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ABSTRACT 

This study explores how the use of beauty filters on social media impacts body image among university 

students in the Klang Valley, Malaysia.  While the use of Augmented-Reality (AR) and Artificial-

Intelligence (AI) driven filters are a common social media practice nowadays, its psychological effects on 

young adults within the Malaysian context remains under-searched. Using a quantitative design, the 

relationship between the indepdendet variable (IV) of Beuaty Filter Usage and dependent variable  (DV) of 

Body Dissatisfaction has been investigated. A total of 236 students participated in a self-reported survey 

using a modified version of Appearance-Related Social Media Consciousness (ASMC-13) and Body Shape 

Questionnaire (BSQ-16) to ensure measurability of variables. Descriptive results indicated high levels of 

both filter usage and body dissatisfaction, with (M=3.91) and (M=3.88) respectively. Inferential analysis 

revealed a strong positive significant correlation (r=0.976, p<0.001), proving that increased filter 

dependency directly influence body dissatisfaction. To note, T-test showed that male students scored 

significantly higher than females in both filter usage and body dissatisfaction, challenging traditional 

assumptions of female-focused body image concern. Findings implicate that ongoing beauty trends from 

TikTok and Snapchat has reset beauty standards, leading to increased social withdrawal among students. 

This research also concludes that the “internalization of digital ideal” creates an impossible beauty 

benchmark. It recommends that universities implement gender-inclusive digital literacy programs to address 

this emerging mental health crisis among tertiary students of Klang Valley. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the modern digital landscape Nguyen, X. D. (2026) digitalization has penetrated almost every sphere of 

life, and the digital space has become an integral part of modern society and this includes social media. 

Social media platforms have swiftly transitioned from simple communication tools to mediums for self-

discovery among tertiary students. Ideally, these platforms should foster healthy social connection, 

connecting people from all around the world as well as strengthening the social bonds among communities. 

However, the integration of Augmented Reality (AR) and Artificial Intelligence (AI) beauty filters has 

created these virtual standards of “perfection” that emerging adults have to comply to. While it is true that 

these tools offer beneficial aesthetic enhancement, there are negative effects that cannot be ignored.  

One of the effects lie in the growing phenomenon of “Selfie Dysmorphia,” where young adults increasingly 

struggle to reconcile their natural physical appearance with their filtered pictures. If this relationship remains 

unaddressed, the persistent psychological distress may lead to higher risk of developing clinical disorders 

such as BDD and ED. Malaysia’s mental health scenery is already facing challenges where the rate of 

mental illness is reaching its highest recorded number compared to any other decades. Especially in urban 

areas such as the capital Kuala Lumpur, where a study found 40% of the population fulfilled the criteria for 

a mental disorder (Raaj et.al, 2021).  
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Based on the Global Digital Report 2024, 83.1% of Malaysia’s population have a social media identity and 

users’ engagement came to an average of  38 hours and 49 minutes per month on the TikTok app, coming in 

first in the category of “Time Spent using Social Media Apps” (Howe, 2024). Despite the high concentration 

of social media usage in urban Malaysia, there is a lack of localized research exploring how the behaviour 

and intensity of filter usage directly predict body dissatisfaction within the emerging adulthood 

demographic, especially those in a high-density community such as tertiary institutions. Moreover, the 

normalization of these digital enhancements has redefined the standard of attractiveness, whereby natural, 

unedited features are increasingly perceived as ‘defective’ as they do not match the ones in the edited 

pictures. For tertiary students in the high-density urban area of Klang Valley, the pressure to conform to 

these AR and AI generated beauty benchmark is constant. Existing research fail to address the mental shift 

from this harmless action of using beauty filters to this obsessive habit in monitoring their appearance to see 

if they meet the digital beauty standards mentioned above. 

Many existing studies focus on a more general perspective of social media use and body image perception. 

For instance, (Gupta et.al, 2023) highlighted that the frequency of image-based social media use and 

appearance-driven motivations are primary predictors of body dysmorphic symptoms in their study of the 

association between social media use and body dysmorphic symptoms in young people.  However, a 

significant portion of the existing research remains Western-centric, leaving the unique sociocultural beauty 

standard of Malaysian youth under-explored. Too add on, most studies group all social media activities 

together, failing to distinguish between the general usage and the specific intensive usage of beauty filters. 

This research aims to address these gaps by shifting the focus to the Malaysian context especially the local 

tertiary students and isolating beauty filter usage as a key behavioural catalyst for body dissatisfaction. 

Additionally, the world of technology is constantly evolving at an incredible pace and it does not seem it 

will slow down anytime soon. This means that people’s dependence on digital tools and application will also 

increase. Therefore, the significance of this research also lies in providing the empirical evidence needed to 

create a safe digital environment. By understanding the link between beauty filter usage and body 

dissatisfaction, it can be ensured that policy makers have the psychological frameworks ready to protect the 

mental health of users as these tools become more immersive. In doing so, the study contributes directly to 

the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 3 (SDG 3) which calls for good health and well being 

and in this context, committing member states to promote mental health and wellbeing. 

This article addresses these gaps. The main objective of this article is to examine the impact of beauty filter 

usage in the context of social media on one’s body image dissatisfaction among tertiary students in Klang 

Valley. Specifically the study focuses on these three objectives: (1) To examine the extent of beauty filter 

usage among tertiary students in Klang Valley, (2) to assess the level of body dissatisfaction among students 

of tertiary level education in Klang Valley and (3) to examine the relationship between beauty filter usage 

and the level of body dissatisfaction.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Theoretical Foundations: The Tripartite Influence Model 

The Tripartite Influence Model (TIM) developed by (Berg et.al, 2002) is one of the most widely used 

frameworks when it comes to research in body image. This model proposes that there are three main core of 

influence that contribute to the development of body image and eating disturbances which are media, peers, 

and parents. One of the core influences which is media, plays a role as a sociocultural influence that 

transmits ideals of attractiveness to individuals. However, it does not always cause body dissatisfaction 

directly and it is instead often mediated by two critical psychological processes which is the internalization 

of media information and appearance comparison (Berg et.al, 2002). At the base, media plays the part in 

setting a norm by saturating one’s environment with specific images that the public would be conditioned to 

perceive as attractive. This exposure will then lead to internalization of the idea by media consumers that 

specific features will bring specific rewards. For example, social media posts often link beauty with 

popularity and success.  
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Once the idea is transmitted and internalized, the individual will begin using it as a benchmark for beauty 

trends and standards. This influence is increasingly significant with an apparent growth of the use of image-

based social media especially in teen girls as they are more likely than teen boys to engage with platforms 

like TikTok, Instagram and Snapchat (Vogels, et.al., 2022). Research by (Yao et.al., 2024) provides 

empirical evidence on how social media in the context of ideals exposure is significantly associated with 

thin-ideal internalization within the sample of Chinese female undergraduates. Within the TIM, this proves 

that internalization is a powerful psychological process. It shows that once an individual buys into the 

standard, the effects can still play in their mind despite the use of any media. 

Alongside media, peers are also identified to be one of the main cores of influence mentioned in the model. 

(Laursen & Veenstra, 2021) describes peer influence as an important tool to increase similarity between 

friends and affiliates which will reduce the social risks that comes from differences and dissimilarity. This 

explains the urge of individuals to align with ongoing trends, be it social media, beauty and so on. This is 

because peer influence can serve as the primary motivation behind the conformity to digital beauty standards 

for individuals as a means of seeking a sense of belonging and social validation particularly within the 

tertiary institutions. Berg et.al. (2002) also describes that peers act as a reinforcer for beauty standards 

through interpersonal interactions where teasing, conversations and social reinforcement take place among 

peers which allows for internalization of a certain beauty standard. 

Furthermore, recent research by (Ito et.al, 2025) highlights that exposure to thin-ideal images such as the 

viewing pictures and videos of slim women has a significantly deeper impact on the internalization of beauty 

standards rather than conversations or verbal “body talk”. These findings provide empirical support for the 

‘internalization of media information’ as a critical mediating process within the TIM Lastly, TIM proposes 

that parents are the third core source of influence on the occurrence of body image and eating disturbances. 

While media provides the standard, and peers provide the social trends, parents often provide the 

foundational attitude toward body image. The model emphasizes that parents can influence their children’s 

body image directly or indirectly. For instance, direct parental influence can occur through verbal 

commentary such as weigh-related teasing and encouragement to diet while indirect influence can be seen 

when parents themselves model their own body dissatisfaction (Berg et al., 2002).  

Recent research has also supported this claim as they identify that direct parental influence such as criticism 

and teasing of offspring’s weight is a powerful predictor of body dissatisfaction that lasts well into 

adulthood (Athaide et.al., 2025). According to (Bandura, 1977) in his Social Learning theory, individuals 

learn social behaviors through observational learning, where they watch and imitate the actions of influential 

models such as parents. Therefore, if a parent frequently critiques their own appearance in the presence of 

their child, they are more likely to internalize these behaviors. Simultaneously, modeling can be a powerful 

tool in decreasing body dissatisfaction as a study found that young adults would prefer parents to be role 

models and provide the foundations of healthy habits surrounding food and body at home (Staviss, 2024). 

As mentioned above, the TIM posits that the media, peers, and parents do not cause body dissatisfaction 

directly. It is instead being mediated through two psychological processes. First, internalization occurs when 

an individual adopts sociocultural beauty standards as their own personal goals. Once these ideas are 

internalized, they trigger the second mediator which is appearance comparison. Research shows that upward 

appearance comparisons which is the tendency to make comparisons with others that are considered more 

superior was reported in greater numbers than any other directions (Coelho, 2023). In this digital age, this 

process is intensified as beauty filters provide a constant stream of superior images, which triggers this 

psychological mechanism leading individuals to frequently compare their natural appearance against a 

digitally ideal concept which once again highlights the importance of this study. 

Theoretical Foundations: The Self Discrepancy Theory   

The Self Discrepancy Theory by (Higgins, 1987) provides a psychological framework for understanding the 

emotional vulnerabilities that arise from the gap between how individuals perceive themselves and how they 

wish to be.  According to Higgins (1987) individuals possess three core domains of the self which is the 

Actual self, the Ideal self and also the Ought self. To elaborate, the Actual self is the real representation of 
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an individual’s current state, the Ideal Self represents the attributes that someone would ideally like to 

possess, such as hopes and aspirations meanwhile the Ought Self represents the attributes that an individual 

feels they should possess based on duties, obligations, or sociocultural requirements.  

 (Higgins, 1987) posits that the larger the gap between the actual and ideal self, the more likely the 

individual is to experience adverse emotions such as disappointment, sadness, and dissatisfaction. Recent 

research has provided empirical evidence that self-discrepancy is a mechanism that mediates the impact of 

perceived media-transmitted body ideals on body dissatisfaction (Möri et.al., 2022). The study also confirms 

that the thinner or more muscular the viewers perceive the ideal body in the media, the stronger their body 

dissatisfaction (Möri et.al., 2022). From this, it is understood that the bigger the gap is between the ideal 

body and their own body, the bigger the body dissatisfaction is; which supports the Self Discrepancy 

Theory. Building on the concept of the ‘Actual-Ideal’ gap, the experience of adverse feelings when there is 

discrepancy between the domains can be related to the Cognitive Dissonance Theory by (Festinger, 1957). 

In the context of body image, an individual will face dissonance when their Actual self contradicts the ‘Ideal 

Self’. This contradiction creates a state of psychological tension or discomfort which will manifest into 

bigger emotions such as disappointment, dissatisfaction, or unhappiness. 

While the Ideal self focuses on personal desires, the Ought self represents the version of the individual that 

is shaped by external expectations and social obligations such as the pressure to look professional, polished 

or socially acceptable according to local beauty standards. Slightly different from the ‘Actual-Ideal’ gap, a 

discrepancy between the Actual and Ought self typically produces agitation related emotions such as 

anxiety, guilt, and self-contempt (Higgins, 1987). Unfortunately, most research focus more on the ‘Actual-

Ideal’ gap and more efforts need to be made to explore the impact of ‘Actual-Ought’ discrepancy. All in all, 

the discrepancies between the ‘self’ domains provides an insightful explanation on the psychological distress 

that an individual might feel when perceiving their own self. Ultimately, this study utilizies Self-

Discrepancy Theory to investigate whether the ‘Actual-Ideal’ gap created by beauty filters serves as a 

primary driver for body satisfaction among tertiary students. 

The Psychosociological Effects of Body Dissatisfaction 

Body dissatisfaction refers to the negative evaluation of one’s physical body (Heider et al., 2018).  This is 

understood to be stemming from a perceived discrepancy between the Actual self which is the natural state 

of their body and also the Ideal self which is the ideal body and features that they aspire to possess. When 

remained unsolved, this constant psychological distress and pressure will manifest into behaviours that may 

disrupt an individual’s daily functioning.  

The most prevalent effects of body dissatisfaction is the development of Eating Disorders (EDs). EDs are 

referred to as a behavioural condition characterized by a consistent disturbance to feeding or eating patterns 

that affect the consumption or absorption of food which causes impairment in their physical and 

psychosocial functioning. The relationship between body dissatisfaction and EDs has long been discussed 

with existing studies showing that body image concerns and self-criticism is persistently standing as one of 

the main features that contribute to the maintenance and execution of disordered eating behaviors (Dover & 

Clements, 2025). Recent reports also found that body dissatisfaction is a mediating factor in cognitive 

restraint eating among Chinese female adolescents (Chen, 2020) and that body dissatisfaction is positively 

associated with restrained eating, emotional eating as well as external eating which can be mediated through 

smartphone addiction (Yang et al., 2022). 

A persistent state of body dissatisfaction can also cause Body Dysmorphic Disorder (BDD). BDD is said to 

be the only other diagnosis in the DSM-5 to that is characterized by a disturbed body image (Rosen & 

Ramirez, 1998) which points at the direct correlation between body dissatisfaction and BDD. In a social 

context, body dissatisfaction can also impact an individual’s social functioning. Studies have found that 

body dissatisfaction is significantly associated with social anxiety where feeling of inferiority and family 

cohesion were found to play a pivotal mediating role in the relation (Dou et al, 2023). Beyond social 

anxiety, body dissatisfaction is also found to have a positive correlation with the development social 

physique anxiety which is defined as the type of anxiety experienced when individuals feel that their 
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physical appearance are being criticized by other people especially in a university setting where students are 

exposed to increased academic demands, new social norms and body image standard. (Tsartsapakis, 2025). 

The psychological pressure to maintain or achieve a certain ideal standards due to body dissatisfaction  often 

forces individuals into a state of heightened Impression Management. In his book of  The Presentation of 

Self in Everyday Life, (Goffman, 1959) publicized the concept of perception management. In the same 

concept, Goffman defines impression management to a goal-directed conscious or unconscious attempt to 

influence other people’s perspective on a person, object or event by controlling the information during social 

interaction (Nickerson, 2024). In the context of body dissatisfaction, impression management is used as a 

defensive mechanism to bridge the perceived gap caused by the (Actual-Ideal) discrepancy.  Impression 

management can manifest into different types of compulsive behaviour such as constant checking of 

themselves in the mirror, excessive touch-ups and so on. 

Media Literacy and Body Image 

In the Malaysian context, the media consumption is on par with the global trend where Malaysians ranked 

number sixth worldwide for daily online time in 2022, with an average of 9 hours and 4 minutes daily 

(Chuah, 2024). With the constant evolvement of media platforms, it is found that individuals find it hard to 

make proper choices regarding technology which hints at a decline in media literacy (Rios, 2024). Not only 

that, an increasing reliance on social media as a source of news and instances of unverified news are being 

spread on social media (Jasin et al., 2022). This high-speed consumption also significantly challenges an 

individual’s media literacy.  

This means that the Malaysian population are vulnerable to the effects of lack of media literacy. At the base, 

media literacy refers to the practice of comprehending media messages and understanding its influence on 

one’s thoughts, feelings and behaviors (Syversen-Mark, 2025).  When an individual lack this specific skill 

set, they may fail to deconstruct digital manipulation, particularly in the context of body image. With the 

emergence of new and advance beauty standards and beauty features in the digital world, digital 

manipulation may occur to individuals with low level of media literacy. For instance, instead of recognizing 

a beauty filter as just a digital tool, an individual with low media literacy may internalize the perfection as a 

personal standard.  

Consequently, it creates a loop of Self-Objectification which refers to the psychological process in which an 

individual perceives themselves as a physical object first then a human second which results in increasing 

hypercriticality about their body (Chan, 2026). In Malaysia, studies shown that female students who 

performs self-objectification by viewing their bodies from an external observer’s perspective, they are more 

likely to experience higher levels of anxiety about their appearance (Wong & Moh Sani, 2025). 

Additionally, studies also found significant relationship between self-objectification and body image where 

they correlate with each other (Piercey, et al., 2023). Subsequently, when an individual’s body image is 

compromised through this self-evaluation, it often leads to appearance-related anxiety as it involves the 

cognitive process of constant body surveillance such as monitoring how one looks in social or academic 

settings (Wong & Moh Sani, 2025). 

In conclusion, the intersection of rapid media consumption and a lack of media literacy creates a significant 

vulnerability in how individuals perceive their physique. When the ability to critically deconstruct digital 

manipulation is absent, it increases the state of body image awareness, where an individual is constantly 

critiquing their own appearance. 

Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual framework of this study. The Independent Variable (IV) is defined as the 

Beauty Filter Usage and the Dependent Variable (DV) refers to Body Dissatisfaction. This framework 

allows for a clear investigation of the relationship between the two variables and to what extent does the 

usage of beauty filter actually influence body dissatisfaction. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

This study employs a quantitative research design utilizing a cross sectional survey method with the 

objectives of examining the relationship between beauty filter usage and level of body dissatisfaction. By 

quantifying variables and relationships, researchers will be allowed to measure data objective and 

methodically which highlights the accuracy, objectivity, and capacity for generalization of quantitative 

research (Munther et al., 2024). Additionally, a cross-sectional survey method is used where data is collected 

at one specific point in time to capture the habits and feelings of the participants right now, rather than 

following them over years. This is because technology is surely to advance more and more in the future, so it 

is a crucial to study the impacts of the technology the generation is currently utilizing which is AR and AI-

driven beauty filters For the survey, two different questionnaires which are reliable and valid has been 

chosen to be employed which are the Appearance-Related Social Media Consciousness Scale (ASMC-13) 

and the Body Shape Questionnaire (BSQ-16). The items are then modified to better fit the variables which 

are beauty filter usage for (IV) and body dissatisfaction for (DV). Data is then collected through an online 

survey platform which is Google Forms. This quantitative research design aligns directly with the objective 

of determining the statistical relationship between beauty filter usage and body dissatisfaction with 

precision, providing clear and measurable evidence of how beauty tools influence the mental well-being of 

tertiary students in the area of Klang Valley. 

Participants and Sampling 

In this research, the target population is identified to be students who currently enrolled in any tertiary 

institutions in the area of Klang Valley This demographic is chosen because they exhibit the highest 

frequency of social media engagement and beauty filter usage as social media is more than just a way of 

communication for them, it is also a medium for self-discovery. To ensure that the target population has an 

equal and independent chance of being selected for the sample, a non-probability, convenience sampling 

method has been employed. This method allows the researcher to announce the study while participants can 

self-select whether they are willing to participate (Stratton, 2021). The research has collected a total of 236 

respondents which particularly focused on tertiary student in Klang Valley. Respondents who where outside 

of klang valley and if they have already graduated is excluded from the sanple. 

Instrument and Data Collection 

Data was collected using a structured questionnaire that was developed through literature on beauty filter 

usage  and individuals perception on their body image. The questionnaire contains 37 items which is divided 
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into three main sections which are, Section A to collect basic demographic information, Section B to 

measure Beauty Filter Usage and Section C to measure Body Dissatisfaction. For section A, there are 7 

items that covers the basic information of the participants to have a clear demographic of the targeted 

population. The items include age, gender, basic university information such as their enrollment status, 

current year of study as well as the area where their institution is located. The last two questions focus more 

on the aspects of social media such as the average daily usage and preferred social media platform. 

Next, Section B consists of 13 questions to measure the IV, which is the beauty filter usage. The items are 

adapted from the Appearance-Related Social Media Consciousness Scale by (Choukas-Bradley et al., 2020). 

While the original scale assesses the extent of an individual’s thoughts and behaviors reflect the persistent 

awareness of whether they might appear attractive to a social media audience (Choukas-Bradley et al., 

2020), the items in this study were specifically modified to reflect the frequency as well as the psychological 

preoccupation of applying beauty filters to one’s image. For instance, the original item from the ASMC-13, 

‘When people take pictures of me, I think about how I will look if the pictures are posted on social media,’ 

was refined to ‘When people take pictures of me, I think about how I will look if the pictures are posted 

without any filters on social media’. This adaptation was done to explicitly capture the reliance on AR and 

AI driven filters that are embedded on social media application nowadays such as TikTok, Instagram and 

Snapchat. Participants respond to these items using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly 

Disagree) to 5 (Strong Agree). A higher score in this section indicates a heightened state of consciousness 

regarding digital (AR and AI) driven facial manipulation and a greater dependence on it to appear attractive 

online. 

Moving on, Section C is made up of 16 questions in order to measure the DV which is Body Dissatisfaction. 

Adapted from the Body Shape Questionnaire (BSQ-16). BSQ-16 is a shortened version derived by (Evans & 

Dolan, 1993) from the original BSQ which contains 34 items. While the BSQ is generally used to assess 

negative body image, the items in this study were specifically adapted to reflect the influence of digital 

beauty standards. For instance, BSQ-16’s original item, ‘Have you been so worried about your shape that 

you have been felling you ought to diet?’, was modified to the statement ‘ I have been so worried about my 

shape that I felt I should diet to meet the physical ideals I see in beauty filters’. Furthermore, the scoring for 

the items has been generalized in this study to follow a 5-point Likert scale by replacing the question items 

to ‘I’ statements. This adjustment is crucial to maintain consistency with the ASMC-13 used in section B. 

By standardizing the scales, the researcher ensures that the measurement framework is uniform across the 

entire instrument as well as allowing participants to navigate the survey with greater ease. 

Validity and Reliability of Instrument. 

The internal consistency of the modified ASMC-13 and BSQ-16 scales was assessed using Cronbach’s 

Alpha (α) using the IBM SPSS statistics version 29 during the initial pilot study of this research. The data 

mentioned was yielded from a total of 22 number of respondents as the sample. The pilot study  for section 

B yielded a Cronbach’s Alpha value of 0.926. This high coefficient confirms that all 13 items are highly 

cohesive and provides a stable measurement of the independent variable which is this case is the beauty 

filter usage. For section C (Body Satisfaction Questionnaire – 16), alpha value was 0.971 which indicates an 

an exceptional level of internal consistency and indicates that the 16 items are high reliable in measuring the 

construct of body dissatisfaction within the context of this study.  

Face validity was established by assessing the clarity and readability of the survey from the perspective of 

the respondents. The instrument was reviewed by the researcher and academic supervisor to ensure that the 

questions were direct and easily interpretable to avoid any sorts of confusion Not only that, the validity of 

this instrument is also supported by existing validity analysis of the original instrument. For instance, the 

ASMC-13 has been proven to demonstrate strong internal consistency, convergent and incremental validity 

as well as test-retest reliability (Choukas-Bradley, 2020). Similarly, the BSQ-16 also has empirical evidence 

that shows good concurrent validity which supports that it is a valid and reliable measure of body image 

(Rosen et al., 1996). Ultimately, the integration of these validated measures provides a highly credible 

framework for examining the correlation between the variables. 
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Data Analysis 

Data analysis was done using the IBM SPSS version 29. Both descriptive and inferential analysis was done 

to achieve the objectives of this study. The descriptive analysis phase involves summarizing the primary 

characteristic of the dataset, for the demographic profiles, frequencies and percentages were utilized. 

Furthermore, a Mean Score Analysis was also conducted for both the IV and the DV. This allows the 

researcher to understand the average level of beauty filter usage and body dissatisfaction, providing a 

baseline to discuss the sample’s psychological level. In addition to that, an inferential analysis was 

conducted which includes the normality test, correlation test as well as the T-test. The normality test was 

conducted to basically evaluate the distribution of the data, allowing a more accurate correlation and 

comparison test. For correlation, the Pearson Correlation Test was used to examine the relationship between 

the IV and the DV where the strength and direction of the link between the two variables were tested. 

RESULTS 

Demographic Profile 

Table 1 summarises the basic demographic profile of the respondents involved in the research. For the age 

group, majority of the respondents fall within the 21-23 age group representing a total of 57.6% of the total 

sample. This is then followed by the age group of 18-20 with a percentage of 21.2% and 17.8% from the 24-

26 age group. The 27 and above age group recorded the lowest frequency with only 8 respondents which 

cover only 3.4% of the total population. This is consistent with the typical age of undergraduate students in 

the Malaysian context. In terms of gender, the sample consists of 125 male respondents which stands at 

(53%) and 111 total female respondents (47.0%).  

Table 1. Frequency Table for Age and Gender 

Category Description Frequency Percentage (%) 

Age 18-20 50 21.2 

 21-23 136 57.6 

 24-26 42 17.8 

 27 and above 8 3.4 

Gender Female 111 47.0 

 Male 125 53.0 

Table 2 looks into the distribution of the participants based on their academic characteristic which are the 

area of their tertiary institutions as well as their current year of study. From the table, it is seen that the 

largest group of participants are students at universities located in Petaling Jaya with a total of 46 

respondents out of the 236, which makes up the 19.5%. In a decreasing order, the areas are then followed by 

Shah Alam with 16.5%, Klang at 15.3%, Subang Jaya at (11.9%), Cyberjaya / Sepang with (11%) and 

similarly at Gombak/ Ampang with (11%). The remaining respondents of (7.6%) are situated in Cheras / 

Kajang as well as (7.2%) at Kuala Lumpur. This wide distribution indicates that the study has quite a far 

reach among the student community in Klang Valley.  

In terms of academic years, the sample is well distributed across different stages of tertiary education. The 

highest percentage of respondents are senior students in Year 4 and above at with 63 respondents covering 

(26.7%) of the sample, closely followed by Year 2 students at (24.3%) and Year 3 students at (22.9%) as 

well as Year 1 students making up the 20.3%. Meanwhile, those in Foundation/ Pre-University and 

Postgraduate levels are on the lower margin with only presenting (5.1%) and (0.8%) of the population 

respectively 

Table 2. Frequency Table for Study Area and Year of Study 

Category Description Frequency Percentage (%) 

Study area Kuala Lumpur  17 7.2 
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 Petaling Jaya  46 19.5 

 Shah Alam 39 16.5 

 Subang Jata 28 11.9 

 Cyberjaya / Sepang  26 11.0 

 Klang  36 15.3 

 Gombak / Ampang  26 11.0 

 Cheras / Kajang  18 7.6 

    

Year of study  Foundation / Pre-University  12 5.1 

 Year 1 48 20.3 

 Year 2 57 24.2 

 Year 3 54 22.9 

 Year 4 & above 63 26.7 

 Postgraduate (Master’s PhD)  2 0.8 

For section A, Table 3 represents that frequency table for daily social media usage and the social media 

platform used. For the daily usage, nearly half of the respondents 48.3% spends 8 hours and above on social 

media daily which are 114 total respondents. Furthermore, 12.3% spend 6-8 hours while 19.5% spend 4-6 

hours on these digital platforms. Only 5.5% of the respondents spend less than 2 hours a day on social 

media.  

This indicates that vast majority of this sample are heavy social media users. Out of all the social media 

platform, TikTok received the highest votes with (36.0%) percent, followed closely by Snapchat with 

(33.5%). Meanwhile, Instagram and Facebook have a fair share of users with 38% and 33% each. On the 

other end, Youtube recorded the lowest percentage with 0.4% as only 1 respondent has chosen it as their 

preferred platform of social media. 

Table 3. Frequency table for Social Media Characteristics 

Category Description Frequency Percentage (%) 

Average Daily Social Media Usage Less than 2 hours  13 5.5 

 2-4 hours  34 14.4 

 4-6 hours  46 19.5 

 6-8 hours  29 12.3 

 8 hours and above  114 48.3 

Social Media Platform Instagram 38 16.1 

 TikTok 85 36.0 

 Snapchat 79 33.5 

 Facebook 33 14.0 

 Youtube 1 0.4 

Beauty Filter Usage and Levels of Body Dissatisfaction (Research Objective 1 And 2) 

Before looking into the relationship between beauty filter usage and body dissatisfaction, the levels of body 

dissatisfaction and the extent of beauty filter usage were measured. Table represents the mean score and 

standards deviation for both variables. Based on the table, the scores indicate that tertiary students in the 

Klang Valley exhibits a high level of beauty filter usage.  

This is because a mean score of 3.91 with a standard deviation of 0.96 is evidence that most participants 

frequently utilize digital enhancement tools which are AR and AI driven filters when engaging with social 

media. As for the body dissatisfaction, it is also recorded at a high level with a mean score of 3.88 and a 

standard deviation of 1.01. This score suggests that tertiary students in the Klang Valley region are 

experiencing significant psychological preoccupation with their physical appearance and body shape. 
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Table 4. Mean (M) and Standard Deviation of Beauty Filter Usage and Body Dissatisfaction 

Category N Mean (M) Std. Deviation (SD) 

Beauty Filter Usage  236 3.91 0.96 

Body Dissatisfaction 236 3.88 1.01 

Table 5 below provides a detailed breakdown of the 13 measurement items for beauty filter usage. The item 

with the highest mean score is item 11 with a score of 4.11, which hints at a higher level of dependance on 

beauty filters.  This is then followed closely by the concern regarding social events with item 7 at a score of 

4.06. Both these items touch on the social aspects of beauty filter dependence where the digital version of 

the self actually takes priority over real-time experience with friends and the community.  

Not only that, but students also reported a high tendency to worry about their digital standing, with items 3 

and 4. Both items have a score of 4.00 and 4.03 respectively, this highlights the constant monitoring and 

comparison of themselves with the digitally altered version of themselves. This uncovers how the use of 

beauty filters has moved beyond a simple aesthetical tool to a continuous internal cognitive process as the 

item indicates “Even when I’m alone, …”. For lower-scoring items such as item 10 remain well above the 

moderate threshold with the score of (M=3.69). The numbers across all 13 items confirms that beauty filter 

usage is a deeply integrated behavior for tertiary students embedded in their daily social media engagement. 

Table 5. Frequency and Mean of Beauty Filter Usage items 

Items Descriptions 

 
S.D  

(%) 

D  

(%) 

N  

(%) 

A  

(%) 

S.A 

(%) 

Mean  

1. When people take pictures of me, I think about how 

I will look if the pictures are posted without any filters 

on social media.  

4.7 10.2 18.2 38.6 28.4 3.76 

2. I evaluate how specific parts of my body will look 

when people see the filtered pictures of me on social 

media. 

8.5 9.3 3.8 46.6 31.8 3.85 

3. Even when I’m alone, I imagine how my body 

would look in a social media picture after I apply a 

filter or edit it.  

5.9 9.7 6.4 34.3 43.6 4.00 

4. Even when I use filters, I still worry about whether 

I look as good as other people in the photos I post 

7.6 7.6 6.4 31.4 47.0 4.03 

5. I try to guess how people on social media will react 

to my physical appearance in the edited / filtered 

pictures. 

5.1 10.6 4.7 50.4 29.2 3.88 

6. I try to make sure my appearance is as close to 

beauty standards as possible using filters and editing 

tools.  

5.9 11.9 17.4 32.6 32.2 3.73 

7. When I go to social events, I care more about 

looking attractive in pictures people might post on 

social media than I care about having a fun time.  

2.5 11.0 8.9 33.5 44.1 4.06 

8. If an unfiltered picture of me is posted on social 

media, I feel bad about myself.  

5.1 12.3 2.5 33.1 4.7 4.05 

9. I look at filtered pictures of myself on social media 

again and again.  

6.8 9.7 5.1 50.4 28 3.83 

10. I zoom into filtered pictures of me to see what 

specific parts of my body look like.  

8.5 9.7 17.8 32.6 31.4 3.69 

11. If someone takes a picture of me that might be 

posted on social media, I ask to look at it first to 

assess whether I need to apply filters.  

2.1 8.5 10.6 33.9 44.9 4.11 
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12. Before I post pictures on social media, I crop them 

or apply filters to make myself look better. 

5.9 10.2 5.5 30.9 47.5 4.04 

13. If someone takes a picture of me that might be 

posted on social media, I ask to put on a specific filter 

so that I’ll look as attractive as possible.  

8.9 10.6 4.2 46.2 30.1 3.78 

To note: (S.D = Strongly disagree, D = Disagree, N = Neutral, A = Agree, S.A = Strongly Agree) 

On the other hand, Table 6 below below presents the frequency and mean for each item of the Body 

Dissatisfaction variable. From the table, it is known that the item 11 and 2 has received the higher mean 

score with 4.03 and 4.01 respectively. This shows that the highest level of distress relates to the fear of 

weight and social surveillance. Not only that, but the data also shows that body dissatisfaction has tangible 

consequences when it comes to social occasions or interactions. As seen in item 8, the item states “I have 

not gone out to social occasions because I have felt bad about my shape…” has achieved a mean score of 

4.00. Students have also reported a strong tendency to avoid situations where others could see their “real 

body” without any digital enhancement as seen in item 10, with a mean of 3.96. This indicates that social 

withdrawal is indeed influenced by the level of body dissatisfaction among tertiary students in Klang Valley.  

To add on, a significant number of students also reported intrusive thoughts about physically changing their 

bodies to match the digitally altered version of themselves that they present on social media. For instance, a 

mean of 3.97 respondents reported to “imagined cutting off fleshy areas of my body or face to match the 

ideal shape that I can achieve with filters” in item 7. This once again highlights a deeply integrated 

dissatisfaction towards their natural form 

Table 5. Frequency and Mean of Body Dissatisfaction items 

Items Descriptions 

 
S.D  

(%) 

D  

(%) 

N  

(%) 

A  

(%) 

S.A 

(%) 

Mean  

1. I have been so worried about my shape that I felt I 

should diet to meet the physical ideals I see in beauty 

filters. 

5.1 9.7 17.8 37.7 29.7 3.77 

2. I have been afraid that I might become fat (or fatter) 

compared to the digitally slimmed faces that I see in 

beauty filters.  

8.1 7.6 5.9 31.8 46.6 4.01 

3. Feeling full (e.g. after eating a large meal) has 

made me feel fat, making me think about how I would 

look like in the camera.  

8.5 9.7 5.1 31.4 45.3 3.95 

4. I have noticed the shape of other people online and 

felt that my own shape compared unfavorably to their 

filtered pictures. 

4.7 11.9 5.5 47.0 30.9 3.88 

5. Thinking about my shape has interfered with my 

ability to concentrate (e.g. while watching television, 

reading, listening to conversations)? 

8.9 8.1 4.2 51.7 27.1 3.80 

6. Being naked, such as when taking a bath has made 

me feel fat, leading me to wish I could apply an 

editing tool to my real body.  

5.9 10.6 16.5 34.7 32.2 3.77 

7. I have imagined cutting off fleshy areas of my body 

or face to match the ideal shape that I can achieve 

with filters. 

9.3 7.2 5.1 33.5 44.9 3.97 

8. I have not gone out to social occasions because I 

have felt bad about my shape, worrying about 

unattractive pictures being taken or posted.  

7.2 11.4 3.4 30.5 47.5 4.00 

9. I have felt excessively large and rounded, after 8.5 8.1 3.4 51.3 28.8 3.84 
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comparing my body / face to the filtered images of 

myself. 

10. I have thought that my current body shape is 

because I lack self-control, believing this is why I 

need to rely on digital filters to look good.  

8.9 10.6 14.8 34.3 31.4 3.69 

11. I have worried about other people seeing rolls of 

fat around my waist or stomach, since I usually 

conceal them with filters in my photos.  

6.8 10.2 3.8 31.4 47.9 4.03 

12. When in company, I have worried about taking up 

too much room, worrying about how big I appear in 

pictures taken at that event. 

10.6 10.2 5.5 30.9 47.5 3.72 

13. Seeing my reflection has made me feel bad about 

my shape, especially after viewing my digitally 

enhanced photos.  

8.9 10.6 4.2 46.2 30.1 3.89 

14. I have pinched areas of my body to see how much 

fat there is.  

8.1 7.2 3.8 50.0 30.9 3.89 

15. I have avoided situations where people could see 

my real body (without any digital enhancement). 

6.8 12.3 3.0 34.3 43.6 3.96 

16. I have been particularly self-conscious about my 

shape when in the company of other people because I 

know they have seen my digitally perfected images 

online.  

10.2 8.9 4.2 30.1 46.6 3.94 

To note: (S.D = Strongly disagree, D = Disagree, N = Neutral, A = Agree, S.A = Strongly Agree) 

Relationship between beauty filter usage and body dissatisfaction (Research Objective 3) 

To achieve the main and third objective, pearson correlation analysis was conducted. As presented in Table 

7 below, the results indicated a very strong and positive correlation between beauty filter usage and body 

dissatisfaction as the scores are r = 0.976, with a significance of p < 0.001. According to the guidelines by 

(Burns & Bush, 2020), when 0.8 ≤ r ≤ 1.0, the value is indicated to have very high correlation. 

Table 7. Pearson Correlation Coefficient (R) and P-Value 

  Beauty Filter Usage Body Dissatisfaction 

Beauty Filter Usage  Pearson Correlation 

Sig (2-tailed) 

1 0.976** 

<0.001 

Body Dissatisfaction Pearson Correlation 

Sig (2-tailed) 

0.976** 

<0.001 

1 

Overall, for the demographics, the sample where primarily 21-23 years old, with a balance between gender 

distribution and high levels of social media engagement especially on TikTok and Snapchat. The results of 

the analysis also indicated that both beauty filter usage and body dissatisfaction was high in tertiary students 

(research objective 1 and 2). Furthermore, the inferential analysis from this research showed that there was a 

significant relationship between beauty filter usage and body dissatisfaction. 

DISCUSSION 

Level of Beauty Filter Usage 

As proven, the descriptive results showed a high level of beauty filter usage (M= 3.91, SD = 0.96). This 

suggests that users, which are tertiary students in this case, filter usage is no longer an occasional tool used 

for casual purposes, this behavior is mainly motivated by the need of social interactions and also creative 

content curation as suggested by (Javornik, et.al, 2022).  
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It was derived that the participants indeed have a high level of beauty filter usage from the behavior and 

attitude towards filters during social media interactions.  For instance, one of the items states that “Before I 

post pictures on social media, I crop them or apply filters to make myself look better” which yielded a mean 

score of (M=4.04). This highlights the high dependence of beauty filters for participants as they perceive 

beauty filter as a ‘must’ in their social media engagement. This finding shows similar global trends where 

Snapchat found that more than 90% of the youth in the United States, United Kingdom and France use 

filters (Well, 2024). Meta has also reported that more than 600 million people have engaged with filters on 

the platform of Facebook or Instagram (Ryan-Mosley, 2021) 

In the context of Klang valley, this trend is likely intensified by the highly urbanized and image-conscious 

nature of the region. Furthermore, a large portion of the sample spends over 8 hours a day on an image-

centric platforms which allows for the use of beauty filters to evolve from a conscious habit into an 

automatic habitual behavior. Not forgetting to mention, participants are part of a community that shares the 

same traits and characteristics for being in a tertiary institution, this might also trigger the conformity to 

trends due to peer influence which aligns with The Tripartite Model of Influence (Berg et al., 2002).  

In the same context, the high level of beauty filter usage has reinforced the internalization of an ideal such as 

suggested in the TIM. As the students, spend more time on the platforms, they are exposed to more digitally 

idealized images that encapsulates unattainable beauty standards such as poreless glass skins, high nasal 

bridge which might not necessarily align with the Malaysian characteristics such as olive and tan skin, dark-

brown eyes and so on. As they internalize this concept of beauty benchmark, they might also be triggered to 

compare their appearance to the standards. 

Level of Body Dissatisfaction 

Parallel to the high usage of digital tools, the descriptive results for body dissatisfaction were recorded at a 

high level of (M=3.88, SD=1.01). This score suggests that body image anxiety is not merely a small 

concern, but it has become a normative experience for tertiary students in Klang Valley. The data indicates 

that students are experiencing beyond a mere dislike of certain features, they are instead developing a 

persistent sense of inadequacy when comparing their physical selves to the “perfected” digital versions that 

they portray online.  

To highlight, this study has shown a high score related to social withdrawal or avoidance where participants 

indicated tendency to avoid social gatherings or events due to feeling of unattractive or dissatisfaction with 

their appearance. This aligns directly with the psychological association of body dissatisfaction with the 

development of social physique anxiety, where it is said that body image concerns and physique-related 

anxieties are highly contributed by the increase of appearance -based social comparisons (Tsartasapakis, & 

Zafeiroudi (2025). However, the comparison target has shifted in this study, where individuals are 

evaluating their physical bodies against digitally curated version of themselves rather than other social 

figures such as peers or celebrities. In general, social physique anxiety (SPA) is defined as an individual’s 

emotional state in regards of their concern on how their body may be observed or judged by others 

(Zartaloudi & Christopoulus, 2021). This constant sense of awareness might trigger their urge to stay 

isolated from any public and social spaces. Especially in the context of tertiary institutions, where students 

are expected to partake in campus social events such as Gala dinners, festive celebrations and so much more.  

Not only that, but this dissatisfaction is also compounded by the psychological process mentioned in the 

TIM where students have internalized an appearance ideal of themselves forcing them to compare their 

physical bodies to their own digitally manipulated avatars. The item analysis revealed a significant fear of 

physical imperfection such as in the item “I have been afraid that I might become fat (or fatter) compared to 

the digitally slimmed faces that I see in beauty filters” which scored a high mean score of (M=4.01). 

Ultimately, this cycle of high dissatisfaction and social withdrawal highlights a growing mental health crisis 

where advanced technological tools are heightening students’ sensitivity to their natural appearance causing 

a disturbance in their body image. 
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Relationship between Beauty Filter and Body Dissatisfaction 

The Pearson Correlation analysis yielded a score of (r=0.976) and significance score of (p<0.001) between 

the two variables. This score indicates a strong, significant positive relationship between the variables where 

if the intensity of beauty filter usage increases, there is a corresponding rise in body dissatisfaction.  

This finding is strongly validated by the Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954) where he posits that 

individuals have an innate drive to evaluate themselves by comparing their own abilities and opinion to 

others. In the modern and advanced landscape of Klang Valley, this upward comparison has become 

constant. However, students are not just comparing themselves to influences, but to their own filtered 

versions.  This constant comparison allows them to notice the discrepancy that is between their natural state 

and the digitally enhanced ones. This also aligns with the Self Discrepancy Theory (Festinger, 1957), which 

states the bigger the ‘Actual-Ideal’ gap is, the bigger the cognitive dissonance that they might feel, causing 

adverse emotions that may impact their daily lives. 

There is interesting relationship between the two variables where they can both become the catalyst as they 

are correlated in a continuous loop. When students feel dissatisfied with their appearance, they utilize beauty 

filters as an immediate solution to tweak their perceived flaws. While this provides a temporary boost in 

digital confidence, it ultimately only reinforces the belief that their natural face is inadequate which 

subsequently increases the “Actual-Ideal” gap within themselves. The significant relationship between the 

variables proves that this is not a random occurrence but a systemic psychological that is embedded within 

the student population in Klang Valley.  

The intensity of this correlation can also be attributed to the high social media consumption recorded in this 

study, with 48.3%. of the respondents spend 8+ hours daily on TikTok and Snapchat. Continuous exposure 

to AI-enhanced facial features such as sharp jawline, poreless skin and pale white tone will disrupt the 

baseline of internal beauty. This can be explained using the ‘visual diet’ mechanism where it is a cognitive 

adaptation effect, in which visual exposure to a certain variety of given stimulus will induce a change in 

preference (Boothroys et al., 2012). Therefore, constant exposure to these altered versions of themselves or 

anyone else on social media, may allow them to prefer the characteristics that are portrayed in the images, 

causing dissatisfaction when they do not have the ‘ideal’ features.  

This behavioral pattern is supported by an experimental study on social media and body dissatisfaction in 

young adults (Silva & Steins, 2023). Their findings demonstrated that the sample group has increased body 

dissatisfaction after visual exposure to images representing standard, highly idealized beauty norms where 

both the female and male participants experienced a negative mood impact after looking at the Instagram 

photos. Additionally, this psychological impact was even more adverse on individuals who already had a 

strong habit of upward social comparison (Silva & Steins, 2023). In a similar research on the psychological 

impact of TikTok facial filters on undergraduate students, (Caravelli, et al., 2025) has provided empirical 

evidence that both “goofy” and beauty-enhancing filters correlate with body dissatisfaction with appearance-

improving filters being the primary driver for body image concerns and localized facial dissatisfaction. This 

heavily supports the result of this research where the intensity of beauty filter usage is directly proportional 

to the level of body dissatisfaction. On a side note, this also confirms that the undergraduate demographic 

are uniquely vulnerable to the psychological pressures of digital conformity which will create a continuous 

loop of physical self-comparison which leads to the undermining of their body confidence. 

IMPLICATION OF FINDINGS 

The findings of this study are believed to have offer significant insights into the interplay of digital media 

and psychological well-being. By establishing a clear link between the use of beauty filter and the level of 

body dissatisfaction among tertiary students in Klang Valley, several theoretical and practical implications 

emerge. In a practical context, this study can be used as a foundation to employ real-world applications for 

educators, mental health professionals, as well as policymakers. Firstly, this study can be a steppingstone in 

encouraging higher levels of digital literacy in Higher Education. Universities can organize “Body 

Neutrality” campaigns that will be impactful when the male demographic is targeted which this study 
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identified as highly vulnerable. By normalizing the conversation around male body image and digital 

pressure, institutions can lower the stigma that often prevents male students from seeking psychological 

help. To add on, university can integrate the modified ASMC-13 questionnaire that was used in this research 

as part of their routine mental health screening protocols which is in line with SDG 3 in maintaining good 

health and mental well being. By incorporating this specific scale into intake assessments, institutions can 

proactively identify individuals who demonstrate high levels of dependence on digital alteration tools and 

their respective social media consciousness. 

CONCLUSION 

The findings of this study have provided a clear and statistically significant evidence that the rise of AR and 

AI tools on social media platforms are not merely an innocent trend in photography, it is instead a powerful 

catalyst for causing psychological distress in the context of body image. With a correlation of r=0.976, this 

study concludes that beauty filter engagement is indeed a primary predictor of body dissatisfaction. This 

simultaneously reflects how students are trapped in a constant cycle of self-evaluation and aesthetic 

correction.  

One aspect worth highlighting is the shift of socio-cultural paradigm in Malaysia in regards to body image. 

This is because the results suggests that male students experience significantly higher levels of filter 

dependency and body dissatisfaction. To add, the high levels of social withdrawal also underlines the real-

world consequences of this digital crisis, indicating that the search for an ideal online persona is hindering 

the social and physical development of the student population at the key regions of Klang Valley.  

Subsequently, this study serves as an framework for educators and authorities. As the boundary between the 

physical self and digital personal continues to blue, it is essential to foster a generation that is understand 

digital scepticism and embraces their natural beauty. While technology will continue to evolve, the findings 

of this research provide a vital foundation for ensuring that the mental well-being of the next generation 

remains a priority. 
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