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ABSTRACT

Photo editing has become a widespread practice on social media, enabling users to manage their digital
identities and present idealized versions of themselves online. While many studies have explored the
psychological and social motivations behind photo editing, few have integrated these perspectives into
a unified conceptual framework. This paper proposes a novel model that combines Self-Presentation
Theory and the Theory of Planned Behaviour to explain how internal motivations, perceived social
pressures (subjective norms), and behavioural intentions interact to shape photo editing practices. The
framework posits that self-presentation influences users’ attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived
behavioural control, which together form their intentions and ultimately lead to actual photo editing
behaviour. This integrated approach provides a clearer understanding of digital self-modification,
particularly within cultural contexts where appearance and social feedback are highly valued. The
proposed model addresses a notable gap in existing research and offers a strong foundation for future
empirical investigations and practical interventions aimed at fostering healthy digital self-awareness
and mental well-being.
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1 INTRODUCTION

In the current digital era, a person’s appearance is no longer judged solely by their reflection in the
mirror, but more by what is displayed on social media. Platforms like Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok
have become the main spaces for visual self-expression, where photo editing has become a routine for
users of various ages and backgrounds. The rapid evolution of mobile cameras and digital applications
has revolutionized the field of photography (Azuddin et al., 2018), empowering every individual to
easily and quickly edit and enhance their own images (Alauddin et al., 2022). This technological
development not only facilitates the editing process but also normalizes and integrates photo editing
practices into today’s cultural fabric (Shafie et al., 2018).

This phenomenon has led to changes in beauty and authenticity norms, where curated and perfected
images are often considered the new digital beauty standard. As a result, many individuals feel pressured

to always appear perfect in the virtual space. This development is closely linked to psychological
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aspects, especially how one visually presents themselves to meet societal, family, and peer expectations
(self-presentation). However, comprehensive studies on the psychological and social factors behind
photo editing among Malaysian social media users remain limited and require further attention.

Furthermore, there is still a lack of comprehensive theoretical frameworks to understand the
combination of psychological and social factors influencing photo editing practices among Malaysian
social media users. Accordingly, this article proposes a new conceptual framework integrating both
perspectives to strengthen understanding and discussion about photo editing behaviour in the local
context. Therefore, understanding this phenomenon requires a theoretical framework that can explain
the interaction between psychological motivation, social pressure, and user behaviour in today’s social
media context.

2 EVOLUTION OF PHOTO EDITING

In the early stages of photography development, image editing could only be performed by highly
skilled professionals. Traditional editing was done manually in darkrooms using techniques such as
dodging, burning, and airbrushing, requiring precision and deep knowledge of technical photography
aspects (Batchen, 2001). At that time, editing results were limited, difficult to execute, and time-
consuming.

The digital revolution at the end of the 20th century and beginning of the 21st century brought
significant changes to photography and image editing (Sa’ad et al., 2023). Computer software such as
Adobe Photoshop and Lightroom were introduced, allowing photographers and graphic designers to
perform editing more easily and with advanced features like colour adjustment, composition, and image
merging (McGovern et al., 2022; Sharma & Sharma, 2017). However, using these programs still
required specialized training and technical skills.

The most significant development occurred with the advancement of smartphone technology and
mobile applications, making photo editing practices more accessible to all layers of society.
Applications like VSCO, Snapseed, Facetune, and PicsArt, along with built-in filters on social media
platforms such as Instagram and TikTok, enable users to edit photos with just a few taps on their phone
screens ((Alauddin et al., 2022). This evolution transformed photo editing from an exclusive skill to a
daily activity performed by virtually anyone, without the need for technical knowledge or professional
training.

This phenomenon not only broadens the space for visual expression but also changes the visual
culture of society, where photo editing becomes part of the social communication process, digital
identity formation, and fulfilment of aesthetic expectations in the era of social media.

2.1 The Phenomenon of Photo Editing in Malaysia

The phenomenon of photo editing is increasingly widespread among Malaysians, in line with broad
digital connectivity and high social media usage rates. According to Howe (2024), 97.4% of Malaysia’s
population are active internet users, with 83% of them holding social media accounts and spending an
average of 2 hours and 48 minutes daily on platforms such as WhatsApp, Facebook, Instagram, and
TikTok Kemp (2024) These platforms have become key spaces for sharing images and videos, thereby
driving the popularity of photo editing practices in daily life.

The availability of easily accessible editing applications such as VSCO, Snapseed, Facetune,
PicsArt, along with built-in filters on social media apps, allows users to create more attractive and
aesthetic images that meet current beauty standards without requiring professional skills (Alauddin et
al., 2022) This phenomenon is especially evident among the younger generation, who tend to use
various editing tools to create ideal images aligned with contemporary beauty norms and social
expectations.
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In most cases, these edited images serve as a medium of self-presentation, constructing digital
identities and gaining recognition from communities, friends, and followers (Chae, 2017; Goftman,
1956). The habit of editing photos before sharing on social media has become a normalized trend,
influencing society’s perception of authenticity and beauty standards in digital culture.

2.2 Psychological and Social Implications of Photo Editing

Although photo editing on social media offers space for creative expression, identity construction,
and increased self-confidence, it also brings various psychological and social implications, particularly
when the practice is excessive. Several studies show that frequent photo editing is linked to increased
body dissatisfaction, lower self-esteem, and growing social pressure among social media users,
especially women and adolescents (Ahadzadeh et al., 2017, 2023; Lau et al., 2022; Tiggemann et al.,
2020).

The culture of comparing oneself with edited images on social media drives unhealthy “social
comparison” phenomena, reinforcing unrealistic beauty standards in society (Chae, 2017; Gioia et al.,
2023). Individuals who frequently edit photos tend to feel pressured to always look attractive and
perfect, which may lead to social anxiety, self-objectification, and body image disorders (Tiggemann
et al., 2020; Xiao et al., 2023)

In addition, social pressures from peers and online communities play a major role in motivating
individuals to edit their photos. Tan & Balaraman (2023) found that individuals who do not edit photos
before uploading are more susceptible to criticism, mockery, or cyberbullying, reinforcing photo editing
as a social necessity rather than a mere personal choice.

More worryingly, the widespread normalization of photo editing can lead society to undervalue
authenticity and judge themselves or others based on unrealistic visual standards. These implications
affect not only individual psychological well-being but also alter social dynamics, self-acceptance, and
societal perceptions of beauty, authenticity, and digital identity.

2.3 Self-Presentation and Motivation for Photo Editing

The concept of self-presentation is closely related to photo editing practices, especially on social
media. Individuals, consciously or unconsciously, strive to control others’ perceptions by displaying
modified or enhanced images (Goffman, 1959). Studies by Lowe-Calverley & Grieve (2018) and
McLean et al. (2015) show that the motivation to edit photos is often driven by the desire to appear
more attractive, meet social expectations, and gain appreciation and validation from peers and
followers.

Furthermore, social norms, peer influence, and culturally accepted beauty standards play important
roles in shaping photo editing behaviour (Chae, 2018; Mustafa & Akram, 2022). Tan & Balaraman
(2023) found that failure to meet these norms exposes users to criticism or cyberbullying, reinforcing
the notion that photo editing often occurs as a response to social pressures.

Overall, photo editing is not only driven by internal motivations to present the best identity but also
influenced by dynamic social pressures and expectations in the digital media era. This highlights the
need to examine the relationship between psychological motivations and social factors within a
comprehensive conceptual framework.
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2.4 Local Studies and Research Gaps

In Malaysia, studies related to photo editing practices remain limited and mostly focus on specific
populations such as university students or young women. For example, Lau et al. (2022) found that
university students who frequently edit photos tend to experience lower self-esteem and social anxiety.
Similarly, Ahadzadeh et al., (2023) reported that individuals with low body confidence are more likely
to edit photos before sharing, particularly among women.

However, most existing local studies have yet to explore in depth the relationship between
psychological factors such as self-presentation, self-esteem, and motivation, and social factors like
societal norms, peer influence, and digital culture, within a comprehensive theoretical framework. Many
findings are also heavily influenced by foreign studies and offer limited insight into the photo editing
behaviour of typical Malaysian social media users.

Additionally, existing conceptual frameworks often focus on a single aspect—either psychological
or social without examining the dynamic interaction between both in shaping intentions and behaviours
related to photo editing. This indicates a critical research gap, especially in understanding how internal
motivations, social pressures, and behavioural tendencies interact in the local cultural context.

Therefore, this study proposes a new conceptual framework that integrates psychological and social
factors to broaden understanding of the photo editing phenomenon among Malaysian social media
users.

3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND CONCEPTUAL MODEL

Self-Presentation Theory, introduced by Erving Goffman (1959), emphasizes that individuals
constantly strive to manage others' perceptions of themselves through "impression management." In the
context of social media, this theory explains how users select, edit, and arrange images to build an ideal
self-narrative aligned with social expectations (McLean et al., 2015; Lowe-Calverley & Grieve, 2018).

Goffman introduced the concepts of “front stage” and “back stage” to differentiate between the
public persona shown to the audience and the private side shared only in intimate settings. On social
media, the “front stage” refers to carefully edited and selected images aimed at gaining recognition,
praise, and social acceptance, while the “back stage” represents the true self rarely revealed openly
(Orth, 2016).

Photo editing is seen as a primary strategy in digital identity management, where individuals use
various editing tools to highlight positive features and conform to current beauty norms and standards
(Chang et al., 2019; Gioia et al., 2023) Through this process, individuals not only improve physical
appearance but also construct a digital image expected to attract acceptance and validation from the
online community.

Overall, Self-Presentation Theory provides a crucial foundation for understanding why photo editing

practices are increasingly prevalent, especially among social media users constantly exposed to social
pressure and dynamic digital culture.
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Figure 1 Proposed Conceptual Framework: Integrating Self-Presentation Theory and the
Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) to Explain Photo Editing Behaviour on Social Media

In this model, self-presentation acts as the primary driver influencing three main constructs of the
Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB): attitude, subjective norm, and perceived behavioural control.
Individuals motivated to manage their digital image tend to exhibit positive attitudes toward photo
editing, experience social pressure from norms and peer expectations, and feel confident in their ability
and access to perform editing.

These three constructs collectively form the behavioural intention, which serves as the key predictor
of actual behaviour that is, the frequency and manner in which individuals engage in photo editing
before sharing images on social media.

Furthermore, the model accounts for Malaysia’s collectivist cultural context, where social norms
and peer pressure significantly influence the formation of digital intentions and behaviours. The
pressure to conform to group norms and gain social acceptance is a crucial factor in photo editing
practices.

The integration of these theories was chosen because they complement each other: Self-Presentation
Theory focuses on internal motivation and self-image management, while TPB provides a robust
empirical framework for predicting behaviour based on attitude, social norms, and perceived
behavioural control. This approach offers a more holistic understanding of the interaction between
internal psychological factors and external social influences in shaping photo editing behaviour, while
adapting the theories to Malaysia’s unique and complex socio-cultural characteristics.

3.1 Limitations Relationships Among Constructs and Hypotheses

Based on the proposed conceptual framework, this study presents several hypotheses to examine the
relationships among the key constructs within the model. These hypotheses aim to explore how self-
presentation, attitude, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control influence behavioural
intention and actual behaviour in photo editing practices on social media.
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Figure 2 illustrates the proposed conceptual framework along with the hypothesized
relationships (H1 to H8) among the key constructs. These hypotheses are developed to
guide the empirical testing of the model in future research.

The hypotheses developed are as follows:

e HI: Self-presentation has a positive relationship with attitudes toward photo editing
practice.

e H2: Self-Presentation has a positive relationship with subjective norm towards photo editing
practice.

e H3: Self-presentation has a positive relationship with social media users’ intention to engage
in photo editing practice.

e H4: Self-presentation has a positive relationship with social media users' actual behaviour
in photo editing practice.

e HS5: Attitude has a positive relationship with social media users’ intention to engage in photo
editing practice.

e H6: Subjective norms positively influence social media user intentions to engage in photo
editing practice.

e H?7: Perceived Behavioural Control (PCB) has a positive relationship with social media
users’ intention to engage in photo editing practices.

e HS: The intention of social media users has a positive relationship with their actual
behaviour in photo editing practices.

These hypotheses are formulated to provide a conceptual guide for understanding the relationships
among the key constructs in the proposed research framework. Although this study is conceptual and
does not involve empirical data collection, the hypotheses can serve as a strong foundation for future
research aimed at empirically testing and validating these relationships. This approach also helps clarify
the mechanisms through which self-presentation, attitude, social norms, and perceived behavioural
control interact in shaping the intentions and photo editing behaviours within the context of Malaysian
social media users.

4 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

This study is conceptual, focusing on developing a theoretical framework to understand photo
editing behaviour among Malaysian social media users. Therefore, it does not involve direct empirical
data collection, which may limit the applicability and generalizability of the findings. Additionally, the
focus is solely on the Malaysian context, meaning the results may not be fully generalizable to other
countries with different cultural backgrounds.

For future research, it is essential to conduct empirical studies to test and validate the relationships

among the constructs proposed in this framework. Quantitative studies such as surveys involving
diverse groups of social media users in Malaysia can provide clearer insights into the psychological and
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social factors influencing photo editing practices. Qualitative research could also be employed to gain
deeper understanding of user motivations and experiences in real-life contexts.

Furthermore, future researchers may consider applying this framework in different cultural or
demographic contexts to examine its validity and effectiveness on a broader scale. Future studies could
also expand to explore the mental health and social implications for users actively engaged in photo
editing.

5 CONCLUSION

This paper introduces a conceptual framework integrating Self-Presentation Theory and the Theory
of Planned Behaviour to explain photo editing behaviour among Malaysian social media users. The
framework provides a valuable guide for understanding how internal psychological motivations and
external social pressures interact to shape digital behavioural intentions and actions.

The researcher plans to conduct empirical studies based on this framework to validate and deepen
the understanding of photo editing practices within the local context. These future studies are expected
to provide useful data for theory development and practical applications, particularly in designing
strategies to promote more responsible and healthy social media use.

Moreover, this framework also has the potential to assist application developers, educators, and

social media practitioners in creating interventions that support mental well-being ethical and positive
digital image management among Malaysian users.

ACKNOWLEDGMENT

The author wishes to express sincere gratitude to the Institute of Graduate Studies, Universiti
Teknologi MARA (UiTM) Perak Branch, for the continuous academic support and guidance throughout
the research process. Appreciation is also extended to the Faculty of Art and Design, UiTM Perak
Branch, for providing the resources, expertise, and an encouraging environment that greatly contributed
to the development and completion of this study.

FUNDING

This research was funded by Ministry of Higher Education under the Fundamental Research Grant
Scheme (FRGS) [Reference No. FRGS/1/2024/SS107/UITM/02/3].

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
All authors played equal contributions towards the production of this paper.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST

The author declares no potential conflict of interest with respect to the research, authorship, and/or
publication of this article.

REFERENCES

Ahadzadeh, A. S., Ong, F. S., & Sharif, S. P. (2023). Relationship between Positive Body Image and
Selective Visual Self-presentation on Social Networking Sites: Moderating Role of Gender. Makara
Human Behavior Studies in Asia, 27(2), 58—73. https://doi.org/10.7454 /hubs.asia.1101023

316



Photo Editing Behaviour Among Malaysian Social Media Users: A Conceptual Framework

Ahadzadeh, A. S., Pahlevan Sharif, S., & Ong, F. S. (2017). Self-schema and self-discrepancy mediate
the influence of Instagram usage on body image satisfaction among youth. Computers in Human
Behavior, 68, 8-16. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.11.011

Ajzen, 1. (1991). The theory of planned behavior. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision
Processes, 50(2), 179-211. https://doi.org/10.1016/0749-5978(91)90020-T

Alauddin, Z., Hamid, A., Aimi, N., & Ghazali, M. (2022). Digital Manipulation: Portraying the word
Haram of smoking (Cigarette & e-Cigarette). https://doi.org/10.21834/ebpj.v7iS17%20
(Special%20Issue).3832

Azuddin, M. A., Abdul Aziz, M. N., & Shafie, N. (2018). Mobile Application as a New Method in
Learning the History of Photography Course. Idealogy Journal, 3(2), 145-150.
https://doi.org/10.24191/idealogy.v3i2.86

Batchen, G. (2001). Each Wild Idea: Writing, Photography, History.

Chae, J. (2017). Virtual makeover: Selfie-taking and social media use increase selfie-editing frequency
through social comparison. Computers in Human Behavior, 66, 370-376. https://doi.org/10.1016
/.chb.2016.10.007

Chae, J. (2018). Explaining Females’ Envy Toward Social Media Influencers. Media Psychology,
21(2), 246-262. https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2017.1328312

Chang, L., Li, P., Loh, R. S. M., & Chua, T. H. H. (2019). A study of Singapore adolescent girls’ selfie
practices, peer appearance comparisons, and body esteem on Instagram. Body Image, 29, 90-99.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2019.03.005

Gioia, F., McLean, S., Griffiths, M. D., & Boursier, V. (2023). Adolescents’ selfie-taking and selfie-
editing: A revision of the photo manipulation scale and a moderated mediation model. Current
Psychology, 42(5), 3460-3476. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-01702-x

Goffman, E. (1956). The Presentation Of Self Everyday Life. https://monoskop.org/images
/1/19/Goffman_Erving The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life.pdf

Lau, G., Jieh, S., & Idang, J. (2022). The Relationship Between Selfie-Editing, Self-Esteem, And Social
Appearance Anxiety Among University Students. In International Journal of Advanced Research in
Future Ready Learning and Education (Vol. 26).

Lowe-Calverley, E., & Grieve, R. (2018). Self-ie love: Predictors of image editing intentions on
Facebook. Telematics and Informatics, 35(1), 186—194. https://doi.org/10.1016/ j.tele.2017.10.011

McGovern, O., Collins, R., & Dunne, S. (2022). The associations between photo-editing and body
concerns among females: A systematic review. In Body Image (Vol. 43, pp. 504-517). Elsevier Ltd.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2022.10.013

McLean, S. A., Paxton, S. J., Wertheim, E. H., & Masters, J. (2015). Photoshopping the selfie: Self
photo editing and photo investment are associated with body dissatisfaction in adolescent girls.
International Journal of Eating Disorders, 48(8), 1132—1140. https://doi.org/10.1002/eat.22449

Mustafa, S., & Akram, M. (2022). Self-Consciousness, Self-Objectification, and Social Anxiety as
Predictors of Photo Editing Behavior among Emerging Adults. Human Behavior and Emerging
Technologies, 2022. https://doi.org/10.1155/2022/6609752

Orth, O. (2016). Presentation Of Selfie: A Modern Understanding Of Goffman’s Self On Instagram.
Towson University.

Sa’ad, S., Amat, R., & Subri, S. (2023). Silent Folks: A Modern Lore Preserving The Indigenous
Folktales, Myths And Legends In The Digital FEra. Idealogy Journal.
https://doi.org/10.24191/idealogy.v8i2.444

Sharma, J., & Sharma, R. (2017). Analysis of Key Photo Manipulation Cases and their Impact on
Photography.

Shafie, N., Abdul Aziz, M. N., & Azuddin, M. A. (2018). Fine Art Photography: A New Perspective in
Documenting Architecture. Idealogy Journal, 3(2), 151-156.
https://doi.org/10.24191/idealogy.v3i2.87

Simon kemp. (2024). DIGITAL 2024: MALAYSIA. https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2024-
malaysia?utm_source=chatgpt.com

Sue Howe. (2024, May 3). Social Media Statistics for Malaysia [Updated 2024].

Tan, J. Y., & Balaraman, R. A. (2023). Instagram dan Buli Siber dalam kalangan Remaja di Malaysia.
Jurnal Pengajian Media Malaysia, 25(1), 35—47. https://doi.org/10.22452/jpmm.vol25n01 .4

317



Idealogy Journal
Vol. 10, No. 1, 2025

Tiggemann, M., Anderberg, 1., & Brown, Z. (2020). Uploading your best self: Selfie editing and body
dissatisfaction. Body Image, 33, 175—182. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2020.03.002

Xiao, L., Chu, D., Wang, F., & Yang, Y. (2023). Editing the self in pictures: Selfie editing promotes
self-objectification =~ among  Chinese.  Current  Psychology, 42(13), 10656—10668.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-02327-w

318



