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Abstract 

Approximately 50% of girls and young women are not satisfied with their bodies. A huge reason for this 

is the thin body ideal dominating today’s social media. Lingerie and swimwear companies like Victoria’s 

Secret, Hunkemöller and Triangl uses the thin body ideal in their social media marketing but do not get 

any consequences for it. Today’s generation Z have been affected a lot from this kind of marketing.  

 

The purpose of the study was to understand how it is possible that young women from generation Z are 

willing to buy products from the lingerie and swimwear industry, when most of the time these companies’ 

social media marketing have an unrealistic image of the perfect body. In order to fulfill the purpose, a 

qualitative strategy was conducted through the use of three different focus groups. In these interviews, 

fifteen young women discussed the Instagram pictures of Victoria’s Secret, Hunkemöller and Triangl. 

 

The conclusions of the study show how companies are using the thin body image in their marketing to 

influence young women from generation Z into wanting to buy their products. When companies use the 

stereotyped woman in their marketing, consumers would either want to resemble the models that are 

perceived as the female stereotype or be socially accepted by being thin. However, consumers could 

also want to be perceived in a certain way, that is the way of the stereotyped woman on social media. 

Therefore, the product is attractive for the consumers even though this situation can be understood as 

unethical.  
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1. Introduction 

 

Traditional marketing strategies and communications has changed significantly the past couple 

of years. The way of communicating with consumers has gone from a one-way communication 

to a two-way communication. Nowadays, the communication is rather an explosion of internet-

based messages where social media plays a huge role. Saravanakumar and SuganthaLakshmi 

(2012) explains social media as today’s method of statement where everyone can express their 

ideas and beliefs in a new way compared to previous years. It is also stated that social media 

plays a hybrid role in the promotion mix. This is because it allows not only companies to interact 

with consumers but also consumers to interact with consumers. Social media has therefore, 

among other things, quickly empowered consumers to be able to reach out and communicate to 

a thousand of other consumers with minimal effort (Mangold & Faulds, 2009; Saravanakumar 

& SuganthaLakshmi, 2012). 

 

Even though companies have limited control over discussions that develop between consumers 

regarding a product, they can shape and influence these conversations in order for them to match 

the company’s goals and missions. Due to this, social media marketing has become a relevant 

tool when companies are trying to influence various aspects of the consumer behavior such as 

awareness, attitudes, purchase behavior and post-purchase evaluation (Mangold & Faulds, 

2009). Besides influencing consumers’ behavior, companies are also increasingly investing in 

social media marketing to build relationships and interact with the consumers (Vries, Gensler, 

& Leeflang, 2012). To understand how important social media marketing has become for both 

companies and people, a study in 2012 among the Fortune Global 100’s Companies showed 

that 87% of the companies on this list were active on at least one social media site (Dijkmans, 

Kerkhof, & Beukeboom, 2015). Also, in 2015, Pew Research Center published an article 

showing that 65% of all American adults used social media while 90% of all young adults used 

it. Moreover, these figures were found in America over a period of 10 years, 2005-2015 (Perrin, 

2015).  

 

Social media has made it possible for people to post pictures, plan social events, maintain 

relationships, meet new people, fulfill belonging needs, express their emotions and beliefs and 

make observations of other people’s lives. As it is a natural process for humans to compare 

themselves with others which people do to evaluate themselves, to be inspired, to make 
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decisions and to regulate their emotions and well-being, it has been revealed that social media 

usage can have an impact on one’s social comparison and self-esteem (Vogel, Rose, Roberts, 

& Eckles, 2014). Social media constantly involves self-presentation and feedback from others. 

A person’s self-esteem can be both positively or negatively influenced by social media. 

Depending on how people choose to present themselves on social media, they can either receive 

social support and positive feedback or negative feedback. Social support and positive feedback 

enhances a person’s self-esteem while negative feedback lower it because of all the 

comparisons with others that social media allows (Barry, Doucette, Loflin, & Herrington, 

2015). This leads to companies’ social media marketing having an effect on consumers’ self-

esteem.  

 

1.1 Problematization 

According to Grabe, Ward and Hyde (2008) approximately 50% of girls and young women are 

not satisfied with their bodies. Not only can these feelings of dissatisfaction concerning the 

body image emerge at an early stage among girls, as early as seven, but with time they can also 

be related to eating disorders and health issues; anorexia, bulimia and as a cause of depression, 

obesity and low self-esteem. A huge reason for body dissatisfaction among girls and young 

women is the thin body ideal dominating today’s media. Media aimed at girls and young women 

contains extremely thin fashion models, movie actresses and cartoon characters that portray an 

almost impossible and unattainable body (Grabe, Ward, & Hyde, 2008). For instance, 

Yamamiya, Cash, Melnyk and Posavac (2005) have shown that 94% of the females featured in 

American television programs are thinner than the average American woman. More often media 

associate happiness and success with these extremely thin models and actresses. Considering 

the fact that media also guides women how to exercise and diet, it encourages females of all 

ages to believe that they should and are able to be thin.   

 

Another thing that previous researches also have been able to present is that many women are 

more dissatisfied with their bodies after they have viewed media colored by the thin-and-

beautiful mentality (Yamamiya, Cash, Melnyk, & Posavac, 2005; Grabe, Ward, & Hyde, 2008). 

Nowadays, it is not even unusual that girls between the age of 10-14 complains about their 

thighs being too fat or their behind being too small. Already at the age of 11 girls are 

manipulated into doing a training exercise known as squats in order to get the ideal behind. The 

cause for this phenomenon, girls’ fixation on their body, is due to the abundance of images 
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featuring skinny models that appear on social media. However, on social media, it is mostly 

retouched photos or photos that are arranged to be perceived as perfect for a specific 

advertisement (Carlsson, 2016; Kee & Farid, 2011; Ata, Thompson, & Small, 2013). Besides, 

the models that appear on the internet have probably been training hard while following a 

dangerous diet. This is what young women compare themselves with today which makes them 

feel insufficient since they do not resemble the models online. Therefore, it seems like young 

women confuse a healthy body with a stereotyped and almost abnormal one. Additionally, all 

images on social media displaying models and people with similar appearance can also give an 

indication of eating disorders (Carlsson, 2016). Consequently, it is safe to say that pictures on 

social media have an influence on young women’s social self which include perception and 

judgements of themselves and their goal towards how they want to look like.  

 

Today’s adolescents, born between 1995-2012, belong to generation Z and never before have 

any generation been so exposed to digital technologies such as social media (Singh, 2014). 

According to research, 22% of all teenagers visit their favorite social media site more than 10 

times a day and 50% visit at least one social media site once a day. It has also been shown that 

25% of all adolescents that has a cell phone uses it primarily for social media (O'Keeffe & 

Clarke-Pearson, 2011). Considering their amount of time spending on the internet this 

generation have a major role in companies’ online advertising (Singh, 2014). Furthermore, 

something that has gained attention is that generation Z admits to their lifestyle and self-

perception being influenced by social media (Mastroianni, 2016), meaning their social self-

image is a target for social media. This in turn means that generation Z could possibly be 

negatively affected by the digital marketing from big lingerie and swimwear companies but yet 

they will still buy their products. 

 

Wilcox and Laird (2000) have discussed that there are two processes that might take place when 

a person sees an image of a model on media. One process is where the person can feel an 

identification when looking at the image, leading to the feeling of pleasure because he or she is 

as thin or attractive as the model. The second process on the other hand, is social comparison 

where the person looks at himself or herself and then compare with the model which in most 

cases is a comparison that evokes negative emotions (Wilcox & Laird, 2000). It is no news that 

the fashion industry, especially the lingerie industry for women, use models who are generally 

perceived as thin, beautiful and fit in their marketing. Due to this, many companies have 

received a lot of negative criticism and bad publicity (Mellin, 2011; Carlsson, 2016; Chaaban, 
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2013). In 2014 Victoria’s Secret, one of the biggest lingerie company in the world launched a 

campaign called “The perfect body”. This campaign only showcased thin and beautiful models 

stating that they had “the perfect body”. Subsequently, this resulted in a lot of bad publicity 

since it was suggested to lower young women’s self-esteem who did not fit in this particular 

category (Luxen, 2014; Peterson, 2014). However, even though this was a huge scandal for 

Victoria’s Secret there is still no change in their marketing approach. Their visual digital 

marketing still consists of super skinny models. Additionally, the lingerie company 

Hunkemöller and the swimwear company Triangl use skinny models in their marketing as well 

(Hunkemöller, 2017; Triangl, 2017). This demonstrates that even though these companies get 

criticized they do not change their marketing strategy because it somehow works. They hardly 

get serious consequences, if any at all, from this negative publicity and unfair marketing 

(Mellin, 2011).  

 

Through the lens of a marketer, it would be highly relevant trying to understand how companies 

are able to display an unfair image of young women but at the same time make them want to 

buy their products. In other words, how companies are affecting young women’s willingness to 

buy their products. Therefore, this thesis will focus on trying to get a broader understanding of 

this phenomenon considering its paradox nature. With a lot of bad publicity concerning their 

marketing strategy, companies can still affect generation Z, the most digital exposed generation 

of all times, into wanting to buy their products. Thus, emphasis is placed on understanding 

young women’s willingness to buy these products which are displayed on social media and 

associated with a stereotyped body appearance. Moreover, when using the term “willingness to 

buy” in this thesis, the meaning will concern the consumers’ acceptance and attraction towards 

buying the product. It will not concern how much time they are willing to spend on a purchase 

nor how much money they are willing to pay for the product. 

 

1.2 Research aim and research question  

The aim of this thesis is to understand how it is possible that young women from generation Z 

are willing to buy products from the lingerie and swimwear industry, when most of the time 

these companies’ social media marketing have an unrealistic image of the perfect body.  
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Based on the aim of this thesis, the research question is as follows: From a perspective of the 

social self, how does the marketing of the lingerie and swimwear industry influences young 

women from generation Z to evoke a willingness to buy? 

 

1.3 Limitations  

The main limitation for this thesis regard the lingerie and swimwear industry that will be studied 

since there will only be three companies that will undergo a closer look: two lingerie companies 

and one swimwear company. Moreover, it will also only be young women from south of 

Sweden that will be interviewed for the empirical data collection.  

 

1.4 Outline  

This thesis consists of five chapters in total. The first chapter introduces the background, 

problem, purpose and limitations of this study. The second chapter on the other hand, presents 

the theoretical literature review and the underlying theories for the conceptual model that the 

study is based on. This is followed by chapter three which consists of both the research method 

and the empirical method. Firstly, the research philosophy, approach and strategy will be 

discussed. Thereafter the use of focus groups as a data collection method and its other aspects 

such as respondent selection and delimitation, strategy, processing and analyzation of the 

empirical data, validity, reliability, transferability and ethical considerations will be reviewed. 

Chapter four contains the empirical findings retrieved from the focus groups as well as 

analyzations of these in relation to the literature review, more specifically the theories about 

the social self. Also, the chapter is structured according to the five different themes that was 

discussed by all three focus groups: a first look at the pictures, the stereotyped woman, 

comparison with the models, striving to look like the models and willingness to buy the 

products. Last but not least, the thesis will be finalized with chapter five which will present the 

conclusions and discussions of how it is possible that young women from generation Z is 

willing to buy products from the lingerie and swimwear industry, when most of the time these 

companies’ social media marketing have an unrealistic image of the perfect body. Suggestions 

for future research will also be presented in this chapter.  
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2. Literature review  

 
The aim of this thesis is to understand how it is possible that young women from generation Z 

is willing to buy products from the lingerie and swimwear industry, when most of the time these 

companies’ social media marketing have an unrealistic image of the perfect body. Based on our 

understanding of previous research and the problematization the theories about consumer 

behavior and the social self has been chosen as the literature review for this study. Firstly, the 

theories about consumer behavior will be explained in order to understand consumers’ 

willingness to buy. Secondly, the theories about the social self will be explained and then 

thirdly, as a conclusion of this chapter the conceptual model will be presented. 

 

2.1 Willingness to buy 

Since the research question in this thesis is how the marketing of the lingerie and swimwear 

industry influences young women, from generation Z, to evoke a willingness to buy through 

the lens of the social self, the term “willingness to buy” will be clarified. However, it is of 

importance to understand that the term “willingness to buy” will not be analyzed but rather the 

process before; the process that leads consumers towards a willingness to buy. The term 

“willingness to buy” is so essential in this thesis that a broader understanding of it is needed to 

get a cohesive picture. Therefore, consumer behavior will be looked at for this specific reason.  

 

According to Kotler, Armstrong, Wong and John (2008) there are four different factors that 

influence consumers’ behavior which companies should take into consideration to be able to 

evoke a willingness to buy among consumers. These factors are cultural, social, personal and 

psychological.  
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Figure 1. Model of factors influencing consumer behavior. 

(Kotler, Armstrong, Wong, & John., Characteristics affecting consumer behavior, p.240, 2008). 

 

 

 

As can be seen in figure 1, willingness to buy can be influenced by cultural factors consisting 

of culture, subculture and social class. Culture is a society’s system of shared values, 

perceptions and behavior. In other words, it is a design for living and usually something that is 

affected by the ones closest to you such as family and friends (Ozdipciner, Li, & Uysal, 2012). 

Moreover, every culture also has a subculture containing people that share the same value 

systems due to common life experiences and situations. These subcultures could for instance 

be based on nationalities, religions or geographic regions (Burgh-Woodman & Brace-Govan, 

2007). Except for the two factors already mentioned, there is social classes that can be based 

on one’s status in society where people are categorized into (Williams, 2002). Depending on 

what culture, subculture and social class a consumer belongs to, the impact on the willingness 

to buy will differ.  

 

However, willingness to buy can also be influenced by social factors such as reference groups, 

family and one’s roles and status like figure 1 displays. For marketers, reference groups are of 

utter importance considering their effect on consumers’ willingness to buy. They expose 

consumers to new lifestyles, make use of their attitudes and self-concept because of the 

consumers’ eagerness to “fit in” and create pressures to adapt that may affect the purchase 

behavior (Schulz, 2015). Nevertheless, this would not be possible without opinion leaders: 
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members of a reference group. Opinion leaders have a huge influence on others through their 

personality, knowledge and other characteristics (Corey, 1971). Furthermore, family can also 

have a substantial role in consumers’ willingness to buy. It is said that consumers’ parents 

provide certain knowledge about information search and evaluation of a product (Hsu & Chang, 

2008). As a person takes on different roles and statuses in a family, he or she will also take on 

different roles and statuses in other groups. This leads to people wanting to buy different 

products depending on which role they possess while going shopping (Bauer & Auer-Srnka, 

2012). These mentioned factors can all influence consumers’ willingness to buy to a great extent 

since, as human beings, we do not live independently of others. We rather live in a social 

environment where we compare ourselves to others in order to be accepted and perceived as 

prestige. Because these factors are a part of a consumer’s identity, the consumer will also be 

likely to behave in a certain way to continually attach himself or herself to the groups and its 

members (Schulz, 2015).  

 

Consistent with figure 1, personal factors have an impact on the willingness to buy as well. 

Personal factors cover age and life-cycle, occupation, economic situation, lifestyle and 

personality and self-concept. Depending on how old and at which stage the consumers are in 

life, the willingness to buy specific products will vary (Bauer & Auer-Srnka, 2012). In this 

light, it is only reasonable that their work profession and economic situation will too influence 

what they are willing to buy (Williams, 2002). How consumers interact with the society and 

the world can have an effect as well. Not only can this be seen as their lifestyle but it is also 

what makes every single consumer unique since most lifestyles are different (Sjöberg & 

Engelberg, 2005). Another factor is the consumers’ personality. This is mainly due to the fact 

that it is not unusual for them to choose a brand or a product that fit their distinctive personality 

(Das, 2014).  Besides the personality, consumers’ self-concept also known as self-image is of 

significance for marketers too in order to evoke a willingness to buy. Self-concept is the mental 

picture that consumers have of themselves and can be reflected through things they buy 

(Hosany & Martin, 2012).   

 

Last but not least, consistent with figure 1, willingness to buy is affected by psychological 

factors which include motivation, perception, learning and beliefs and attitudes. When a 

consumer realizes that something is needed, there is a motivation for that need to be satisfied 

(Kassarjian, 1971). Nevertheless, consumers’ perception is also of significance when 

discussing this topic. People have different views on certain things, therefore situations can be 
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interpreted in several ways even though the information is processed the same way. This is due 

to the ability to organize and interpret the information to form a meaningful picture (Kassarjian, 

1971). However, it should not be forgotten that when information is processed, experience is 

gained. This psychological factor is called learning and will influence what consumers are 

willing to buy to say the least. A discovery of a good product will increase consumers’ 

experience but it will also result in consumers choosing the same brand again the next time he 

or she goes shopping (Kassarjian, 1971). The final factor that have a role to play in consumers’ 

willingness to buy is beliefs and attitudes. Whilst a belief is a descriptive thought that 

consumers hold about something and can be based on knowledge, opinion or faith, an attitude 

describe consumers’ relatively consistent evaluations, feelings and tendencies towards a 

product (Kotler, Armstrong, Wong, & John, 2008).  

 

2.2 The social self 

In order to answer the research question in full, a broader understanding of the social self is 

important. Therefore, theories about the origins of self-knowledge, self-esteem, self-regulation 

and self-presentation will both be presented and explained hereinafter.  

 

2.2.1 Origins of self-knowledge 

To explain the social self, it is important to know where the sense of self-knowledge comes 

from. The first factor that affects self-knowledge is family and other socialization agents such 

as siblings and teachers. These people have an impact on a person at an early stage of life since 

they teach what is socially appropriate and what good behavior and values are (Blumer, 1969). 

However, family and socialization agents shape a person’s social self through reflected self-

appraisals as well. Throughout life people experience subtle or direct appraisals and reactions 

from others, resulting in people seeing themselves partly as how others perceive them (Cooley, 

1992).  

 

The second factor that influence self-knowledge is the culture people live in. Culture shapes 

what emotions people feel, what motivations that drive them forward and how they perceive 

the social world. In western societies people are for instance concerned about their freedom, 

individuality and their self-expression (Markus & Kitayama, 1991).  
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Gender roles is the third factor that have an impact on self-knowledge. One reason for this is 

due to socialization agents where women and men are guided into differing self-construals. For 

instance, it is common for parents to raise their children very differently. Women learn from a 

young age that they should take care of children when growing up while boys often do not have 

to (Fivush, Brotman, Buckner, & Goodman, 2000). Another thing that influences gender roles 

is media. Through media, men are often portrayed to have a position of power while women 

are portrayed as if their value lies in beauty, youth and sexuality (Yamamiya, Cash, Melnyk, & 

Posavac, 2005). In addition to this, the third reason for gender roles originates from the human 

evolutionary history, where men are said to be equipped psychologically and physically for 

hunting and women for nurturing the children (Bussey & Bandura, 1999).  

 

Lastly, social comparison. People tend to compare themselves to others in order to seek out 

information about themselves. When someone claims that they are rich, smart, or a great tennis-

player they refer to being richer, smarter or greater at tennis than someone else (Festinger, 

1954). There are two types of social comparison: a downward social comparison and an upward 

social comparison. For a person to feel good about himself or herself, the downward 

comparison will be used. This means that a comparison with a slightly poorer person will take 

place. Unlike the downward comparison, the upward comparison is used when a person wants 

to improve a skill or his or her personality, meaning that a comparison with someone who is 

better will occur (Lockwood, Jordan, & Kunda, 2002). Social comparison is an everyday 

activity and has become an automatic process that people do not consciously decide to perform 

(Mussweiler, Ruter, & Epstude, 2004). 

 

2.2.2 Self-esteem 

The self-esteem has an important role in the social self. It is in general either a positive or a 

negative picture that people have of themselves. A person’s self-esteem decides how one feels 

about their qualities, success, failures and self-worth (Robins, Hendin, & Trzesniewski, 2001). 

Some people place their feelings of self-worth and self-esteem on their academic achievements 

while others tie their self-esteem to their physical fitness, religious values or them being updated 

on cultural trends. For college students, which in this case is generation Z, the domains that are 

most important for the self-esteem are family support, social approval, school competence, 

physical appearance and competition. If things are going well in the domains that are important 
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for a person, the self-esteem will rise. This while the self-esteem fall if the opposite occurs 

(Crocker & Knight, 2005).  

 

Social approval and competition are social domains that are important for a person’s self-

esteem. As the human is a social creature, a person will thrive when being in a healthy social 

relationship. Thus, higher self-esteem is received through the feeling of competency, 

attractiveness and pleasantness since these are the characteristics that make people accept one 

another. A person’s self-esteem and self-worth strongly depend on the extent to which other 

people approve and include them (Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995). 

 

2.2.3 Self-regulation 

When a person has a goal, whether it is being a better friend, doing well in school or getting in 

better shape the person uses self-regulation: a process in the social self where people alter, 

initiate and control their behavior to reach their goals (Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). One 

perspective of self-regulation is the possible selves. This refers to what people hope to be in the 

future. This kind of thinking also motivates people to take action towards their goals (Markus 

& Nurius, 1986). A related perspective to the possible selves is the self-discrepancy theory. The 

theory explains that people do not only hold beliefs about what they actually are but also about 

what they would like to be, the ideal self, and what they think they should be, the ought self. 

The ideal self represents the wishes and hopes a person hold while the ought self represents the 

obligations and duties. The theory means that these beliefs a person has about oneself works as 

a motivation for them to close the gap between what they actually are and where they would 

like to be. Moreover, when people regulate their behavior towards their ideal self, they have a 

promotion focus. This promotion focus concentrate on attaining positive outcomes. In opposite, 

when people regulate their behavior towards the ought self, they have a prevention focus which 

is a focus on preventing negative outcomes (Higgins, 1987). 

 

2.2.4 Self-presentation  

If a complete understanding of the social self is of significance, the theory about self-

presentation is an important one. Self-presentation involves the public self which is how people 

present themselves to others. Consequently, people present themselves as a person they would 

like others to believe they are (Schlenker & Leary, 1982). Due to this, people tend to monitor 

their behavior in a way so it fits the current situation they are in as well. This is called self-
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monitoring and is a form of a strategic self-presentation. People can either be high self-monitors 

or low self-monitors. High self-monitors shift their self-presentation depending on the 

circumstances and social context while low self-monitors act more on their impulses, internal 

inclinations and dispositions (Gangestad & Snyder, 2000). 

 

2.3 The conceptual model 

Considering the aim of this thesis is to understand how it is possible that young women from 

generation Z are willing to buy products from the lingerie and swimwear industry, when most 

of the time these companies’ social media marketing have an unrealistic image of the perfect 

body, a conceptual model has been developed to help explain this phenomenon. The model is 

based on the problematization and literature review and is divided into three interdependent 

categories: willingness to buy, the social self and the consumer which in this case is generation 

Z.    

 

The interaction between the categories “willingness to buy”, “the social self” and “the 

consumer”, is today’s available technology where social media is included. Social media is 

used as a tool by marketers to reach and influence generation Z which mentioned before is the 

most digital generation of all times. 

 

The conceptual model gives an overview of the interplay of the factors creating a willingness 

to buy. The starting point of the model is the consumer while the ending point is the willingness 

to buy. The social self on the other hand is both the link and the driver that pushes the consumer 

towards the willingness to buy. However, the social self is made up of four different parts and 

it is they that truly are the drivers that can lead the consumer into wanting to buy a product. The 

four parts are self-knowledge, self-esteem, self-regulation and self-presentation. Thus, for 

consumers to be willing to buy a product, the social self is acting as a filter and a crucial factor 

in the background as can be seen in figure 2.  
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Figure 2. The drivers towards the willingness to buy 

 

 

Subsequently, this conceptual model will be used as a framework when exploring how the 

marketing of the lingerie and swimwear industry influences young women from generation Z 

to evoke a willingness to buy, from a perspective of social self.  
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3. Method 

 

In this chapter both the research method and the empirical method will be presented. Firstly, 

the research philosophy, approach and strategy will be discussed. Thereafter the use of focus 

groups as a data collection method and its other aspects such as respondent selection and 

delimitation, strategy, processing and analyzation of the empirical data, validity, reliability, 

transferability and ethical considerations will be reviewed. 

 

3.1 Research philosophy, approach and strategy  

The research philosophy that is adapted to a study contains important assumptions on how the 

world is viewed and will thus underpin the research strategy and method (Saunders, Lewis, & 

Thornhill, 2009).  

 

The purpose with this thesis is to understand how the marketing of the lingerie and swimwear 

industry influences young women from generation Z to evoke a willingness to buy, when most 

of the time these companies’ social media marketing have an unrealistic image of the perfect 

body. Consequently, the philosophy that will be applied in this thesis is interpretivism 

considering it is argued to be highly appropriate in business fields such as marketing, 

organizational behavior and human resource management. Unlike positivism, that is inspired 

by natural sciences and explain a phenomenon through analyzing concrete evidence, 

interpretivism is inspired by social sciences and explain a phenomenon through understanding 

it. Moreover, interpretivism has been influenced by phenomenology, an intellectual tradition, 

for a long period of time. Phenomenology refers to how humans make sense of the world. 

Therefore, human behavior is thought to be the product of how people interpret the world in 

this intellectual tradition and to understand a person’s behavior, you need to see things from 

that person’s point of view (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). 

 

Furthermore, the relationship between theory and research in this thesis can be explained by 

abductive reasoning. Abduction typically starts with a phenomenon which the researcher tries 

to solve through theories and observations. Afterwards, the researcher will eventually proceed 

to the likeliest and best answer for the phenomenon through competing explanations and 

interpretations of the empirical data. Subsequently, this means that abductive reasoning 
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involves back-and-forth engagement between the literature and social world (Bryman & Bell, 

2015). 

 

Since this thesis seeks to understand from a perspective of the social self, how the marketing of 

the lingerie and swimwear industry influences young women from generation Z to evoke a 

willingness to buy, it is essential to understand the consumers’ perceptions, attitudes and 

emotions towards the visual digital marketing of the lingerie and swimwear industry. Therefore, 

a qualitative strategy would be most appropriate. More precisely this thesis’ research strategy 

is inspired by phenomenology where qualitative methods are of significance. A 

phenomenological approach emphasizes subjectivity, description and interpretation. 

Furthermore, it seeks to understand human experiences and the social life. It also focuses on 

seeing things through the eyes of others which is exactly what is needed in this thesis to 

understand the consumers (Denscombe, 2016). 

 

3.2 Focus groups as a data collection method 

In order to understand from a perspective of the social self, how the marketing of the lingerie 

and swimwear industry influences young women from generation Z to evoke a willingness to 

buy, focus groups will be used as a data collection method.  

   

Focus groups is when a small group of people is gathered to explore one another’s perceptions, 

attitudes, feelings and ideas about a specific topic. Consequently, it is a form of group interview 

where the respondents discuss the given topic and get to share their experiences and thoughts 

but also compare their point of views with each other. This process, where the respondents are 

actively engaged, is useful for understanding the specific topic that is in focus. Either the group 

discussions arrive at a common point or the group discussions shows important differences. 

Therefore, it is not only possible to understand what the respondents think but also why they 

think that way. An important aspect to consider as a researcher, also known as a moderator of 

the focus group, is to create a climate of trust within the group. This so that the respondents feel 

they can talk openly and freely. Also, if the respondents feel trust within the group they will 

more likely reveal their personal perceptions and aspects of their private life (Denscombe, 

2016). 
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To sum it all up, focus groups will be used in this thesis to be able to answer the research 

question. Focus groups will not only provide great knowledge of how consumers are influenced 

but also why consumers are influenced. Besides, they are considered as an effective research 

method when the investigated topic is sensitive (Wibeck, 2010). For instance, one outspoken 

member of the group can break the ice by sharing their own experiences and encourage the 

other ones to do the same thing (Kitzinger, 1995). This study has a sensitive topic as it seeks to 

understand consumers' personal perception and experience. 

 

3.3 Participant selection and delimitation  

Since this thesis concern a personal and intimate matter such as consumers’ personal perception 

and experience of the social self, the selection of respondents was done by a process called 

snowball sampling. This process is of qualitative nature and allowed us to find suitable 

respondents for the data collection. Furthermore, it is a method where people in the sample 

recommends new people who would be suitable, according to the thesis’ criteria, to be included 

in the focus groups. This way you get a snowball effect where new respondents are included 

until the sample is considered to be large enough for the empirical data collection. Additionally, 

the snowball sampling was first and foremost based on our circle of acquaintances. This is 

because it has been said that focus groups’ success depends on the climate of trust in the group. 

The respondents must feel comfortable and safe enough with the others to be able to express 

themselves in an open way. Subsequently, random picks of respondents would not give the 

optimal results (Denscombe, 2016).   

 

Moreover, it is important to consider the size of the focus groups to reach optimal results 

(Denscombe, 2016). This is why we decided to have five respondents in each of our three focus 

groups, as we believe that a greater number of respondents would upset the group dynamic 

considering the sensitive topic. There may be a risk of not feeling comfortable enough to share 

perceptions and experiences among each other if you are more than five respondents. 

Furthermore, the focus groups contained respondents from generation Z. The first group 

contained young women born 1995-1996, the second group contained young women born 1997 

and the third group represented young women born 1998-1999. The reason for the groups being 

mainly focused on specific ages is due to that it is more rewarding discussing perceptions and 

experiences with people that can relate to oneself. It could be that the majority of the 

respondents within one group all go in high school and are exposed to the same environment 
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or that they all have a job. It creates a feeling of belonging within the groups (Ahrne & 

Svensson, 2015). 

 

Due to the research question “From a perspective of the social self, how does the marketing of 

the lingerie and swimwear industry influences young women from generation Z to evoke a 

willingness to buy?”, we choose to only include young women from generation Z in this study. 

Our total elimination of men is mainly because the marketing of the companies that are being 

studied have women as their market segment. Also, to make the representativeness of the 

empirical data more valuable, we are going to include both respondents that buy products from 

the companies that are being studied in this thesis as well as those who do not buy products 

from them. This way the research is likely to cover a wider range of people and give a variety 

of experiences and opinions (Denscombe, 2016). 

 

3.4 Focus group strategy 

Regarding the focus group strategy, we decided to perform semi-structured focus group 

interviews. In a semi-structured focus group interview, the moderator has the role as a guide 

directing the conversations into various topics that are of significance for the study. However, 

the moderator will rather let the respondents develop their thoughts and ideas about these 

specific topics instead of giving them a limited set of answers. The advantage with this strategy, 

while studying human experiences and the social life through the eyes of others, is that we can 

capture the respondents’ thought process resulting in a deeper understanding to the motives 

behind willingness to buy (Denscombe, 2016). 

 

As in a semi-structured focus group interview, we had a list of topics that needed to be covered 

by the respondents in order to get useful data for the study. A stimulus material which can be 

anything from articles and pictures to video (Wibeck, 2010) was also presented to the 

respondents to stimulate their thinking process. We as moderators started the interview by 

letting the respondents take a look at pictures specifically chosen by us from the Instagram 

accounts of Victoria’s Secret, Hunkemöller and Triangl (Appendix 2). This so we could start 

discussing the questions about the topic social self given by us moderators. The theories about 

the social self was given a lot of attention because we strongly believed that they have an impact 

on young women’s acceptance of buying a set of lingerie or a piece of swimwear. However, 

the topic social self contained various subheadings which needed to be covered. These were 



Belul & Tran 

 18 

self-knowledge, self-esteem, self-regulation and self-presentation. Though these terms were not 

used in the interview questions due to the fact that it could cause confusion since they are not 

used on a daily basis. The empirical data that was collected was then connected to each term in 

the social self that was brought up in this study in relation to our analyzation. At the end of each 

group discussion we asked the question whether the respondents could consider buying the 

products displayed on the Instagram pictures to create a discussion about why consumers buy 

it despite that the social media marketing display an unrealistic image of a woman’s body.  

 

3.5 Processing and analyzing the empirical data 

During the focus group interviews we both acted as moderators. After one of us had presented 

the research aim and research question to our study, we presented every other question and 

listened carefully to the respondents. Moreover, we only engaged in the discussion when it was 

necessary. A situation where we felt like we needed to intervene was for instance if the 

respondents started talking about something irrelevant for our study. Another situation was 

when we wanted the respondents to develop their answers even more, this by asking questions 

like “could you explain what you mean by…?”. Additionally, since our recorder did not need 

any management and could take care of itself, we let it be after pressing the play button and did 

not return to it until the discussion was over.  

 

Regarding the processing and analyzing of the empirical data, it was divided into three steps: 

to sort, to reduce and to argument. The first step was to transliterate all three focus groups 

discussions and to read them carefully to obtain a sense of the whole. After this the material 

was broken down into meaning units in order to see trends and patterns according to self-

knowledge, self-esteem, self-regulation and self-presentation. The second step was to reduce 

which means that we had to choose the most relevant findings from the empirical data since 

everything could be included in the study. The aim with reducing was to create a good 

presentation of the material that was selective but fair. The last and third step was to argument 

for the reduced material in relation to the literature review to create a new understanding (Ahrne 

& Svensson, 2015). 
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3.6 Validity, reliability and transferability  

Validity is about to which extent the researcher can claim that the findings of a study are precise 

and accurate. For a qualitative study, there is no specific way to find this out. There are however 

actions that can be executed by the researcher in order to convince the reader that the data are, 

with reasonable probability, precise and accurate. Make no mistake, these actions do not give 

you any guarantee as a reader, it only gives you an assurance that the study has been conducted 

in a good practice. Response validation is one of these actions that can be used to check the 

data’s precision and accurateness. As a researcher, you are supposed to return to the respondents 

with the findings. This way the researcher can control the accuracy as the same time as 

understandings and conclusions can be confirmed or improved (Denscombe, 2016). This was 

done by us after we transliterated and coded all the empirical data producing certain 

conclusions.  

 

Concerning the reliability, it is mainly about the question whether the same findings would be 

produced if another researcher conducted the study. This question tends to emerge because the 

researcher is likely to be closely related to the data collection method due to the role as a 

moderator during the focus group interviews or simply the participating observer. Though it is 

a very relevant question, there is no efficient way to find out. What the researcher can do instead 

is to clearly present the methods, analyses and conclusions in detail so that the reader can “see” 

the whole process of the study. In other words, that the study reflects and is in line with the 

work presented. It is only with these facts, it is possible to conclude if another researcher would 

have come up with comparable findings (Denscombe, 2016).  

 

Transferability is about whether you can transfer the findings of the study to other cases of 

similar circumstances. It is a process where the readers of this thesis use the given information 

to assess the extent to which it can be applied in other comparable cases. Nevertheless, this is 

only possible if the thesis contains relevant information such as age and gender of the 

respondents in the focus groups and the social context of the phenomenon that is being studied. 

Only then can the readers imagine how the findings of this study could be applied to other 

people in similar cases (Denscombe, 2016).  
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3.7 Ethical considerations 

Due to the fact that we are studying a sensitive topic such as one’s social self in relation to 

companies’ digital marketing, all the respondents participating in the focus groups remained 

anonymous (Halkier, 2010). Another ethical consideration that can be of interest while using 

interviews as a form of data collection method is the risk of intruding someone’s private life 

(Denscombe, 2016). Therefore, we tried to construct interview questions that were not so 

personal and could be answered by most of the respondents in order for them to feel 

comfortable. To which degree of depth the respondents later wanted to answer the questions 

was up to them. Furthermore, to continue the study in a morally and ethical way we informed 

all respondents what the purpose with the study was and why we wanted to take a closer look 

at this specific topic. Even a confirmation that it was acceptable to record what was said within 

the focus group was sought for. This for a feeling of trust between us moderators and the 

respondents.  
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4. Results and analysis 

 

This part of the thesis will present the empirical findings as well as the analysis of these in 

relation to chapter 2, the literature review. Furthermore, the results will be presented according 

to five different themes that were brought up during the focus group discussions. The themes 

that will be presented are: a first look at the pictures, the stereotyped woman, comparison with 

the models, striving to look like the models and willingness to buy the products. Additionally, 

the interview questions that created the five themes can be found in Appendix 1 while all 

mentioned Instagram pictures in this chapter can be found in Appendix 2.  

 

4.1 A first look at the pictures 

The aim of this thesis was to understand, from a perspective of the social self, how it is possible 

that young women are willing to buy products from the lingerie and swimwear industry, when 

most of the time these companies’ social media marketing have an unrealistic image of the 

perfect body. Considering this purpose, it was of great interest to understand how the 

respondents think and why they think that way.  

 

The discussion in all three focus groups started with the respondents looking at pictures from 

the Instagram accounts of Victoria’s Secret, Hunkemöller and Triangl. It was very interesting 

to hear how all respondents agreed that they did not look at the product at first sight. The product 

was rather the last thing they looked at when analyzing the pictures since the environment and 

the models gained more attention than the lingerie and swimwear. This became very obvious 

when the respondents in the first focus group laughed a bit and agreed on how accurate one 

respondent expressed herself:  

 

10% of my attention goes to the product. First I look at the environment 

and the model, then I look at everything else and in the end, I look at 

what the model is wearing. 
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In the second focus group, similar statements were made about the Instagram pictures:  

 

First I look at the model, then I see how nice the bikini fit on her which 

results in me wanting to buy it. If the picture would have displayed only 

the bikini and a white background, I wouldn’t look at it. 

 

In the third focus group one respondent expressed that she only looked at the products in the 

Instagram pictures posted by Victoria’s Secret, Hunkemöller and Triangl. However, after some 

discussion she changed her statement by saying:  

 

You visit these Instagram accounts thinking you’re going to look at the 

products. Yet you end up looking at the models and how the products look 

on them in that particular environment. Unconsciously you spend more 

time looking at the models than the bikinis.  

 

To sum up the first theme, it can be argued that the environment and models in these kinds of 

pictures get more attention from the consumers than the product itself.  

 

 4.2 The stereotyped woman 

As the discussion in every focus group continued, the respondents started to talk about the 

stereotyped woman that was displayed on the different Instagram pictures. They discussed both 

how the stereotyped woman in today’s society looked like and where they thought this image 

emerged from.  

 

All three focus groups described the female stereotype more or less the same way. Words that 

repeatedly appeared in all groups were that a good-looking woman should be thin, fit, tall and 

tanned. In the third focus group, even comments about long hair was brought up while 

describing the stereotyped woman. Furthermore, a subject that was highly debated among the 

focus groups was how a woman should be fit but not overly fit since she should not look too 

masculine. As all the respondents looked at the Instagram pictures, they discussed this and 

pointed out how all the models had the “perfect” amount of muscles making them look slim but 

at the same time fit. If a woman was extremely fit, they drew parallels to her being unfeminine.  
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Digging deeper into the theme about the stereotyped woman, discussions about where this 

image emerged from began. In the first focus group, one of the respondents kicked off the 

discussion by stating that she thought the female stereotype has been affected by various things. 

The other respondents in this group agreed and contributed to the discussion by expressing that 

there has always existed a female stereotype but that it has changed throughout the years. This 

development of how a good-looking woman should look like was believed to been greatly 

influenced by media. In the second and third focus group, media was also mentioned as the 

primary factor for creating the stereotyped woman. In the second focus group, one respondent 

summarized it very well: 

 

90% of all girls I see on social media, advertisements and movies are 

slim and thin. When I scroll through my Instagram account, all girls are 

posting pictures where they look fit. When I look at movies the “hot girl” 

is always fit, even when I visit stores all the mannequins have the perfect 

bodies.  

 

To get an even broader understanding of where the stereotyped woman emerged from, the 

respondents of all three focus group were asked if they thought parenting had anything to do 

with it. The answers to this question was a bit different among the focus groups. The first and 

second focus group were confident that parenting had a role in the female stereotype while the 

third focus group said that they were not sure. In the first and second focus group the 

respondents brought up that it was not unusual for them to hear comments about how they 

should be tidy, considering their gender, from their parents. One respondent from the first focus 

group even said that her mom could question her if her legs were not shaved. Another 

respondent from the same group continued this discussion by adding that her mom could give 

her comments if she gained a few kilos. Moreover, the first and second focus group also 

established that a girl takes after her mother. An example of this could be understood through 

a respondent’s expression in the first focus group: 

 

If looks are important at home, the child will unconsciously think this too. 

For instance, if your mother thinks about what she eats to not gain 

weight, you as a child will think that that is a normal relationship to food. 

This leads to young children being more exposed to the stereotyped 

woman. 
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After the discussion about parenting, the first and second focus group started to talk about how 

they wanted to look like the stereotyped woman in order to impress the opposite sex. However, 

in the third focus group this was not the case. During this discussion, it became evident that the 

creating of the female stereotype was partially influenced by young men as well. A respondent 

in the second focus group said the following:  

 

We know that guys also have an ideal picture of how a good-looking girl 

should look like. We don’t really know what this ideal picture is but with 

the help of social media, we assume it's the good looking, fit girl. And 

that is why we think we must look like her in order to impress him.  

 

Referring back to the literature review, what the focus groups discussed about the stereotyped 

woman can be connected to the social self, more precisely self-knowledge. How a person sees 

oneself is influenced by family and socialization agents, culture, gender roles and social 

comparison.  

 

Analyzing what the young women in the focus groups mentioned, there is a relation to the 

literature review. Yamamiya, Cash, Melnyk and Posavac (2005) explain how media which 

portray women and men can affect a person’s self-knowledge, a part that can be influenced by 

gender roles. Men are portrayed as their values lies in power and women as their values lies in 

beauty, youth and sexuality (Yamamiya, Cash, Melnyk, & Posavac, 2005). Consistent to what 

was brought up in all three focus groups by the respondents, media has a huge role to play in 

the creating of the stereotyped woman who is good-looking, thin, fit and tall. Also, the 

respondents mentioned how a woman should not be too fit since a masculine image was not 

perceived as attractive. Even here media is to blame due to how it portrays the woman in relation 

to the man. Discussions about wanting to look like the stereotype in order to impress the 

opposite sex lies in how media portray the woman in relation to the man as well, making it clear 

that media has a great impact on women’s self-knowledge. 

 

Considering that it is claimed that family learn a child which values are important and what is 

socially appropriate (Blumer, 1969), it was not surprising when the respondents in all focus 

groups reviewed whether parenting had something to do with how a woman viewed herself. 

Furthermore, it has also been proven that many parents raise their daughters and sons 

differently, focusing on raising their daughters to be more caring than their sons (Fivush, 
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Brotman, Buckner, & Goodman, 2000). The young women in the first and second focus group 

shared their experiences about how they could be given comments, especially from their 

mother, if their legs were not shaved or if they had gained a few kilos. This is primarily 

associated to their upbringing. The majority of young women receive comments from their 

parents that they should take care of their body in a way that young men never get. For instance, 

it is not likely that boys would get comments about their leg hair or weight. Consequently, 

children’s upbringing has a huge effect on their self-knowledge because this is how they learn 

to see themselves every single day (Fivush, Brotman, Buckner, & Goodman, 2000). Also, if 

girls learn that they for example should be tidy, this will eventually lead to their self-knowledge 

being more exposed to the stereotyped woman portrayed in media. These girls are more exposed 

to the stereotyped woman in media because the things they learn from their parents corresponds 

to how a woman should be like in today’s society (Yamamiya, Cash, Melnyk, & Posavac, 

2005). In this light, it is apparent that there is a difference between genders and this is due to 

parenting and media’s interpretation of the woman.  

 

What no focus group directly said but could be understood was that culture also has a role in 

young women’s self-knowledge and the making of the stereotyped woman. Culture shapes what 

emotions people feel, what motivations that drive them forward and how they perceive the 

social world (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Furthermore, Perrin (2015) revealed that 90% of all 

youths in America are using social media nowadays. Young women can thus visit their favorite 

social media page at least 10 times a day (O'Keeffe & Clarke-Pearson, 2011). This makes it 

easy to understand how much time young women spend on social media and how this can affect 

what they feel as well as how they perceive the social world. Social media has become a part 

of the culture generation Z lives in and this could be one of the reasons to why the stereotyped 

woman on social media is accepted and normalized by the respondents.  

 

As a conclusion, the picture of the stereotyped woman has emerged from gender roles, family 

and culture. Social comparison does not seem to have an impact on the picture of the 

stereotyped woman.  
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Table 1. Theme “The stereotype”: Subthemes and examples. 

Subthemes        Examples of meaning units 

Self-knowledge: Gender 

roles, family and 

socialization agents 

• I think if looks are really important at home, the child or children will 

also learn to unconsciously start focus on it. 

• At home, I’ve learnt that a girl should be clean. 

• If parents teach their child or children to be confident in themselves and 

have self-confidence, I don’t think you’ll be affected as much as others 

will. 

• If you have a mother who always thinks about what she’s eating and 

how she’s exercising, to look good, you’ll also do it as a child. 

• How a girl should behave and look like originates from home. And 

you'll hear that as you’re a little baby so it's obvious that it can affect 

you when you're older. 

Self-knowledge: Gender 

roles and culture 

• A girl must be thin and firm ... but still have a behind. 

• A good-looking girl should be tall, thin and fit 

• She should be thin, fit, tanned ... and not too fit, more perfectly fit. 

• I think you want to be attractive to attract a partner, it's the guy who 

makes you want to look a certain way. 

Self-knowledge: Gender 

roles and media 

• Since you’re always seeing these stereotypical girls on social media, 

advertisements, blogs, etc. you think that's the way it should be. 

• I think media has a very big impact. Right now, with the way the 

internet has grown and social media, the woman is forced to get a 

certain image.  

• We know that guys also have an ideal picture of how a good-looking 

girl should look like. We don’t really know what this ideal picture is but 

with the help of social media, we assume it's the good-looking, fit girl. 

• What we think is good-looking is what we see on social media. 

 

 

 

 

4.3 Comparison with the models 

Further into the discussion, the question whether comparisons were made between oneself and 

the Instagram pictures was discussed. All respondents shared their thoughts about this within 

their own focus group while some also described their feelings during this process of 

comparison.  

 

What became evident was that the respondents from all three focus groups compared 

themselves with pictures on Instagram, that is pictures portraying the stereotyped woman. This 

usually resulted in a development of negative feelings since most of the time the respondents 

did not resemble the models on the pictures. However, in the first focus group there was one 
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respondent who expressed that she felt the opposite when looking at the pictures presented to 

her during the discussion. In her own words, she stated the following:  

 

When I see these pictures, I get motivated to go to the gym and train to 

become healthier. It’s not something negative, it’s only positive. I never 

feel bad and think about how the models look like in these pictures 

compared to myself. No. I use these pictures more as a motivation in 

order to “fix” my life and my training routines.  

 

After this statement, another respondent questioned this reasoning by asking:  

 

But somewhere along this process you must feel like your body need to 

change, that it’s not enough since you want to go train to be healthier? 

In some way, this can be considered as a negative feeling since your body 

is not resembling how you want it to look like? 

 

The three other respondents in the first focus group nodded in agreement to this. Nevertheless, 

it was not only the body of the models the respondents compared themselves with. The body 

may be what most of the respondents compared themselves with but another thing that could 

also be of interest was the lifestyle the Instagram pictures promoted. It was a lifestyle composed 

of a lot of sun, travel, laughter and friends.  

 

Another thing that was brought up by all three focus groups was how the respondents strongly 

believed that these comparisons with Instagram pictures occurred unconsciously. Even though 

a person’s Instagram account is rarely used for the specific reason to look at pictures portraying 

the stereotyped woman, this person will unconsciously be influenced by the pictures. This is 

because the pictures can be found on one’s Instagram flow when scrolling through. As one 

respondent in the second focus group said: 

 

I’ve never thought about the fact that I want to specifically look like a 

Victoria’s Secret model but I don’t go to the gym to become stronger if 

I’m going to be honest, it’s to get a “better” body and it’s the body that 

is visible on social media.  
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Another respondent in the same group contributed to this discussion by saying: 

 

As these pictures are all over social media, I have them in the back of my 

mind. I don’t even need to check my Instagram account because I already 

know what’s good-looking and not. 

 

However, how the respondents get unconsciously affected by Instagram pictures, making them 

compare themselves with these models on social media, will never be as clear as when a 

respondent in the first focus group expressed herself. To be clear, this was the respondent who 

claimed that Instagram pictures gave her motivation to go to the gym to be healthier. Sharing 

her thoughts about why she has not bought a bikini yet when discussing the product, she said: 

 

I haven’t bought a single bikini this year because I know that if I buy one 

and try it on, I’ll look like a cow.  

 

Taking the empirical findings in relation to the literature review, an unconscious comparison 

with models on Instagram that develop a feeling can be related to one’s social self. When 

developing a feeling, whether it is a negative or a positive one, while comparing yourself with 

others is highly related to one’s self-esteem, also known as the picture of oneself. If the 

comparison to others on the other hand occur unconsciously, it has to do with one’s self-

knowledge, more specifically social comparison. 

 

According to Robins, Hendin and Trzesniewski (2011), a person’s self-esteem, the picture of 

oneself, decides how one feels about their qualities, success, failures and self-worth. It has also 

been said that some people place their feelings of self-esteem on their physical fitness which is 

what all three focus groups did while seeing the Instagram pictures and discussing the theme 

comparison. All of the respondents, even though not all admitted it to themselves, was to some 

extent developing negative feelings while comparing themselves with models on social media 

leading to them having a negative picture of themselves. This is mainly because their physical 

appearance did not resemble those of the models. For instance, they were not as thin, as fit, as 

long and as tanned as the models. Considering physical appearance being one of many domains 

that is important for one’s self-esteem, especially for generation Z which all respondents are a 

part of, and it does not go well in this area for the respondents, their self-esteem has slightly 

fallen (Crocker & Knight, 2005). This can be problematic because a low self-esteem can lead 
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to feelings of failure and later on result in an unhealthy lifestyle containing extreme training, 

extreme dieting or eating disorders according to Carlsson (2016) and Grabe, Ward and Hyde 

(2008). In other words, they are very likely to sacrifice their health in order to look like the 

stereotyped woman in spite the fact that they are nowhere near being overweight.  

 

Furthermore, all three focus groups also discussed how these comparisons to pictures portraying 

the stereotyped woman on Instagram occurred unconsciously. This is very much in line with 

the factor social comparison that influence one’s self-knowledge (Mussweiler, Ruter, & 

Epstude, 2004). Considering how much social media such as Instagram is used by generation 

Z, it has only strengthened the social comparison activity into becoming an even more 

automatic process that people do not consciously decide to perform. Through Instagram, it can 

also be understood how both upward and downward social comparisons have been affected by 

social media. Due to the fact that social media is a part of generation Z, an upward social 

comparison with someone considered to be better among the respondents has increased while 

a downward social comparison is hardly ever performed. In this case, the respondents are 

exposed to pictures of models portraying the stereotyped women on a regularly basis making 

them perform an upward social comparison instead of a downward social comparison. This 

since not many young women can maintain an unrealistic body and lifestyle as the models on 

social media, therefore not many can compare themselves with a slightly poorer person to feel 

good about themselves (Lockwood, Jordan, & Kunda, 2002). 

 

Finally, it is safe to say that comparisons were made between the respondents and the Instagram 

pictures due to their self-esteem and self-knowledge.  
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Table 2. Theme “Comparison”: Subthemes and examples. 

Subthemes       Examples of meaning units 

Self-esteem: 

Picture of oneself 

• I haven’t bought a single bikini this year because I know that if I buy one and try 

it on, I'll look like a cow. 

• I feel bad when I see others tanned while I'm completely pale. 

• Even though I’ve received confirmation from my boyfriend that I’m beautiful, 

there’s been a time when I thought like okay, I don’t have that behind, those 

breasts and I don’t look like that. 

• I ordered a bikini and when I tried it on, I became really disappointed because it 

didn’t fit me as well as it did on the model. It was nothing wrong with the bikini, 

it was rather my body that was wrong since it didn’t look like the model’s body.   

• If I find similarities with the models, I'm happy. If I find big differences, I have 

a negative picture of myself. Unfortunately, I find more differences than 

similarities. 

• You compare yourself to others whose body parts you think are more attractive 

than your own.   

• I can’t remember when I didn’t work out but I also can’t remember when I didn’t 

think everyone else is thinner than me. I've felt very anxious ever since I was 

little because I've always felt bigger than others. 

• I've been thin, it's only now recently that I've gained weight. But it’s not like I 

feel bad when I look at these pictures.  

Self-knowledge: 

Social comparison  

• I’ve never thought about the fact that I want to specifically look like a Victoria’s 

Secret model but I don’t go to the gym to become stronger if I’m going to be 

honest, it’s to get a “better” body and it’s the body that is visible on social media.  

• As these pictures are all over social media, I have them in the back of my mind. I 

don’t even need to check my Instagram account because I already know what’s 

good-looking and not. 

 

 

4.4 Striving to look like the models 

After the discussion about whether if comparisons to the Instagram pictures were made, another 

theme was of interest. The topic of the theme was if the respondents were striving to look like 

the models that Victoria’s Secret, Hunkemöller and Triangl displayed in their social media 

marketing.  

 

In all three focus groups, everyone agreed that they somewhat strived to look like the models 

on the Instagram pictures that the companies posted on their account. In the third focus group 

one of the girls said: 
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Of course we strive to look like these model., I think almost everybody 

strive to look like that even if they won’t admit it.  

 

Going further into the topic, discussions about exercise were naturally developed. In the first 

focus group one respondent expressed how motivated she got when she looked at the Instagram 

pictures, motivated to go and train. Another girl in the same group continued by adding that she 

would kill for a body like the models have while not knowing why. In the second and third 

focus group, similar statements were made. However, there was one respondent in the second 

focus group that stated that she did not get motivated to go to the gym by the Instagram pictures. 

She just went to the gym in order to get a nice body. This statement lead to another respondent 

saying:  

 

I think, unconsciously, most people aspire to look like the models. We say 

we're training to get a nice body. But what’s a nice body? It’s the body 

that the pictures on Instagram display that we think are nice bodies. 

 

In the third focus group, there were also two respondents who had been exercising their whole 

lives. One of them admitted that she had been training her whole life because she has always 

felt bigger compared to others. Therefore, exercising was the perfect solution for her in order 

to get the perfect body and feel attractive. The other girl that had been exercising her whole life 

said that it had nothing to do with her looks but more about having fun and doing something on 

her spare time. Nevertheless, even she had made an observation about people exercising to look 

good:  

 

I’ve been exercising as long as I can remember but only because I find it 

fun and for the reason that I want something to do in my spare time. 

However, more and more, I see that people who exercise in the gym only 

focus on one body part. It is either their behind or their belly and that's 

not because it's fun but because they want to change their body and 

resemble a model on Instagram. 

 

The other respondents laughed and agreed to this reasoning resulting in jokes about how they 

more or less only focused on squats and sit-ups when they are in the gym.  
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Another aspect that was brought up, but only in the third focus group, was how young women 

only posted pictures on their Instagram account that resemble the Instagram pictures which 

were shown to them during the discussion. This started with one of the respondents saying: 

 

Most people train to become "Instafamous" today. It's for the look, no 

longer because it's healthy”. 

 

Moreover, the statement deepened the discussion giving an indication of the fact that many 

people only post pictures on their Instagram to be perceived as other famous Instagram users 

are being perceived. Thus, the whole group supported the following expression that was made 

by one of the respondents:  

 

You always think about what you should post on Instagram or what you 

should not post. Usually you upload pictures that look great and 

resemble these companies’ Instagram pictures. For instance, when you 

are on vacation you upload similar pictures like these because you strive 

to look like that.  

 

In relation to the literature review, young women’s self-regulation and self-presentation are 

influenced when they strive to look like the models on Instagram. 

 

When a person has a goal to get in shape and they alter, initiate and control their behavior in 

order to reach this goal, it is associated to self-regulation (Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). The 

discussions in all three focus groups regarding exercising in order to look good are typical 

examples of self-regulation. The respondents strive to look like the models and are taking 

action towards it. This can be explained by something called the possible selves which refers 

to what a person hopes to be in the future (Markus & Nurius, 1986). Furthermore, Higgins’ 

(1989) presentation of the self-discrepancy theory can explain how the respondents think when 

it comes to exercising. The theory explains that people hold beliefs about what they would like 

to be, the ideal self, and what they think they should be, the ought self. When it comes to 

exercising, the respondents’ ideal self is in focus. In this case, the majority of the respondents 

are exercising in order to look like the models on Instagram in the future. Consequently, it can 

be said that young women’s ideal self motivates them to go to the gym and train to close the 

gap between what they actually look like and what they would like to look like. Since young 
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women in this case regulate their behavior towards their ideal self, they also have a promotion 

focus. This promotion focus concentrate on attaining positive outcomes, which is to get a fit 

body (Higgins, 1987). 

 

What only the third focus group mentioned, what to post on Instagram, can be linked to self-

presentation. Self-presentation, more precisely the public self, is about people presenting 

themselves as a person they would like others to believe they are (Schlenker & Leary, 1982). 

To uphold the public self, people tend to use self-monitoring which is a form of a strategic self-

presentation. This is exactly what young women do when they post pictures that resemble 

Instagram pictures companies such as Victoria’s Secret, Hunkemöller and Triangl posts. Like 

the respondents in the focus groups, women would like others to believe that they have a 

lifestyle similar to the models on social media. Therefore, they monitor their behavior by 

posting “suitable” pictures that matches the desired lifestyle of a young woman, that is the 

lifestyle of an Instagram model. Young women who monitor their behavior to resemble 

models’ lifestyle on social media are high self-monitors since they shift their self-presentation 

depending on the circumstances and social context (Gangestad & Snyder, 2000). In this case, 

the circumstances and social context revolve around digital technologies such as social media, 

hence the conclusion.  

 

 

 
Table 3. Theme “Strive to look like the models”: Subthemes and examples. 

Subthemes Examples of meaning units 

Self-

regulation 

• When I see these pictures, I get more motivated to go to the gym and work out and get 

healthier. 

• I would kill to get a body like they have and I don’t know why. 

• I think, unconsciously, most people aspire to look like the models. We say we're 

training to get a nice body. But what’s a nice body? It’s the body that the pictures on 

Instagram display that we think are nice bodies. 

• More and more, I see that people who exercise only focus on one body part. It is either 

their behind or their belly and that's not because it's fun but because they want to 

change their body and resemble a model on Instagram. 

• To be honest, I don’t go the gym to be healthy, I go there to change my body shape.  

Self-

presentation 

• Usually you upload Instagram pictures that look great and resembles these companies’ 

Instagram pictures. 

• Most people train to become "Instafamous" today. It's for the look, no longer because 

it's healthy. 
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4.5 Willingness to buy the products 

At the end of all three focus group discussions, attention was given to the theme wanting to buy 

the product which included questions such as why the respondents wanted to buy the product 

and which factors affected their decision of buying it.  

 

Through the discussions it became very clear that the respondents of all three focus groups did 

not necessarily buy the products in the pictures, in this case lingerie and swimwear, for the sake 

of their function. They buy lingerie and swimwear from companies like Victoria’s Secret, 

Hunkemöller and Triangl because there is this urge to look like the models on the Instagram 

pictures, body wise but also environment wise. As respondents in the second and third focus 

group expressed so well: 

 

You want the products, but it's because you want to look like the 

stereotype. 

 

When I see myself wearing these bikinis, I don’t see myself on Ribban, 

haha. Honestly, I see myself in Thailand with a drink in my hand and it’s 

because of these pictures. 

 

In the first focus group, it could also be understood that some respondents did not even buy the 

products in the pictures because they genuinely thought they were nice. They bought them 

because somewhere along this process they thought that the products would give them the 

image they saw of models on Instagram pictures. An example of this can be seen by following 

experience that a respondent within the first focus group shared with the others: 

 

I was looking at bikinis and there weren’t any special ones. But the 

pictures were very nice. The website had such nice pictures where the 

models was fit, tanned and on the beach. Simply “goal pictures”. So I 

bought a bikini. 

 

Directly after, another respondent from the same focus group nodded and contributed to the 

discussion by sharing one of her own experiences: 
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When I was in the Philippines, I bought bikinis because I thought they 

would look great in my pictures that I would take. 

 

Everybody agreed and admitted that they were persuaded by the picture itself rather than the 

product the company is selling. The respondents looked at the models on the pictures, the 

environment, the lingerie or bikini they were wearing and from there decided whether to buy 

the product or not. Even though it should not be this way, the product is not the priority at all. 

As one respondent in the second focus group expressed so well while sharing her story: 

 

I ordered a bikini online and when I tried it on, I got really disappointed 

because it didn’t fit me as well as it did on the model. It was nothing 

wrong with the bikini, it was rather my body that was wrong since it 

didn’t look like the model’s body. So I didn’t actually bought the product 

itself since I thought I would look like the model… Haha…  

 

Another thing that was naturally discussed afterwards was how these purchases or the thought 

of these purchases could work as a motivation towards getting the body the models on the 

Instagram pictures have. This is nothing unusual considering when the respondents go shop for 

lingerie and swimwear, they buy a certain picture displaying the stereotyped women in a 

wonderful environment rather than only the product. As a respondent in the third focus group 

said: 

 

Oh!, I'm buying this bikini, it’ll fit perfectly when I've lost 2 kilos and 

have become tanned. 

 

One of the last things that all three focus groups reviewed was whether the people and the 

environment surrounding a person have an impact on purchasing these products but also why a 

person buys them. All focus groups had similar answers to these two questions. They all said 

that they definitely got influenced by people like friends or an environment such as their school. 

However, this was mainly because they did not want to be the one who stood out, the one who 

did not look like others. They wanted to fit in and it became evident through following quotes:  

 

Everybody looks the same and they get it from their friends. 
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When I started high school, I felt I was uglier and more disgusting than 

everyone else so I needed to step up my game and buy products everyone 

else had. 

 

The three focus groups also brought up that besides friends, they were influenced by bloggers. 

In the first focus group, there was a respondent who said that she once bought a bikini because 

she saw it on a really famous blogger. She did not care about the product’s brand or something 

remotely like that, she just bought it because the blogger had it. Aware of this, another 

respondent from the first focus group said:  

 

The thing is, most of the products that’s popular now have earlier been 

positively commented by a trendsetter. With time, you’ll notice that more 

and more people have these products which will lead to you falling for 

peer pressure as well.  

 

Referring to the literature review, the fact that the respondents do not buy the product itself but 

rather the whole picture that is displayed, has to do with a person’s self-presentation. 

Consequently, when the respondents buy lingerie or swimwear from Victoria’s Secret, 

Hunkemöller or Triangl, they want others to perceive them as looking like the models these 

companies feature in their social media marketing (Schlenker & Leary, 1982). This became 

very clear when the respondents thought about their own pictures that they would take and later 

post on their Instagram account for others to see. Furthermore, this action can be considered as 

a strategic self-presentation. In this case the respondents are considered to be high self-

monitors. They live in a digitalized world where social media is dominant and people are 

influenced by it. Therefore, they have adapted to this making them want to present themselves 

as the models on Instagram (Gangestad & Snyder, 2000).   

 

On the other hand, how lingerie and swimwear could work as a motivation towards getting the 

same image as the models on Instagram is related to the theory of self-regulation (Muraven & 

Baumeister, 2000). Moreover, Markus and Nurius (1986) states that there is a perspective of 

self-regulation called the possible selves which refers to what people want to be in the future 

and can motivate them to act towards their goal (Markus & Nurius, 1986). This is exactly how 

some of the respondents are being influenced. They have a goal to look like the models on 

Instagram and therefore they buy the same lingerie or bikini as them. For instance, if a young 
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woman buys a bikini and gets disappointed because it did not fit as on the model, it is because 

she bought the product with the expectation that it would look the same on her. It is not because 

she genuinely wanted the product itself. A similar process will emerge when young women buy 

bikinis as motivation to get the same body as the models on Instagram (Higgins, 1987). In 

conclusion, some young women buy lingerie and bikinis in order to get closer to their goal 

which is to look like the models.  

 

Since the respondents from all three focus groups mentioned that they allowed themselves to 

be affected by people and the environment surrounding them, they are influenced by social 

approval, an area within their self-esteem. Social approval is a domain that is very important 

for a person because the more people approve and include a person, the higher one’s self-esteem 

will be through feelings like competence and attractiveness (Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 

1995). For some of the respondents it was the fear of not fitting in that drove them into buying 

products everyone else had. For others, it was due to peer pressure resulting in the majority of 

young women in southern part of Sweden looking the same. However, at the end of the day, 

they all did it to be socially accepted. 
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Table 4. Theme “Wanting to buy”: Subthemes and examples. 

Subthemes Examples of meaning units 

Self-

presentation 

• I was looking at bikinis and there weren’t any special ones. But the pictures were 

very nice. The website had such nice pictures where the model was fit, tanned and 

on the beach. Simply “goal pictures”. So I bought a bikini,  

• When I was in the Philippines, I bought bikinis because I thought they would look 

great in my pictures that I would take.  

• When I see myself wearing these bikinis, I don’t see myself on Ribban, 

haha. Honestly, I see myself in Thailand with a drink in my hand and it’s because of 

these pictures. 

• I think for me it’s the sense of the overall picture that makes me want to buy the 

product. For example, if I go to Thailand, I think that my pictures will look like the 

exotic ones on Instagram featuring a gorgeous model if I have the same lingerie or 

bikini the model has. 

Self-esteem: 

Social approval 

• Everybody looks the same and they get it from their friends. 

• I bought it because it looked good... and then you see how everybody has it. 

• I think it's all about fitting in, both having the right body and the right products. You 

want to look like everyone else, you don’t want to stand out. 

• We think of our ego first. I know people feel bad because of their marketing but I 

want to look like the models. Others may see me as one of them so I care more about 

fitting in. 

• When I started high school, I felt I was uglier and more disgusting than everyone 

else so I needed to step up my game and buy products everyone else had. 

• Today, I'm more influenced by bloggers than by my friends. But then again, all 

friends are influenced by the same bloggers... 

Self-regulation • Buying the products is a step in the right direction to resemble the models. 

• Oh! I'm buying this bikini, it’ll fit perfectly when I've lost 2 kilos and have become 

tanned. 

• You sometimes look at the body and buy the product because you want that body. 

• Had I looked at the image of a "normal body" but didn’t find it attractive, I would 

probably not have bought the bikini she wears. 

• You want a confidence boost so you buy the products because you want to look like 

that. 

• You want the products but it's because you want to look like the stereotype. 

• You look at the models first, then you'll see how nice the items are on them and after 

that you want to buy them. 

• I think, especially young girls, buy the products to look like these models. They see 

these models as role models and want their own bodies to look like that too. 
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5. Conclusions and discussion  

 

The purpose of this study was to understand how it is possible that young women from 

generation Z are willing to buy products from the lingerie and swimwear industry, when most 

of the time these companies’ social media marketing have an unrealistic image of the perfect 

body. The research question was motivated by a high number of women having a low body 

esteem due to the stereotyped woman that media displays. In combination with this, lingerie 

and swimwear companies who are using the female stereotype in their marketing do not seem 

to develop any consequences, on the contrary, their sales number only increase. This seems to 

be a paradox since their marketing is neither realistic or ethically right but still, young women 

want to buy their products. Meanwhile, attention has also been drawn to the fact that generation 

Z’s life perception and social self have been strongly affected by social media. In this light, the 

prediction was that young women’s social self must somehow be influenced in order for them 

to be willing to buy the products.  

 

The findings of this thesis suggest how the social self of young women from generation Z is 

influenced by the marketing of the lingerie and swimwear industry to evoke a willingness to 

buy. It turned out that the parts of the social self that had an impact on young women’s 

willingness to buy was either their self-knowledge, self-esteem, self-regulation, self-

presentation or a combination of these.  

 

Young women's self-knowledge is influenced by the culture they live in, how media portray 

women and how their parents have raised them. Today’s culture for young women in Sweden 

includes a lot of social media, and because of that, their view of the world has been affected. 

The media portray a good-looking woman as thin, fit and tall and as young women see this 

stereotyped woman on a daily basis, they somehow normalize the picture of how a woman 

should look like. However, this acceptance of the female stereotype can also originate through 

the way a person has been raised. For instance, since it is not unusual for a girl to learn from 

her parents that tidiness is important, the girl will eventually accept the stereotyped woman 

because what she learnt corresponds to the female stereotype. Moreover, what companies such 

as Victoria’s Secret, Hunkemöller and Triangl do is that they contribute to the creation of a 

stereotyped woman by using this image in their marketing. All these mentioned factors lead to 
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young women’s self-knowledge being influenced as they think they should look like the 

stereotype in order to be beautiful.  

 

Since young women have accepted the stereotyped woman as the good-looking woman, they 

consciously or more often unconsciously compare themselves to the models featured in the 

marketing of companies like Victoria’s Secret, Hunkemöller and Triangl. Also, more often 

young women seem to find differences than similarities between themselves and the models. 

However, this is because the models have unrealistic bodies. Additionally, when young women 

find big differences between themselves and the female stereotype, they often get a feeling of 

insufficiency resulting in their self-esteem being negatively affected. The marketing of the 

lingerie and swimwear industry can also influence young women’s social approval to evoke a 

willingness to buy. Social approval is a part of a person's self-esteem and since it is important 

for humans to be socially accepted they are influenced by the people around them. Therefore, 

if a famous blogger wears lingerie from Hunkemöller or if all the people surrounding the young 

women owns a set of lingerie from Hunkemöller, it will motivate and influence the women to 

buy products from this company. Therefore, it is safe to say that it is common for young women 

to be afraid of not fitting in, hence, their desire to look like the female stereotype in order to be 

accepted by their surroundings.   

 

Even though young women’s self-esteem decrease because of this unethical marketing, they 

will still strive to look like the female stereotype. They strive to look like the models on the 

Instagram pictures of Victoria’s Secret, Hunkemöller and Triangl because they have accepted 

the fact that these models resemble the stereotyped woman. In other words, these pictures that 

they post in order to market themselves can work as a motivation for young women trying to 

resemble the female stereotype. Pictures on Instagram that are posted by lingerie and swimwear 

companies can make young women go to the gym and exercise but also buy their products to 

reach the goal to look like the stereotyped woman, in this case, the models that are featured in 

their marketing. Furthermore, this is how young women's self-regulation is influenced by the 

marketing of lingerie and swimwear companies.  

 

Besides self-regulation, young women’s self-presentation is also influenced by the social media 

marketing of Victoria’s Secret, Hunkemöller and Triangl. Nowadays, many young women want 

others to perceive them as trendy. This has led to carefully thinking before posting a picture on 

Instagram for many people. Some young women want others to perceive them and their lifestyle 



Belul & Tran 

 41 

as they perceive models on Instagram. For young women to buy the same products and brands 

as the models on Instagram are wearing is thus a way to present themselves as what they want 

others to think they are.  

 

To conclude, the social media marketing of Victoria’s Secret, Hunkemöller and Triangl takes 

advantage of the stereotyped woman to influence the consumers’ self-knowledge to evoke a 

willingness to buy. This is because young women do not buy the product itself but rather the 

feeling and experience of it. Depending on the consumers, either their self-esteem, self-

regulation and/or self-presentation will be influenced by the marketing. When the consumers’ 

self-knowledge is influenced, and one of the other parts of the social self, or a combination of 

these, there will be a willingness to buy these products. However, the lingerie and swimwear 

industry only focuses on influencing consumers’ self-knowledge through the female stereotype 

since this is the only area it can control. The other parts of the social self are rather out of its 

control due to the fact that they are individual processes in the consumers’ brain. In this light, 

with this knowledge, the paradox can be resolved. It can be understood from the consumers’ 

perspective that this phenomenon is fully rational and not a paradox since they actually want to 

resemble the stereotyped woman and are willing to take action towards it. Moreover, for the 

individual processes in the consumers’ brain to exist, the consumers’ self-knowledge must be 

influenced by companies’ social media marketing. This strategy is how the companies evoke a 

willingness to buy among their customers because when the parts of the social self are 

influenced, the cultural, social, personal and psychological factors of the willingness to buy will 

be affected.  

 

5.1 Future research  

As discussed in the introduction companies such as Victoria’s Secret, Hunkemöller and Triangl 

does not get any consequences for their visual marketing. Not only is their marketing highly 

unethical since it has been proven that it lowers young women’s self-esteem but it can also lead 

to an unhealthy lifestyle. To the best of our knowledge, companies in the lingerie and swimwear 

industry are aware of this just as much as the rest of the society are. Therefore, it would be 

interesting to explore how companies justify their marketing when they know that it can 

influence young women's lifestyle in a negative way.  
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Appendix 1 – Interview guide 

 

 

1. Go through the pictures from Instagram (Appendix 2).  

2. Do any of you follow Victoria’s Secret, Hunkemöller and/or Triangl on Instagram? 

Have any of you ever visited their website and/or bought something from these 

companies? 

3. To which extent do you think about the product compared to the woman/women and 

the background on these pictures? 

4. Is there a stereotype for a good-looking woman? Where does this image come from? Is 

it perhaps how you were raised as a girl?  

5. Is it common that you compare yourself with these pictures? If yes, what is it that you 

compare yourself with and how do you feel during this process? 

6. Do you strive to look like these women on the pictures? If you do, do you buy the 

products to be able to resemble the woman/women on the pictures? 

7. Does the people and environment around you have an impact on your decision to 

purchase these products? 

8. What feeling is it that makes you willing to buy these products in the end? 
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Appendix 2 – Instagram pictures  
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