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ABSTRACT

This study investigated the impact of social media and media on children’s body satisfaction in early childhood.
The effect of social media and media on children’s body image and differences between girls’ and boys’ acceptance
of their body image were explored. A questionnaire and an illustrated body satisfaction scale were distributed to a
sample of 491 children in Saudi Arabia (246 girls, 245 boys) aged 5–7 years. The results revealed differences
between children’s responses to the illustrated body satisfaction scale and questionnaire. Questionnaire data
revealed children were satisfied with their body image (91.4%, standard deviation [SD] 0.53), skin color
(91.2%, SD 0.53), and weight (79.6%) and did not want to change their shape (73.7%). However, the illustrated
body satisfaction scale indicated many children wanted to be like social media celebrities (37.9%), television and
film celebrities (32.6%), and famous singers (25.5%). No statistically significant differences were found between
girls and boys in body satisfaction, although 66.9% of boys wanted the shape of their body to be more muscular,
and girls wanted blue or green eyes and blond hair. This study also revealed Disney princesses had a major effect
on girls compared with other media. The researcher recommends conducting longitudinal studies in Arab socie-
ties, particularly in Saudi Arabia, to explore the influence of celebrities on children as they age. Importantly, edu-
cational policymakers should include pictures of Arab children in the curricula instead of foreign children.
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1 Introduction

Children’s body image is a crucial topic in educational and psychological research as it has a positive or
negative effect on their self-image and mental health. Despite existing research on this topic, more research is
needed because emerging national and international changes in different aspects of life may affect children’s
thinking and mental health. Conducting research in the Arab world, particularly in Saudi Arabia, is also
important because of the paucity of studies in this area and the impact of various national and
international changes on children’s lives. This study aimed to investigate the effects of social media and
media on Saudi children’s body satisfaction in early childhood. To achieve this objective, this study drew
on relevant conceptual and empirical literature to construct the theoretical framework for the investigation.

As children develop, they begin to recognize differences in their bodies and construct social judgments
about people based on their body image. This process starts with the child identifying an image of the “ideal”
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body, and consequently trying to achieve this ideal. Children may develop a positive attitude toward this
image of the ideal body while forming a negative attitude toward an image of the overweight body,
which impacts and weakens their social relationships with others [1]. Researchers have also observed that
at the pre-school stage, children of both sexes are already familiar with their culture’s body image
stereotypes [2,3] for example, 3-year-old American and Australian boys and girls preferred thin- to
medium-sized bodies and rejected overweight children [4]. These stereotypes of obesity and thinness
affect young children and are enhanced through social media.

The concept of “body image” was introduced as a psychological phenomenon in 1935 [5], which
suggested that the mental image we have of our bodies explains the way our body is presented to
ourselves. Some cholars [6] expanded this concept by defining body image as the mental image of our
body characteristics (e.g., size, shape, and circumference), and noted our feelings are related to these
characteristics and to our body parts. The concept of “satisfaction/dissatisfaction” in relation to body
image emerged later and was defined as an individual’s feelings and behavior toward their own body.
Grogan et al. [7] described body dissatisfaction as “the negative thoughts of his/her body” (p. 4),
including unsatisfactory judgments about size, shape, and muscle tone and generally involving a
discrepancy between one’s own and one’s ideal body type [8]. Burrowes [9] stressed that theterm “body
image” incorporates body perception (extent to which an individual has an accurate perception of their
body size, shape, and weight) and body satisfaction (extent to which an individual is satisfied with these
body aspects).

Most research on “body image” has focused on the following two topics:

1. Body perception: This refers to an individual’s evaluation of the physical aspects of their bodies and
the accuracy of this evaluation. In severe cases, individuals may suffer from body dysmorphic
disorder, which is a psychological disorder in which individuals have inaccurate perceptions of
their body size. Cash et al. [10] added one’s body-related self-perceptions and self-attitudes,
including thoughts, beliefs, feelings, and behaviors.

2. Body satisfaction: This refers to the extent to which an individual assesses the size and shape of their
body, including their ideas of body confidence, respect for the body, and body dissatisfaction.

Behavioral and social learning theories stress the importance of the environment and care in child
development, including Watson [11], who stated that children are human beings that can be shaped like
clay. Skinner’s theory of conditioning [12] introduced the term “operant conditioning” to describe how
learning occurs as a result of human beings’ response to their environment. Social learning theory [13]
notes that children learn by observation and imitation, tend to be selective in what they imitate, and are
keen to imitate behavior patterns that satisfy them. Various cognitive development theories have
examined how children learn. Pigat [14] focused on the individuality of the child, what children really
know, and how they construct knowledge. Children’s understanding of the world is the result of their
involvement and interaction [15], as well as the individual cognitive experiences of others around them.
In his sociocultural theory, Vygotsky et al. [16] stressed that children’s knowledge is socially constructed
and children adopt the values, beliefs, and problem-solving strategies of their culture as a response to
social interaction with the most knowledgeable members of their community.

In reviewing the development of cognitive theory in children, Kohlberg et al. [17] stated that at a young
age, children can classify themselves as male or female and recognize their own physical development as
they begin to realize their body’s physical growth, and start comparing their bodies to those of other
children around them. Bandura’s social cognitive theory, Bandura et al. [13], states that, “in the course of
development, the regulation of behavior shifts from predominantly external sanctions and mandates to
gradual substitution of self-sanctions and self-direction grounded in personal standards” (Albert Bandura |
Social Learning Theory | Simply Psychology, n.d.).This emphasis on personal standards posits a greater
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involvement of the child’s self-concept in evaluative self-reactions as a key developmental shift. Cognitive
theory researchers have observed how some individuals do not like certain aspects of their bodies and as a
result of these feelings, may develop a disorder that usually appears in adulthood [18,19]. Individuals also
tend to compare themselves with others in an attempt to self-assess their appearance [20]. They tend to
make these comparisons with those similar to them; for example, comparing their body image with an
“ideal” individual’s body that is similar in shape or making negative comparisons with an individual’s
body that is far from being their ideal body [21,22]. Body image is a kind of perception that includes
both evaluative and cognitive components [23]. The thin body ideal appears to be an important personal
standard for young girls that becomes internalized as part of their developing self-concept, and draws a
parallel between overt behavior and children’s thoughts and feelings regarding their bodies [24].

The media plays an educational role in providing messages to viewers about the dangers of disordered
eating behaviors [25] and poor nutrition [26]. It is also used educationally to inform girls and young women
about specific health issues related to their weight and appearance. However, the media can play a negative
role in body image depictions by increasing girls’ and boys’ anxiety about their appearance [27]. For
example, the stereotype of physical attractiveness can cause some people to believe that attractive people
are more happy and popular [28]. This stereotype is often seen in film characters and commercial
advertisements [29]. In addition, personal attractiveness is often perceived as closely related to good
morals, a better standard of living, and low levels of aggression in both males and females [30].

Imagination and play constitute an essential part of young children’s socialization in which they learn
ideals and values. Toys provide children with a concrete image of the body that can be understood as part
of their developing body [31]. Moreover, according to sociocultural theory [32], body image issues are at
the core of major eating disorders, but are also important phenomena in and of themselves. Thompson
and colleagues provided an overview of a variety of body image issues, ranging from reconstructive
surgery to eating disorders [33]. Media and toys are powerful ways to enhance body image and
satisfaction [34]. For example, the ideal of “beauty” for girls is present in many aspects of their socio-
cultural environment (e.g., advertising, television, and peer groups). Toys are another form of media that
impact children; for example, Barbie dolls are so thin that their weight is not only unlikely but also
unhealthy. The ideal of adult feminine beauty presented in this toy has been linked to negative body
image and unhealthy eating patterns among girls and women. Dittmar et al. [24] compared the impact of
Barbie dolls with that of the “Emme” dolls, which are based on a real-life, size 16 (American size)
model. The study concluded that Barbie dolls negatively impacted girls aged 5–8 years by decreasing
body image esteem and increasing the desire to be thin. The same impact was recently confirmed by
Nesbitt et al. [35]. Other researchers have also expressed concerns about the impact of Disney princesses
on young girls and boys [36], although little empirical research has examined the impact of Disney
princesses—as portrayed in the media—on preschoolers’ behavior, gender stereotyping, body image
esteem, and positive social behavior.

Previous Studies

Several studies have focused on body image from different perspectives (e.g., gender differences, ages,
social media). This section intends to provide an account of studies that are relevant to the present research.
Burrowes found that that gender was the main factor in establishing who is most impacted by negative body
image, with females more likely to have lower body satisfaction than males regardless of age or ethnicity.
Esnaola et al. [37] also noted that girls cared more than boys about having a “perfect” body. It has been
observed that young children are more likely to be bullied about their body image than older
counterparts, and adolescent girls are more likely to be bullied for their physical appearance than boys;
however, it is not clear to what extent this bullying is affected by appearance [38,39]. Furthermore, girls
tend to try to lose weight, whereas males attempt to increase muscle size [40]. da et al. [41] raised an
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important point about gender, suggesting that very thin males were less satisfied with their bodies than very
thin females. Rasmussen et al. [42] maintained that there was a difference in the way boys and girls answered
questions regarding their bodies; boys were more honest about their body weight, whereas girls reported
being lighter than the reality. However, Wardle et al. [43] stated that overweight boys did not report that
they were overweight or trying to lose weight.

Gender differences in body image appear between the ages of 8 and 10 years as children are influenced
by their companions [44,45]. Girls tend to have a thinner body image than their actual bodies, and boys have
similar concerns about their body image and want to avoid becoming overweight [46]. Young girls’ body
image satisfaction and the desire to be thinner increases with age; 40% of girls aged 8–9 years wanted to
be thin, which increased to 79% of girls aged 11–12 years [47]. A study conducted with girls aged
5–8 years concluded that their desire for thinness appeared at age 6 years [48]. However, Dittmar et al.
[24] observed that even at age 5 years, girls wanted to have a slim body.

Some studies demonstrated that preschool children adopted body image stereotypes; however, these
studies provided no evidence of whether children of this age adopted these views on their own. It has
also been reported that it is difficult to study personal internalization of these opinions in children under
6 years; most previous research asked children to decide on the body shape they preferred, or decide
which body shape was similar to theirs (for example, “attractive/ugly”) in books that were read to them.
However, preschool children cannot accurately determine the shapes that represent their body type or
their feelings about their body image [49,50].

Few studies have addressed body image, weight, and self-concept among girls aged 5–7 years [51]. One
study found that weight gain was associated with lower body image esteem and more negative self-
understanding, that children aged 6 and 13 years showed evidence of body dissatisfaction, and that
children of all age groups showed a desire to be thinner [52]. However, other research revealed that 4- to
6-year-olds preferred thin body types [4]. Children aged 4–5 years were likely to avoid obese peers
(although this was not the case for 3-year-olds) because they perceived that thinness was associated with
popularity and not teasing each other [53]. Further studies revealed that children’s non-acceptance of their
bodies leads to low self-esteem [54]. However, although the theme of body image satisfaction has often
been examined among older adolescents and young adults, limited studies have examined this topic
among children [55,56]. The abovementioned studies recommended more extensive research on this topic
to bridge this knowledge gap; therefore, the present study focused on the impact of different media types
on children’s body image satisfaction in early childhood.

The literature examining the body image presented by Disney princesses observed that the typical
princess is a young and attractive woman with large eyes, a small nose and chin, prominent cheekbones,
shiny hair, and good skin. The princesses’ bodies also represent the “ideal” slimness; that is, an
imaginary feminine, thin figure. Research has also revealed that in the pre-school stage, 5-year-olds
showed interest in thin body types, and girls of this age voiced concerns about becoming overweight and
started to exhibit body dissatisfaction and low self-esteem [57,58]. It has also been suggested that Disney
princess films may be an early context that teaches girls that attractiveness is an essential component of
female identity [36].

Media messages about the ideal, slim body are powerful, widespread, and may negatively affect
viewers’ body esteem [36,59]. Although most research has examined the impact of media on girls and
older women, longitudinal studies have indicated that girls’ early exposure to the ideal slim body in the
media predicts negative future impacts, including low self-esteem and irregular eating behaviors [60,61].
Furthermore, exposure to ideally slim toys (e.g., Barbie) also results in low body image esteem for
younger girls; therefore, Disney princess films and their associated advertisements are of concern because
they may represent part of children’s initial media exposure to the thin/slim body ideal [62].
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To our knowledge, few studies have investigated children’s exposure to Disney princesses and its impact
on their body image esteem in the Arab world, particularly in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. In their semi-
empirical study, Hayes et al. [63] presented a series of appearance-related clips, including several Disney film
clips (e.g., Cinderella and the Little Mermaid). They concluded that girls in the control group who were not
exposed to these clips did not experience body dissatisfaction or appearance-related behaviors (for example
playing dress-up more often, playing with a vanity). However, that study indicated the impact of short-term
exposure to the media of the ideal slim body may not be particularly strong for young girls, but this exposure
may subsequently influence their body image esteem. Moreover, that study concluded that although boys
were not affected by the idea of slimness, they were affected by the images of bodies with large muscles
and thin waists.

Cm et al. [64] examined and analyzed 7,681 research papers that addressed the issues of body
satisfaction and image to review the extent of concerns about the impact of media and thinness on young
children’s health, psychological states, weight, and body shape. They found that the analyzed studies
showed that most children were dissatisfied with their body image; however, most studies used
quantitative (87.9%) or cross-sectional (78.8%) designs, confirming a scarcity of qualitative and
longitudinal research results. Image scales represented 60.6% of the research tools used in these studies,
and several studies (33.3%) proposed evaluating more than one dimension of body image; in particular,
“body perception and body dissatisfaction”. Some studies also evaluated “other detentions related to body
image”, such as children’s understanding of body shape and their comprehension of the ideal thin body
type (18.2%). According to the body image dimensions they addressed, the results of these studies were
discussed and categorized into three topics: “body dissatisfaction in children”, “body perception in
children” and “other elements related to the body image. Wedwick et al. [65] also analyzed 71 books
about children and childhood stages. They found 3,345 images, of which 3,260 represented children who
were not obese and 85 images depicted children who were obese (i.e., only 3% of the books included
obese characters). This may lead to children’s dissatisfaction with their own body image [66].

Social media platforms such as WhatsApp, Snapchat, Facebook, Twitter, Tik Tok, YouTube, and
Instagram affect children and adolescents and impact how they view themselves and their body image.
Teenagers share immediate and effective comments among each other regarding appearance and self-
expression. Moreover, social media opens up the world to children and helps them to communicate with
their friends globally [66]. Tiggemann et al. [67] examined the relationship between Internet exposure
and body image concern in adolescent girls, revealing that websites influenced girls’ interest in being
slim and increased their participation in the monitoring of body weight. Research has also revealed that
exposure to ideal body images can lead to a mild to moderate decrease in body satisfaction and
perception [68]. In addition, pre-existing lower body satisfaction appears to affect such outcomes, as
individuals who already had low body satisfaction were likely to be negatively affected by images of
ideal body types, whereas individuals with high body satisfaction were not [69–72].

Children have cognitive mechanisms that allow them to be less affected by advertising compared with
adults. A child’s age plays a significant role in protecting them from being influenced by commercial
advertising, its attractiveness, and its impact on self-esteem and low self-satisfaction [48,50]. These
findings contradict Martin et al. [73], who investigated the effects of very attractive models in
advertisements on adolescent girls and boys and found no evidence of low self-esteem in the research
sample. Other studies have also confirmed the presence of attractive body models in children’s media
samples [74–75].

Hypotheses and Research Questions

The present study focused on the influence of different media, such as cartoons, films, and social media,
on children’s body satisfaction. Previous research found that early childhood is a critical age during which
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social and cultural factors begin to contribute to the formation of dissatisfaction with body image in children
aged 6 years and under [76]. The main hypothesis that underlies this study is that social media and the media
affect Saudi children’s body image satisfaction. This hypothesis gave rise to the following research questions.

1. Are Saudi children satisfied with their body image?

2. Do social media and the media affect Saudi children’s body image satisfaction?

3. Are there differences among girls and boys in accepting their body image?

4. How do Saudi children targeted by this study look?

5. What body shape would children like?

6. Who are the most popular social media celebrities for girls and boys?

7. Which social media do children use most (girls/boys)?

2 Materials and Methods

The study sample comprised a group of 491 kindergarten children aged 5–7 years that were randomly
chosen in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia (246 girls, 50.1%; 245 boys, 49.9%). Most Saudi children have black-brown
eyes, white-brown skin, and black or dark brown hair. Drawing on previous studies, the researcher designed a
26-item questionnaire with consideration of the unique Saudi context. Although validated questionnaires on
body image are available, they cannot be applied to this context. Therefore, the author adapted some content
from these questionnaires and scales in developing the present questionnaire to reflect the context of Saudi
children. The questionnaire was reviewed by specialists who made revisions and suggested modifications as
necessary. After incorporating this expert feedback, the revised questionnaire was presented to a specialist
who approved its design. To ensure the accuracy of the items in measuring the variables, the validity of
the tool was verified by a group of specialized faculty members and specialists from the College of
Education, Department of Early Childhood at King Saud University. Adjustments were made in
formulating some items, removing irrelevant items, and adding new items. After confirming the validity
of the final scale, Cronbach’s alpha was calculated to measure the reliability of responses. The internal
consistency of the questionnaire in the study sample was 0.82, which indicated a high degree of
reliability. Internal reliability, which measures the degree of correlation between different items of the
questionnaire, was assessed with Pearson’s correlation coefficient, which was statistically significant at 0.01.

The questionnaire items investigated each child’s satisfaction with features of their external appearance,
such as their teeth, eyes, hair, and body image; each item had three response options (“yes,” “no,” or “I don’t
know”). Additional questions examined which social media celebrities children followed and whether they
wanted to be famous. The questionnaire also included three open-ended questions covering the famous
personality that children wanted to be like, the social media platforms they used, and the game characters
that they wanted to be like. Each questionnaire item was read to the child by an adult (e.g., mother,
father, caregiver), who recorded their responses without interference. The researcher secured informed
consent from the children’s guardians to allow them to participate in this study and have their information
used in any subsequent article(s).

In this study, children’s dissatisfaction with their body in the early childhood stage was defined as the
image that children formed about their bodies compared with others and their preferences for ideal, slim body
images (in terms of face, hair, muscles in boys, slim waists, and various other features) in the different social
media platforms that they used. A body satisfaction scale was also designed, which included four illustrated
options regarding eye color (black/brown/green/blue), hair color, hair shape, and external body shape.
Children were required to respond to all questionnaire and body satisfaction scale items, and their
responses to the questionnaire and the illustrated scale were compared.
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3 Results

The results were organized according to the research questions. The first question was, “Are Saudi
children satisfied with their body image?”. The children’s responses revealed that they were highly
satisfied with the appearance of their face (95.1%, standard deviation [SD] 0.38) and apparel (93.5, SD
0.42). In addition, 91.4% of children believed that they were beautiful/handsome, 91.2% were satisfied
with their skin color, and the overall level of satisfaction with their external appearance was 90.0% (SD
0.53). Table 1 shows that the children were highly satisfied with their external appearance as their
responses to items 1–12 and 14 indicated high agreement. Conversely, many children disagreed with
items 13, 15, and 16, which indicated they did not agree with they needed to lose weight and were happy
with their external appearance.

Table 1: Impact of social media and celebrities on children’s body image satisfaction

Item Yes I don’t
know

No Mean Standard
deviation

Order

1. I am satisfied with my hair color. K 438 4 49 2.79 0.60 6

% 89.2 0.8 10.0

2. I am satisfied with my hairstyle (rough/fine/
curly/long/short, etc.).

K 407 14 70 2.69 0.71 9

% 82.9 2.9 14.3

3. I am satisfied with my skin color. K 448 8 35 2.84 0.53 4

% 91.2 1.6 7.1

4. I am satisfied with the color of my eyes. K 431 8 52 2.77 0.62 7

% 87.8 1.6 10.6

5. I am satisfied with my face (facial features). K 467 7 17 2.92 0.38 1

% 95.1 1.4 3.5

6. I am satisfied with my teeth. K 374 21 96 2.57 0.80 12

% 76.2 4.3 19.6

7. I am satisfied with my external appearance
(my body).

K 442 15 34 2.83 0.53 5

% 90.0 3.1 6.9

8. I care about having a slim body like celebrities. K 208 108 175 2.07 0.88 14

% 42.4 22.0 35.6

9. I buy clothes to look beautiful/handsome. K 414 24 53 2.74 0.64 8

% 84.3 4.9 10.8

10. I would like to be tall. K 364 53 74 2.59 0.74 11

% 74.1 10.8 15.1

11. I constantly make sure that I look like
celebrities.

K 198 80 213 1.97 0.92 16

% 40.3 16.3 43.4

12. I think I am beautiful/handsome. K 449 27 15 2.88 0.41 3

% 91.4 5.5 3.1

13. I feel the need to lose weight. K 126 45 320 1.60 0.87 24

% 25.7 9.2 65.2
(Continued)
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In considering the second research question (i.e., “Do social media and the media affect children’s body
image satisfaction?”) children’s responses showed that social media and other media did not affect children’s
body image, as reflected in their responses to items 18, 20, 24, and 26. However, 37.9% of children wanted to
become like social media celebrities (SD 0.94), 32.6% wanted to become like television and film
personalities (SD 0.92), and 25.5% wanted to become like famous singers (SD 0.87). Overall, 47.0% of
the children wanted to be famous (SD 0.95). In addition, 33.6% (SD 0.90) agreed with the item, “I like
the appearance of social media celebrities”. This suggested that social media celebrities had an impact on
many children and their desire to be famous and emulate them (range 25%–37%). The results also
showed that some children were not satisfied with their external appearance (18.9%, SD 0.79), some

Table 1 (continued).

Item Yes I don’t
know

No Mean Standard
deviation

Order

14. I am elegant. K 459 12 20 2.89 0.42 2

% 93.5 2.4 4.1

15. I love changing my body shape. K 132 38 321 1.62 0.88 22

% 26.9 7.7 65.4

16. I do not like my body shape. K 93 36 362 1.45 0.79 26

% 18.9 7.3 73.7

17. I am satisfied with my body weight. K 391 18 82 2.63 0.75 10

% 79.6 3.7 16.7

18. I imitate social media celebrities. K 121 56 314 1.61 0.86 23

% 24.6 11.4 64.0

19. I love the appearance of social media
celebrities.

K 165 86 240 1.85 0.90 19

% 33.6 17.5 48.9

20. I want to be like social media celebrities. K 164 59 268 1.79 0.91 20

% 33.4 12.0 54.6

21. I love to dress up fashionably. K 270 72 149 2.25 0.89 13

% 55.0 14.7 30.3

22. I would like to wear international brands. K 150 119 222 1.85 0.86 18

% 30.5 24.2 45.2

23. I want to be famous. K 231 52 208 2.05 0.95 15

% 47.0 10.6 42.4

24. I would love to be like famous singers. K 125 43 323 1.60 0.87 24

% 25.5 8.8 65.8

25. I would love to be like celebrities who appear
on television or in films.

K 160 42 289 1.74 0.92 21

% 32.6 8.6 58.9

26. I would love to be like celebrities who appear
on social media.

K 186 54 251 1.87 0.94 17

% 37.9 11.0 51.1

Overall mean 2.25
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children wanted to lose weight (25.7%, SD 0.87), and some wanted to change their shape (26.9%, SD 0.88)
(Table 1).

The third question concerned whether girls and boys differed in accepting their body image. The results
showed there were no statistically significant differences between boys and girls in their satisfaction with
their body image (Table 2).

The fourth question focused on children’s responses to items about their weight, hair color, skin color,
and shape (external appearance). In total, 255 children (51.9%) identified as thin, 227 identified as average,
and nine (1.8%) identified as overweight. Most children had black hair (n = 292, 59.5%) or dark brown hair
(n = 161, 32.8%). Fewer children had blond (n = 30, 6.1%) or light brown (n = 7, 1.4%) hair, and one child
had red hair (0.2%). In addition, 46.8% of the children (n = 230) were white/light-skinned, 45.8% (n = 225)
had a medium skin tone, and 7.3% (n = 36) identified as dark-skinned.

The fifth question focused on the body shape that children would like to have, based on responses to the
illustrated scale (Table 3). Most boys (66.9%) desired a muscly body shape, and only 0.8% desired an
overweight body shape. The results also showed that most girls (56.5%) wanted an average body shape,
and 38.6% wanted to be slim. None of the girls wanted to be overweight, which confirmed the
questionnaire results. When children were asked if they felt the need to lose weight, 65.2% said yes,
although 79.6% were satisfied with their current body weight. This was also consistent with the children’s
current weight as no children were reported as overweight. However, the impact of celebrities on
children’s perception of weight was clear, as 42.4% of children answered “yes” when asked whether they
wanted to be slim like celebrities.

The results indicated that the majority of children wanted to be tall (boys 79.2%, girls 66.3%); 19.2% of
boys and 28.5% of girls wanted to be of average height, and 0.8% of boys and none of the girls wanted to be
short. These findings were consistent with those displayed in Table 1, where 74.1% of the children responded
affirmatively to the statement, “I love being tall” (Table 4).

Table 2: Differences in mean scores for body image satisfaction between girls and boys

Gender Number Mean Standard deviation T-value Statistical significance

Female 246 60.6911 8.3906 1.33 0.184

Male 245 61.6857 8.18105

Table 3: What body shape would you like?

Boys Girls

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

Muscly (boys)/thin (girls) 164 66.9 95 38.6

Average 78 31.8 139 56.5

Overweight 2 0.8 0 0

Total 244 99.6 234 95.1

Unclear 1 0.4 12 4.9

Total 245 100 246 100
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The items assessing children’s satisfaction with the color of their hair showed that 58.0% of boys wanted
black hair, which was consistent with the findings shown in Table 1, whereas 23.3% wanted brown hair. Few
boys wanted red-orange hair (9.8%) or blond hair (8.6%). Interestingly, 34.1% of girls wanted brown hair,
which contradicted the results shown in Table 1. In addition, 30.9% of girls wanted black hair, 24.0% wanted
blond hair, and 7.7% wanted red-orange hair. It was noteworthy that the majority of boys and girls had black
or brown hair, demonstrating a difference and dissatisfaction among girls regarding their hair color (Table 5).

Children’s responses about hair style revealed that 72.2% of boys wanted a standard hairstyle, 16.3%
wanted wavy hair, and 11.0% wanted curly hair. Among girls, 62.2% wanted smooth hair, 26.4% wanted
wavy hair, and 7.7% wanted curly hair. Girls’ responses to the illustrated scale questions regarding their
body satisfaction differed from their responses to the questionnaire in Table 1, where 82.9% responded
positively to the statement, “I am satisfied with my hairstyle”. Their preference for hair style on the
illustrated scale were different, which indicated dissatisfaction with their hairstyle when using this scale
to measure their body satisfaction (Table 6).

The children’s responses to the illustrated scale on body satisfaction showed that 51% of boys wanted a
medium skin color, 46.9% wanted white skin, and 1.6% wanted brown skin. Unlike the boys, 56.1% of girls
wanted their skin color to be white, 39.0% wanted a medium skin color, and 1.6% wanted their skin color to
be brown. These findings were consistent with those of Table 1, where 91.2% of the children agreed with the
statement, “I am satisfied with my skin color” (Table 7).

Table 4: What height would you like to be?

Boys Girls

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

Tall 194 79.2 163 66.3

Average 47 19.2 70 28.5

Short 2 0.8 0 0

Total 243 99.2 233 94.7

Unclear 2 0.8 13 5.3

Total 245 100.0 246 100.0

Table 5: What hair color would you like?

Boys Girls

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

Red-orange 24 9.8 19 7.7

Brown 57 23.3 84 34.1

Blond 21 8.6 59 24.0

Black 142 58.0 76 30.9

Total 244 99.6 238 96.7

Unclear 1 0.4 8 3.3

Total 245 100.0 246 100.0
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Children’s responses to the illustrated scale showed that 44.5% of boys wanted black eye color, 26.1%
wanted blue eyes, 22.4% wanted brown eyes, and 6.5% wanted green eyes. Similarly, 33.3% of girls wanted
their eyes to be black, 31.7% wanted their eyes to be brown, 24.4% wanted their eyes to be blue, and 7.7%
wanted green eyes. These findings were consistent with the children’s responses to the corresponding
statement in the questionnaire (“I am satisfied with the color of my eyes”; 87.8%). However, some
children (boys 32.6%, girls 32.1%) expressed a desire to have a different eye color from their own, which
may show the impact of social media on children’s body satisfaction in terms of eye color, as blue and
green eyes are currently widely admired in Saudi society and children in Riyadh are mostly black- or
brown-eyed (Table 8).

Table 6: What hairstyle would you like?

Boys Girls

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

Curly 27 11.0 19 7.7

Standard haircut (boys)/smooth (girls) 177 72.2 153 62.2

Wavy 40 16.3 65 26.4

Total 244 99.6 237 96.3

Unclear 1 0.4 9 3.7

Total 245 100.0 246 100.0

Table 7: What skin color would you like?

Boys Girls

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

Dark 4 1.6 4 1.6

Medium 125 51.0 96 39.0

White 115 46.9 138 56.1

Total 244 99.6 238 96.7

Unclear 1 4.0 8 3.3

Total 245 100.0 246 100.0

Table 8: What eye color would you like?

Boys Girls

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

Brown 55 22.4 78 31.7

Blue 64 26.1 60 24.4

Green 16 6.5 19 7.7

Black 109 44.5 82 33.3

Total 244 99.6 239 97.2

Unclear 1 0.4 7 2.8

Total 245 100.0 246 100.0
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Analysis of children’s responses to sixth question (i.e., “Who are the most popular social media
celebrities for girls and boys?”) revealed that boys and girls watched certain celebrities and wanted to be
like some of them. For example, 42.0% of boys were influenced by the Spiderman character, 17.6% were
influenced by Batman, 2.4% were influenced by Fortnite, 0.4%–2.4% were influenced by other
characters, and 11.0% were not influenced by a specific character. The overall percentage of boys
influenced by film characters was 64.4%.

Many girls (37.8%) were influenced by the lead character from Frozen (this character was singled out
from the other Disney princesses because of its frequency), 34.6% were influenced by Barbie, 4.1% were
influenced by the Disney princesses, and 6.5% were not influenced by a specific character (0.4%–2.8%
were influenced by other characters). That is, the total percentage of girls influenced by media characters
was 80.3%, which was high compared with boys. These results appeared to contradict the questionnaire
results about imitating celebrities and their desire to be like them. The children’s responses to the
questionnaire revealed that 64.0% disagreed with the statement, “I imitate celebrities”, 48.9% answered
“no” to the statement, “I like the appearance of social media celebrities”, and 65.8% responded “no” to the
statement, “I want to be like famous singers”. In addition, 58.9% answered “no” to the statement, “I want
to be as famous as people on television and in films”, and 51.1% responded “no” to the statement, “I want
to be as famous as the celebrities on social media” (11.0% responded “I don’t know”) (Tables 9 and 10).

Analysis of responses relating to the seventh question concerning children’s use of social media showed
that 56.7% of boys and 53.7% of girls used YouTube, 6.5% of boys and 11.0% of girls used Snapchat, 2.9%
of boys and 4.1% of girls used Tik Tok, and 4.1% of girls used WhatsApp. In addition, 19.2% of boys and
13.0% of girls did not use social media, and 0.4%–2.4% of boys and 0.4%–3.7% of girls used other social
media and media platforms (Table 11).

Table 9: Media and celebrities that boys watched

Celebrity Frequency Percentage

Spiderman 103 42

Batman 43 17.6

Unspecified 27 11

Fortnite 6 2.4

Flash 6 2.4

Superman 5 2

Tom and Jerry 4 1.6

Minecraft 3 1.2

Iron Man 3 1.2

Ben 10 3 1.2

Green man (Hulk) 3 1.2

Stephen sharer 2 0.8

Trolls 2 0.8

Ninja turtles 2 0.8

Other 278 13.8
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4 Discussion

This study revealed high satisfaction among children aged 5–7 years regarding their body (90.0%), their
weight (79.6%), and their shape (73.7%). Items 1–12 of the questionnaire showed children had high satisfaction
with aspects of their bodies. However, significant percentages of children wanted to be famous like social media

Table 10: Media and celebrities that girls watched

Celebrity Frequency Percentage

Frozen 93 37.8

Barbie 85 34.6

Disney princesses 15 6.1

Spiderman 7 2.8

Masha 4 1.6

Batman 3 1.2

Mini mouse 3 1.2

Sofia 3 1.2

My Quran (Game) 2 0.8

Other 260 6.2

Table 11: Children’s use of social media

Social media Boys Girls

Percentage frequency Percentage frequency

YouTube 139 56.7 132 53.7

Do not use 47 19.3 32 13

Snapchat 16 6.5 11 11

Mobile 11 0.44 13 0.35

Tik tok 7 2.9 10 4.1

iPad 6 2.4 9 3.7

Television 5 2 7 2.8

WhatsApp 4 1.6 10 4.1

Instagram 3 1.2 3 1.2

Facetime 1 0.4 1 0.4

Relatives communication (nothing) 1 0.4 2 0.8

Playstation 1 0.4 0 0

Games 1 0.4 0 0

Tablets 1 0.4 0 0

PC 1 0.4 0 0

iPhone 1 0.4 0 0

Total 245 100.0 246 100.0
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celebrities (37.9%), television and film celebrities (32.6%), and singers (25.5%). Previous studies indicated that
young children are influenced by social media and celebrities [35,36], although Tadena et al. [77] concluded
that the younger children are, the fewer complaints they have about their appearance and body
dissatisfaction. It is impossible to ignore the influence of social media in modern society [78]. This
influence is particularly clear among adolescents and teenagers who have grown up with this technology
alongside traditional media [79,80], which was also confirmed among younger children in this study. This
suggests that parents, social media celebrities, and filmmakers are responsible to present positive content for
young children because of the strong influence they have on children.

The present study showed differences between children’s responses to the illustrated scale of body
satisfaction and the research questionnaire, which was consistent with Cm et al. [64] who stated that we
must pay attention to the research tools used in data collection. The comparison between the illustrated
scale for body satisfaction and children’s responses to the questionnaire (Table 1) revealed that boys
desired a muscly external body shape, whereas the majority of girls wanted an average body shape,
suggesting that boys were highly influenced by strong characters they watched (Spiderman/Batman/
Fortnite). Smith et al. [81] analyzed children’s television programs from 2006 to 2011 and found that
masculine characters that young boys tended to associate with were muscular, which was confirmed by
Da et al. and Petrie et al. [40,41]. Neither girls nor boys wanted to be overweight as shown in the
illustrated scale of body satisfaction, which was also consistent with the children’s responses to the
questionnaire (i.e., they were satisfied with their body weight, although they cared about having bodies
like celebrities; 42.4%).

The influence of social media and films on children was clear in this study as both boys and girls
preferred to be slim. Children showed strong admiration for social media celebrities (37.9%), and
television and film characters such as Spiderman, Batman, Frozen, Barbie, and Disney princesses were
also influential (64.4% of boys and 80.3% of girls), which was a higher percentage than for social media
celebrities. Brown [82] indicated that characters such as Spiderman, Young Justice, and the Green
Lantern were popular, especially among young boys, although these characters were created for older
children. Media-produced films and imaginary characters have a major influence on children’s
development and behavior and are associated with children’s play and imagination, where children
imitate and play the roles of superheroes [78,83].

Marcolino et al. suggested that roleplay and stories about superheroes can have a significant influence on
the context and themes of children’s imaginative play because superhero stories present relationships
between the characters in a lively manner. Furthermore, when a child is playing a role, they emulate the
strengths or powers of that superhero, believe in them as strong role models and feel fearless and ready to
deal with any situation [84]. Moreover, the present study revealed that Barbie had a significant impact on
girls (34.6%). As the sample respondents were aged 5–7 years, the influence of Barbie appeared to arise
at an early age, which was consistent with the conclusions of Dittmar et al. [24]. Barbie dolls’ influence
is also associated with the influence of society and of television, films, and social media celebrities on
children.

The children’s responses in this study also indicated they desired to be tall. None of the girls and few
boys (0.8%) expressed a desire to be short. This finding supported Nesbitt et al. [35], who found that
when children were exposed to tall and short Barbie toys, the taller Barbie was classified as highly
desirable and attractive. Close attention should therefore be paid to the hidden and apparent messages that
are implied in the toys and social media that influence children of both sexes in terms of the desire to be
thin, muscly, and tall. This result was also consistent with other studies, including one study conducted
by the Girl Scout Research Institute (2010) among girls aged 10–17 years, which found 48% of girls
wished to be as thin as fashion magazine models. Furthermore, in a study conducted by the rToday Show
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and AOL.com (2014), 80% of female teenage respondents compared their body image with that of
celebrities, and almost 50% expressed that celebrity bodies made them feel dissatisfied with their own
body. The responses of children in the present study also reflected the level of social and cultural change
among children in terms of social media celebrities and their desire to become as famous as they were,
rather than be as famous as television, cinema, and music celebrities. This highlighted the strong
influence social media celebrities have on shaping children’s behavior and body satisfaction. Researchers
focusing on the influence of the media on children’s body image have noted that the media encourages
girls to be thin and sends implied messages regarding female beauty standards of being young, beautiful,
and thin. For example, a content review of women’s fashion and fitness magazines found that most
models were thin and tall (Children, Teens, Media, and Body Image | Common Sense Media, n.d.).

The present study also revealed that girls were influenced by celebrities and media regarding their hair
color. Approximately 24.0% of girls wanted blond hair and blue eyes (24.4%) or green eyes (7.7%), whereas
fewer boys showed a desire for blond hair (8.6%), blue eyes (26.1%), and green eyes (6.5%). The influence
of celebrities and media on girls appeared again in their desire to have smooth hair (62.2%), whereas boys’
responses showed that they were satisfied with their usual haircut (72.2%). In the Arab world in general and
Saudi society in particular, some children admire blond hair and blue and green eyes as these colors are
uncommon and unusual in their society, where most of the population have black or brown hair and eyes.
This finding was supported by those of Dittmar et al. [24] and Nesbitt et al. [35].

The present results were also consistent with recent empirical evidence demonstrating that young girls
may partake in upward social comparisons with physiques that are considered unrealistic or not like their
own. Looking at the characters that girls in this study admired, it was found that the majority of
characters had light-colored hair and eyes and soft hair, such as Frozen (37.8%), Barbie (34.6%), and
Disney princesses (4.1%). This also supported previous views [85,86] that stated that girls in the Arab
world want to be different in appearance from members of their society.

This study highlighted that YouTube was the most used social media platform among both girls and boys
(53.7% and 56.7%, respectively). Some children (boys 19.2%, girls 13%) did not use any social media
platforms; 6.5% of boys and 11% of girls used the Snapchat platform, while the other social media
platforms had even lower response rates. These results were similar to those of Coyne et al. [84].
YouTube is easily accessed as there is no need for children to sign up and create an account as with other
social media platforms. Snapchat is a modern application that enables the follower to watch a clip within
24 h before it is deleted. It also allows users to communicate via text, voice messages, and video calls,
and may be used by children, especially those who do not have telephone numbers, on mobile or iPad
devices. Statistics published by the International Telecommunication Union in 2016 showed that
developing countries represent the majority of Internet users (2.5 billion) compared with 1 billion users in
developed countries. Statistics have also revealed that one in every three Internet users in the world is a
child. Currently, the Internet is the main means by which children collaborate, share, learn, and play [87].
These means of communication have become more influential on children than the traditional media [88].
However, there is a lack of research on the role these new media play in the life of young children under
the age of 13 years. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the relationship between distinct
media user types and social displacement among children under age 13 years. A previous study involving
1,117 Norwegian schoolchildren aged 7–12 years assessed their computer game-playing habits and use of
computers, the Internet, mobile phones, and television. The results indicated four specific user types
reflecting children’s various uses of new media: a) advanced users, b) offline gamers, c) instrumental
users, and d) low users. Some indications of displacement were found between TV, reading, and drawing
and between new media use and participation in organized sports activities. At the same time, clear
indications supported the “more is more” hypothesis, which predicts that active media users will be active
children.
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Finally, this study found no statistically significant differences in body satisfaction between girls and
boys, unlike previous studies that found girls paid more attention to their body than boys [88–91].
Longitudinal studies in the Arab world, particularly in Saudi Arabia, are needed to offer rigorous
investigation of this topic.
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