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The Impact of Sexual Strategies, Social Comparison, and Instagram
Use on Makeup Purchasing Intentions
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Despite the impact of social media use on women’s self-perception, research has less
frequently explored social media’s impact on behavioral intentions. Further, most of the
research in this area has taken into account social comparison as a mediating variable,
despite the extent of our social comparison being closely related to sexual competition,
which is infrequently considered. This study explored the relationships between women’s
Instagram use, Instagram image exposure, cosmetics behavior and attitudes, sexual
strategies, and a hypothetical cosmetics purchasing decision task in order to determine the
impact of sexual strategies and social media use on cosmetics-related consumer intentions.
Two hundred twenty women (Mage = 25) completed a series of measures to assess these
variables, were shown cosmetics-related Instagram images (idealistic facial images, budget
cosmetics, luxury cosmetics, or travel images), and then completed a hypothetical
cosmetics purchasing task. Women exposed to luxury cosmetics images spent relatively
more than the other groups on the luxury items in the cosmetics purchasing task.
Regression further revealed that the predictors of hypothetical cosmetics purchases were
real-life cosmetics behavior and attitudes, Instagram use, and intrasexual competitiveness.
Thus, considering intrasexual competition is important for a complete understanding of the
mechanisms by which Instagram use impacts women’s cosmetics purchasing behavior.

Public Significance Statement
This study examined women’s Instagram use, attitudes to cosmetics, sexual strategies,
and hypothetical cosmetics expenditure. Women who are more competitive toward
other women or who had just viewed Instagram feeds of high-end cosmetics were
more likely to purchase luxury cosmetics in a mock online store.

Keywords: cosmetics, intrasexual competition, purchasing task, mate-value, Instagram

Social media use is pervasive and is changing
how we interact with each other (Hampton, 2015),
consume information (Flaxman et al., 2016), and

purchase products (Kapoor et al., 2018). Instagram
is an image-based social media platform, with
approximately 1 billion monthly active users from
January 2013 to June 2018 (Statista, 2021). Given
concerns about its effects onwell-being (Lup et al.,
2015), Instagramhas been subject to the scrutiny of
researchers. For example, consumption of thin-
ideal body images via Instagram negatively
impacts women’s body image (Brown & Tigge-
mann, 2016). This may be exacerbated by social
comparison such that womenwho tend to compare
themselves more with others also have more nega-
tive outcomeswhen viewing such images on Insta-
gram (e.g., Sherlock&Wagstaff, 2019). Similarly,
viewing others’ selfies can have negative effects on
self-esteem (Wang et al., 2017), an effect that, like
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the one above, is alsomoderatedby social compari-
son.Concernsaround theuseof socialmedia, there-
fore, center on the negative effects the platforms
have on psychologicalwell-being due to the oppor-
tunities they afford for ready comparisons with
idealistic others. Themetrics of Instagram use vary
widely,with evidence of time spent on the platform
(Sherlock &Wagstaff, 2019) as well as emotional
investment (Lowe-Calverley et al., 2019) impact-
ingwell-being.Givenwe increasingly liveour lives
online, however, timemaynotbe themost informa-
tivemeasure of Instagram use (Coyne et al., 2020);
rather, it is the ways one uses social media that can
lead tonegativeoutcomes.
While substantial research has focused on the

impacts of Instagram use on women’s self-percep-
tions (such as body image, self-esteem, and self-
rated attractiveness), much less is known about the
impact of Instagramuse on behavioral intentions or
outcomes. If women feel less about themselves
fromviewing idealized images on Instagram,what,
if anything, do they seek to do about it? Viewing
#fitspiration images (those purporting to motivate
individuals towardahealthy lifestyle) leadswomen
to feel they exerted themselves more during a bout
of exercise (Prichard et al., 2020), while Instagram
use, generally, is linked with higher symptoms of
orthorexia (an unhealthy obsession with eating
healthy food; Turner&Lefevre, 2017). Thesefind-
ings confirm Instagram’s potential to impact
health-related outcomes in the real world but likely
manifest via different psychological mechanisms
than those that impact self-image since orthorexia
is strongly associated with obsessive–compulsive
tendencies toward food and exercise but potentially
unrelated to self-esteem(McComb&Mills, 2019).
Besidesfitness content, another popular trend on

Instagram is thepostingof beautyormakeup looks,
including selfies that demonstrate one’s makeup
skills or images of recent cosmetics “hauls” (pur-
chases). Cosmetics on Instagram is a big business,
with 83%of beauty brands in 2018 including Insta-
gram influencers in their marketing strategy (Gart-
ner, 2018). For women, exposure to beauty-related
images on Instagram leads to lower self-ratings of
attractiveness (Sherlock & Wagstaff, 2019).
Appearance-enhancing luxuries are a means of
self-promotion by women in intrasexual contexts
(Hudders et al., 2014), with attitudes to cosmetics,
cosmetics use, and cosmetic surgery all related to
intrasexual competition (Wagstaff, 2018; although
see Batres et al., 2018). The utility of makeup as a
means of signaling in competitive contexts is

evident as Sulikowski et al. (2022) showed that
high-mate-value women are perceived as more
aggressivewhenmade up.As such,women, partic-
ularlyhigh-mate-valuewomen,whoviewidealistic
beauty-related images on Instagram may seek to
improve their own appearance through utilizing
cosmetics products. This would align with Atari et
al. (2017), who found that women who set more
strict standards for potential mates are interested in
cosmetic surgery, whileArnocky and Piché (2014)
demonstrated intrasexual competition is related to
positive attitudes toward, and desired spending on,
cosmetic surgery. The value of considering evolu-
tionary approaches to understanding both our use
of, and the effects of, social media use is therefore
evident.While researchers frequently utilize evolu-
tionary approaches to understand some facets of
online behavior, such as online sexual behavior (e.
g., March & Wagstaff, 2017), these perspectives
are infrequently applied in other contexts, particu-
larly in understanding social media use (with nota-
ble exceptions, suchascooperation;Ng,2020).
Much of the research on cosmetic product pur-

chase intentions has focused on determining the
impacts of persuasion cues such as celebrity
endorsement (Chekima et al., 2018) or credibility
(Sokolova & Kefi, 2020). However, the extent to
which we compare ourselves with others is also
related to our mating strategies (Buunk & Fisher,
2009; Garcia et al., 2013). The comparison we
engage with on social media and its outcomes are
therefore also likely related to mating strategies.
Women are more likely to compete via modifica-
tion of appearance than men are (Buss, 1988), and
Instagramisa largelyvisualplatformonwhichpeo-
ple present an idealized version of themselves
(Sherlock&Wagstaff, 2019). Thus, it is likely that
women’s use of Instagram, particularly their emo-
tional investment in the platform, and the impacts
of Instagramon their perceptions of themselves are
correlated with their sexual strategies and intrasex-
ual competitiveness. Indeed, intrasexual competi-
tiveness in women positively predicts appearance-
related comparisons on Instagram (Hendrickse et
al., 2017). Hence, women who are more competi-
tivearemore likely tobecomeemotionally invested
inaplatform inwhich theycanevaluateotherwom-
en’s appearances and create an idealized, and there-
fore more intimidating, image of themselves.
Higher-mate-value women tend to be more intra-
sexually competitive, generally (Polo et al., 2019),
andmay also bemore likely to both utilize and per-
ceivemakeup as a signal of intrasexual competitive
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intent (Sulikowski, 2022). These women are there-
fore more likely to be affected by the viewing of
other women’smade-up faces andmay be prone to
spend money on cosmetics in order to appear
competitive.
In spite of all of this, little research has looked at

the impact of Instagram use, or exposure to beauty-
related Instagram images, on women’s cosmetics
purchasing intentions, nor has any research explored
the impact of women’s intrasexual competitiveness
on cosmetics purchase intentions. Hence, in this ex-
ploratory study,we sought to determine the relation-
ships between Instagram use, sexual strategies
(specifically intrasexual competition, self-rated
physical attractiveness, and mate value), Instagram
image exposure, and hypothetical makeup purchas-
ing intentions as determined through a purchasing
decision task. While the study was largely explora-
tory,givenknownrelationshipsbetweensocial com-
parison and intrasexual competitiveness, we
expected thatmore intenseInstagramuse,andhigher
rates of intrasexual competitiveness, would be asso-
ciated with intentions to spend more on cosmetics
(vs.otherbeauty items). Itwasalsopredicted thatex-
posure to idealizedmade-up face images (compared
to other image types) would increase hypothetical
spending on cosmetics. We also measured preexist-
ing cosmetics brand awareness, attitudes about and
behavior regardingmakeup use, social and physical
appearance comparison, and annual income and
sought to understand how these variables predicted
cosmeticspurchasing intentions.

Method

Ethics approval was granted by Federation Uni-
versityAustralia (ProtocolA18-039).

Participants

Initially, participants were 42 people recruited
via advertisements on social media (such as Face-
book) who participated voluntarily, plus 198
recruited via Prolific Academic, who were reim-
bursed £3.10 for their time, for a total of 240
respondents. Participants were eligible for inclu-
sion if they identified as female and were over the
age of 18. After removing five who did not move
past the information statement, threewho quit after
completing the demographics, one who quit after
completing only one scale, seven who were not
women, and fourwhoconstituted statistical outliers
(see description of data screening), we were left
with220women, aged18 to57 (Mage=25.64years,

SD = 6.62). Information about participant relation-
ship status, country of residence, and ethnicity can
be seen inTable1.

Measures

Demographics

Participants were asked to provide information
pertaining to their age, gender (for the purpose of

Table 1
Demographic Details

Attribute n

Country of residence
Australia 21
Canada 11
Chile 15
Estonia 2
Germany 1
Greece 3
Ireland 1
Israel 1
Japan 1
Korea 1
Malaysia 1
Mexico 38
New Zealand 4
Nigeria 1
Poland 10
Portugal 49
South Africa 5
Spain 3
Sweden 1
United Kingdom 19
United states 27

Ethnicity
Black/African 2
White/Caucasian 111
Asian 18
Latino/Hispanic 47
Middle Eastern 2
Native American 1
Mixed ethnicity 9
Specified a country (e.g., Australian, American) 24
Did not specify 5

Relationship status
Single 93
Casual relationship, living apart 30
Casual relationship, living together 3
Serious relationship, living apart 47
Serious relationship, living together 47

Sexual orientation
Heterosexual 153
Homosexual 8
Bisexual (including pansexual) 51
Asexual 2
Did not specify 6

Country of residence
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exclusion), ethnicity and country of residence, rela-
tionship status, sexualorientation, and income.

Makeup Use and Attitudes

Makeup Brand Awareness. Participants were
asked approximately how much they spent on cos-
metics per month and then were provided with a list
of 50 popular cosmetics brands (collated from
ranker.com) and asked if they were aware of the
brand (yesorno).Makeupbrandawarenesswas then
definedas thesumof“yes” responses to these items.

Makeup Endorsement Attitudes. Partici-
pants were asked four questions pertaining to their
attitudes toward makeup, derived by the research-
ers. Thesequestionswere “I believemakeup is nec-
essary to look attractive,” “If I had endlessmoney, I
wouldwearmakeupeveryday,” “Mostpeople need
makeup to look good,” and “To look good in
makeup, you have to buy the best brands.” Ques-
tions were answered on a 7-point scale from
stronglydisagree to stronglyagree. Scoreson these
items were averaged to produce a “makeup
endorsement attitudes” score. The four items
showedgood intercorrelation (a= .741).

Perception of Makeup’s Impact on Own
Attractiveness. Participantswere asked “Howdo
you believe people perceive you when you wear
makeup versus no makeup?” and answered on a 7-
point scale frommuchmoreattractivewithmakeup
tomuchmoreattractivewithoutmakeup.

Makeup Use. Participants were asked to
indicate how many days per week (prior to any
COVID lockdowns) they would wear any makeup
and how many days per week they would wear a
“full face” (i.e., a completely made-up face) of
makeup, from0 to7days.

Social Media

Intensity of Instagram Use. A modified ver-
sionof theFacebook IntensityofUseScale (Ellison
et al., 2007) measured participants’ emotional
investment in the platform. The five questions
included “Instagram is part of my everyday rou-
tine,” “I am proud to tell people I’mon Instagram,”
“I feel out of touch if I haven’t logged onto Insta-
gram for awhile,” “I feel like I ampart of the Insta-
gram community,” and “I would be sorry if
Instagram shut down.” These questions were
answered on a 7-point Likert scale from strongly
disagree to strongly agree. Scores were averaged,
and the scalehadhigh internal reliability (a= .844).

Social Comparison. Participants were asked
to complete the Iowa-Netherlands Comparison
Orientation Scale (INCOM; Gibbons & Buunk,
1999). This scale contains 11 itemsmeasuring how
frequently one compares themselves to others.
Statements include “If I want to learn more about
something, I try to find out what others think about
it,” answered on a 7-point Likert scale from
strongly disagree to strongly agree. Scores are
summed, and the scale had high internal reliability
(a= .798). Participants also completed thePhysical
Appearance Comparison Scale Revised (PACS-R;
Schaefer & Thompson, 2014). This scale contains
11 items such as “When I’m out in public, I com-
pare my body fat to the body fat of others,”
answered on a 5-point Likert scale from never to
always. Items are averaged, and the scale had high
internal reliability (a= .958).

Mating Strategies

Intrasexual Competitiveness. Participants
completed the Scale for Intrasexual Competition
(SIC;Buunk&Fisher, 2009). This scale contains 12
items including “I tend to look for negative charac-
teristics in attractivewomen,” answeredon a7-point
Likert scale from strongly disagree to strongly
agree. Scores are averaged to produce a total score.
Thescalehadhigh internal reliability (a=.890).

Mate Value. The Mate Value Scale (MVS;
Edlund & Sagarin, 2014) was also included. This
contains four statements, including “Overall, how
would you rate your level of desirability as a part-
ner,” answered on a 7-point Likert scale from
extremely undesirable/much lower than average to
extremely desirable/much higher than average.
The items are averaged to produce a full-scale
score. The scale had high internal reliability (a =
.900).

Physical Attractiveness. Participants also
completed the Estimating Physical Attractiveness
Scale (EPA;Swamiet al., 2007),which includes19
items such as “overall physical attractiveness,”
answered on a 7-point scale from very unattractive
to very attractive. The items are averaged to pro-
duce a full-scale score. The scale had high internal
reliability (a= .920).

Procedure and Purchasing Task

Participants first read the plain language infor-
mation statement and then completed the demo-
graphics questions and makeup use and awareness
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questions. They then completed the Instagram use,
social comparison, intrasexual competition, and
matevalue scales in randomorder.
Participants were then assigned to one of four

conditions in which theywere shown 10 Instagram
images. These Instagram imageswere collected by
searching on the Instagram database of public
accounts for relevant images in eachof four catego-
ries. These categories were beauty looks (idealized
faces of women wearing cosmetics), luxury
makeup (images of makeup products categorized
as luxury brands; see paragraph below), budget
makeup (images of makeup products categorized
as budget brands; see below), and control (images
of landmarks or travel images with no people pres-
ent). Participants were asked to view each of the 10
images once and then were asked to view the
images again and to “like” and comment on two
pictures (to ensure attention was paid). After view-
ing these images, participants were asked to com-
plete themakeuppurchasing task.
For the makeup purchasing task, participants

were told they had a hypothetical $150 to spend at
a new online store.1 They were shown a selection
of items from the store, and they could choose to
spend asmuch or as little of the $150 as they liked.
They were then shown images of 56 beauty-
related items, presented on the same page and in
an online shop configuration that participants
could scroll through. Item types were foundation,
eyeshadow palette, face powder, mascara, face
cream, face cleanser, and shampoo. Two of each
item type were included in each of four price
points: budget (valued $2.99–17.97), lower-
middle range ($20–40), upper-middle range
($39–62), and luxury range ($68–146). The actual
itemswere images of products foundat eachof the
four price points frommajor cosmetics retailers in
Australia (such as Mecca Cosmetica, Sephora,
and Priceline), and their prices were determined
by the listed retail price on the website. No cur-
rency indication was provided. Participants indi-
cated which of the items they wished to purchase
by marking the price next to each item.We calcu-
lated the total amount spent onmakeup items, spe-
cifically, aswell as the proportionof the total spent
on each of the budget, lower-middle, upper-mid-
dle, and luxury range items.After themakeuppur-
chasing task, participants were asked to indicate
howmuch they intended to spend on cosmetics in
thenextmonth.

Results

Data Screening and Descriptive Statistics

All data analyses were completed using the sta-
tistical package SPSS for Windows v27. Prior to
analysis, we checked for missing values and found
0.492%of valuesmissing.One variable had 10.7%
of valuesmissing, which was the total spent for the
purchasing decision task. These missing values
were due to the participant either not completing
the task (n = 4) or failing to complete the task cor-
rectly (n = 20). Further, a complete cases analysis
would yield a loss of 31.70% of participants, and
Little’s (1988) test of missing completely at ran-
domwas not significant, x2 = 1789.51, df=1765,p
= .337.As such,we did not impute, and listwise de-
letion of data was used in analyses. After comput-
ing scale scores, datawere also checked for outliers
(.3standarddeviations frommean).Four extreme
cases were identified and deleted (one each from
the INCOMandSICanda further two fromthepur-
chasingdecision task).
All values on the items related to amount of

makeup spent per month, annual income, and
planned spending on makeup in the next month
were converted to the same currency (USD) from
the participants’ indicated currency such that com-
parisons could be made on a single scale. All con-
versions were determined via the conversion rates
listedonxe.comonDecember9, 2020.
Descriptive statistics were calculated for all pre-

dictor variables, and correlations between each
were calculated, as shown in Tables 2 and 3. As
shown, the more people believed they were attrac-
tivewithoutmakeup, the less they spent on cosmet-
ics and the fewer days perweek theyworemakeup.
Peoplewhoearnedmorehadmoreawarenessabout
makeup brands and stronger attitudes in favor of
makeup. The more strongly participants’ attitudes
endorsed makeup, and the more awareness about
brands, the more participants typically spent on
makeup.Higher Instagram intensityofusewascor-
relatedwithmoredaysofmakeupuse, higherbrand
awareness, and stronger attitudes about makeup.
People who were higher in mate value also spent
morepermonthonmakeupandworemakeupmore
frequently. Those higher in competition and higher
on appearance comparison believed they looked

1This value was chosen as the average monthly spend on
makeup/beauty products (excluding hair and fitness) in
2017 was $115 (nypost.com), allowing for inflation.
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better with makeup and exhibited attitudes that
more strongly endorsed makeup, while those
higher on appearance comparison also wore
makeup more often. Finally, age correlated posi-
tively with days of makeup frequency of wear and
attitudes to makeup and negatively with Instagram
useandsocial comparison.

Hypothetical and IntendedMakeup
Purchasing Behavior

On average, participants spent $74.98 (SD =
43.13) of the hypothetical money on cosmetics
items and $46.87 (SD = 41.44) on noncosmetic
beauty items.Of this, an average of 24.40%of their
cosmeticspurchaseswereonbudget items (average
1.36 items), 27.42% on lower-middle range (aver-
age 0.70 items), 40.14% on upper-middle range
(average 0.74 items), and 8.04% on luxury range
items (average 0.11 items). To determine whether
low and high total spenders divided their money
differently, we split the total spend along the me-
dian ($136.10) and conducted amultivariate analy-
sis of variance (ANOVA) to determine any
difference in the proportion spent in the budget,
lower midrange, upper midrange, and luxury
between high and low total spend groups. There
was an effect of total spend on the proportion spent
in each category, F(3, 177) = 3.486, Wilks’ l =
.944, p = .017, hp

2 = .056. Simple effects contrasts
revealed that thiswasdue to those in the low-spend-
ing group allocating a smaller proportion of their
spending to the luxury items (p= .044) and a higher

proportion of their spending to the budget items (p
= .011) than thehigh-spendgroup.
We investigated whether exposure to the Insta-

gram images had any impact on the purchasing de-
cision task. A multivariate mixed-effects ANOVA
with experimental Instagram images group (four
levels: idealized faces, budget makeup, luxury
makeup, and travel) as a between-subjects factor
andcosmeticsvaluepurchased (four levels: budget,
lower midrange, upper midrange, and luxury) as
the within-subjects factor was applied to the pro-
portion of total expenditure participants allocated
across the items purchased. Given Sulikowski and
colleagues’ (2022) finding that only high-mate-
value womenwere impacted by exposure tomade-
up attractive women’s faces, we included MVS
scores (centered) as a covariate. Since total overall
spend was defined as 1 for all participants (by
expressing spendoneachcategory as aproportion),
the main effects of experimental group and mate
value remained undefined in the model. The inter-
action between mate value and cosmetics value
was not significant, F(3, 181) = .507, Wilks’ l =
.992, p = .678, hp

2 = .008, nor was the three-way
mate value, cosmetics value, and experimental
group interaction, F(9, 440.7) = .919, Wilks’ l =
.956, p = .508, hp

2 = .015, suggesting that mate
value did not moderate how participants appor-
tioned the money they spent. A significant main
effect of cosmetics valuewas observed,F(3, 181)=
37.088, Wilks’ l = .619, p, .001, hp

2 = .381, as
participants collectively spent the least on the
luxury items compared to all other groups (all p,

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics for Predictor Variables

Variable name N Min Max M SD

Personal income (USD) 208 0 92,000 15,935 18,824
Couple income (USD) 46 0 183,633 68,856 51,485
Makeup spend per month (USD) 212 0 781 35.35 77.70
Perception of makeup’s impact on own attractiveness 218 1 7 2.61 1.20
Days per week any makeup is worn 190 0 7 4.52 2.23
Days per week full face makeup is worn 190 0 7 2.62 1.81
Makeup brand awareness 220 0 50 31.20 12.03
Makeup endorsement attitudes 217 1 6.5 2.92 1.31
Intensity of Instagram use 219 1 6.8 4.02 1.49
INCOM 219 22 74 50.73 9.26
PACS 220 1 5 2.91 1.07
SIC 219 1 4 1.88 0.70
MVS 220 1 7 4.49 1.17
EPA 220 1.74 7 4.28 0.92

Note. Min = minimum; max = maximum; INCOM = Iowa-Netherlands Comparison Orientation Scale; PACS = Physical
Appearance Comparison Scale; SIC = Scale for Intrasexual Competition; MVS = Mate Value Scale; EPA = Estimating
Physical Attractiveness Scale.
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.001), the most on upper midrange items com-
pared toallothergroups (allp, .004), andsimilar
amounts on the budget and lowermidrange items
(p= .386).Thismain effectwasqualifiedby a sig-
nificant experimental group by cosmetics value
interaction,F(9, 440.7) = 2.066,Wilks’ l = .904,
p = .031, hp

2 = .033. The interaction arose as all
groups followedasimilar spendingpattern except
for the luxurymakeupgroup,whospent relatively
more than all other groups on the luxury items (all
ps, .021) while tending to spend less on upper
midrange products (.013 , all ps , .127) and
more on lower midrange products (.049, all ps
, .193); seeFigure1.
We had also anticipated that participants

exposed to the idealized face imageswould spend
more on cosmetics (as opposed to the noncos-
meticbeauty items)overall, compared to theother
groups. To investigate this, we applied a one-way
ANOVA comparing total spending on cosmetics
items across the four experimental groups. Con-
trary to expectations, nomain effect of groupwas
observed, F(3, 193) = .220, p = .882, hp

2 = .003,
nor were any pairwise comparisons between the
idealized face imagesand theothergroups signifi-
cant (allps. .468).Asimilarmodel also revealed
no effect of the experimental Instagram images
on intended cosmetics spend over the coming
month,F(3, 212)= .115,p= .951,hp

2= .002.
Since the experimental manipulation did not

impact either the total amount spent hypotheti-
cally on cosmetics or the amount participants
indicated they would spend on cosmetics in the
followingmonth, we used linear regressionmod-
els to explore the extent towhich age, income, in-
tensity of Instagram use, makeup attitudes, brand
awareness and use, social comparison, intrasex-
ual competitiveness, mate value, and physical
attractiveness predicted both cosmetics spending
measures. Cross-correlations between all predic-
tor variables and these two outcome variables are
shown in Table 4 (for interest, we have also
shown these correlations for the different catego-
ries of cosmetics purchased in the hypothetical
purchasingdecision taskbut did not analyze these
further).
Into thefirst step of eachmodel,we entered the

following variables, all converted to z scores: age,
personal income, days per week any makeup is
worn, days per week a full face of make is worn,
perceptionofmakeup’s impact onownattractive-
ness, makeup attitudes score, makeup brand
awareness, intensity of Instagram use, socialT
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comparison measures (INCOM and PACS), intra-
sexual competitiveness (SIC), mate value (MVS),
and physical attractiveness (EPA). Only into the
model predicting total hypothetical spend on cos-
metics did we also enter typical monthly spend on
makeup. We did not enter this variable into the
model predicting the upcoming month’s intended
spend onmakeup aswe felt the conceptual similar-
ity between the variables was too high. After the
first step, we allowed bothmodels to progress step-
wise (removing variables at a threshold of p . .1
andentering themat a thresholdofp, .05).
The final model predicting total spend on cos-

metics in thepurchasedecision taskwassignificant,
F(6, 161) = 10.746, p , .001, R2adj = .259, and
retained the predictors age, intensity of Instagram
use, number of days per week on which any
makeup is worn, perceptions of makeup’s impact
on own attractiveness, intrasexual competitiveness
(SIC), and social comparison (INCOM). The full
statistics are reported inTable5.
The final model predicting intended spend on

makeup in the coming month was also significant,
F(4, 170) = 9.514, p , .001, R2

adj = .164, and

retained the predictors makeup endorsement atti-
tudes, physical attractiveness (EPA), personal
income, and intrasexual competitiveness (SIC).
The full statistics are reported inTable5.

Discussion

Theaimof this exploratory studywas todescribe
the relationships between makeup use, awareness
andattitudes, Instagramuse, social comparison ten-
dencies, sexual strategiesvariables (including intra-
sexual competitiveness, physical attractiveness,
and mate value), and hypothetical and intended
makeuppurchasingdecisions.Weobservedanum-
ber of first-order correlational relationships
whereby makeup use, makeup brand awareness,
and positive attitudes toward makeup all tended to
positively correlate and also tended to positively
predict intensity of Instagram use. Similarly, social
comparison and intrasexual competition measures
positively correlated, and thesepositivelypredicted
intensity of Instagram use. Intrasexual competition
alsopredictedpositiveattitudes towardmakeup.

Figure 1
Proportion of Spending on Cosmetics of Varying Value (From Budget to Luxury) Between Instagram
Image Conditions

Note. Participants in the luxury condition spent more on luxury cosmetics while tending to spend less on upper mid-
range products and more on lower midrange products. ns = nonsignificant. # p , .1. * p , .05. ** p , .025.
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These first-order relationships generally align
with the proposition that intrasexual competitive-
ness plays a central role in the interrelationships
between social comparison, social media use, and

cosmetics use. Women who are more competitive
are more likely to use social media to determine
their social standing (hence higher investment in
platforms such as Instagram), will compare

Table 4
Predictors of Makeup Spending Intentions

Purchasing task

Proportion of spend at each product value level

Variable name

Intended
spending on
cosmetics in
the next
month

Total spent
on cosmetics Budget

Lower-
middle
range

Upper-
middle
range Luxury

1. Personal income (USD) r .182** .106 �.128 .093 .006 .024
p .009 .135 .085 .212 .931 .742
n 205 202 183 183 183 183

2. Makeup spend per month r .452** .151* �.061 .064 .001 �.011
p , .001 .030 .406 .384 .990 0.879
n 209 206 186 186 186 186

3. Perception of makeup’s impact on own attractiveness r �.204** �.285** .085 .033 �.155* .092
p .003 , .001 .244 .648 .033 .206
n 215 212 190 190 190 190

4. Days per (typical) week any makeup is worn r .202** .372** �.132 .085 .051 �.019
p .005 , .001 .087 .272 .514 .810
n 189 187 168 168 168 168

5. Days per (typical) week a full face of makeup is worn r .222** .305** �.174* .042 .148 �0.057
p .002 , .001 .024 .587 .055 .462
n 189 187 168 168 168 168

6. Makeup brand awareness r .107 .166* �.187** .240** .065 �.198**
p .115 .015 .010 , .001 .371 .006
n 217 214 192 192 192 192

7. Makeup endorsements attitudes r .342** .268** �.097 �.070 .181* �.066
p .000 , .001 .184 .336 .013 .364
n 214 211 189 189 189 189

8. Intensity of Instagram use r .121 .233** �.011 .022 .047 �.091
p .074 , .001 .881 .766 .522 .208
n 217 214 192 192 192 192

9. INCOM r �.112 .003 �.046 .061 �.001 �.024
p .102 .965 .530 .398 0.984 .742
n 216 213 191 191 191 191

10. PACS r .026 0.061 �.072 .009 .041 .015
p .707 .372 .322 .905 .573 .832
n 217 214 192 192 192 192

11. SIC r .021 .159 �.149* �.010 .111 .029
p .760 .020 .040 .894 .126 .691
n 216 213 191 191 191 191

12. MVS r .158* .015 �.013 .052 .017 �.084
p .020 .824 .860 .473 .815 .249
n 217 214 192 192 192 192

13. EPA r .149* �.064 .022 .174* �.100 �.111
p .028 .349 .759 .016 .167 .125
n 217 214 192 192 192 192

14. Age r .049 .093 �.055 �.097 .101 .044
p .472 .175 .448 .181 .164 .540
n 217 214 192 192 192 192

Note. INCOM = Iowa-Netherlands Comparison Orientation Scale; PACS = Physical Appearance Comparison Scale; SIC
= Scale for Intrasexual Competition; MVS = Mate Value Scale; EPA = Estimating Physical Attractiveness Scale.
* Correlation is significant at the .05 level (two-tailed). **Correlation is significant at the .01 level (two-tailed).
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themselves more with others (hence higher social
comparison scores), andwill subsequently use cos-
metics (hence stronger attitudes toward, and per-
ception of oneself as attractive in,makeup) tomake
themselves more attractive to others. Importantly,
women’s use of cosmetics is not just related to
increasing attraction to the opposite sex but also to
changing perceptions in a variety of contexts, an
issue that has received increased attention (see
Blake, 2021) and aligns with recent findings that
cosmeticsactasa signalofcompetitiveness in intra-
sexual contexts (Mafra et al., 2020; Sulikowski et
al., 2022; Wagstaff, 2018). We do not argue that
intrasexual competitiveness and its relationship
with strategies suchascosmeticsuse shouldbecon-
sidered only when considering mating-relevant
scenarios, but rather that intrasexual competition
affords a key viewpoint from which to consider
women’s social media use and social comparison
morebroadly.
In the experimental component of this study, we

exposed participants to one of four categories of
Instagram images (idealized faces, budgetmakeup,
luxurymakeup, or travel [control] images) and sub-
sequently asked participants to spend a budget in a
hypothetical online store and to indicate their
intended makeup expenditure for the next month.
Participants exposed to luxurymakeup brands sub-
sequently spent more on such brands in the hypo-
thetical store. We had initially predicted, in line
with previous research that has shown that expo-
sure to idealized images leads to poorer self-

perception (Sherlock&Wagstaff, 2019), that expo-
sure to idealized faces would have resulted in
greater spending on cosmetics in the hypothetical
purchasing task, but this was not observed. How-
ever, our finding confirms Instagram’s potential to
influence subsequent purchasing decisions and
suggests these may be more strongly related to
demonstrating social status (via the owning of
luxury goods; Ajitha & Sivakumar, 2017) than to
negative self-perception. That this was the case
even in the context of (hypothetically) purchasing
itemsdirectly related toappearancemakes for espe-
cially compelling evidence. It is alsopossible, how-
ever, that the exposure threshold to impact self-
perception is higher than that to impactmotivations
related to social status. Our brief exposure may
have been sufficient for the latter but not for the
former.
Additionally, our exposure occurred as part of an

artificial online survey and not as a naturalistic
Instagram feed. Further research could consider
other methods of exposure, including using a more
realistic method of exposure, to directly compare
Instagram’s impacts on purchasing intentions via
the social status motivations versus self-perception
manipulation routes. Itwould alsobeworthwhile to
explore whether exposure to other idealistic face
images can lead to a change in women’s cosmetics
use and purchasing desire. Given Sulikowski et al.
(2022) demonstrated that high-mate-valuewomen,
specifically, benefit from makeup as a signal of
competitive intent, it is possible that exposure to

Table 5
Multiple Linear Regression Models Predicting Hypothetical and Intended Spending on Cosmetics

Spend type

b t p

95% CI for B

Predictor variable LL UL

Hypothetical spending
(Constant) 25.452 ,.001 69.06 80.68
Intensity of Instagram use 0.230 3.295 .001 4.01 16.00
Intrasexual competitiveness (SIC) 0.154 2.186 .030 0.655 12.925
Perceptions of makeup’s impact 20.194 22.740 .007 �14.591 �2.369
Days per week any makeup is worn 0.267 3.749 ,.001 5.68 18.33
Social comparison (INCOM) �0.117 �1.660 .099 �11.22 0.972
Age 0.114 1.670 .097 �0.903 10.792

Intended spending
(Constant) 11.341 ,.001 27.70 39.27
Makeup endorsement attitudes 0.330 4.239 ,.001 7.56 20.55
Physical attractiveness (EPA) 0.206 2.927 .004 2.83 14.27
Personal income (USD) 0.142 2.008 .046 0.156 12.95
Intrasexual competitiveness (SIC) �0.132 �1.722 .087 �11.74 0.76

Note. CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit; INCOM = Iowa-Netherlands Comparison
Orientation Scale; SIC = Scale for Intrasexual Competition; EPA = Estimating Physical Attractiveness Scale. Bold indi-
cates a significant predictor in the model.
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womenof high or lowattractiveness levelswearing
different amounts of makeup will elicit different
effects.
Measuring actual cosmetics behavior, such as

howwomenchoose toapplymakeup inpreparation
for competitive interactions with other women of
varying attractiveness levels, across a variety of
contexts, would be especially illuminating. Given
that women underestimate how important their fa-
cial appearance (relative to the importance of their
body’s appearance) is to men (Wagstaff et al.,
2015), women’s cosmetics behavior may be less
affected by the expected presence or absence of a
male audience and more affected by the character-
istics of an expected female adversary. Such an ob-
servation would firmly cement cosmetics use as a
vector of intrasexual competition more so than of
mateattraction.
Sinceneither the total amount spentoncosmetics

in the online store nor the intended cosmetics ex-
penditure in the upcoming month were affected by
our manipulation, we applied multiple regression
models to these outcomevariables (ignoring exper-
imental groups) to see howwell they could be pre-
dicted from our measures of intensity of Instagram
use,makeup attitudes and behavior, social compar-
ison, and sexual strategies. These models revealed
the strongest independent predictors of hypotheti-
cal cosmetics purchases to be the frequency with
whichmakeup isworn (in real life) and the intensity
of Instagramuse, followedbyperceptionsofmake-
up’s impact on the participants’ own attractiveness
and intrasexual competitiveness. These relation-
ships were such that those participants who wear
makeup more frequently, use Instagram more
intensely, and are of higher intrasexual competi-
tiveness spent more on cosmetics. These models
provided further evidence that considering how
intrasexual competition plays out on social media
platforms is important for a complete understand-
ing of the mechanisms by which Instagram use
impacts women’s purchasing behavior, at least
with respect to cosmetics.
The strongest predictors of intended expenditure

on makeup in the upcoming month were makeup
endorsement attitudes and participants’ own physi-
cal attractiveness, followed by income. These rela-
tionships were such that those whomost positively
endorsedmakeup’s use, who find themselvesmore
attractive, andwhoearnmoreall indicatedplanning
to spend more on makeup. None of these relation-
ships are especially surprising, but it is interesting
to observe, in the same sample of women, that

intensity of Instagram use predicted (hypothetical)
cosmetics purchasing in the context of an online
store but not real-world intentions to purchase cos-
metics. It could be that those who use Instagram
more intensely also spend more time online gener-
ally, including online shopping. The hypothetical
purchasing task may have had more intrinsic eco-
logical validity for these participants, making it a
more apt vehicle through which to express their
social and competitive motives. Alternatively,
there could be more fundamental differences
between themechanisms that determine hypotheti-
cal/idealistic versus actual/realistic spending
behavior. Whatever the potential explanations for
these differences, further experimental and/or lon-
gitudinal designs are required to elucidate thedirec-
tion of causality for all these relationships. Further
speculations about possible mechanisms and cau-
sality are not warranted until they can be based on
suchfindings.
Interestingly, we did not observe thatmate value

moderatedhypothetical cosmeticspurchasingdeci-
sions, nor did it survive as an independent predictor
of cosmetics purchases in our subsequent regres-
sion models. Sulikowski et al. (2022) reported that
makeup increased perceptions of aggressive intent
when applied to highly attractive faces but
increased perceptions of leadership potential when
applied to less attractive faces. This points to the
multiplicity of makeup’s social functions and sug-
gests that simultaneous investigations of other
social motives, alongside intrasexual competition,
are called for. Even though we did not observe that
mate value moderated hypothetical purchasing
decisions, it remains possible thatmate value influ-
enced our participants’ (unmeasured) motivations
for their purchasing choices, and subsequent inves-
tigations should interrogate this possibility.
Several limitations exist. First, someparticipants

failed to follow the purchasing task instructions,
spending more than provided. The purchasing task
was also highly constrained, with limited money
and limited items. Less constrained spending con-
ditions, and a larger variety of options to purchase,
may have led to more variance in purchase deci-
sions. Further, we were unable to determine the
order in which participants chose items. As such,
we are unable to comment on participants’ relative
prioritizationof the products theychose. Somemay
have been chosen out of immediate desire, others
just to spend the totality of the provided money.
Future designs based on mate-budget allocation
tasks (such as those employed by Li et al., 2002,

12 WAGSTAFF AND SULIKOWSKI

T
hi
sd
oc
um

en
ti
sc
op
yr
ig
ht
ed

by
th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

Ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
lA

ss
oc
ia
tio
n
or
on
e
of
its

al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
sa
rt
ic
le
is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly
fo
rt
he

pe
rs
on
al
us
e
of
th
e
in
di
vi
du
al
us
er
an
d
is
no
tt
o
be

di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.



and Thomas et al., 2020) would provide for more
nuanced conclusions as towhich items participants
saw as necessities and which they merely pur-
chasedbecause they had leftover funds. Finally, the
data were collected for this study during the
COVID-19 global pandemic. As such, women’s
normal routines, and therefore their use of cosmet-
ics, were potentially impacted. While we asked
people to indicate their average makeup spending
prior to lockdown, their intended spend over the
next month would necessarily have been affected
by whether they were engaged in their normal rou-
tine. This study should be extended when lock-
downs ease or at least control for whether
someone’s cosmeticsuse routinehas changed.
The present study reports a partially exploratory

and partially experimental investigation of the rela-
tionships between Instagram use, social and sexual
strategies variables (including social comparison,
intrasexual competitiveness, mate value, and
attractiveness), and makeup-related attitudes and
behaviors and how these aforementioned factors
predict hypothetical and (real-world) intended
makeup purchase decisions. Collectively, the data
confirm Instagram’s role in (hypothetical) purchase
decisions and support models of social and intra-
sexual competitiveness that view women’s use of
Instagramandcosmeticsasvehicles for social com-
parison and competition. Future studies should
investigate the thresholds for exposure to various
categories of images to impact self-perception of
attractiveness and social status, respectively. Fur-
ther, more experimental and/or longitudinal data
are required to support theory development regard-
ing female social and intrasexual competition,
Instagram use and exposure, and makeup use and
purchasedecisions.
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