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Narcissism and body-esteem: Distinct motivations for selfie posting behavior
among adolescents

Abstract

The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship among the
number of selfie posting behavior, narcissism and body esteem. A sample
of this study comprised of 400 adolescents (men=200, women=200) taken
from 5 colleges of Lahore city. The sample was selected through purposive
sampling and the age range of the sample was 17-20 years (M =17.74, SD
=.76). Selfie posting behavior scale, Narcissistic personality inventory,
and body-esteem scale were used to collect data. Results showed that the
number of selfies posted on the internet (per week) had positive significant
relationship between narcissism, and body esteem. Environment
enhancement, social competition, mood modification, attention seeking
behavior, self-confidence, and subjective conformity were motives to post
selfies. Findings also described that there was significant difference
between gender and these variables. Women were much more likely to
post selfies as compared to men. Furthermore, selfie posting women had
more narcissism and more score on body esteem scale. Suggestions for
further research and implications were also discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

Over the last few years, the trend of taking one’s own pictures using smart phones has
increased enormously. Taking one’s own photograph is called selfie (Oxford
Dictionaries, 2015). Charoensukmongkol (2016) defined selfie as a picture taken by
one’s self usually with a webcam or smartphone and shared on social media. Dhir,
Pallesen, Torsheim, and Andreassen (2016) found that females take and post more
selfies. Furthermore, adults are more involved in taking and posting selfies. Lee and
Sung (2016) state that selfie sharing differentiates itself from other kinds of self-
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promotion on social sites. Individuals portray the self in a broader manner, showing
in the picture both personality traits and physical characteristics. In other words,
selfies look naturally to have the maximum element of self-propagation and self-
presentation (Weiser, 2015). Selfie-posting behavior has obtained attention in recent
years but, very few published studies have examined the psychological factors of
selfie posting behavior (Sung, Lee, Kim, & Choi, 2016). According to
Charoensukmongkol (2016), loneliness, attention seeking, and self-centered behavior
have a strong relationship with selfie posting behavior. Thus we need to examine the
psychological antecedents of taking and posting selfies to comprehend the underlying
mechanism. This theoretical rationale was the motivation for investigating personality
traits known to impact self promotion. Narcissism and body-esteem are important in
this context (Gosling, Augustine, Vazire, Holtzman, & Gaddis, 2011).

Mehdizadeh (2010) defined narcissism as a pervasive pattern of grandiosity, a
hyperbolic sense of self-importance and need for admiration of individuals who have
an unrealistic positive view about their physical appearance. Glover, Miller, Lynam,
Grego, and Widiger, (2012) add that narcissists are not very warm in their
interpersonal relationships. They want to gain the attention of others and for this they
use social media to promote themselves. In this way they gain others’ admiration and
attention to preserve their fragile image. Several researchers (e.g. Buffardi &
Campbell, 2008) have found relation between selfie posting behavior and narcissism.
Barry, Doucette, Loflin, Rivera-Hudson, and Herrington (2017) also state that people
who score higher on narcissist traits post more pictures on social sites.

Body esteem means how an “individual perceives” one’s own physical or outer
appearance. Schilder (1950) defined body esteem as a picture of one’s own body that
one forms in their mind. Body esteem has two components: perception of the body
appearance, and emotional response to that perception. Social comparison theory
explains that people compare and evaluate themselves based on the characteristics of
other people around them, comparing their physical appearance with others and social
networking sites provide ample opportunity for this. Low level of body esteem occurs
when there is a discrepancy between perceived body appearance and an ideal body
image. Individuals who have low body image are more likely to suffer mental and
physical problems e.g. anorexia and bulimia nervosa (Molloy, & Herzberger 1998).
Individuals gain satisfaction when they post their selfies in different attractive poses.
Mc Lean, Paxton, Weitheim and Master (2015) observed that there is a correlation
between selfie posting and body esteem, particularly in young girls. Studies also
discuss positive correlation between body esteem and narcissism. The selfie
differentiates itself from other ways of self-promotion since individuals extend their
self-image in a comprehensive manner by showing their physical appearance and
personality style in their portrait (Lee & Sung, 2016). They edit the colour and
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contrast and change the background of the picture. Mostly, selfies seem to consist of
the maximum self propagation and ostentation (Campbell, Rudich, & Sedikides,
2002; Weiser, 2015). Keeping in view the high frequency of selfie posting behaviors,
appealing matter is to recognize the psychological impetus underlying this
phenomenon. Indeed, selfie-posting is not a uni-dimensional issue and several
motives exist to post selfies simultaneously (Etgar & Amichai-Hamburger, 2017).
These wide ranges of motivations behind selfie-posting activity may relate to various
personality characteristics. So according to literature psychological motives of selfie
posting behavior could be regarded more vital determinants of this behavior as
compared to one’s personality traits because they provide strong roots for one’s
behavior as compared to one’s characteristics. McCain et al. (2016) said that social
prettiness is the primary motive of selfie posting. Sung, Lee, Kim, and Choi (2016)
described four motives for selfie posting: communication (e.g., to built relationships),
attention-seeking (e.g., subjective conformity and drive for affirmation),
entertainment (e.g., mood modification and escape boredom) and archiving (e.g.,
document special events). Lee and Sung (2016) add that people also post selfies to
compete socially (e.g. to get likes) to gain self-confidence and to think and feel more
optimistic about oneself.

Objectives of the study

To explore the motivations behind selfie posting behavior.

To assess the relationship among narcissism, selfie posting behavior and body
esteem.

To find out gender differences in selfie posting behavior

To compare narcissistic traits among selfie taking men and women.

To compare body esteem between selfie taking men and women.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Cross-sectional survey design was employed to assess the relationship between
narcissistic personality features, body-esteem and selfie taking behavior. A sample of
this study comprised of 400 adolescents (men=200, women=200) taken from 5
colleges of Lahore city. The sample was selected through purposive sampling with
the age range of sample was 17-20 years (M =17.74, SD =.76). Only those
adolescents were included in this study who used smart phones and were clicking
selfies on regular basis (3 to 5 per day).

Demographic information sheet
To collect the demographic information of the participants a form was prepared by
the researchers including age, education etc.
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Selfie Posting Questionnaire

Selfie taking behavior scale developed by Balakrishnan and Griffiths (2018) was
employed to assess the selfie taking behavior of students. This scale consists of two
parts. Part 1 describes the number of selfie posting and the second part the motivation
to post selfies. Six motives are described in the selfie posting scale: social
competition, Environment enhancement, attention seeking, self-confidence, mood
modification, subjective conformity. The items were scored on a scale of 1-5 with
strongly agree being 5 to strongly disagree beingl. Alpha coefficients of selfie
posting questionnaire acquired on present data was .83.

Narcissistic personality inventory

To assess narcissism, the 16 item narcissistic personality inventory developed by
Ames, Rose, and Anderson, (2006) was used. Participants were instructed to read
each pair of statements and mark the one that best describes beliefs about themselves.
One of the statements reveals narcissistic trait (coded as 1) or non narcissistic (coded
as 0). The items of NPI-16 were summed together where the higher score indicated a
higher level of narcissism. Sample items are; “It makes me uncomfortable to be the
centre of attention” versus “I really like to be the centre of attention.” Alpha
coefficients acquired in the present study were .87.

Body Esteem Scale

The Body esteem scale (Franzoi & Shields, 1984) assesses satisfaction and
dissatisfaction of body figure. The BES consists of 35 items. Participants were
instructed to score their opinions on a 5 point Likert scale (1 = strong negative
feelings and 5= strong positive feelings). All scores were summed to get the total
score. The greater the BES total score, higher the body esteems. Sample items are
feelings about body scent, skin conditions and appearance of eyes etc. Alpha
coefficients for BES acquired in this study were .85.

Procedure

After acquiring administrative approval from the authorities of selected institutions,
researcher contacted students individually. Participants were included after their
written consent. Researcher briefed about purposes of the study and written
guidelines to complete the given questionnaire. All Participants were guaranteed that
the provided information would be used only for research purposes, and would not be
used elsewhere.
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RESULTS & DISCUSSION

Table 1
Relationship between selfie posting, selfie posting motivations, narcissism and body
esteem (N=400)

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Selfie post fr 80** Q3 %% 69%* 89** 90** 89** 52%%* 21%*
Environment - 83** 30** 52%* 61%* 58%** 32%* 12%*
Social- com - - 66** 80** 73%* T1%* 42%* 17%*
Attention-s - - - 84** 54** 54%* 36%* 17%*
Mood-modi - - - - 81** 80** 50%* 22%%
Confidence - - - - - 95%** 57%* 271%*
Conformity - - - - - - 56%* 22%*
Narcissism - - - - - - 36%*

Body esteem - - - - - - -

Note. Selfie post fr = selfie post frequency, Environment =Environment enactment, social-
com=social competition, attention-s=attention seeking, mood-modi=mood modification, conformity=
social conformity

*p <.01

Table 2
Comparison between men (n =200) and women (n =200) on the selfie motivation
scale (N = 400)

Gender
Scale Men Women 95% CI Cohe
n’s
M SD M SD T df p LL UL D

Environment 11.93  5.08 1397 5.353 -3.85 398 .000 -3.08 -1.00 0.38

Social-comp 11.07  4.02 12.68 4.35 -3.83 398 .000 -2.43  -78 0.37
Attention-s 8.41 2.64 8.96 2.44 -2.15 398 .032 -1.05  -.08 0.21
Mood-modi  8.55 2.95 9.81 3.00 -4.20 398 .000 -1.84  -.66 0.005
Confidence  9.23 4.00 11.46 4.75 -5.74 398 .000 299  -146 0.50
Social-Conf  9.13 4.10 11.43  3.77 -5.75 398 .000 -3.04  -149 0.58

Note. Environment =Environment enactment, social-comp=social competition, attention-s=attention
seeking, mood-modi=mood modification, social-conf= social conformity

The table shows that women scored high on environment enactment, social
competition, mood modification and social conformity motivation. Attention seeking
motive is the only motive with equal score of both men and women.
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Table 3
Comparison between men (n =200) and women (n =200) on the selfie posting

frequency (N = 400)

Gender
Scale Men Women 95% ClI Cohen
’s
M SD M SD T Df P LL UL D

5837 1923 6833 1985 -5.09 398 .000 -13.80  -6.11 0.50
Selfie

Table 3 shows that women post more selfies as compared to men.

Table 4
Comparison between selfie posting men (n =200) and women (n =200) on the
narcissistic personality scale (N = 400)

Gender
Scale Men Women 95% ClI Cohen
’S
M SD M SD T Df P LL UL D

narcis  6.93 3.11 10.52  3.02 -11.69 398 .000 -4.19 -2.98 1.17
sii

Findings show in above table 4 that selfie posting women scored higher on
narcissistic personality measure as compared to selfie posting men.

Table 5
Comparison between selfie posting men (n =200) and women (n =200) on the body
esteem scale (N =400)

Gender
Scale Men Women 95% ClI Cohen
’s
M SD M SD T Df P LL UL D

Body- 3730 @ 5.11 5594 322

- 398 .000 -19.48 -17.79 4.36
e 43.58

Note. Body-e= body esteem
Results show in above table 5 that selfie posting women scored higher on body
esteem scale as compared to selfie posting men.
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Table 6

Comparison between men (n =200) and women (n =200) on the Narcissistic traits (N
= 400)

Gender
Scale Men Women 95% ClI Cohe
n’s
M SD M SD T df P LL UL D

Cent-atten 10.87  5.07 13.82 5.03 -3.05 398 .000 -2.07  -1.00  0.39
Spec-person  12.07  4.02 10.68 4.35 -2.73 398 .000 -1.43  -78 0.47
Story-lik 7.31 2.64 7.96 243 -.15 398 032 -1.25  -.07 0.01
Respect-due  9.55 2.95 7.81 3.00 -4.10 398 .000 -1.84  -56 0.06
Authority 11.13  3.00 9.46 4.65 -5.74 398 .000 299  -146 0.60
Capable 11.23  2.30 9.26 4.65 -5.65 398 .000 -2.19  -1.16  0.60

Note. Cent-atten=Center of attention, Spec-person =Special-person, Authority= Authority over people,
Capable= More capable than others,

The given table shows that women scored high on attention seeking narcissistic trait
and men score high on taking respect from others and authority traits. Both men and
women want that people like their story.

In the present study we hypothesized that narcissism and body-esteem positively
correlate with selfie posting behavior. Previous researches found significant positive
relationship between overall self esteem and narcissism. But the phenomenon of
body-esteem is neglected in the previous studies. So, the first aim of this study was to
assess the relation of narcissism with selfie posting behavior among adolescents in
relation to body esteem. The results of the present study revealed significant positive
relationship between narcissism and selfie posting behavior. Posting selfies is
considered a trend or fashion and is not unusual and dysfunctional. But, when the
number of selfie posting exceeds it becomes a narcissistic trait. These findings are in
line with previous researches (i.e. Carpenter, 2012; Siibak, 2009). Narcissism is a
vital predictor to posting selfies on social networking sites. It seems logical because
the purpose is to seek attention and admiration of others (Holtzman & Strube, 2010).
Wickle’s (2015) study stated that 73 percent of the participants described that they
post and check comments on their photos several times a day. According to Carpenter
(2012) and Campbell and Foster (2007) individuals who possess narcissistic traits
they also concentrate solely on what benefits them. They like to post selfies because
they have control of creating their ideal pictures. Besides this there are other reasons
for exploring posting of selfies i.e. for recreational purpose or just an activity in spare
time.
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In this study we hypothesized that women would score higher on selfie-posting
frequencies as compared to men. The findings of the present study confirm our
hypothesis. Our findings are in accord with previous findings of Klein (2013). In our
culture these findings are in support of the factor that women are more enthusiastic to
seek the attention of others. Our results are against the findings already found by
Sorokowski et al. (2015). According to them the link between the behavior of selfie-
posting and narcissism is weaker for women than men, who also post selfies. The
reasons behind this may be power striving or leadership factors. Selfie posting
women also scored higher on the narcissistic trait of seeking attention, whereas men
scored high on the narcissistic trait of seeking authority, power and capability.

Another aim of this study was to assess the relationship of body-esteem with selfie
posting behaviors. The findings of the present study show significant positive
relationship between selfie posting and body esteem. Our results are in line with the
previous findings of Amazue (2014) and Singh and Tripathi (2017). Although, some
evidence, like that of Fox & Rooney (2015) found that posting more selfies is related
with a boost in self-objectification in men. Individuals who evaluate their body as being
attractive, post more selfies and wait for spectators’ comments and likes to enhance
their contentment. Concern about body looks has increased because of the trend of
selfie posting. According to Jones, Vigfusdottir, & Lee, women are more concerned
about their body (Jones, Vigfusdottir, & Lee (2004) since their ideals consist of
unrealistic views about body appearance as thin figure for women and muscular
torsos for men (Barlett, Vowels & Saucier, 2008). Such pressure is causing great
concern for health and researchers like Lee & Sung (2016) have observed eating
disorders in such people. Selfie posting women also scored high on body esteem
scale. This means that women are overly concerned about their body as compared to
men. Similarly Jeffreys (2014) and Alzahrani (2016) state that women are more
conscious about their physical presence. To investigate the effect in self-presentation
strategies, the present study examines these strategies in the fashionable form of self-
promotion, i.e. selfies.

Another purpose in conducting this study is to assess the motives that work behind
selfie posting frequency. These motives suggest that the higher the selfie posting
motivations, the greater is the frequency of photos posted. Both men and women post
selfies but the motives are different and vary according to their culture. Our findings
showed that women post selfies to be the center of attention and men to show their
authority. These findings, however, are inconsistent with those of Ames, Rose, and
Anderson (2006) whose results show that people post selfies to make events
memorable, to get more likes of spectators, to modify their mood, to enhance self-
confidence when viewers admire and give approval; to get subjective conformity, and
most importantly to gain the concentration of others by posting edited selfies.
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Another important motive of taking and posting selfies might be for recreational
purposes and as a normative social activity. This motive may also be considered as
social or peer pressure (Gabriel, 2014). People think that if they do not post selfies
their peers will consider them old-fashioned. In conclusion, we may say that people
post their photos because they want to gain the attention of others.

Limitations and Recommendations

In the present study, data was collected only from one city and a small number of
participants. To generalize results, data would have to be collected from other cities
also and from a larger number of participants. Furthermore, research participants
should be taken not only of all age groups but those working in diverse spheres of
life.

Implications of the study

The present study proposed an alternative perspective regarding the relationship
between narcissism and body-esteem. Our study analyses that this relationship is not
always positive and the distinction between the two constructs is clear. The present
study adds valuable information regarding motives of selfie posting since, in fact
Selfie posting is not “an empty activity”, it has strong psychological and social
motives. There is also a scarcity of research in literature regarding differentiation of
narcissistic traits between men and women. Thus, the present study would be a
valuable addition in literature. This study will also be helpful for clinicians in their
dealing this variety of behavior. This study provides insight for clinicians that
they should not only account explicit self-evaluations but also implicit self-
views when treating people who show grandiose narcissistic traits.
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