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ABSTRACT

This chapter examines how body image deception is created and understood in social media. The au-
thors focus specifically on the beach body, which is a narrower form of bodily representation online, but
where deception is especially likely to occur. Focus group discussions with young adults revealed that
editing and perfecting the beach body is commonplace and even normalized on social media. However,
participants distinguished between celebrities and friends in expected use of manipulation and seemed
to place a limit on the acceptable types of manipulation: body tan but not body shape, for example. The
authors discuss the implications of these discussions and how applying deception theory in body image
research can provide useful insights.

INTRODUCTION

Media images, such as of the ideal beach body, increasingly undergo digital alteration and enhance-
ment, so that most pictures we see online represent an idealized version of reality. This trend applies to
celebrities and regular users alike. In this “online appearance culture” (Williams & Ricciardelli, 2014),
users seem obsessed with posting, sharing, liking and commenting on pictures, and appearance seems to
be of growing importance. Through these behaviors, users contribute to the normalization of unrealistic
body and beauty ideals, which can be damaging to body image, self-evaluation and overall wellbeing
(Fardouly, Diedrichs, Vartanian, & Halliwell, 2015).
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“Too Good to Be True”

The beach body is an especially interesting niche in the larger body image literature, due to the high
expectations placed on individuals offline and online, and the likelihood that those expectations cannot
be met. Thus, the mediatized beach bodies of young people online are not only photographic versions of
their real bodies, but an improved and perfected representation, which agrees with the cultural standards
of the day and which sometimes is quite removed from the original. Through photo manipulation, ac-
cessorizing and body positioning, these “easy lies” (Harwood, 2014) become possible.

In this chapter, we will examine mediatized images of the beach body in the context of social media
through the conceptual lenses of deception, a unique combination of concepts, which has not been ex-
plored together previously, and which can expand significantly the current range and depth of research on
body image and deception. We will explore what motivates young people to engage in online deception
about their beach body and how they achieve it.

BACKGROUND
Body Image and the Beach Body: An Online Culture of Perfectionism

Body image is “a person’s perceptions, thoughts, and feelings about his or her body” (Grogan, 2017).
The dimensions, determinants and processes of body image are complex and multifaceted, given that
a person’s body parts and vital organs form fundamental components of the human self and identity
(Belk, 1988). Cash (2012) differentiates between body evaluation, i.e. the (dis-)satisfaction with one’s
appearance, and body investment, i.e. the affective, cognitive and behavioral relevance of the body to a
person’s self-evaluation. In the context of the beach body, the behavioral component is fundamental for
understanding how individuals try to control their bodies in order to look as perfect as possible during
summer.

Body image attitudes form and develop throughout a person’s life, starting in early childhood and
changing across the lifespan (Cash, 2008). They are based upon four factors: personality traits, physical
characteristics and changes, interpersonal experiences with family and peers, and cultural socialization
(Cash, 2008). The latter is particularly important in the context of this chapter, as it is through accul-
turation that young children learn what is considered attractive and beautiful in society. To conform to
society’s expectations, individuals, most notably women, often invest heavily into their looks, and that
may involve subtle forms of deception.

Historically, societies have focused on people’s outward appearance and even considered it a symbol
of a person’s (dis-)ordered lifestyle (Bordo, 2013). A slim female body has been associated with positive
socio-cultural qualities, such as success, social appreciation, and happiness (Grogan, 2017), and muscular
male figures have been linked to strength and heroism. Overweight, in contrast, has been associated with
negative attributes, such as lack of discipline and laziness (Murray, 2016). Equally, bodies that do not
conform to beauty standards, such as fat, disfigured, disabled, or ageing figures, are marginalized and
stigmatized (Wardle & Boyce, 2009). While slenderness has endured as the most salient bodily feature
for women to aspire to over the decades, trends have also developed within body ideals. The 1990s were
characterized by enlarged breasts and slender hips, while the 2000s saw a shift towards more voluptuous
bottoms. Recently, muscularity has affected both men and increasingly women (Grogan, 2017).
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