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Does social media contribute to a ‘false 
society,’ providing us with unrealistic 
expectations about how we should look? 
John Williams investigates

Make-up artist, curve model and Instagram 
influencer, Sasha Pallari, recently launched 
the hashtag #filterdrop as part of a campaign 

for seeing more of the ‘real skin’ of younger women on 
social media.

Pallari is concerned at how female skin online is 
routinely being enhanced. ‘Does anybody realise how 

dangerous this is?’ she asked, as she reflected on the 
way a global beauty brand reposted filtered content 
from an influencer who was advertising its products. 
‘I don’t want children to grow up thinking they are not 
good enough because of what they see on social media,’ 
she argued. Her video about the campaign was soon 
viewed by over 50,000 people and prompted many 
women to send in selfies, without filtering or makeup.

A false society?
What contributed to this concern was a survey in 
September 2020 by the Girlguiding Advocate Panel, 
which suggested that around 50% of women and girls 
aged between 11 and 21 regularly use apps or filters 
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Questions
1 Why, particularly, is it younger women and girls 

who seem so prone to using online filtering and 
image manipulation?

2 Thinking sociologically, what is the case for 
more ‘policing’ of images on Instagram and 
other social media sites, and what is the case 
against?

3 Do you agree that social media creates a 
‘false society’ for young females? How might 
sociologists theorise what is going on here?

Weblinks

You can read about the Sasha Pallari campaign here:

www.tinyurl.com/y2erdrzb

You can find out more about the Girl Guides 
research here: www.tinyurl.com/yyhvbme8

A New Statesman article about the possible impact 
of face-altering filters here:  
www.tinyurl.com/y46at2mc

to make photos of themselves look ‘better’ online. Of 
the 1,473 respondents aged 11–21, 39 said that they 
felt unhappy that they could not look the same in real 
life as they did online. Alice, a member of the panel, 
commented that, ‘These enhanced images create a false 
society where how girls look is perceived to be the most 
important aspect about them.’

Pallari’s aims
The Pallari campaign has three main aims: to make 
the Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) demand 
that social media influencers state the use of filters 
when promoting cosmetics; to get face-changing and 
‘morphing’ filters removed completely from Instagram; 
and to see more unfiltered skin online in order to protect 
the mental health of young women who might develop 
unrealistic expectations about how they should look.

Relevant research
Recent research by psychologists Tiggemann and 
Zinoviev (2019) used experimental techniques to try 
to assess the impact of online images on their young 
female subjects. They found that enhancement-free 
images on Instagram potentially present women 
with more realistic representations, expectations and 
comparison targets, and also led to less personal facial 
dissatisfaction.

Another study (Kleemans et al, 2018), which 
focused on the responses to online material of 144 

adolescent girls, showed that the manipulation and 
tweaking of appearances on Instagram can have negative 
consequences, at least for girls who are more prone to 
making social comparisons. For girls such as these, 
even short exposure to unfamiliar peers in a research 
setting can lead to direct changes in body image. The 
fact that these girls believed that enhanced Instagram 
photos showed a representative view of reality, and 
that they did not notice the routine reshaping of faces 
and bodies online, reinforced concern among these 
academics about the impact on young females of online 
image manipulation.
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