 

White adolescents, with the examination of ethnicity effects often precluded by the too small 

sample of those from minority ethnic backgrounds.  Of particular relevant to the aims of this 

review are two studies that considered how the relationship between body dissatisfaction and 

friend or peer influences may differ according to ethnicity.  In both studies (one in the US and one 

in Australia), there was no evidence of a difference in associations between ethnic groups 

(Eisenberg et al., 2003; Lunner et al., 2000). 

Research Strengths and Limitations 

As can be seen in this review, the past 15 years has seen many friend and peer relationship 

characteristics examined as correlates of adolescents' body dissatisfaction.  A large number of 

studies have focused on the potential negative influences of adolescent social groups (e.g., Fox & 

Farrow, 2009; Lunde et al., 2006; Shomaker & Furman, 2009; Taylor et al., 1998; Vander Wal & 

Thelen, 2000), however in recent years there has been an increase in attention to the ways that 

friends and peers may be positive and supportive to each other (e.g., O’Koon, 1997; Shisslak et al., 
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1998; Stice et al., 2002).  The many qualitative and cross-sectional studies in this area have been 

invaluable because they have described the processes involved in body dissatisfaction and 

relationships from the view of adolescents, and have identified associations and potential 

mediational pathways that warrant further investigation and investment.  However, the valuable 

insights provided by the small number of longitudinal studies that have examined the role of 

friends and peers in shaping body dissatisfaction over time are particularly informative (e.g., 

Bearman et al., 2006; Jones, 2004; McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2005).  

There has also been an improvement in study design and measurement, with most now 

assessing and accounting for a multitude of other factors when examining associations between 

friend or peer influences and body dissatisfaction, and using larger sample sizes.  Researchers are 

increasingly attending to body dissatisfaction in males, and making use of measures modified or 

designed for males (e.g., McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2001; 2005; McCabe, Ricciardelli, & Ridge, 

2006).  Nevertheless, a common criticism of the body image literature (e.g., McCabe & 

Ricciardelli, 2001), and one that is still apparent in this review, is the remaining deficiency of 

research examining male body image, as well as associated concerns and behaviours, such as 

muscularity preoccupation.    

A final point to be raised is in relation to measurement instruments.  In terms of the 

measurement of body dissatisfaction, a figure-rating scale appears to provide an overall indication 

of an individual’s divergence from their ideal size and/or shape, however it is less able to provide 

more fine-grained body evaluations, relating for example to muscle tone, firmness of flesh, or 

shape of particular body parts.  On the other hand, multiple item questionnaire scales tend to target 

specific appearance concerns, potentially without capturing overall dissatisfaction with body 

size/shape.  In some studies (e.g., Ata et al., 2007; Dunkley et al., 2001; Vander Wal & Thelen, 

2000), researchers have used a multiple item scale in conjunction with a figure-rating scale, likely 
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to ensure comprehensiveness.  It is noteworthy that at times significant results were found for one 

type of scale but not the other, demonstrating their potential difference and the value of using both.  

Unfortunately, there was not consistently a discussion of why these differences might occur. 

Future Research Directions 

In the body of the review we have provided multiple suggestions for future research and we 

summarize these ideas, as well as additional ideas described below, in Table 2.  The first 

additional suggestion for future research is one that arises regularly, but must be restated here.  

Future body image research should include both boys and girls.  Furthermore, researchers are 

encouraged to make use of existing scales specifically designed or modified for boys, or to 

develop new measures that take into account the specific body image and weight management 

issues that concern boys and men.  A number of findings identified in this review were tested in 

studies of girls but not boys, including similarity in friends’ body dissatisfaction, and the 

association of body dissatisfaction with anti-dieting advice and perceptions of the importance of 

thinness (or muscularity) to friends.  When studying the influence of friends on boys, it will be 

important to consider gender differences in peer relationships and the features of friendships that 

may be more or less important to girls compared to boys. 

The mutually influential nature of adolescent friendships highlights the importance of 

examining how friends’ body image and associated concerns may be linked.  Three studies 

(Hutchinson & Rapee, 2007; Paxton et al., 1999; Woelders et al., 2010) have provided valuable 

understanding of how adolescent girls may be similar to their friends in terms of body 

dissatisfaction and eating behaviors, but longitudinal research that specifically aims to differentiate 

selection from socialization processes is needed to assist in the understanding of how appearance 

concerns develop.  This research will inform our understanding of the formation and dissolution of 

friendships in relation to body image attitudes and behavior, and about the process of socialization, 
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which cannot be determined from cross-sectional designs (Kandel, 1978).  Further, these findings 

could provide valuable guidance to clinicians in their use of adolescent friendships as an 

intervention platform for body dissatisfaction and related disorders.  

Adolescence is a period of development characterized by an increase in interest in the 

opposite sex (Zimmer-Gembeck, 1999), and yet minimal research was identified in this review 

that addressed these relationships.  Future research could provide greater emphasis on the role of 

the opposite sex, and romantic relationships in particular, in shaping adolescent body evaluations. 

Finally, an area that has strong relevance among young people especially, but which was not 

addressed in the studies identified in this review, is the area of social media (see O’Keefee et al., 

2011).  Future research must consider the role of online social contacts, via facebook or twitter for 

example, in adolescent appearance concerns and behaviours.  The direct interactions between 

individuals, as well as the indirect interactions through commentary, photographs and videos 

posted by online friends, transmit salient appearance-related messages, ideals and reinforcement.   

Conclusion 

We have summarized the past 15 years of research that has investigated how friends and 

peers may influence adolescents' body dissatisfaction and esteem.  Our aim was to identify the key 

characteristics of adolescent social relationships that are consistently linked with body 

dissatisfaction, and provide a foundation for research that seeks to intervene in the behaviors 

between friends or peers to reduce body dissatisfaction.  Overall it was found that pressure to be 

thin and appearance teasing from friends were most widely studied and most consistently linked 

with poorer body dissatisfaction.  Further, body dissatisfaction tends to be higher when 

adolescents are exposed to friends’ appearance conversations or weight loss strategies, engage in 

social comparisons, and when messages between friends convey the importance of thinness and 

influence beliefs in the importance of appearance for social acceptance.  Hence, elevated body 
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image concerns and dissatisfaction is most likely to be found when an “appearance culture” 

(Jones, 2004) is created within friend or peer groups via explicit and overt, or even inadvertent, 

teasing, pressure and exploration of appearance-related issues.   

Despite evidence that friend and peer group experiences are associated with body 

dissatisfaction, there was less consistency in associations when controlling for individual factors 

(such as BMI), and when examining the links between body dissatisfaction and friendship factors 

longitudinally.  A range of other variables is associated with friendship characteristics and body 

dissatisfaction, suggesting a complex pattern of influences.  BMI is an important biological 

variable that has a consistent association with body dissatisfaction (Jones et al., 2004) as well as 

some peer influence variables, such as weight-teasing and pressure to lose weight (Blodgett Salafia 

et al., 2011; Neumark-Sztainer et al., 2002).  However, controlling for BMI did not always reduce 

the association between peer influence variables and body dissatisfaction to nonsignificance.  

Overall, these findings suggest that the appearance culture between friends has multiple complex 

associations with body dissatisfaction.  This complex pattern is beginning to be explored but much 

remains unclear, making it an important arena for continued research. 

A number of recommendations can be formed in relation to the treatment or prevention of 

body dissatisfaction.  A greater understanding by friends, parents, teachers, and practitioners of the 

ways in which adolescents are directly and inadvertently influenced through their interactions with 

friends may assist in reducing body dissatisfaction.  It would be beneficial for an adolescent’s 

social contacts to understand how appearance-focused exchanges - even those aimed at 

encouraging a friend not to diet - increases attention given to appearance, reinforces appearance 

ideals, creates pressure for conformity, and subsequently may foster body dissatisfaction.  

Adolescent relationships are an influential learning context in which social approval is a salient 

reward, and disapproval is a poignant negative consequence.  The results of this review suggest 
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that body image attitudes may be improved through teaching adolescents specific strategies to 

break their acceptance of, and beliefs that popularity or social liking depends on attractiveness.  

Further, existing strategies used to defend against bullying could be used similarly to defend 

against appearance teasing.  Finally, adolescents should be educated about, and encouraged to 

create a culture within their friendships that is not appearance-focused.  Identification with a 

friendship group that is preoccupied with thinness is likely to result in greater exposure to thin 

ideals and to activities that support and emphasize the thin ideal, creating pressure for uniformity 

among members.  It would be beneficial to focus instead on adaptive and functional areas (e.g., 

creativity, interpersonal skills, active leisure activities for fun and fitness), reducing the attention 

given to superficial physical attributes (e.g., dieting, clothing, body shape), and resisting overt and 

covert pressures to conform to unhealthy appearance standards.  The potential benefits of making 

use of, and addressing issues within friend and peer groups in prevention efforts was raised nearly 

two decades ago (Paxton, 1996).  Since then, clinical research targeting some of these social risk 

factors, or making use of the adolescent social environment has progressed, with preliminary 

findings supporting the call for further applied research in this area (Richardson & Paxton, 2010; 

Steese et al., 2006; Thompson, Russell-Mayhew & Saraceni, 2012).   
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Table 1  

Description of Studies, Results and Effect Sizes 

Authors (year) Sample (Mage) Friend/peer measure Outcome Effect size 

Ata et al. (2007) 

United States 

Mid – late adol. 

boys & girls 

(15.8 years) 

Appearance teasing – 

friends 

Body weight less than ideal, rather than greater than ideal, 

controlling for pressure to lose weight or gain muscle from 

family, friends, and media  

r =-.15, p <.05 

  
Social/emotional 

support – friends 

Higher body-esteem, controlling for general self-esteem, 

parental social and emotional support, weight teasing from 

peers and family, and pressure to lose weight or gain muscle 

from peers, family, and the media 

β =.13, p <.05 

  
Social/emotional 

support – friends 

No association with figure rating discrepancy, controlling for 

general self-esteem, parental social and emotional support, 

weight teasing from peers and family, and pressure to lose 

weight or gain muscle from peers, family, and the media 

β =-.05, p >.05 

Barker & 

Galambos (2003)  

Canada 

Mid adol. boys 

 (14.3 years) 

Appearance teasing –

source unspecified 

Higher body dissatisfaction, controlling for BMI, pubertal 

status, efforts to manage one’s figure, involvement in popular 

culture and resource factors 

β =.58, p <.05 

 
Mid adol. girls 

 

Appearance teasing – 

source unspecified 

Higher body dissatisfaction, controlling for BMI, pubertal 

status, efforts to manage one’s figure, involvement in popular 

culture and resource factors 

β =.32, p <.05 

 

Bearman et al
a 

(2006) 

United States 

Mid adol. girls 

(13.6 years) 
Social support – peers 

Lower body dissatisfaction concurrently, as well as one year 

and two years later. These associations did not remain when 

controlling for negative affect, parental support and dietary 

restraint 

β =-.10, p <.05  

β =-.14, p <.05 

β =-.17, p <.05 

Blodgett Salafia 

& Gondoli
a
 

Early adol. girls 

(10.6 years) 

Conversations about 

dieting – friends  
Higher body dissatisfaction measured one year later r =.49, p <.05 

(2011) 

United States 
 

Pressure to be thin – 

friends 
Higher body dissatisfaction measured one year later r =.54, p <.05 

Blowers et al 

(2003) 

Early adol. girls 

(11.1 years) 

Pressure to be thin –

friends & peers 
No association with body dissatisfaction r =.15, p >.05 
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Australia 
 

Modeling of disordered 

eating – friends 
Higher body dissatisfaction r =.16, p <.05 

  
Physical appearance 

comparisons – peers 
Higher body dissatisfaction r =.39, p <.001 

Carey et al.
b 

(2011)    

Australia 

Mid adol. girls 

(range= 14-15) 

Modeling of dieting 

behaviour 

Entire cliques perceived to engage in dieting to fit in with 

others and demonstrate shared commitment to the thin ideal 

Qualitative 

study 

Clark & 

Tiggemann  

Early adol. girls 

(10.6 years) 

Perceptions of friends’ 

body dissatisfaction  
Higher body dissatisfaction  β =.28, p <.01 

(2006) 

Australia  
Appearance 

conversations – friends 
Higher body dissatisfaction r =.27, p <.01 

  
Appearance 

conversations – friends 
Lower body esteem r =-.20, p<.05 

  
Belief that friends 

value appearances 
Lower body esteem r =-.20, p <.05 

Clark & 

Tiggemann  

Early adol. girls 

(10.6 years) 

Appearance 

conversations – friends 
Higher body dissatisfaction r =.17, p <.01 

(2007) 

Australia  
Appearance 

conversations – friends 
Lower body esteem r =-.26, p<.001 

  
Appearance 

conversations – friends 

No association with body dissatisfaction when controlling for 

age, BMI, exposure to appearance-focused media, emotional 

autonomy and appearance schemas 

β =.06, p >.05 

  
Appearance 

conversations – friends 

No association with body esteem when controlling for age, 

BMI, exposure to appearance-focused media, emotional 

autonomy and appearance schemas 

β =-.05, p >.05 

 

Dunkley et al. 

(2001)   

Australia 

Mid adol. girls 

(15.5 years) 

Pressure to be thin – 

peers 

Higher body dissatisfaction, controlling for parent and media 

pressure to be thin and diet 
β =.24, p <.001 

Eisenberg et al.  

(2003)  

United States 

Early – late 

adol. boys 

(approx. 11-18) 

Weight teasing – peers  Higher body dissatisfaction OR=2.35, p<.05 
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 Early – late 

adol. girls 
Weight teasing – peers Higher body dissatisfaction OR=1.50, p<.05 

Farrow et al. 

(2011)  

United Kingdom 

Early adol. boys 

& girls 

(10.5 years) 

Friendship groups’ 

body dissatisfaction 

No association with individual body dissatisfaction, controlling 

for gender 
r =.22, p >.05 

 
 

Modeling of dietary 

restraint – friends 
Greater body dissatisfaction, controlling for gender r =.34, p <.01 

Fox & Farrow 

(2009) 

Early adol. girls 

(12.8 years) 
Verbal bullying – peers Higher body dissatisfaction r =.26, p <.01 

United Kingdom 
 

Physical bullying – 

peers 
Higher body dissatisfaction r =.20, p <.01 

  Social bullying – peers Higher body dissatisfaction r =.26, p <.01 

Griffiths & 

McCabe (2000) 

Early adol. girls 

(12.5 years) 

Importance of own 

body to best girlfriend 
Higher body dissatisfaction on two scales 

r =.39, p <.05 

r =.42, p <.05 

Australia 

 
Importance of own 

body to best girlfriend 

No association with body dissatisfaction when controlling for 

BMI, menarche, self esteem, locus of control, importance of 

appearance, and influence of society and parents 

β =.18, p =.07 

  
Importance of own 

body to best boyfriend 
Higher body dissatisfaction on two scales 

r =.40, p <.05 

r =.48, p <.05 

  
Importance of own 

body to best boyfriend 

No association with body dissatisfaction when controlling for 

BMI, menarche, self esteem, locus of control, importance of 

appearance, and influence of society and parents 

β =-.05, p =.61 

Hayden-Wade et 

al. (2005)  

 

Early adol. boys 

& girls 

 

Weight teasing – 

unspecified source 
Higher weight concerns r =.59, p <.001 

United States (12.2 years) Weight teasing – 

unspecified source 
Lower confidence in physical appearance r =-.31,p <.001 

Helfert & 

Warschburger
a 

(2011)  

Germany 

Mid adol. boys 

(14 years)  

Appearance-related 

modeling – friends 

No association with body dissatisfaction one year later when 

controlling for age, BMI, appearance teasing by parents and 

peers, parental appearance-related encouragement and 

modeling, and appearance-related social exclusion and class 

norms 

β =.09, p >.05 
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Appearance-related 

modeling – friends 

Higher body dissatisfaction one year later, controlling for age, 

BMI, appearance teasing by parents and peers, parental 

appearance-related encouragement and modeling, and 

appearance-related social exclusion and class norms 

β =.24, p <.01 

  
Appearance teasing – 

peers 

No association with body dissatisfaction one year later when 

controlling for age, BMI, parental appearance-related 

encouragement, modeling by friends, and social exclusion 

β =.08, p >.05 

  
Appearance teasing – 

peers 

No association with body dissatisfaction one year later when 

controlling for age, BMI, parental appearance-related 

encouragement, modeling by friends, and social exclusion 

β =.04, p >.05 

  
Social exclusion – 

peers 
Higher body dissatisfaction one year later β =.34, p <.01 

  
Social exclusion – 

peers 
No association with body dissatisfaction one year later β =.10, p >.05 

Holsen et al.
a 

(2012) 

Mid adol. boys 

(13.3 years) 

Higher quality 

relationships – peers 
Higher body dissatisfaction β =.39, p <.001 

Norway 
Mid adol. girls 

Higher quality 

relationships – peers 
Higher body dissatisfaction β =.26, p <.001 

Hutchinson & 

Rapee (2007) 

Early adol. girls 

(12.3 years) 

Friends’ similarity in 

body dissatisfaction  

No similarity in body dissatisfaction within friendship groups, 

controlling for BMI, self-esteem and negative affect 
p >.05 

Australia 
 

Pressure to be thin – 

female friends 

Higher body dissatisfaction, controlling for physical, 

psychological, behavioural and peer variables 
β =.48, p <.001 

  Weight teasing – peers Higher body dissatisfaction r =.47, p <.001 

 
  Weight teasing – peers 

No association with body dissatisfaction when controlling for 

physical, psychological, behavioural and peer variables 
β =.03, p >.01 

Jones (2001) 

United States 

Early – mid 

boys & girls 

(14.3 years) 

Appearance 

comparison sources 

Comparisons more often made towards same-sex peers than 

people in the media 
 

 
Early – mid 

adol. boys  

Appearance 

comparison – same sex 

peers 

Higher dissatisfaction with a range of physical attributes rs >.17, ps<.05 
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Early – mid 

adol. girls 

Appearance 

comparison – same sex 

peers 

Higher dissatisfaction with a range of physical attributes rs >.29, ps<.01 

Jones
 
(2004)

a 

United States 

Early – mid 

adol. boys  

(13.9 years) 

Appearance 

conversations – friends 

Predicted positive change in body dissatisfaction over one year. 

Association not significant when controlling for BMI, peer 

appearance teasing, perceptions that acceptance is dependent 

on appearance, social comparison, and internalization of ideals 

β = .15, p <.05 

β = .05, p >.05 

 
Early – mid 

adol. girls 

Appearance 

conversations – friends 

Predicted positive change in body dissatisfaction over one year. 

Association not significant when controlling for BMI, peer 

appearance teasing, perceptions that acceptance is dependent 

on appearance, social comparison, and internalization of ideals 

β =.16, p <.01 

β = .06, p >.05 

 
Early – mid 

adol. boys 

Appearance–

conditional acceptance 

– female peers 

No association with change in body dissatisfaction over one 

year  
β =.01, p >.05 

 
Early – mid 

adol. girls 

Appearance–

conditional acceptance 

– peers 

Predicted change in body dissatisfaction one year later. The 

association not significant when controlling for BMI, Time 1 

body dissatisfaction, conversations, social comparison, 

internalization of appearance ideals, and appearance teasing 

β =.17, p <.05 

β =.01, p >.05 

 
Early – mid 

adol. boys 

Appearance teasing – 

friends and peers 

Higher body dissatisfaction concurrently, but did not predict 

change in body dissatisfaction over one year 

r =.25, p <.05  

β =.14, p >.05 

 
Early – mid 

adol. girls 

Appearance teasing – 

friends and peers 

Higher body dissatisfaction concurrently, but did not predict 

change in body dissatisfaction over one year 

r =.40, p <.05 

β =.02, p >.05 

 
Early – mid 

adol. boys 

Social comparison – 

peers & models 
Higher body dissatisfaction concurrently, and one year later 

r =.37, p <.05  

r =.28, p <.05  

 
Early – mid 

adol. girls 

Social comparison – 

peers & models 
Higher body dissatisfaction concurrently, and one year later 

r =.71, p <.05  

r =.66, p <.05  

Jones & 

Crawford  

Mid adol. boys 

(13.6 & 16.6) 

Appearance 

conversations – friends 
Higher weight concern β =.21, p <.05 

(2005) 

United States  
Muscle building 

conversations – friends 
Higher muscularity concern β =.31, p<.001 

  Own weight concern Higher body dissatisfaction β =.48, p<.001 
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  Own muscle concern Higher body dissatisfaction β =.48, p<.001 

Jones et al. 

(2004)  

United States 

Early – mid 

boys  

(13.5 years) 

Appearance 

conversations – friends 
Higher body dissatisfaction r =.16, p <.05 

 Early – mid 

girls 

Appearance 

conversations – friends 
Higher body dissatisfaction r =.34, p <.001 

 
Early – mid 

boys & girls 

Appearance criticism – 

peer 

Higher body dissatisfaction, controlling for internalization of 

media ideals 
β =.31, p <.001 

 
Early – mid 

adol. boys  
Social comparison 

No mediation of the longitudinal association between 

appearance conversations and body dissatisfaction 
 

 
Early - mid 

adol. girls 
Social comparison 

Fully mediated the longitudinal association between 

appearance conversations and body dissatisfaction  
 

Keery et al. 

(2004) 

United States 

Early adol. girls 

(12.6 years) 
Social comparison 

Partially mediated associations of body dissatisfaction with 

peer and media influences, and fully mediated the association 

with parent influence 

 

Kelly et al. 

(2005)  

United States 

Early – late 

adol. girls 

Friends diet to lose 

weight 
Lower body satisfaction p <.001 

 
 

Friends care about 

exercise & being fit 
Higher body satisfaction p <.001 

Kichler & 

Crowther (2009) 

United States 

Early adol. girls 

(10.3 years) 

Appearance criticism 

& encouragement to 

lose weight – peers 

Higher body dissatisfaction r =.54, p <.01 

Lawler & Nixon 

(2011) 

Mid adol. boys 

(16 years) 

Appearance 

conversations – friends 
No association with body dissatisfaction r =.08, p >.05 

Ireland 
Mid adol. girls 

Appearance 

conversations – friends 
Higher body dissatisfaction r =.25, p <.01 

 Mid adol. boys 
Appearance criticism – 

peers 
Higher body dissatisfaction r =.55, p <.01 

 Mid adol. girls 
Appearance criticism – 

peers 
Higher body dissatisfaction r =.47, p <.01 
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Lieberman et al. 

(2001) 

Canada 

Mid adol. girls 

(14.1 years) 

Modeling of dieting & 

weight loss – friends 

Lower body esteem, controlling for age, BMI, popularity, self-

esteem, externalized self-perception, appearance attributions, 

teasing and social reinforcement 

Β=-.13, 

p<.001 

  
Self-reported weight 

teasing – peers 
Lower body esteem r =-.43, p<.001 

  
Self-reported shape 

teasing – peers 
Lower body esteem r =-.44, p<.001 

  
Self-report appearance 

teasing – peers 
Lower body esteem r =-.40, p<.001 

  
Classmate-reported 

appearance teasing  
Lower body esteem r =-.22, p<.001 

  

Perceived pressure to 

diet or lose weight – 

friends 

Higher body esteem, controlling for BMI, age, popularity, 

relational self-esteem, externalized self-perception, social 

rejection, appearance teasing, and peer modeling 

β =.08, p <.01 

Lunde et al. 

(2006)  

Sweden 

Early adol. boys  

(10.4 years) 
General teasing – peers 

Lower satisfaction with appearance and weight, controlling for 

BMI and victimization experiences 

β =-.20, p <.01 

β =-.25, p<.01 

 
Early adol. girls 

Appearance teasing – 

peers 

Lower satisfaction with general appearance, controlling for 

BMI and victimization experiences 
β =-.26, p <.01 

 Early adol. boys  Social exclusion Lower satisfaction with appearance and weight 
β =-.23, p <.01 

β =-.19, p <.01 

 Early adol. girls Social exclusion Lower satisfaction with appearance and weight 
β =-.18, p <.01 

β =-.28, p <.01 

Lunner et al. 

(2000)  

Sweden & 

Swedish mid 

adol. girls 

(14.3 years) 

Appearance criticism – 

peers 
Higher body dissatisfaction β =.33, p <.01 

Australia Australian mid 

adol. girls 

(13.3 years) 

Appearance criticism – 

peers 

 

Higher body dissatisfaction βs >.23, ps<.01 



Friends, Peers and Body Dissatisfaction Review        51 

McCabe & 

Ricciardelli
a 

(2005)    

Australia 

Early – mid 

adol. boys & 

girls   (13 years) 

Pressure to change 

body – same- & other- 

sex friends 

No association with body dissatisfaction p >.05 

McCabe et al.
b 

(2006) 

Mid adol. girls 

(15.9 years) 

Appearance messages 

– friends 

Majority of girls received positive appearance messages from 

friends. Half the girls perceived criticism from friends.  

Qualitative 

study 

Australia 
Mid adol. boys 

Appearance messages 

– friends 

Only a small number of boys reported receiving positive or 

negative appearance-related messages from friends 

Qualitative 

study 

Mooney et al.
b 

(2009) 

Ireland 

Mid adol. girls 

(range = 15-16) 

Acceptance and 

approval 

Thinness considered important because it is believed to 

influence acceptance by friends 

Qualitative 

study 

O’Koon (1997) 

United States 

Mid adol. boys 

& girls 

(range = 16-18) 

Trust, sensitivity and 

helpfulness from 

friends 

More positive body image r = .24, p <.05 

Page et al. (2006) 

Europe  

Mid adol. boys 

& girls 

(16.7 years) 

Estimates of same-sex 

peers perceived to be 

dieting to lose weight 

Higher perception of oneself as “too fat” p <.01 

Palmqvist & 

Santavirta (2006) 

Finland 

Mid adol. boys 

& girls 

(14.1 years) 

Friendship intimacy No association with body dissatisfaction p >.05 

Paxton et al.
a 

(2006) 

Early adol. boys 

(12.7 years) 

Modeling of dieting – 

friends 
No association with body dissatisfaction five years later r =.07, p>.05 

United States 
Mid adol. boys 

(15.8 years) 

Modeling of dieting – 

friends 

Higher body dissatisfaction five years later.  Associations did 

not remain significant when controlling for BMI, SES, 

ethnicity, weight teasing and Time 1 body dissatisfaction 

r = .13, p<.001 

β = .49, p >.05 

 Early adol. girls 
Modeling of dieting – 

friends 

Higher body dissatisfaction five years later. Associations 

remained when controlling for BMI, self-esteem and Time 1 

body dissatisfaction 

r = .13, p<.001 

β =1.45, p<.05 

 Mid adol. girls 
Modeling of dieting – 

friends 
No association with body dissatisfaction five years later r =.05, p >.05 

 Early adol. boys 
Appearance teasing – 

peers 

Higher body dissatisfaction five years later. Associations did 

not remain significant when controlling for BMI, SES, 

depression, friend dieting, and Time 1 body dissatisfaction 

r =.16, p <.01 

β = .49, p >.05 
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 Mid adol. boys 
Appearance teasing – 

peers 

Higher body dissatisfaction five years later. Associations did 

not remain significant when controlling for BMI, SES, 

depression, friend dieting, and Time 1 body dissatisfaction 

r =.19, p <.001 

β = .36, p >.05 

 Early adol. girls 
Appearance teasing – 

peers 

Higher body dissatisfaction five years later. Associations did 

not remain significant when controlling for BMI, SES, 

depression, friend dieting, and Time 1 body dissatisfaction 

r =.11, p <.05 

β =-.54, p>.05 

 Mid adol. girls 
Appearance teasing – 

peers 

Higher body dissatisfaction five years later. Associations did 

not remain significant when controlling for BMI, SES, 

depression, friend dieting, and Time 1 body dissatisfaction 

r =.17, p <.001 

β = .37, p >.05 

Paxton et al.
a
 

(2005) 

Australia 

Mid adol. girls 

(15.5 years) 

Belief that thinness is 

important for attracting 

boys 

Higher body dissatisfaction, controlling for BMI, depression, 

self-esteem, and the importance the individual places on being 

popular with boys 

β =.32, p <.005 

Paxton et al. 

(1999) 

Mid adol. girls 

(15.5 years) 
Friends’ similarity in 

body dissatisfaction 
Body dissatisfaction similar within friendship groups η

2
 =.31 

Australia 
 

Body comparison – 

peers 
Higher body dissatisfaction r =.59, p <.001 

  
Friends’ concern with 

thinness & dieting 

Higher body dissatisfaction, controlling for a range of physical, 

psychological, family/media and friend influences 
β =.12, p <.01 

  
Belief that thinness 

impacts friendships 

Higher body dissatisfaction, controlling for a range of physical, 

psychological, family/media and friend influences 
β =.19, p <.001 

  
Pressure to be thin – 

friends & peers 

Higher body dissatisfaction, controlling for a range of physical, 

psychological, family/media and friend influences 
β =.15, p <.01 

  
Appearance teasing – 

friends & peers 

Higher body dissatisfaction, controlling for a range of physical, 

psychological, family/media and friend influences 
β =.14, p <.01 

  
Social support – 

friends 
No association with body dissatisfaction r = .02, p >.05 

Peterson et al. 

(2007) 

Mid adol. boys 

(16.5 years)  

Pressure to be thin – 

friends  
Higher body dissatisfaction r =.34, p <.01 

United States 
Mid adol. girls 

Pressure to be thin – 

friends 
Higher body dissatisfaction r =.42, p <.01 
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Presnell et al.
 

(2004) 

 

Mid adol. boys 

& girls 

 

Pressure to be thin – 

friends 
Higher body dissatisfaction nine months later r =.40, p <.05 

United States (17 years) Pressure to be thin – 

friends 
Increased body dissatisfaction over nine months  β =.08, p =.04 

Ricciardelli & 

McCabe (2001) 

Australia 

Mid adol. boys 

& girls 

(13.2 years) 

Pressure to lose weight 

or increase muscles – 

same/other-sex friends 

No association with body dissatisfaction p >.05 

 Mid adol. boys 

Pressure to increase 

muscles from same-sex 

best friend 

Higher engagement in strategies to increase muscles, 

controlling for pressure from parents and media to lose weight 

and increase muscles, negative affect and self esteem 

β =.14, p <.01 

 Mid adol. girls 

Pressure to increase 

muscles from same-sex 

best friend 

Higher engagement in strategies to increase muscles, 

controlling for pressure from parents and media to lose weight 

and increase muscles, negative affect and self esteem 

β =.12, p <.05 

 Mid adol. boys 

Pressure to lose weight 

from same-sex best 

friend 

Higher engagement in strategies to lose weight, controlling for 

pressure from parents and media to lose weight and increase 

muscles, negative affect and self esteem 

β =.10, p <.05 

 

 Mid adol. girls 

Pressure to lose weight 

from same-sex best 

friend 

No association with engagement in strategies to lose weight, 

controlling for pressure from parents and media to lose weight 

and increase muscles, negative affect and self esteem 

p >.05 

Sands & Wardle 

(2003) 

United Kingdom 

Early adol. girls 

(range = 9-12) 

Perception of best 

same-sex friends’ 

weight concerns 

Higher body dissatisfaction. Association did not remain when 

internalization of appearance ideals was controlled 

β =.20, p <.01 

β =.07, p >.05 

Schutz & Paxton 

(2007) 

Australia 

Mid adol. girls 

(15.9 years) 

Perception of friends’ 

concerns with weight 

and shape 

Higher body dissatisfaction r =.32, p <.001 

  
Belief that thinness 

benefits relationships 
Higher body dissatisfaction r =.53, p <.001 

  
Communication  

quality - friends 
No association with body dissatisfaction r =.01, p >.01 

  Friendship security No association with body dissatisfaction r =-.10, p >.01 

  Conflict – friends Higher body dissatisfaction r =.14, p <.001 
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Emotional detachment 

– friends 
Higher body dissatisfaction r =.27, p <.001 

Schutz et al. 

(2002) 

Australia 

Early – mid 

adol. girls 

(14.1 years) 

Body comparison Higher body dissatisfaction r =.69, p <.002 

Shisslak et al. 

(1998) 

United States 

Early – mid 

adol. girls 

(range = 9-15) 

Social support No association with body dissatisfaction p >.05 

Shomaker & 

Furman (2009)  

Late adol. boys 

& girls 

Pressure to be thin – 

friends 
Reduced body satisfaction r =-.19, p <.05 

United States (18 years) Appearance criticism –

friends 
No association with body dissatisfaction r =-.07, p >.05 

  
Appearance criticism –

romantic partner 
No association with body dissatisfaction r=-.14, p >.05 

Shroff & 

Thompson  

Mid adol. girls 

(14.6 years) 

Appearance 

conversations - friends 
Higher body dissatisfaction r =.32, p <.001 

(2006) 

United States  
Anti-dieting advice – 

friends 
No association with body dissatisfaction r =-.04, p >.05 

  
Anti-dieting advice – 

friends 
Higher appearance conversations with friends r =.23, p <.001 

  
Anti-dieting advice – 

friends 

Higher perceptions that friends are preoccupied with 

weight/dieting 
r =.13, p <.05 

  
Belief that friends’ are 

preoccupied with 

weight & dieting 

Higher body dissatisfaction r =.44, p <.001 

  

Belief that friends 

influence own ideas of 

perfect body & weight-

loss strategies 

Higher body dissatisfaction r =.38, p <.001 

  Social comparison 
Partially mediated the association of body dissatisfaction with 

peer influence 
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Sinton & Birch 

(2006) 

United States 

Early adol. girls 

(11.3 years) 

Appearance-based 

interactions – same-sex 

peers 

Higher body dissatisfaction r =.40, p <.001 

Stanford & 

McCabe (2005) 

Early adol. boys 

(12.6 years) 

Pressure to be thin – 

best same-sex friend 

No association with weight satisfaction, controlling for parent 

and media pressure to lose weight and increase muscles 
p >.05 

Australia 
 

Pressure to be thin – 

best other-sex friend 

Lower weight satisfaction, controlling for parent and media 

pressure to lose weight and increase muscles 
t =-2.11, p<.05 

Stice et al. (2002) 

United States 

Mid adol. girls 

(14.9 years) 
Social support – peers Lower body dissatisfaction r =-.29, p <.05 

Taylor et al. 

(1998) 

United States 

Early adol. girls 

(12.3 years) 
Weight teasing – peers 

Higher body dissatisfaction, controlling for BMI, perceived 

importance of weight/eating to peers, self-confidence, trying to 

look like people in the media 

b =4.58,p<.001 

Thompson et al. 

(2007) 

United States 

Mid adol. girls 

(14.5 years)  

Appearance 

conversations – friends 

No association with body dissatisfaction, controlling for 

attributions about popularity and teasing, friend anti-dieting 

advice, friends as a source of influence and perceived friend 

preoccupation with weight and dieting 

p >.05 

 Mid adol. girls 
Anti-dieting advice – 

friends 

No association with body dissatisfaction, controlling for 

attributions about popularity and teasing, friend anti-dieting 

advice, friends as a source of influence and perceived friend 

preoccupation with weight and dieting 

p >.05 

 

Mid adol. 

average-weight 

girls 

Perceived friend 

preoccupation with 

weight and dieting 

Higher body dissatisfaction, controlling for attributions about 

popularity and teasing, friend anti-dieting advice, friends as a 

source of influence and appearance conversations with peers 

β =.27, p <.01 

 
Mid adol. over-

weight girls 

Perceived friend 

preoccupation with 

weight and dieting 

Higher body dissatisfaction, controlling for attributions about 

popularity and teasing, friend anti-dieting advice, friends as a 

source of influence and appearance conversations with peers 

β =.25, p <.05 

 

Mid adol. 

average-weight 

girls 

Belief that friends 

influence own ideas of 

perfect body & weight 

loss strategies 

No association with body dissatisfaction, controlling for 

attributions about popularity and teasing, friend anti-dieting 

advice, appearance conversations with peers, friend 

preoccupation with weight & dieting 

β = .13, p >.05 
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Mid adol. over-

weight girls 

Belief that friends 

influence own ideas of 

perfect body & weight 

loss strategies 

Higher body dissatisfaction, controlling for attributions about 

popularity and teasing, friend anti-dieting advice, appearance 

conversations with peers, friend preoccupation with weight/diet 

β = .31, p <.01 

Tiggemann et al.
 

(2009)
b
 

Mid adol. girls 

(approx. 16 yrs) 

Terms used to describe 

self 

Girls use emphatically negative terminology to describe 

themselves. E.g., fat, thunder thighs, and heifers 

Qualitative 

study 

Australia 

 
Reasons for wanting to 

be thinner 

The second most frequent reason for wanting to be thinner 

(following the influence of models and media) was to be 

attractive and receive more attention 

Qualitative 

study 

Tremblay & 

Lariviere (2009) 

Canada 

Early – mid 

adol. girls 

(range = 9-16) 

Pressure to be thin – 

friends 
Lower body satisfaction r =-.12, p <.01 

Vander Wal & 

Thelen (2000) 

Early adol. girls 

(10.3 years) 
Teasing – peers 

Higher body dissatisfaction (using two scales), controlling for 

friends’ investment in dieting 

β =.53, p <.001 

β =.60, p <.001 

United States 
 

Appearance 

comparison – peers 

Higher body dissatisfaction, controlling for social anxiety and 

BMI 
β =.34, p <.001 

Vincent & 

McCabe (2000) 

Australia 

Early – late 

boys & girls 

(13.77 years) 

Modeling of weight 

loss behaviour – peers 

No association with body dissatisfaction, controlling for 

relationship quality, and appearance-related conversation, 

encouragement, and negative commentary from friends or 

family 

p >.01 

 
Early – late 

adol. boys  

Appearance 

conversation – peers 

No association with body dissatisfaction, controlling for 

relationship quality, and appearance-related encouragement, 

modeling, and negative commentary from friends or family 

p >.01 

 
Early – late 

adol. girls 

Appearance 

conversation – peers 

Higher body dissatisfaction, controlling for relationship 

quality, and appearance-related reinforcement, modeling, and 

negative commentary from friends or family 

sr
2
 =.02, p<.01 

 

Early – late 

adol. boys & 

girls 

Perceived pressure to 

lose weight – peers 

No association with body dissatisfaction, controlling for 

relationship quality, and appearance-related conversation, 

modeling, and negative commentary from friends or family 

p >.01 

 
Early – late  

boys & girls 

Appearance criticism – 

peers 
No association with body dissatisfaction p >.01 

 
Early – late 

adol. boys  

Lower relationship 

quality – peers (higher 

score = lower quality) 

Higher body dissatisfaction, controlling for BMI, familial and 

peer negative commentary, weight-related encouragement and 

modeling, and parental care and overprotection 

sr
2
 =.04, p<.01 
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a
Longitudinal design.  

b
Qualitative design. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Early – late 

adol. girls 

Lower relationship 

quality – peers 
No association with body dissatisfaction p >.01 

Wertheim et al.
b 

(1997) 

Mid adol. girls 

(approx. 15 yrs) 

Modeling of dieting – 

friends 

Dieting friends make girls feel concerned about their own 

weight and that they ought to be dieting 

Qualitative 

study 

Australia 
 

Appearance 

conversation – friends 

Conversations involve complaining about weight, commenting 

on disliked body parts, and discussing weight loss/gain 

Qualitative 

study 

Woelders et al.
a  

(2010) 

Mid adol. girls 

(13.8 years) 

Self–reported body 

dissatisfaction friends 
Higher individual body dissatisfaction concurrently r =.19, p <.05 

Netherlands 
 

Self–reported body 

dissatisfaction friends 
Higher individual body dissatisfaction one year later r =.12, p <.05 
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Table 2 

A Summary of Suggestions for Future Research Directions on Friend and Peer Relationships and Body Dissatisfaction  

1. Further tests of longitudinal associations between appearance teasing and body dissatisfaction. 

2. 
Confirmation of the unique association between appearance teasing and body dissatisfaction, and/or identify the variables that may account 

for and/or further explain the processes involved. 

3. 
Consideration to multivariate pathways and processes than contribute to our understanding of direct and indirect associations of body 

dissatisfaction with friend and peer influences. 

4. Longitudinal research to better differentiate selection from socialization processes in relation to body image attitudes and behavior. 

5. Further examination of the association between friends’ anti-dieting advice and body dissatisfaction. 

6. 

Identification of potential moderators and provision of explanations to account for the divergent associations found concerning perceived 

pressure from friends to be attractive.  Conflicting findings were reported in terms of sources of perceived pressure to be attractive (i.e., 

same sex versus opposite sex friends) and the potential appearance-related correlate (i.e., body dissatisfaction or adoption of body 

changing techniques.  Researchers might explore concepts such as locus of control, problem solving, or coping styles as potential 

moderators. 

7. Clarify how the role of friends or peers may differ for adolescents with different ethnic backgrounds. 

8. Greater use of longitudinal and experimental research across all areas. 

9. Development of and greater use of psychometrically sound measures. 

10. 
Consistent discussion of any differences in findings when comparing results using figure-rating and multiple item rating scales to assess 

body dissatisfaction. 

11. 
Development of measures suitable for males and females, and further testing of whether existing measures are equally reliable and valid 

with males and females. 

12. 
Greater focus on boys' body image concerns and related issues. In particular, exploration of friends’ similarity in body dissatisfaction, and 

the association of body dissatisfaction with anti-dieting advice and perceptions of the importance of thinness (or muscularity) to friends. 

13. 

Additional focus on potential protective factors.  Recommended targeting more specific and direct characteristics of social relationships as 

they relate to appearance, rather than broad, multifaceted variables (e.g., friendship quality). Alternatively, development of a theoretical 

framework for conceptualizing the role of the broader emotional context of friendships in body dissatisfaction to guide future research and 

provide a clearer understanding of the conflicting findings in this area.  
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14. Exploration of the role of the opposite sex and romantic relationships in adolescent body dissatisfaction. 

15. Examination of the role of relationships based in social media, in adolescent body dissatisfaction.  



Friends, Peers and Body Dissatisfaction Review        60 

 


