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Abstract 

In today’s world, many young adults tie their sense of self-worth to their physical appearance, a concept known 

as appearance-contingent self-worth (ACSW). Individuals with high ACSW base their self-esteem largely on how 

attractive they believe they look. This dependence creates constant pressure to meet societal beauty standards, 

often leading to negative body image—the thoughts and feelings a person has about their own body .The purpose 

of this review is to bring together existing research to understand how ACSW is related to body image and what 

factors worsen or reduce its negative effects .We followed PRISMA guidelines and searched databases such as 

PubMed, Scopus, PsycINFO, ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar. Studies from 2009 to 2023 were included if 

they explored ACSW in relation to body image. Ten studies met the inclusion criteria. The findings show that 

people with high ACSW often experience negative body image, low body satisfaction, and more body 

comparison. Factors such as objectification, appearance anxiety, and racial or cultural pressures made these 

problems worse. However, self-compassion (being kind and forgiving to oneself) was found to protect against 

the negative effects of ACSW. Appearance-based self-worth is a major risk factor for body image concerns. 

Interventions that teach young people to value themselves beyond looks—such as self-compassion training and 

media literacy programs—may improve their body image and self-esteem. 

 

Keywords: Appearance-contingent self-worth, Body image, Self-esteem, Self-compassion, Social media, 

Objectification 
 

Introduction 

Body image is one of the most important aspects of 

mental health, especially for young people. It is not 

only about how we see our body in the mirror but also 

how we feel and think about our appearance. A 

positive body image can make people feel confident 

and healthy, while a negative body image can cause 

problems such as depression, anxiety, eating disorders, 

and low self-esteem. 

One important factor that shapes body image is 

appearance-contingent self-worth (ACSW). This 

means that a person’s self-value depends on how good 

they look. If they feel attractive, they feel confident; 

but if they think they look unattractive, their self-

esteem drops. 

This problem is growing because of social media and 

cultural beauty standards, which put constant pressure 

on people to look perfect. For example, Instagram and 

Facebook often highlight thinness, muscularity, or 

flawless skin, making individuals compare themselves 

with unrealistic images. 
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Therefore, it is very important to study the link 

between ACSW and body image. This review 

combines evidence from different studies to 

understand: 

1. How ACSW affects body image. 

2. What factors make this relationship stronger or 

weaker. 

3. How cultural, racial, and gender differences 

influence it. 

When people base their self-worth on appearance, they 

often become vulnerable to body dissatisfaction and 

psychological distress. This is a growing issue 

worldwide, yet research findings are scattered. A 

systematic review can bring these studies together to 

provide a clear picture and offer practical 

recommendations for education, counseling, and 

mental health care. 

Objectives 

The main objective of this systematic review is to 

examine research that explores the association 

between appearance-contingent self-worth (ACSW) 

and body image. In addition, it aims to identify the 

factors that either explain this relationship, such as 

mediators, or influence its strength and direction, such 

as moderators. 

Methods 

This review followed the Preferred Reporting Items 

for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses 

(PRISMA) guidelines. 

Search Strategy 

Databases searched: PubMed, Scopus, PsycINFO, 

ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar. 

Keywords used: “appearance-contingent self-worth,” 

“body image,” “self-esteem,” “objectification,” 

“self-compassion,” “social media.” 

Inclusion Criteria 

1. Studies published in English between 2009–2023. 

2. Participants aged 15 years or older. 

3. Studies that directly measured ACSW and its 

relationship with body image. 

Exclusion Criteria 

1. Studies not measuring ACSW. 

2. Theoretical or conceptual papers without data. 

3. Participants younger than 15 years. 

Selection Process 

1. Records identified: 1,085 

2. Duplicates removed: 345 

3. Titles/abstracts screened: 740 

4. Full-texts assessed: 120 

5. Studies included in final review: 10 

Data Extraction 

From each study, we noted: author, year, sample 

population, methods, and main findings. 

Results 

1. ACSW and Body Image Concerns 

All ten studies confirmed that high ACSW is linked 

with negative body image. People who depend on 

appearance for self-worth are more likely to feel 

dissatisfied with their bodies, worry about how others 

see them, and compare themselves with peers 

(Grossbard et al., 2009; Sharma, 2023). 

2. Mediating Mechanisms 

 Objectified Body Consciousness: Women with 

high ACSW often monitor their bodies and see 

themselves as objects. This self-monitoring 

increased dissatisfaction (Noser & Zeigler-Hill, 

2014). 

 Self-Objectification & Appearance Anxiety: 
ACSW led to higher appearance anxiety, which 

lowered self-esteem (Adams et al., 2017). 

 Body Comparison: Comparing oneself with 

others’ bodies strengthened the negative impact of 

ACSW (Homan & Tylka, 2015). 

3. Moderating Factors 

 Self-Compassion: Several studies (Homan & 

Tylka, 2015; Stapleton et al., 2017; Modica, 2019) 

found that people who practiced self-compassion 

were less harmed by ACSW. For example, women 

who could accept their flaws were less likely to 

feel bad about their appearance even if they had 

high ACSW. 

 Social Media Use: Facebook and Instagram use 

increased body dissatisfaction among people with 

high ACSW, but self-compassion helped reduce 

the impact (Modica, 2019). 
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 Cultural Context: Prieler et al. (2021) showed 

that the link between ACSW and poor body esteem 

was present among adolescent girls in both Japan 

and Korea, proving it is not limited to Western 

societies. 

 Racial Microaggressions: Dunn et al. (2019) 

found that African American women with high 

ACSW were especially vulnerable when they also 

faced racialized appearance pressures. 

4. Gender Differences 

Although both men and women can experience 

ACSW, women tend to be more affected. Grossbard et 

al. (2009) found ACSW predicted body concerns in 

both genders, but the association was stronger for 

women. 

Discussion 

This review highlights that ACSW is a strong and 

consistent predictor of body image problems. The 

results can be explained using several theories: 

1. Objectification Theory (Fredrickson & 

Roberts, 1997): Women in particular are taught to 

view themselves from an outsider’s perspective. 

High ACSW makes them constantly monitor 

appearance, leading to dissatisfaction. 

2. Contingencies of Self-Worth (Crocker & Wolfe, 

2001): When self-worth depends on appearance, it 

becomes unstable and vulnerable to social 

comparisons. 

3. Self-Compassion Theory (Neff, 2003): Being 

kind and forgiving toward oneself protects 

individuals from the harmful impact of ACSW. 

Practical Implications 

 For Counseling: Therapists can help clients 

reduce reliance on appearance for self-worth 

and develop unconditional self-acceptance. 

 For Education: Schools and colleges can run 

media literacy programs to challenge 

unrealistic beauty standards. 

 For Culture: Interventions must be adapted to 

specific cultural and racial contexts since 

pressures vary globally. 

Conclusion 

Appearance-contingent self-worth is closely related to 

negative body image. People who base their value on 

looks are more likely to experience dissatisfaction, 

anxiety, and low self-esteem. However, factors such as 

self-compassion, supportive environments, and 

cultural awareness can protect against these risks. 

Recommendations 

To address the negative effects of appearance-

contingent self-worth (ACSW) on body image, several 

steps are recommended. First, schools and colleges 

should promote self-compassion by organizing 

training sessions and workshops that help students 

develop a kinder and more accepting attitude toward 

themselves. Second, media literacy programs should 

be introduced to encourage young people to critically 

analyze and question unrealistic beauty standards 

often portrayed on social media. In addition, 

counseling services need to be integrated into 

educational and community settings, focusing 

specifically on reducing dependence on appearance 

for self-worth. Support from parents and peers should 

also be encouraged, as positive social environments 

can reduce the pressure to conform to appearance 

ideals. Finally, more longitudinal research is necessary 

to understand the long-term impact of ACSW on 

mental health and to design evidence-based 

interventions that promote lasting body image 

improvements. 
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(2023) 

A correlational study to 

assess the relationship 

between body image, 

appearance contingent 

self-worth, and self-

compassion among 

youth of Karnataka 

Indian youth 

(18–25 yrs) 

Cross-sectional 

survey; Body 

Image Scale, 

ACSW, Self-

Compassion 

Significant negative 

correlation between 

ACSW and body image; 

self-compassion 

positively associated 

with body image. 

2 Prieler, 

Choi, & Lee 

(2021) 

The Relationships 

among Self-Worth 

Contingency on Others' 

Approval, Appearance 

Comparisons on 

Facebook, and 

Adolescent Girls' Body 

Esteem: A Cross-

Cultural Study 

Adolescent 

girls (Korea, 

Japan) 

Cross-cultural 

survey; Body 

Esteem Scale, 

ACSW 

ACSW and appearance 

comparisons predicted 

lower body esteem 

across cultures. 

3 Dunn, 

Hood, & 

Owens 

(2019) 

Loving myself through 

thick and thin: 

Appearance contingent 

self-worth, gendered 

racial microaggressions 

and African American 

African 

American 

women 

Surveys; ACSW, 

Body 

Appreciation 

Scale 

ACSW negatively 

related to body 

appreciation; racial 

microaggressions 

worsened this effect. 
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women's body 

appreciation 

4 Modica 

(2019) 

Facebook, body esteem, 

and body surveillance 

in adult women: The 

moderating role of self-

compassion and 

appearance-contingent 

self-worth 

Adult women Online survey; 

Facebook usage, 

ACSW, Body 

Esteem Scale 

Frequent Facebook use 

linked with low body 

esteem; effect stronger 

among women with 

high ACSW. Self-

compassion reduced 

negative impact. 

5 Stapleton, 

Crighton, 

Carter, & 

Pidgeon 

(2017) 

Self-esteem and body 

image in females: The 

mediating role of self-

compassion and 

appearance contingent 

self-worth 

Female 

undergraduates 

Self-compassion 

Scale, Body 

Esteem Scale 

Self-compassion 

mediated negative 

effects of ACSW on 

self-esteem and body 

image. 

6 Adams, 

Tyler, 

Calogero, & 

Lee (2017) 

Exploring the 

relationship between 

appearance-contingent 

self-worth and self-

esteem: The roles of 

self-objectification and 

appearance anxiety 

College women Self-report; 

ACSW, Self-

Esteem Scale 

ACSW associated with 

lower self-esteem 

through self-

objectification and 

appearance anxiety. 

7 Homan & 

Tylka 

(2015) 

Self-compassion 

moderates body 

comparison and 

appearance self-worth's 

inverse relationships 

with body appreciation 

College women Self-compassion 

Scale, Body 

Appreciation 

Scale 

High ACSW and body 

comparison predicted 

lower body 

appreciation, but self-

compassion buffered 

these effects. 

8 Noser & 

Zeigler-Hill 

(2014) 

Investing in the ideal: 

does objectified body 

consciousness mediate 

the association between 

ACSW and appearance 

self-esteem in women? 

Female 

undergraduates 

Self-report 

surveys; ACSW 

Scale, Objectified 

Body 

Consciousness 

Scale 

Objectified body 

consciousness mediated 

the relationship between 

ACSW and appearance 

self-esteem, showing 

women with high 

ACSW were more 

vulnerable to low body 

satisfaction. 

9 Overstreet 

& Quinn 

(2012) 

Contingencies of self-

worth and appearance 

concerns: Do domains 

of self-worth matter? 

Women 

undergraduates 

Self-Worth 

Contingency 

Scale, Body 

Image Concern 

Inventory 

ACSW uniquely 

predicted body 

dissatisfaction beyond 

other self-worth 

contingencies. 

10 Grossbard, 

Lee, 

Neighbors, 

Body Image Concerns 

and Contingent Self-

Esteem in Male and 

Male & female 

college students 

Cross-sectional 

survey; Body 

Image Concern 

Inventory, 

ACSW linked to body 

image concerns in both 

genders, stronger in 

women. 
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& Larimer 

(2009) 

Female College 

Students 

Contingent Self-

Esteem 
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