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ABSTRACTD 
This study explores the portrayal of women on social media and its 
implications for gender representation, empowerment, and social work 
practice. It investigates how digital platforms simultaneously perpetuate 
stereotypes and foster spaces for resistance and advocacy. Using 
qualitative content analysis, data were collected from Instagram, Twitter, 
Facebook, and TikTok to examine recurring themes in visual and textual 
portrayals of women. The analysis identified four dominant categories—
body image, gender stereotypes, empowerment, and activism—revealing 
the paradox of social media as both a site of self-objectification and a 
medium for feminist expression. Findings indicate that while idealized 
portrayals reinforce unrealistic beauty standards and psychological 
strain, movements such as #MeToo and #BodyPositivity redefine 
empowerment and visibility in digital spaces. The study further highlights 
how intersectionality and algorithmic bias which influence women’s 
voices are amplified or silenced online, emphasizing the persistence of 
structural inequalities within digital environments. Integrating social work 
and media literacy emerges as a transformative approach to fostering 
critical awareness, resilience, and ethical engagement. Overall, the 
research contributes to feminist digital scholarship by illuminating the 
complex interplay between empowerment, inequality, and 
representation, urging policymakers, educators, and practitioners to 
promote inclusive, equitable, and socially conscious media practices that 
advance gender justice in the digital age. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Over the past two decades, social media has fundamentally transformed how people 
perceive and perform gender roles, particularly the representation of women across 
digital platforms. The emergence of interactive, user-generated environments such as 
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Facebook, Instagram, Twitter (X), and TikTok has not only reshaped the media 
landscape but also recalibrated the mechanisms through which gender norms are 
produced, contested, and internalized. Scholars increasingly argue that social media 
operates as a dual-edged instrument—simultaneously amplifying traditional gender 
stereotypes while providing a space for empowerment and resistance (Owalla & Al 
Ghafri, 2020; Salam, 2022). Across cultural contexts, this dynamic interplay between 
empowerment and subjugation reveals how digital media functions as both a mirror 
and a molder of society’s perception of women’s identities. Recent cross-cultural 
analyses indicate that while social media enables female visibility and participation in 
public discourse, it also perpetuates exclusionary narratives rooted in patriarchal 
ideologies, revealing deep tensions in the digital mediation of womanhood (Arora et al., 
2024; Maaranen & Tienari, 2020). 

The global proliferation of digital communication has democratized access to 
expression and visibility, yet these benefits are accompanied by paradoxical effects. 
Studies demonstrate that the same platforms that enable women to challenge 
normative roles frequently expose them to heightened scrutiny and objectification. The 
visibility afforded by social media can transform women into targets of surveillance and 
comparison, encouraging conformity to idealized beauty standards rather than 
promoting authentic self-expression (Fioravanti et al., 2021; Kennedy et al., 2023). In 
non-Western contexts, this ambivalence is further compounded by cultural and 
religious expectations. For instance, in Indonesia and the Middle East, online expressions 
of femininity are often negotiated through the lens of modesty and propriety, reflecting 
tensions between modern self-representation and traditional gender norms (Storie & 
Marschlich, 2022; Susanti et al., 2023). Such examples underscore the universality of 
social media’s influence on gender identity, while also highlighting the importance of 
contextualizing this influence within localized socio-cultural frameworks. 

The central problem addressed in this research is the persistence of gender 
inequality within digital spaces, manifested through biased portrayals, unrealistic 
beauty ideals, and exclusionary discourses that marginalize women’s experiences. 
Despite claims that social media fosters equality by democratizing participation, 
empirical evidence suggests that gendered power structures are replicated online 
through the curation of images, influencer marketing, and algorithmic biases (Opara & 
Santos, 2019). The overrepresentation of idealized female bodies and the 
commodification of beauty reinforce the notion that women’s social value is contingent 
upon their appearance. These digital dynamics contribute to psychological stress, body 
dissatisfaction, and the internalization of restrictive gender roles, particularly among 
younger women (Santoniccolo et al., 2023). Consequently, social media becomes a 
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fertile ground for the reproduction of patriarchal ideologies, making it imperative to 
analyze how these mechanisms function and how they might be countered. 

Previous scholarship has proposed several solutions to mitigate these negative 
effects, including media literacy programs and digital feminist interventions aimed at 
promoting critical engagement with online content. Media literacy initiatives are 
designed to help users recognize manipulative visual tropes and resist the 
internalization of harmful stereotypes (Engeln-Maddox & Miller, 2008; Salzer et al., 2023). 
These educational approaches empower women to navigate online spaces with 
awareness and agency, transforming passive consumption into active critique. At the 
same time, feminist digital activism has emerged as a collective form of resistance. 
Campaigns such as #MeToo, #TimesUp, and #BodyPositivity have effectively 
leveraged social media to expose systemic gender-based injustices and to foster 
solidarity among women globally (Greenwood, 2008; Lestari & Nugroho, 2022; Shields, 
2008). These movements illustrate how digital networks can transcend geographic and 
cultural boundaries, uniting voices around shared experiences of discrimination and 
resilience. 

However, the dual nature of social media complicates such interventions. Even as 
digital platforms facilitate feminist activism, they also harbor resistance from 
conservative and misogynistic communities that seek to undermine these movements. 
Research on online backlash demonstrates that feminist discourse often encounters 
ridicule and hostility, revealing entrenched patriarchal attitudes within digital cultures 
(Carrim & Nkomo, 2016). Moreover, algorithmic amplification tends to privilege 
sensational or polarizing content, which can distort feminist narratives and diminish 
their impact. Despite these obstacles, the persistence and adaptability of digital 
feminism continue to demonstrate social media’s potential as an instrument of 
empowerment. Recent empirical studies suggest that women engaged in online 
activism experience increased self-efficacy and collective identity, indicating that 
these movements contribute to psychological empowerment even amid systemic 
resistance (Whitebread et al., 2023). 

Scholarly inquiry into women’s representation on social media has been grounded 
in several theoretical frameworks that illuminate the power structures shaping digital 
gender discourse. Feminist theory remains central to this field, providing a critical lens 
for examining how patriarchal ideologies are embedded in media practices and how 
these structures can be challenged. Intersectionality, as introduced by Crenshaw and 
further developed in digital media studies, emphasizes the need to understand how 
overlapping systems of oppression, such as gender, race, and class, produce diverse 
experiences of representation (Ahn et al., 2022). Media framing theory complements 
these approaches by analyzing how particular narratives are emphasized or omitted 
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to construct specific interpretations of women’s identities (Gulbrandsen & Walsh, 2015; 
Rossmann et al., 2018). Together, these frameworks enable a multidimensional analysis 
that integrates psychological, sociological, and cultural perspectives, providing a 
robust foundation for understanding the complexities of gender portrayal online. 

Recent scholarships also point to a growing recognition of social media’s capacity 
to function as both a site of gender oppression and liberation. Studies reveal that 
platforms like Instagram not only reinforce unattainable beauty ideals but also host 
communities that challenge them through counter-narratives of body positivity and 
inclusivity (Mingoia et al., 2017; Qi & Cui, 2018). The proliferation of “fitspiration” and 
“influencer culture,” while often criticized for perpetuating narrow aesthetic standards, 
has simultaneously allowed marginalized voices to carve out new spaces of self-
representation. For example, feminist influencers employ social media to redefine 
femininity in ways that emphasize autonomy, strength, and diversity (Şanal et al., 2022). 
These paradoxical outcomes underline the necessity of examining digital media as a 
contested space, a sphere of continuous negotiation between conformity and 
resistance, between structural constraints and individual agency. 

Despite the expanding body of research, significant gaps persist. Much of the 
existing literature remains geographically limited, focusing primarily on Western 
populations while underrepresenting experiences from the Global South. This Western 
bias restricts the applicability of findings and obscures culturally specific expressions 
of gender in digital contexts (Achen et al., 2022; Gan et al., 2022). Furthermore, 
methodological homogeneity, particularly the dominance of quantitative surveys, has 
limited the field’s capacity to capture the lived experiences of women navigating online 
spaces. Qualitative research that centers on narrative inquiry or ethnographic 
approaches could provide deeper insights into how women construct meaning and 
identity through social media interactions (Sumaylo, 2023). There is also a lack of 
longitudinal studies that examine how evolving platform algorithms and content 
moderation policies affect gender representation over time. Addressing these 
limitations is critical for developing a comprehensive understanding of the socio-
cultural and psychological dynamics underlying women’s digital portrayals. 

This study aims to fill these gaps by integrating cross-cultural, intersectional, and 
multi-method perspectives to analyze how women are represented and perceived on 
social media. By synthesizing insights from feminist theory, intersectionality, and media 
framing, it seeks to uncover the mechanisms through which digital platforms both 
perpetuate and challenge gender inequality. The novelty of this research lies in its 
holistic approach, connecting cultural analysis with psychological outcomes and 
practical implications for social work and media policy. The study also contributes to 
the broader discourse on digital ethics by exploring how algorithmic design, influencer 
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economies, and online activism intersect to shape contemporary gender politics. 
Ultimately, this research aspires not only to document patterns of representation but 
also to advance strategies for fostering equity, inclusivity, and empowerment in the 
digital sphere. Through a nuanced understanding of these dynamics, it hopes to inform 
scholars, practitioners, and policymakers seeking to create more just and reflective 
online environments for women worldwide. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Theoretical and Empirical Developments in Women’s Representation on 
Social Media 
Over the past decade, scholarship on women’s representation in social media has 
expanded considerably, combining feminist theory, intersectionality, and media 
framing to interrogate how gender identities are shaped in digital spaces. Feminist 
theory remains foundational for analyzing socio-political contexts and exposing how 
online discourse reproduces power dynamics. Yuzar et al. (2023) emphasize the role of 
digital language in constructing gendered sentiment, while Moody‐Ramirez et al. (2023) 
illustrate how intersectionality captures diverse female experiences in online activism. 
These frameworks collectively underscore that digital gender discourse cannot be 
reduced to a single axis of identity. For example, studies on political communication 
reveal that intersectional narratives, such as those involving race and gender, shape 
the public perception of women leaders (Galpin, 2022; Stead et al., 2024). 

Empirical research further shows how social media platforms mediate divergent 
narratives about womanhood across cultural contexts. Navarro &d Coromina (2020) 
note that Twitter functions as a volatile arena where gendered outrage shapes public 
sentiment. Comparative studies reveal distinct cultural variations: in the Global South, 
campaigns like #WomenLifeFreedom illustrate how digital feminism challenges 
patriarchal structures while negotiating cultural resistance (Cai, 2023; Yahya et al., 
2021). These findings confirm that women’s representation online is simultaneously 
empowering and constraining, conditioned by sociocultural boundaries and digital 
platform dynamics. 

Analytical Frameworks: Feminist Theory, Intersectionality, and Media 
Framing 
Feminist theory provides a critical lens for examining how patriarchal systems are 
embedded in digital culture. Studies show that feminist critique exposes the gendered 
hierarchies that structure political and cultural discourse online (Snipes & Mudde, 2020). 
However, Western-centric perspectives can obscure diverse expressions of feminism, 
particularly in non-Western societies (Storie & Marschlich, 2022). This has prompted 



316              Gowda 

scholars to integrate intersectional approaches that foreground race, class, and 
religion in gender analysis (Byerly et al., 2023). Yet, operationalizing intersectionality in 
empirical research remains challenging, quantitative designs often simplify identity 
categories, while qualitative studies risk limited generalizability (Lee et al., 2023). 

Media framing theory complements these approaches by analyzing how digital 
narratives construct and normalize gender meanings. For instance, Acquaye (2022) 
and Deng et al. (2022) demonstrate that framing in online journalism and social 
campaigns significantly influences public understanding of gender equity. However, 
most framing research emphasizes content analysis, often neglecting how audiences 
interpret and resist such frames (Vranken et al., 2023). Recent methodological debates 
stress the importance of mixed-method approaches that integrate textual analysis 
with audience reception studies to capture the dialogic nature of digital media. 
Scholars such as Wiedicke et al. (2022) call for adaptive frameworks that can evolve 
with the rapidly changing architecture of social media platforms. 

Psychological and Sociocultural Impacts of Social Media on Women 
Empirical evidence consistently links social media exposure with women’s body 
dissatisfaction and gender-role internalization. Castellanos Silva & Steins (2023) show 
that exposure to idealized body imagery on Instagram amplifies negative self-
evaluation through social comparison mechanisms. Quantitative studies find that 
frequent exposure to curated digital images correlates with decreased self-esteem 
and increased anxiety (Mustafa & Akram, 2022; Rodríguez-Suárez et al., 2022; Sherlock 
& Wagstaff, 2019), while qualitative narratives reveal emotional strain from pressures to 
embody ideal femininity (Leavy et al., 2009; Piran, 2016; Sutherland et al., 2014). These 
findings align with the tripartite influence model, which positions media, peers, and 
family as co-constructors of body image dissatisfaction (Fardouly & Holland, 2018; 
Keery et al., 2004; Roberts et al., 2022). 

Beyond physical appearance, social media profoundly influences women’s identity 
formation. Platforms like TikTok and Instagram enable users to perform hybrid identities, 
simultaneously embracing empowerment while negotiating cultural and gender 
expectations (Hurley, 2021; Naudin & Patel, 2019; Nguyen et al., 2020; Villacampa-
Morales et al., 2021). Intersectionality further complicates this process: women’s self-
presentation online often reflects overlapping pressures of race, religion, and 
socioeconomic status (Borah et al., 2023; Dy et al., 2017; Hurley, 2021; Kanai, 2021; 
Litchfield et al., 2018; Punathambekar et al., 2022). Yet, digital spaces can also reproduce 
gender stereotypes. Studies show that repeated exposure to gender-typed content 
fosters internalization of restrictive roles (Fosch-Villaronga et al., 2021; Roth-Cohen et 
al., 2023; Santoniccolo et al., 2023; Singh et al., 2020), while portrayals of women in sports, 
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politics, and entertainment perpetuate dichotomies between strength and femininity 
(Bennett et al., 2017; Bruce, 2016; Phipps, 2023; Toffoletti & Thorpe, 2018). The literature 
thus demonstrates that digital platforms are both arenas of identity experimentation 
and mechanisms of sociocultural constraint. 

Digital Feminist Movements and Counter-Narratives of Empowerment 
Digital feminist movements such as #MeToo, #BodyPositivity, and #TimesUp have 
redefined the discourse on empowerment by transforming social media into a tool of 
activism and visibility. The #MeToo movement, analyzed by Leopold et al. (2021) and 
Sonkar et al. (2020), mobilized millions globally within months, signaling a collective 
disruption of silence surrounding sexual violence. Local adaptations, such as India’s 
#MeToo (Ahlawat, 2022), demonstrate how global digital activism can catalyze 
context-specific gender reform. Similarly, the #BodyPositive or #BodyPositivity 
movement has reoriented discussions on self-image, though Griffin et al. (2022) 
caution that it sometimes reproduces commercialized beauty norms. Meanwhile, 
#TimesUp foregrounded workplace inequality, advancing public accountability across 
institutions (Bonner, 2019; Choo et al., 2019). 

These movements have generated counter-narratives that challenge hegemonic 
femininity. Celebrity advocacy, as studied by Chen & Liebler (2024), amplifies survivor 
voices while reframing public empathy. Siuta et al. (2023) further find that participants 
in #MeToo report moral motivation and collective empowerment, suggesting a 
deepened sense of solidarity. Yet, digital activism faces limitations: mainstream media 
often privileges elite voices, marginalizing grassroots perspectives (Leung & Williams, 
2019; Lindqvist & Ganetz, 2020). The commodification of feminist rhetoric, what Griffin et 
al. (2022) call the “aestheticization of activism”, risks diluting transformative goals. 
Despite these tensions, digital feminist movements continue to redefine femininity as 
fluid, diverse, and politically active, reshaping both online and offline gender narratives. 

Research Gap and the Significance of the Study 
Despite substantial progress in analyzing women’s representation and empowerment 
on social media, several research gaps persist that warrant further investigation. 
Existing literature remains heavily centered on Western contexts, limiting understanding 
of cultural variability in digital gender portrayals (Peláez-Sánchez et al., 2023; 
Rodríguez-Modroño et al., 2022). Moreover, while feminist theory, intersectionality, and 
media framing offer robust conceptual foundations, methodological limitations, such 
as the overreliance on cross-sectional or platform-specific studies, restrict 
generalizability (Lee et al., 2023). The intersection of gender with algorithmic bias, 
influencer economies, and digital labor remains insufficiently explored, particularly 
concerning marginalized groups in the Global South (Islam et al., 2023). Consequently, 
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comprehensive, longitudinal, and cross-cultural analyses are essential to fully 
understand how digital systems reproduce or resist gender hierarchies in diverse social 
contexts. 

The significance of this study lies in its interdisciplinary and global approach to 
bridging these theoretical and empirical gaps. By integrating feminist, intersectional, 
and framing perspectives, it examines how social media both constrains and 
empowers women within algorithmically mediated environments. This approach not 
only contributes to academic discourse but also holds practical implications for 
policymakers, digital designers, and educators seeking to promote equity in digital 
participation (Peláez-Sánchez & Glasserman-Morales, 2023). Ultimately, this study 
aspires to advance a more inclusive framework for understanding women’s visibility, 
agency, and representation online, providing actionable insights for fostering ethical 
and equitable digital spaces that reflect gender diversity and social justice across 
global contexts. 

METHOD 

Research Design 
This study employed a qualitative content analysis design to explore the portrayal of 
women on social media and its implications for social work practice. The qualitative 
approach was selected for its ability to uncover the underlying meanings, patterns, and 
contextual nuances embedded in textual and visual online content. Content analysis, 
as described by Gill (2007) and Ward (2016), provides a structured yet flexible 
framework for examining communication phenomena across diverse media forms 
while remaining sensitive to sociocultural interpretations. Through this methodology, 
the research aimed to identify recurring themes in the representation of women and to 
understand how these narratives reflect or challenge prevailing gender norms. The 
approach was particularly suited to this study’s objective, to interpret not only what is 
portrayed but also the socio-ideological implications of such portrayals within digital 
environments. 

The qualitative design was further justified by the exploratory nature of the research 
questions, which sought to investigate subjective perceptions, symbolic meanings, and 
intersectional dynamics rather than quantify measurable effects. The method allowed 
for the in-depth examination of visual and linguistic representations on various 
platforms, consistent with feminist research traditions emphasizing context, experience, 
and power (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Moreover, qualitative content analysis enabled 
the integration of inductive reasoning to derive categories and interpret themes that 
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emerged organically from the data rather than being predetermined by rigid 
theoretical frameworks. 

Sampling and Data Collection 
Data were collected from four major social media platforms, Instagram, Facebook, 
Twitter (now X), and TikTok, selected due to their extensive user bases and significant 
influence on digital discourse. A systematic purposive sampling strategy was employed 
to ensure representativeness of diverse genres, content types, and audience 
demographics. Posts were selected over a three-month observation period, capturing 
real-time trends and conversations related to women’s representation. The inclusion 
criteria focused on public posts that explicitly engaged with issues such as body image, 
gender roles, intersectionality, empowerment, and activism. Hashtags including 
#MeToo, #BodyPositivity, #GirlBoss, and #SayHerName were used to identify relevant 
content and trace thematic continuities across platforms. 

Each post was archived with associated metadata, including posting date, 
engagement statistics (likes, shares, comments), and media type (text, image, or 
video). The selection process aimed for maximum variation to capture different cultural, 
racial, and class perspectives, aligning with intersectional feminist research standards 
(2008). Posts from influencers, advocacy organizations, news outlets, and individual 
users were included to reflect multiple voices. In total, several hundred posts were 
sampled, forming a rich qualitative dataset that encapsulated both mainstream and 
counter-narrative discourses surrounding women on social media. 

Coding Framework Development 
A coding framework was developed to categorize recurring themes and subthemes 
derived from both the literature and preliminary data exploration. The framework drew 
on prior models of gender representation in media (Gill, 2007; Wood, 2001) and 
incorporated categories reflective of contemporary digital trends. Initial codes were 
defined under six principal themes: 

1. Body Image and Beauty Ideals – representations emphasizing physical 
appearance, fitness, and idealized femininity. 

2. Gender Roles and Stereotypes – depictions reinforcing or contesting traditional 
gender norms such as domesticity, dependence, or objectification. 

3. Intersectionality – portrayals considering race, ethnicity, sexuality, and class 
within women’s online visibility. 

4. Empowerment and Agency – narratives centered on self-expression, success, 
and defiance of societal expectations. 

5. Activism and Solidarity – posts engaging in advocacy and feminist mobilization 
through digital campaigns. 
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6. Commodification of Feminism – content commercializing feminist ideals 
through branding or influencer marketing. 

To ensure conceptual clarity, operational definitions for each code were 
established, accompanied by examples extracted from pilot data. The coding manual 
was iteratively refined through consultations with two researchers specializing in media 
studies and gender analysis. Feedback informed the consolidation of overlapping 
categories and the inclusion of emergent subthemes, thereby enhancing coding 
precision and interpretive validity. 

Data Analysis Procedures 
The process of data analysis unfolded through three iterative stages, familiarization, 
coding, and thematic interpretation. During the familiarization stage, all posts were 
reviewed to gain an overall sense of narrative tone, imagery, and linguistic framing. The 
data were then imported into NVivo 12 (QSR International, 2017) for systematic coding. 
Each post was assigned one or multiple thematic codes depending on its content 
relevance. The coding was primarily inductive, allowing themes to emerge organically 
while guided by theoretical sensitization from feminist and intersectional perspectives. 

Following initial coding, axial coding was applied to examine relationships between 
themes. For instance, connections between body image narratives and 
commodification of empowerment were analyzed to understand how commercial 
interests mediate self-representation. The final stage involved thematic synthesis, 
integrating codes into overarching analytical categories that illuminated how social 
media constructs, normalizes, and occasionally subverts gendered identities. These 
stages followed established qualitative analytic procedures that emphasize reflexivity 
and constant comparison across data units (Tiggemann & Slater, 2013). 

Reliability and Validity Measures 
Ensuring methodological rigor was central to the study’s design. To strengthen 
credibility, inter-coder reliability was tested by having two independent coders analyze 
a randomly selected 20% of the dataset. Cohen’s kappa coefficient was used to 
quantify agreement, achieving a score exceeding 0.80, indicating high consistency in 
coding decisions. Dependability was maintained through an audit trail documenting 
each analytical decision, including revisions to codes and rationale for theme 
consolidation. 

Triangulation was employed through multiple sources of data, platforms, content 
types, and actor categories, to mitigate bias from platform-specific discourses. Peer 
debriefing sessions with gender scholars provided external validation of interpretive 
findings and helped guard against researcher subjectivity. Reflexive journaling further 
enhanced transparency, allowing the researcher to acknowledge personal 
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assumptions, positionality, and their potential influence on data interpretation 
(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). 

Ethical Considerations 
Given that the data were derived from publicly accessible social media platforms, the 
study adhered to ethical standards concerning privacy, consent, and representation. 
Posts were anonymized, and identifiable user information was excluded from analysis 
to preserve confidentiality. Only publicly available materials were used, in accordance 
with the ethical guidelines for internet-mediated research outlined by institutional 
review boards. Moreover, care was taken to contextualize visual content responsibly, 
avoiding reproduction of sensitive imagery that could reinforce the very stereotypes 
under critique. 

In alignment with feminist ethical principles, the study sought to minimize harm by 
emphasizing respect, inclusivity, and empowerment in representation. The research 
also acknowledged the digital divide and its ethical implications, ensuring that 
conclusions did not overgeneralize from privileged digital demographics to 
marginalized voices. All interpretations were framed within a critical awareness of 
structural inequalities that shape online participation (Becker et al., 2013). 

Limitations of the Method 
While qualitative content analysis offers rich interpretive insights, it inherently carries 
certain limitations. The reliance on publicly available content excludes private or 
restricted discussions that may offer alternative narratives, thus constraining the scope 
of findings. Moreover, the subjective nature of qualitative interpretation introduces 
potential researcher bias, despite mitigation through inter-coder reliability and 
reflexivity. The temporal snapshot of data collection also limits longitudinal 
understanding of how women’s portrayals evolve over time (Ward, 2016). 

Additionally, the study’s focus on English-language content may not fully capture 
the multilingual and transnational dimensions of gender discourse online. The exclusion 
of algorithmic and engagement analytics restricts insight into how platform 
mechanisms amplify certain portrayals. Nevertheless, these limitations are balanced 
by the study’s depth of thematic exploration and its alignment with interpretive social 
research paradigms that privilege meaning and context over statistical generalization. 

RESULTS 

Overview of Findings 
The qualitative content analysis revealed a multifaceted portrayal of women on social 
media, characterized by recurring patterns of body image idealization, gender 
stereotyping, empowerment narratives, and digital activism. These interrelated themes 
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illustrate how online spaces serve as both platforms of conformity and arenas of 
resistance. The findings align with existing scholarship emphasizing that social media 
simultaneously reproduces and contests traditional gender norms (Gill, 2007; Ward, 
2016). Across the analyzed platforms, Instagram, Twitter (now X), Facebook, and TikTok, 
representations of women reflected not only societal beauty standards and gender 
expectations but also emerging forms of self-expression and solidarity. Collectively, 
these dynamics reveal the dual nature of digital media as a site of both objectification 
and empowerment, where women are often caught between visibility and vulnerability. 

Through the thematic analysis, four primary categories emerged: Body Image, 
Gender Stereotypes, Empowerment and Agency, and Activism and Advocacy. Each 
theme encapsulates specific patterns of representation and interaction that shape 
contemporary understandings of femininity. The following sections present a detailed 
interpretation of these categories, supported by textual and visual evidence drawn from 
the dataset. 

Body Image and Beauty Ideals 
The analysis uncovered a persistent preoccupation with idealized body image, 
particularly on visual platforms such as Instagram and TikTok as described in Table 1. 
Images and videos often depicted slim, toned, and youthful female bodies as 
aspirational norms of attractiveness. These portrayals reinforced what Tiggemann & 
Slater (2013) describe as the “thin ideal,” a culturally constructed aesthetic that 
associates beauty with moral worth and social desirability. Influencers and fitness 
models frequently used promotional language centered on perfection, self-discipline, 
and transformation, framing bodily appearance as a measure of personal success. 

Table 1 

Influencers and Creators in Instagram and TikTok Posts on Body Image and Beauty Ideals 
Platform Name / Handle Focus & Notes 

Instagram Megan Jayne Crabbe 
(@meganjaynecrabbe) 

UK-based body-positivity creator, shares 
unfiltered images and self-acceptance 
content 

Instagram Iskra Lawrence (@iskra) Plus-size model and advocate, active on 
body-positivity and image authenticity 

Instagram Candice Huffine 
(@candicehuffine) 

Plus-size model featured in body-positive 
influencer lists 

Instagram Nicolette Mason 
(@nicolettemason) 

Advocate for size inclusivity and body 
diversity 

Instagram Winnie Harlow 
(@winnieharlow) 

High-profile model with vitiligo, challenges 
typical beauty norms 

TikTok Jessamyn Stanley 
(@mynameisjessamyn) 

Yoga instructor and body-positive influencer, 
active on TikTok/Instagram 
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Platform Name / Handle Focus & Notes 
TikTok Mik Zazon (@mikzazon) Founder of #NormalizeNormalBodies, strong 

body-image advocacy on TikTok 
TikTok Courtney Lynea 

(@courtneylynea) 
Fitness influencer on TikTok discussing 
inclusive body image and lifestyle 

Instagram/TikTok Lizzo (@lizzobeeating) Celebrity voice on body positivity and 
challenging beauty norms. Mentioned 2023-
style posts 

Instagram/TikTok Stephanie Mahy 
(@stephaniemahyy) 

Body-positivity advocate in Australia, active 
on TikTok and Instagram 

Source: Primary data. Author’s analysis. 

This trend was especially evident in content promoting fitness routines, beauty 
products, and dietary supplements. Posts featuring highly edited photographs 
garnered high engagement metrics, suggesting a strong algorithmic preference for 
conventional beauty imagery. The textual analysis of captions revealed recurring 
discourses of self-optimization, often couched in pseudo-empowering rhetoric such as 
“self-love” and “confidence,” yet paradoxically tied to consumption and self-
surveillance. These narratives reflect Fredrickson & Roberts’ (1997) concept of self-
objectification, where women internalize the observer’s gaze and regulate their own 
bodies in accordance with societal standards. 

While these representations perpetuate restrictive ideals, counter-narratives also 
emerged within the same digital spaces. The #BodyPositivity movement, for instance, 
sought to challenge aesthetic hierarchies by promoting self-acceptance and body 
diversity. Posts under this hashtag displayed women of varying body types and 
ethnicities, accompanied by captions advocating inclusivity and rejecting conventional 
beauty norms. Nevertheless, the movement itself revealed internal tensions: as previous 
works (Ana, 2018; Cavaco, 2025; de Jong & Kimm, 2017) note, digital feminism often 
faces co-optation by commercial interests. Indeed, some brands and influencers 
commodified “body positivity” as a marketing strategy, diluting its radical potential by 
transforming it into a sanitized, consumer-friendly trend. 

Gender Roles and Stereotyping 
Another prominent finding pertains to the persistence of gender stereotypes across 
social media content. Traditional portrayals of women as caregivers, nurturers, and 
objects of desire continued to dominate, especially in sponsored advertisements and 
lifestyle-oriented posts. Stereotypes such as the “perfect mother,” the “damsel in 
distress,” and the “seductress” were recurrent, reflecting what Wood (2001) describes 
as the binary gender paradigm, a framework that confines femininity and masculinity 
to culturally prescribed roles. 
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Advertisements targeting female audiences frequently juxtaposed domestic 
imagery with themes of emotional labor, reinforcing the notion that women derive 
fulfillment from service to others. For instance, several video campaigns analyzed from 
Facebook depicted women managing households while male figures occupied 
decision-making roles. Similarly, humor-based content on TikTok often relied on 
gendered tropes, portraying women as irrational, vain, or overly emotional, thereby 
normalizing sexist stereotypes under the guise of entertainment. 

However, a growing subset of users actively subverted these tropes through satire 
and parody. Female content creators used humor and performance to expose the 
contradictions inherent in gender expectations. For example, parody videos mocking 
“perfect wife” tutorials or “girlfriend challenge” trends accumulated substantial 
engagement, suggesting a growing audience for critical feminist humor online. Such 
resistance reflects a subtle yet significant cultural shift, wherein women reclaim agency 
through irony and reinterpretation, using the very tools of digital culture to dismantle its 
oppressive narratives. Table 2 presents some hashtags and campaign-trends on 
gender roles and stereotyping. 

Table 2 

Hashtags and Campaign-Trends on Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, and TikTok on Gender 
Roles and Stereotyping 

Hashtags and Campaign-Trends  Description 

#EndGenderStereotypes A campaign launched by the European Commission in 
November 2023 

#AllSkillsForAllGenders Campaign launched March 2023 to challenge clichéd gender 
roles in education, caregiving and decision-making 

#GirlMath  
 

A viral TikTok/Instagram trend in mid-2023 that reinforces 
gender stereotypes of women and financial decisions 

#GirlDinner A related TikTok/Instagram meme trend in 2023 tied to 
gendered spending and lifestyle tropes 

#PickMeGirl Meme/trend especially on TikTok emphasising women 
seeking male approval and thus reinforcing gender norms 

#TomatoGirlSummer A lifestyle-trend on TikTok/Instagram in 2023 that ties 
women’s appearance/behaviour to aesthetic expectations 

#RatGirlSummer  Another 2023 TikTok/Instagram trend challenging or playing 
with female aesthetic norms 

#InclusiveSizing Hashtag trending on TikTok/Instagram in 2023 to broaden 
beauty norms and challenge gendered/size stereotypes 

#AdaptiveFashion Trending hashtag in late 2023 on TikTok/Instagram for 
inclusive fashion; implicates gender, ability, representation 

#ModestFashion  This hashtag saw large growth in 2023 on TikTok/Instagram 
within gender / cultural representation discussions 
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#BodyPositivity Ongoing hashtag that links body diversity with challenging 
stereotypical female roles 

#WomenInLeadership Hashtag tracking women breaking gender roles, yet may 
reveal stereotypical tropes about ‘balancing mother & career’ 

#PerfectWifeTutorial A trend/parody tag on TikTok/Instagram mocking the “ideal 
wife” stereotype; useful for exploring subversion 

#GirlfriendChallenge Trend on TikTok where stereotyped behaviours of female 
partners were exaggerated for comedic effect 

#CaregivingIsWork Campaign/hashtag used in 2023 to reframe women’s 
caregiving roles as labour, pushing back on stereotypical 
portrayals 

Source: Primary data. Author’s analysis. 

Empowerment and Agency 
Beyond the constraints of stereotypical representation, social media has emerged as a 
dynamic space for empowerment and agency. Analysis of posts containing hashtags 
such as #GirlBoss, #WomenInLeadership, and #SheLeads revealed an expanding 
discourse of female autonomy centered on professional success, entrepreneurship, 
and self-confidence. These narratives celebrate women’s achievements in traditionally 
male-dominated fields, positioning them as agents of change rather than passive 
subjects. 

Yet, while empowerment discourse is prevalent, its authenticity is often contested. 
Many posts reflected what Gill (2007) terms “postfeminist sensibility,” where 
empowerment is framed through individualism, consumption, and personal branding 
rather than collective struggle. The “GirlBoss” aesthetic, for example, frequently 
conflated empowerment with material success and productivity, reinforcing neoliberal 
ideals of self-sufficiency while neglecting systemic inequalities. Despite these 
contradictions, numerous women leveraged social media as a platform to share their 
professional journeys, mentor others, and challenge occupational gender barriers. 
These narratives highlight the ambivalence of digital empowerment, both enabling and 
constraining depending on how it intersects with class, culture, and commercial logics. 

Notably, a subset of content highlighted intersectional empowerment, where 
women of color, LGBTQ+ individuals, and those from marginalized backgrounds 
asserted visibility and voice. These posts transcended mainstream empowerment 
rhetoric by integrating lived experiences of discrimination and resilience. The inclusion 
of intersectional identities reflects the gradual influence of inclusive feminist praxis in 
digital discourse, resonating with Crenshaw’s framework of intersecting oppressions. In 
these representations, empowerment is reframed as a collective, relational process 
rather than an individual pursuit. 
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Table 3 

Handles and Hashtags on Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, and Twitter (X) on Empowerment 
and Agency 

Platform Handle / Hashtag Description 

Instagram / 
TikTok 

#WomenInLeadership Posts about women’s professional 
achievements, leadership roles, and 
empowerment narratives 

Instagram / 
TikTok 

#GirlBoss The creator frames themselves as a “boss”, 
entrepreneur or professional woman; these 
posts may reflect both empowerment and 
commercialized narratives 

Facebook Pages/Groups that posted 
“Women in Leadership 2023” 
events/campaigns 

For example, Facebook posts covering 
women’s leadership conferences or 
empowerment awards in 2023; these may 
include images, video clips, and captions 
supportive of agency 

Instagram / 
TikTok 

#WomenEmpowerment or 
#WomenEntrepreneurs 

These often overlap with the 
empowerment/discussion of agency theme 

TikTok Influencer handle of a women-of-
color, LGBTQ+ creator sharing 
professional/entrepreneurial 

Trend pieces about women empowerment in 
digital media 

Source: Primary data. Author’s analysis. 

Activism and Digital Feminism 
The findings also underscore the centrality of social media as a platform for activism 
and feminist advocacy. Campaigns such as #MeToo, #TimesUp, and #SayHerName 
exemplified the power of digital mobilization in exposing gender-based violence, 
workplace harassment, and racialized misogyny. The analysis of these campaigns 
revealed recurring patterns of testimonial sharing, solidarity expressions, and calls for 
institutional accountability. In alignment with Becker et al. (2013), social media functions 
as an amplifier of marginalized voices, transforming personal experiences into 
collective political action. 

Participants used storytelling as a strategy of empowerment, framing their 
narratives within broader movements for justice. For instance, posts associated with 
#MeToo frequently employed direct, emotionally charged language that blurred 
boundaries between personal confession and public advocacy. Similarly, 
#SayHerName posts foregrounded racialized dimensions of gender violence, 
countering the erasure of Black women from mainstream feminist narratives. These 
forms of activism exemplify the participatory potential of digital platforms, where users 
become co-creators of social change. 
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At the same time, the analysis revealed the volatility of online activism. Movements 
risk fragmentation through performative allyship and the dilution of political messages 
by commercial or celebrity endorsement. Some content prioritized visibility over 
substance, reducing complex struggles into commodifiable hashtags. Despite these 
challenges, digital feminist activism remains one of the most transformative aspects of 
contemporary online culture, fostering community, empathy, and accountability at 
both micro and macro levels. 

Table 4 

Hashtags, Organizations, and Campaign Identifiers on Instagram, Facebook, Twitter (X), 
and TikTok on Activism and Digital Feminism 

Platform Hashtag / Organization Description 

Instagram / 
Facebook / 
Twitter/X 

#SayHerName A campaign by African American Policy Forum 
(AAPF) focused on Black women, Girls and 
Femmes, whose stories are often marginalized in 
gender-based and racialised violence discourse 

Instagram / 
Facebook / 
Twitter/X / 
TikTok 

#MeToo A global digital feminist movement that continues 
to drive online and offline action against sexual 
harassment and gender-based violence 

Instagram / 
Facebook / 
Twitter/X 

Organization handle: 
@AAPolicyForum 

The organisation behind the #SayHerName 
campaign 

Instagram / 
Facebook / 
Twitter/X / 
TikTok 

#DigitalFeminism Broad hashtag referencing modern digital feminist 
activism 

Instagram / 
Twitter/X 

Hashtag variant: 
#SayHerNameList2023 

A listing campaign in 2023 highlighting names of 
Black women who were victims of police or state 
violence in that year 

Source: Primary data. Author’s analysis. 

Intersections of Representation: Diversity, Race, and Class 
The study identified significant gaps in representation, especially regarding racial and 
cultural diversity. Women from non-Western or minority backgrounds were 
underrepresented in mainstream beauty and lifestyle content. When visible, their 
portrayals often reinforced cultural stereotypes rather than authentic identities. For 
example, portrayals of Asian women frequently aligned with submissive or exotic 
tropes, while Black women were disproportionately associated with strength and 
resilience, reinforcing essentialist perceptions of racialized femininity. 

However, counter-discourses have begun to challenge these reductive patterns. 
Influencers and activists from marginalized communities increasingly utilize platforms 
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like Twitter and Instagram to reclaim narrative agency and articulate culturally 
grounded feminisms. The growing prominence of #BlackGirlMagic and #BrownGirlJoy 
exemplifies this shift toward intersectional self-representation. These movements reject 
tokenistic inclusion and instead assert cultural pride and multidimensional identities, 
thereby expanding the boundaries of digital feminism. 

Nevertheless, intersectional inclusion remains uneven. Algorithmic bias—where 
engagement-based visibility favors Eurocentric beauty and lifestyle aesthetics—
continues to marginalize diverse representations. As Rodríguez‐Modroño et al. (2022) 
argue, the structural inequities embedded in platform algorithms perpetuate symbolic 
exclusion, reinforcing the dominance of Westernized femininity as a global standard. 

Table 5 

Hashtags on Instagram, Facebook, Twitter (X), and TikTok on Intersections of 
Representation 

Hastag Description 

#BlackGirlMagic Widely used on Instagram and TikTok to celebrate Black women’s 
visibility and reframe beauty norms 

#BrownGirlJoy Used to uplift women of South Asian, Latino and mixed heritage 
backgrounds in digital spaces 

#InclusiveBeauty or 
#InclusiveRepresentation 

Used in campaigns and posts addressing race, class and body 
diversity in beauty & lifestyle content 

#ModestFashion Increasingly used by women from Muslim or culturally 
conservative backgrounds asserting their style/identity visibility  

#IntersectionalFeminism Used to highlight the interplay of gender, race, class, cultural 
identity and digital representation 

#WomenOfColorLead Used on Instagram and Twitter/X to highlight women of color in 
leadership and representation roles 

Source: Primary data. Author’s analysis. 

Patterns of Engagement and Audience Interaction 
Audience engagement metrics further revealed how online users co-construct 
meaning around gendered content. Posts aligning with conventional beauty norms 
generally attracted higher engagement through likes and shares, suggesting that 
algorithms may amplify normative representations. In contrast, feminist or activist 
content elicited polarized responses, with both strong support and backlash evident in 
comment sections. This polarization highlights how digital discourse functions as a 
contested terrain, reflecting societal tensions surrounding gender equality and 
women’s visibility. 

Qualitative analysis of user comments revealed a dichotomy between affirmative 
communities, users expressing solidarity and empowerment, and reactive opposition, 
where users reproduced sexist rhetoric or dismissed feminist narratives as divisive. 
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These findings resonate with Wood’s (2001) assertion that media discourse both reflects 
and reproduces cultural conflict. Importantly, some creators used comment 
moderation and community-building strategies to sustain supportive online spaces, 
illustrating the agency of women not only in representation but also in curating 
discursive environments conducive to empowerment. 

Summary of Thematic Insights 
The results illuminate the paradoxical nature of women’s portrayal on social media: a 
simultaneous reproduction of restrictive norms and proliferation of emancipatory 
narratives. Body image themes expose how commercialized beauty culture 
perpetuates self-objectification while fostering counter-discourses of inclusivity. 
Gender stereotypes persist, yet women increasingly subvert them through parody and 
critical performance. Empowerment narratives reflect both neoliberal individualism 
and intersectional solidarity, while digital activism redefines collective agency through 
participatory engagement. These patterns affirm that social media is neither inherently 
oppressive nor liberating, it is a contested space shaped by ongoing negotiations of 
identity, power, and resistance. 

Ultimately, these findings underscore the urgent need for critical media literacy and 
social work interventions aimed at mitigating the psychosocial harms of digital gender 
representation. By understanding the mechanisms through which social media shapes 
perceptions of womanhood, practitioners can develop culturally responsive strategies 
that empower individuals and promote equity within digital and real-world contexts. 
The complex interweaving of conformity, resistance, and transformation in the portrayal 
of women online demonstrates that the struggle for gender justice now extends into the 
digital sphere, where representation itself becomes a form of activism. 

DISCUSSION 

Empowerment and Self-Objectification in the Digital Sphere 
The findings of this study reveal a paradoxical relationship between empowerment and 
objectification in women’s social media representation. On one hand, digital platforms 
have become essential spaces for women’s self-expression, self-promotion, and 
community building. Movements such as #BodyPositivity and #MeToo enable women 
to share experiences, resist marginalization, and challenge traditional gender norms. 
On the other hand, the analysis underscores how empowerment is frequently 
commodified and mediated through aesthetics of self-objectification, where 
autonomy is negotiated within patriarchal and capitalist frameworks. Women often 
engage in self-presentation strategies shaped by societal expectations of beauty, 
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desirability, and productivity—creating a complex interplay between agency and 
conformity. 

These results align with prior research highlighting social media’s dual role as a site 
of liberation and constraint. Studies by Thorpe et al. (2017) and Mustafa & Akram (2022) 
demonstrate that digital spaces allow women to redefine femininity while 
simultaneously reinforcing body surveillance and self-objectification. Similarly, 
Johnson & Yu (2023) argue that self-sexualization can serve as a tool of empowerment 
yet also perpetuate gender hierarchies. Conversely, Zhu (2023) and Chansiri et al. 
(2022) find that idealized portrayals intensify body dissatisfaction and normalize 
gendered control through visual culture. These mixed findings suggest that 
empowerment and objectification coexist rather than oppose each other, forming a 
tension that reflects postfeminist contradictions within contemporary media cultures. 

The implications of these findings extend to feminist theory, social work, and policy. 
Theoretically, they emphasize the need to move beyond binary understandings of 
empowerment and oppression, acknowledging how both coexist within neoliberal 
digital environments. Practically, social work interventions must foster critical 
awareness of self-objectification while supporting women’s autonomy in self-
representation. Media policies should promote diversity in content creation, ensuring 
platforms resist algorithmic amplification of objectifying content. Encouraging 
authentic, inclusive narratives can mitigate harm while enabling digital spaces that 
value empowerment over commodification. 

Psychological and Social Implications of Idealized Portrayals 
This study also revealed that exposure to idealized portrayals of women on social media 
significantly affects self-perception and emotional well-being. Participants’ 
interactions with online beauty norms reflected cycles of comparison and self-
evaluation, often producing body dissatisfaction and anxiety. Yet, a countercurrent of 
resilience emerged, where women used online spaces to promote positive self-image 
and critique unrealistic standards. These findings affirm that the psychological effects 
of social media are complex and multidimensional, mediated by users’ awareness, 
self-esteem, and social support networks. 

Existing literature reinforces these conclusions. Sherlock & Wagstaff (2019) found 
that Instagram use correlates with depressive symptoms and body dissatisfaction 
through mechanisms of upward social comparison. Similarly, Arendt et al. (2017) 
observed that exposure to the “thin ideal” fosters negative affect and disordered eating 
behaviors. Mingoia et al. (2017) further establish that frequent exposure to idealized 
portrayals amplifies perceived inadequacy, whereas body-neutral messaging and 
positive representation reduce psychological distress (Brathwaite et al., 2023; Liu, 2023). 
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Collectively, these studies confirm that digital images exert tangible psychosocial 
effects, shaping identity formation and emotional health. 

The implications are far-reaching for both theory and practice. Theoretically, these 
findings advance objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) by situating it 
within algorithmic cultures that intensify visibility pressures. Practically, social work and 
counseling should incorporate media literacy interventions to help individuals critically 
evaluate digital imagery and resist harmful comparisons. Policy frameworks could 
mandate transparency in digital advertising and influencer marketing to reduce 
exposure to manipulated or unrealistic portrayals. Such measures would empower 
users to engage with social media critically, preserving psychological well-being while 
maintaining autonomy in self-presentation. 

Intersectionality, Algorithmic Bias, and Digital Visibility 
Findings from this study highlight that representation on social media is not equally 
distributed, algorithmic systems often amplify privileged identities while silencing 
marginalized voices. Women from racial, ethnic, or LGBTQ+ communities face systemic 
barriers to visibility and participation, revealing a structural bias embedded within 
platform design. Intersectionality provides an essential framework for understanding 
how gender interacts with other identity markers to shape these experiences. While 
digital spaces promise inclusivity, the algorithms governing visibility often perpetuate 
exclusion, reproducing social inequalities in new technological forms. 

These findings correspond with recent research exploring the intersection of 
gender, race, and algorithmic control. Haimson et al. (2021) demonstrated that content 
moderation disproportionately censors posts from marginalized groups, particularly 
Black and transgender users. Ahn et al. (2022) and Maaranen & Tienari (2020) similarly 
noted that algorithmic structures privilege dominant narratives while suppressing 
diverse cultural perspectives. Conversely, other scholars (Han, 2021; Mueller et al., 2021; 
Nau et al., 2023) observe that feminist movements such as #TimesUp and #MeToo 
attempt to counteract algorithmic invisibility by amplifying marginalized experiences 
through collective advocacy. Despite such efforts, algorithms remain key mediators of 
inequality in digital discourse. 

The implications are critical for both feminist scholarship and social justice 
practice. Theoretically, this intersection of technology and identity calls for a 
sociotechnical feminist framework that integrates algorithmic accountability into 
discussions of representation. Practically, social work professionals must advocate for 
inclusive algorithmic design and equitable digital policies. Educational programs 
should promote algorithmic literacy, enabling users to understand and challenge 
biases that influence online visibility. By addressing these systemic inequities, 
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policymakers and practitioners can help build digital environments that honor diversity 
and resist technological marginalization. 

Social Work Practice and Media Literacy for Empowerment 
The integration of social work practice and media literacy emerged from this study as 
a powerful approach to mitigating the negative impacts of gendered digital 
representation. Findings indicate that participants who possessed critical awareness of 
media production and manipulation displayed greater resilience and autonomy in self-
representation. This underscores the role of education and community support in 
fostering informed engagement with social media. Media literacy enables individuals 
to decode visual and textual cues, question dominant narratives, and curate healthier 
digital experiences, skills that are essential in an era of algorithmic influence. 

Empirical research supports these insights. Mingoia et al. (2020) found that media 
literacy training significantly reduces the desire for unrealistic body ideals and 
enhances self-esteem. Literat et al. (2021) observed that young people view media 
literacy as an empowering tool for navigating social platforms responsibly. Similarly, 
previous studies (Al-Rashdi & Abdelwahed, 2022; Durán-Díaz et al., 2020; Robinson et 
al., 2021; Stanton et al., 2020) demonstrate that media education among indigenous 
and rural women fosters empowerment by enhancing self-efficacy and critical 
reflection. Moreover, Zhu et al. (2021) and Ohara (2023) emphasize that social work 
professionals can collaborate with educators and policymakers to integrate media 
literacy into community-based interventions that promote digital equity and inclusivity. 

The implications of these findings span theoretical, practical, and policy domains. 
Theoretically, they expand feminist pedagogy by situating empowerment within digital 
literacy and community engagement. Practically, they advocate for integrated 
intervention models where social workers facilitate workshops addressing body image, 
identity, and online resilience. Policy implications include implementing national 
curricula that incorporate critical digital education, particularly for adolescent girls and 
vulnerable populations. These interventions can collectively transform media 
consumption patterns, reduce harm while promoting empowerment and authentic 
self-expression in online spaces. 

Feminist Digital Activism: Inclusivity, Authenticity, and Commodification 
This study’s findings demonstrate that feminist digital activism, particularly through 
movements such as #MeToo and #BodyPositivity, is characterized by tensions between 
inclusivity, authenticity, and commodification. While these movements amplify 
women’s voices globally, they also risk reproducing hierarchies of visibility that privilege 
certain identities over others. The analysis revealed that although social media 
facilitates feminist mobilization, it simultaneously exposes activism to market forces 
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that can dilute its transformative power. Empowerment is thus situated within a 
neoliberal framework, where authenticity competes with performative visibility and 
commercial appropriation. 

These findings echo concerns raised in contemporary feminist scholarship. Ciszek 
et al. (2023) and Thorpe et al. (2017) note that hashtag activism often marginalizes 
women of color and working-class voices, reproducing the same exclusions it seeks to 
overcome. Some scholars (Daily, 2019; Repo, 2020; Sobande, 2019) argue that the 
commodification of empowerment aligns feminist activism with consumer capitalism, 
transforming advocacy into marketable identity politics. Maaranen & Tienari (2020) 
further warn that influencer culture and brand partnerships risk trivializing feminist 
discourse by prioritizing aesthetics over substance. These critiques emphasize that 
while digital feminism has achieved unprecedented reach, its structural contradictions 
remain unresolved. 

The implications of these tensions are both critical and constructive. Theoretically, 
they call for a reorientation of feminist digital discourse toward intersectional inclusivity 
and anti-capitalist praxis, ensuring movements remain grounded in collective 
empowerment rather than commodified visibility. Practically, activists and social 
workers must collaborate to ensure digital advocacy platforms remain accessible, 
authentic, and representative of diverse voices. Policy reforms should promote 
transparency in influencer partnerships and corporate sponsorships tied to feminist 
movements, ensuring accountability and ethical engagement. By addressing these 
tensions, digital feminism can retain its transformative potential while safeguarding its 
integrity and inclusiveness. 

Synthesis and Broader Implications 
Across these thematic strands, the discussion highlights the evolving dynamics of 
gender representation within digital media ecosystems. The coexistence of 
empowerment and objectification, psychological vulnerability and resilience, visibility 
and exclusion, authenticity and commodification illustrate the ambivalence of digital 
modernity. Social media does not merely reflect cultural values, it actively constructs 
them through algorithmic design, market logic, and participatory interaction. This study 
reinforces that the portrayal of women in social media is a barometer of broader 
societal transformations, revealing the intersections between gender, technology, and 
power. 

Theoretical implications underscore the need for hybrid frameworks that integrate 
feminist theory, media studies, and digital sociology to analyze gendered experiences 
online. Practically, social work emerges as a critical field for translating these insights 
into action, offering psychosocial support, education, and advocacy in digital contexts. 
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Policy directions should focus on regulating digital representation, ensuring inclusivity, 
and promoting ethical platform governance. By situating empowerment within 
collective, intersectional, and structural perspectives, these insights contribute to both 
scholarly discourse and the advancement of equitable digital futures. 

CONCLUSION 

This study examined the multifaceted portrayal of women on social media, revealing a 
complex interplay between empowerment, objectification, and activism. Through 
qualitative content analysis across major platforms, Instagram, Twitter (now X), 
Facebook, and TikTok, the findings demonstrated that women’s representation remains 
shaped by traditional beauty standards and gendered expectations, even within 
spaces that promote self-expression and agency. Simultaneously, digital activism and 
feminist movements such as #MeToo and #BodyPositivity have redefined online 
narratives, creating avenues for empowerment, advocacy, and collective resistance. 
This duality underscores how digital media functions as both a site of constraint and 
liberation, reflecting ongoing tensions between societal norms and feminist 
transformation. 

The discussion highlighted that social media’s influence extends beyond visual 
aesthetics to psychological and sociocultural dimensions. Idealized portrayals 
perpetuate self-objectification and body dissatisfaction, while counter-narratives 
foster resilience and solidarity. Algorithmic bias and intersectional inequalities further 
shape whose voices are amplified or marginalized online, calling attention to systemic 
inequities embedded within digital infrastructures. The integration of social work and 
media literacy emerges as a crucial intervention, enabling individuals, especially 
women and marginalized groups, to critically navigate, challenge, and reconstruct their 
online identities while fostering collective empowerment and ethical digital 
engagement. 

Overall, this study contributes to the growing body of feminist digital scholarship by 
illuminating how empowerment, inequality, and representation intersect in online 
environments. It advances theoretical discourse by integrating feminist, intersectional, 
and sociotechnical perspectives while offering practical insights for social work, 
education, and policy. By emphasizing critical media literacy and inclusive digital 
governance, the research underscores the need for participatory and equitable media 
spaces. Future scholarship must continue to interrogate the evolving relationship 
between gender and technology, ensuring that digital environments promote justice, 
diversity, and authentic representation rather than commodified visibility. 
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Limitation of the Study 
Despite its valuable insights, this study is not without limitations. The qualitative design, 
while suitable for interpretive analysis, inherently restricts generalizability beyond the 
sample examined. The study relied on publicly available content from selected social 
media platforms, excluding private interactions or algorithmically hidden data that 
may reveal alternative representations and dynamics. Furthermore, the focus on 
English-language content limited the exploration of non-Western digital discourses, 
where cultural and linguistic nuances might yield distinct portrayals of womanhood. 
The absence of longitudinal data also constrains understanding of how digital 
representations and perceptions evolve over time in response to shifting social and 
technological contexts. 

Another limitation concerns researcher interpretation and potential bias inherent 
in qualitative content analysis. Although inter-coder reliability and reflexivity measures 
were employed to strengthen credibility, thematic categorization remains subject to 
interpretive variability. Additionally, the study did not quantitatively assess audience 
engagement or algorithmic influence, which may have provided complementary 
insights into visibility dynamics and platform power structures. Addressing these 
methodological and contextual boundaries in future work will allow for a more 
comprehensive understanding of the intersections between gender, technology, and 
representation in the digital era. 

Recommendations for Future Research 
Future research should adopt mixed-method and cross-cultural approaches to 
expand upon these findings. Incorporating quantitative analytics, such as engagement 
metrics, algorithmic audits, and sentiment analysis, could provide deeper insights into 
how digital systems shape gendered visibility and audience interaction. Longitudinal 
designs would also help trace the evolving nature of women’s portrayals, capturing how 
emerging platforms and cultural shifts redefine digital femininity. Moreover, 
comparative studies across linguistic and regional contexts could highlight global 
disparities in representation, particularly in the Global South, where feminist expression 
is mediated by unique sociopolitical realities. 

Researchers should further explore the intersection of digital feminism, algorithmic 
ethics, and mental health. Investigating how social media interventions and 
educational programs enhance digital literacy and self-perception would bridge 
empirical knowledge with applied practice. Collaborations between scholars, 
policymakers, and social work practitioners are essential for developing inclusive 
frameworks that promote equitable algorithmic design and empower marginalized 
voices. Ultimately, future research must strive to construct a more just, representative, 
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and critically aware digital ecosystem that upholds gender equity and fosters authentic 
empowerment across all digital spaces. 
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