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Abstract
Purpose of the Review This review aims to summarize recent research on the effects of social media-delivered weight manage-
ment interventions on weight loss and the impact of social media use on body image concerns in women and adolescent girls.
Recent Findings Evidence supports the feasibility, but not the efficacy, of studies using single-component social media-delivered
weight management interventions (i.e., including no other modes of intervention delivery) in women. Studies conducted in
adolescent girls and women suggest that the impact of social media on body image outcomes is mostly detrimental, but is
dependent on the context (e.g., exposure to idealized social media appearance images), peers’ feedback, and constructs, such as
appearance comparison tendency.
Summary More research is needed to conclude on the efficacy of social media-delivered interventions on both weight and body
image outcomes and to understand how andwhen exposure to social media could promote effective weight management and also
advocate positive body image in women.

Keywords Social media .Weight management . Body image .Women’s health . Adolescents . Review

Introduction

The obesity prevalence has substantially increased over the
last four decades in most countries, affecting approximately
two billion adults worldwide in 2016 [1]. Evidence shows that
the patterning of obesity prevalence across countries is gen-
dered [2, 3]: the prevalence of obesity in women is greater and
more variable than the prevalence in men in most populations,
representing a median sex gap in obesity of 6% across coun-
tries with average male and female obesity prevalence of 10
and 18%, respectively [3]. Obesity is an important risk factor

for cardiovascular diseases, diabetes, and some cancers [4, 5]
and is associated with heavy economic consequences, such as
substantial medical costs [6]. Moreover, as early development
of excess adiposity increases the likelihood of overweight
classification tracking as a child grows into adulthood [7],
obesity prevention represents an important public health pri-
ority in adults as well as in children.

In parallel to the increase in obesity prevalence, we are
exposed to an abundance of advertisements promoting dieting
messages and models who conform to unrealistic media ap-
pearance ideals [8]. Western sociocultural norms and expec-
tations place an important focus on thinness in women [9].
Those have been shown to adversely impact body image per-
ceptions in women [10], defined as a complex, multidimen-
sional concept of the mental representation that an individual
makes in relation to one’s body [11]. Compared to men, wom-
en are more likely to experience their body shape and weight
in a negative manner [12], and an accumulation of evidence
shows that women’s dissatisfaction with their bodies is stable
across the life span [13], with elevated bodymass index (BMI)
playing an important influence on body image dissatisfaction
in women [14]. Most body image research conducted to date
has looked at attitudinal dimensions of body image due to the
high availability of psychometric instruments used to measure
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beliefs, perceptions, behaviors, and satisfaction with one’s
own body (e.g., body shape concerns and body image dissat-
isfaction). Evidence supports that positive body image is like-
ly to be protective of physical health and psychological well-
being, such as lower depressive symptoms, higher self-es-
teem, and fewer unhealthy dieting behaviors [15].

Social media, defined as Internet-based platforms (e.g., col-
laborative projects [e.g., wikis], blogs and microblogs [e.g.,
Twitter], content communities [e.g., Pinterest], social network-
ing sites [SNSs] [e.g., Facebook], and virtual social worlds
[e.g., Second Life; LindenLab, San Francisco, California]) that
allow the creation and exchange of user-generated content
[16], are highly visible forums for the display of food and
weight loss-related content such as “thinspiration” messages
and images [17]. Such social media content may have adverse
effects on the readers’ body image and reach of a healthy
weight by promoting weight loss in a way that encourages
eating disordered behaviors. Given the high popularity of so-
cial media platforms among young adults [18] and adolescents
[19], who visit these platforms several times a day, the poten-
tially damaging impact of witnessing advertisements of un-
healthy weight loss promotion content on social media in these
populations is concerning. Thus, this review aims at summa-
rizing the most recent scientific evidence regarding the impact
of social media use by adolescent girls and adult women on
weight management and body image concerns in order to iden-
tify gaps in the literature to inform future research.

Impact of Social Media Use on Weight
Management

Findings from Intervention Studies

Each social media platform has specific characteristics as well
as depth of user engagement and social interactions [16].
Thus, in order to isolate the effectiveness of these platforms
to support their use by healthcare professionals to deliver ef-
fective behavior change interventions, this review summarizes
findings from single-component social media-delivered
weight management intervention studies. Most social media-
delivered research on weight management conducted to date
has evaluated the effectiveness of complex interventions.
Those interventions used multiple modes of delivery, such as
tracking devices (e.g., Fitbit Flex™ wearable wristband [20]),
face-to-face individual [21], or group [22] educational ses-
sions or phone counseling [23] in addition to one or more
social media platforms. To our knowledge, few studies have
examined the effects and mechanisms of action of interven-
tions where the content is delivered to participants exclusively
through only one social media platform (i.e., single-
component social media-delivered interventions) on weight-
related outcomes in adolescent girls and women (Table 1).

Most of the available literature on the topic consists of stud-
ies having evaluated the feasibility of using Facebook as a
mode of delivery for self-management education, self-moni-
toring, and peer support during weight loss [24, 25•, 27, 28].
When compared to a control group who received no interven-
tion (including no experimental social media exposure), the
exposition to a private Facebook group, in an average dose
of one posting per week for eight to 12 weeks, was found to
be a feasible mode of intervention delivery, but was ineffective
to produce significant body weight loss [24, 26, 27]. These
findings must be interpreted with caution given their relatively
short study duration which may not have allowed sufficient
time to observe weight loss. More data is needed to confirm
the efficacy of single-component social media-delivered
weight loss interventions in achieving lasting weight loss.
Additionally, the collateral impact that social media-delivered
weight loss intervention may have on body weight concerns,
either beneficial or detrimental, has not yet been explored.

On the other hand, two single-group intervention studies
without a control group have provided findings supporting the
acceptability of a Facebook-delivered weight loss interven-
tion. These interventions were delivered at a dose ranging
from one post per day to 3–4 posts per week, and their poten-
tial efficacy for promoting weight loss in adolescents with
severe obesity (BMI ≥ 35 kg/m2) [25•] and post-partum wom-
en [28] after 12 weeks was assessed, thus opening the door to
further social media-enabled research among these specific
population groups.

Findings from Cross-Sectional Studies: Use of Social
Media and Weight-Related Outcomes

The cross-sectional relationship between the amount and/or
frequency of social media use and weight management out-
comes has been examined in adolescent girls, but to the best of
our knowledge has not yet been studied in adult women. One
study was conducted among Canadian adolescent girls [29],
and no associations between the use of social networking plat-
forms (Facebook, Twitter, MySpace, and Instagram) and self-
reported BMI were found, before or after adjustment for age,
sex, ethnicity, subjective socio-economic status, parental edu-
cation, alcohol, tobacco and cannabis use, and unhealthy eat-
ing behavior outcomes (breakfast skipping and consumption
of sugar-sweetened beverages and energy drinks).

Findings from Cross-Sectional Studies: Use of Social
Media to Discuss Weight Loss

Higher positive social media influence for weight loss, diet, and
exercise (e.g., comfort, helpfulness, supportive, informative)
have been associated with greater self-reported weight loss
among adult women who use Twitter, Facebook, and other
online weight loss social networks to discuss a current weight
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loss attempt [30]. In this study, no associations were found
between positive social influence from friends and family with
whom one interacts in person (e.g., getting support from friends
and family about weight loss, diet, and/or exercise) and weight
loss [30]. These cross-sectional findings suggest that online
relationships may be valuable sources of positive social support
for weight loss as opposed to in-person relationships, which
may be a greater source of negative influence than online rela-
tionships, for instance via processes involving the social rein-
forcement of obesity-related behaviors, such as mirroring the
eating practices and physical activity patterns [31, 32].

The use of blogs by adult women for testimonies and social
support for weight loss efforts has been discussed in some
studies [33–35]. Leggatt-Cook and Chamberlain [34] reported
that, “through its use [weight-loss blogs], bloggers hope to
create and build a community that will support them in their
attempts to lose weight.” In this community, particularly
around more popular blogs, readers are strongly engaged as
an active audience, with bloggers posting comments and
linking to each other’s blogs, therefore offering a highly sup-
portive but also potentially challenging, critical, and judgmen-
tal environment for weight loss attempts, a finding also ob-
served in much the same ways for other types of social media
platforms and online support groups [36–38].Moreover, blog-
ging duration has been associated with the amount of weight
loss reported since the start of blogging in female weight loss
bloggers [35]. No associations were found between weight
loss and the number of blog posts published per month, the
total number of posts on the blog, the monthly page views,
and the number of subscribers in this population [35]. Chung
[33] found that having larger discrepancy between start and
goal body weight, self-focus (i.e., the more that bloggers used
first person singular pronouns), social support, the number of
weeks for which there was at least one blog entry, the number
of different bloggers commented to, and the use of positive
emotion words significantly predicted more self-reported
weight loss (%) in overweight or obese women who write
public weight loss blogs. In this study [33], the content of
the comments was not associated with body weight loss (%)
in female bloggers. In lights of those preliminary findings,
more research is needed to conclude on the impact of weight
loss blogging on weight loss success and to identify the mech-
anisms of action through which blogs and other social media
platforms may help their users achieve their weight loss goals.

Impact of Social Media Use on Body Image

Amount and Frequency of Social Media Use

Positive body image is a multidimensional construct, which
has been recently argued [8] to involve more than body satis-
faction and appearance evaluation (i.e., including also

conceptualizing beauty broadly, adaptive investment in ap-
pearance, inner positivity interpreting information in a body-
protective manner) and which is distinct from negative body
image; in other words, it does not simply represent low levels
of negative body image. Body image in the context of social
media use is an emergent field of research, with studies on the
subject conducted from 2013 in the USA [39–51], Australia
[43, 52, 53, 54•, 55–62, 63•], UK [64, 65], Canada [66], the
Netherlands [67], Sweden [68], Thailand [69], and Korea
[40]. Most of these studies have examined various constructs
related to attitudinal dimensions of body image using a wide
variety of evaluation measures and questionnaires (Table 2).

Cross-sectional studies have pointed towards globally ad-
verse impact of social media use on body image in adolescent
girls and adult women. The use of SNSs has been negatively
associated with body image satisfaction and positively asso-
ciated with drive for muscularity behaviors and attitude in
Thai adolescent girls [69]. Similarly, after adjustment for
age, ethnicity, subjective socio-economic status, and parental
education, results from logistic regression analysis showed
that Canadian adolescent girls who use SNSs for more than
2 h per day had greater odds of dissatisfaction with body
weight, to perceive themselves as overweight, and to be trying
to lose weight compared with those who reported infrequent
or no use of SNSs [66]. The total time reported spent on
MySpace and Facebook combined has been positively asso-
ciated with body surveillance (defined as the degree to which
one experience himself/herself from an objectified perspective
and monitored his/her appearance [84]) in Australian adoles-
cent girls [55]. Australian adolescent girls who are Facebook
users have scored significantly higher on all measures of body
concern than their non-user counterparts [55]. Additionally,
Strudel and Petrie [48] showed that female users of the social
networking dating site Tinder reported engaging in signifi-
cantly more body surveillance and more body shame and re-
ported significant lower levels of face satisfaction and lower
levels of upper body satisfaction than Tinder non-users.

Total time spent on Facebook was significantly related to
paying attention to physical appearance [42] and positively
associated with body dissatisfaction [46, 59] and drive for
thinness [59] in U.S. and Australian adult women. Higher
levels of emotional connection to Facebook and incorporation
of Facebook into his or one’s daily life (referred to as
Facebook intensity) has been positively correlated with online
physical appearance comparison, and in turn, online physical
appearance comparison has been positively associated with
greater disordered eating (a global measure of dietary restraint,
bulimic episodes, and shape, and weight concerns) in U.S.
adolescent girls [49]. On the other hand, Meier and Gray
showed that total Facebook use, measured as the usual fre-
quency of daily use, when controlling for BMI, was not asso-
ciated with weight dissatisfaction, as opposed to Facebook
appearance exposure (e.g., creating a photo albumwith photos
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of oneself, updating profile photo, posting a photo, and
commenting on friends’ photo on Facebook), which was neg-
atively correlated with weight satisfaction, in U.S. adolescent
girls [47]. This is consistent with Cohen and Slater’s findings
[58] that Facebook appearance exposure, but not total SNSs
use, was positively correlated with thin-ideal internalization
and body surveillance in Australian College women.

As opposed to Facebook, the frequency of Instagram or
Twitter use (no specification given on the types of accounts
followed or pages viewed) was not associated with increased
body dissatisfaction in U.S. college women [46]. Similarly,
Cohen, Newton-John, and Slater [58] have found no signifi-
cant differences between Instagram users and non-users on any
body image variables (thin-ideal internalization, body
surveillance, or drive for thinness) among Australian College
women.

In contrast with cross-sectional studies, neutral effects of
social media use on body image concerns have been demon-
strated in prospective studies. Initial social media use did not
predict body dissatisfaction 6 months later, nor did social me-
dia use interact with baseline body dissatisfaction in Hispanic
U.S. adolescent girls [39]. Similarly, relationship across time
between Facebook use and body image concerns in girls was
explored by Tiggemann and Slater [56] who found that initial
Facebook use was not predictive of subsequent body image
concerns 2 years later in Australian adolescent girls, as op-
posed to the initial number of Facebook friends, which did
predict an increase in drive for thinness, as well as internali-
zation of beauty ideals. Additionally, while no body image
concerns predicted an increase in time spent on Facebook,
both internalization of thin ideals and body surveillance, but
not drive for thinness, predicted an increase in the number of
Facebook friends 2 years later among the girls [56].

A meta-analysis of intervention and cross-sectional studies
conducted in females aged between 10 and 46 years old
showed that more use of SNSs was associated with signifi-
cantly higher internalization of a thin ideal and that females
reported significantly greater internalization of a thin ideal
when SNSs use was measured as a function of specific
appearance-related features (e.g., the number of self-photos
[“selfies”] a user posted on SNSs, how long a user spent view-
ing friends’ photos on SNSs), rather than an overall measure
of use, such as the average duration of time spent on SNSs
over a specific period of time [63•].

The impressive number of body image constructs—and
sometimes use of different questionnaires to assess the same
construct—complexifies the synthesis and global interpreta-
tion of findings from studies which have assessed the associ-
ation between social media use and body image in adolescent
girls and women. Although no clear conclusion can be drawn,
available evidence suggests that this association may be more
complex than we would predict, as it appears to be modulated
by the tendency to compare one’s appearance to others online,T
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to differ depending on the social media platform and if
appearance-related social media features are used.

Exposure to Idealized Social Media Appearance
Images

The potentially adverse impact of viewing stereotyped ideal-
ized social media appearance images (e.g., thin in the case of
women and lean vs. muscular in the case of men) on body
image has been investigated in laboratory settings where par-
ticipants were exposed to mock social media images (for 10 s
per image to a total exposure time of 25 min) and completed
pre- and post-exposure measures of body image. Young
Australian women exposed to attractive celebrity and peer
images (i.e., profiles who have fewer than 200 followers) on
Instagram have experienced greater post-exposure body dis-
satisfaction compared to those exposed to control Instagram
images (travel or alcohol and alcoholic drinks images) [52,
54•]. The authors concluded that appearance comparison, in-
volving a direct comparison between societal and personal
standards of appearance, mediated this effect [52]. These find-
ings are consistent with previous studies [98, 99] that have
shown a relationship between appearance comparison and
body image dissatisfaction in women in the context of con-
ventional media images (e.g., magazine and television images
of thin models and celebrities).

Facebook expositionwas not shown to intensify the effect of
appearance comparison on body image dissatisfaction in the
context of exposition to thin-ideal content [53] or post-
exposure body dissatisfaction ratings [64] compared to conven-
tional media exposition (i.e., images and advertisements found
in popular magazines) in laboratory settings. Appearance com-
parison tendencies may be an important moderator of this ef-
fect; for young women who had a higher tendency to compare
their overall appearance to others, spending time on Facebook
has been shown to lead to more face, hair, and skin-related
discrepancy (e.g., wanting “longer and thicker hair” or different
“level of tan”) than did spending time on an appearance-neutral
control website [64].

Globally, exposure to idealized social media appearance
images appears to have a negative impact on body image in
women based on findings from laboratory studies. These find-
ings remain to be confirmed in adolescent girls. Social media
literacy, which implies being empowered with the knowledge
and skills to analyze, evaluate, produce, and participate in
social media (adapted from [100]), may protect against the
negative impact of exposure to appearance ideal social media
images in young women but not in men. Australian women
with low commercial social media literacy who were exposed
to appearance-ideal images (but not those with high commer-
cial social media literacy) experienced a significant reduction
in body satisfaction from pre- to post-exposure in laboratory
settings [54•].

Exposition to Fitspiration Content on Social Media

A trend that has emerged on social media in recent years is the
posting and following of “fitspiration” content (the combina-
tion of fitness and inspiration) intended to inspire people to
achieve an empowered body image through exercise and
healthy eating. Instagram is a popular platform to witness
fitspiration images that typically depicts young women meet-
ing the thin ideal or the athletic ideal, engaging in exercise,
dressed in an exercise outfit, and/or eating healthy food, and
that may be accompanied by general or fitness-related inspi-
rational quotes [101].

Despite the apparent healthiness of fitspiration content,
cross-sectional studies have reported negative associations of
fitspiration images on various measures of body image.
Holland and Tiggemann [60] demonstrated that women who
post fitspiration images on Instagram scored significantly
higher on drive for thinness, bulimia, drive for muscularity,
and compulsive exercise, but not body dissatisfaction, com-
pared to women who posted travel images on Instagram. In
contrast, Fardouly, Willburger, and Vartanian [43] found that
viewing fitspiration images on Instagram was positively asso-
ciated with body dissatisfaction in U.S. and Australian wom-
en, as opposed to total Instagram use that was not correlated
with body dissatisfaction and that both internalization and
appearance comparison tendency mediated this effect. In line
with Holland and Tiggemann’s findings [60], the authors
showed that viewing fitspiration images on Instagram was
positively associated with drive for thinness, and the frequen-
cy of comparison to fitspiration images was a significant me-
diator of the association between frequency of viewing
fitspiration images and body dissatisfaction and drive for thin-
ness in this population [43].

Mixed findings have been observed in laboratory settings
regarding the impact of viewing fitspiration social media con-
tent on body image in adult women. Tiggemann and
Zacchardo [57] showed that exposure to fitspiration images
on a mock Instagram profile had a positive effect on motiva-
tion to pursue healthy goals to improve fitness and eat health-
ily; however, it led to significantly greater negative mood and
body dissatisfaction than exposure to control travel images in
young Australian women [57]. Mediation analyses showed
that the negative effect of fitspiration images on body image
was fully mediated by appearance-based social comparison, a
tendency to make global social comparisons on the basis of
appearance [57]. In contrast, Slater, Varsani, and Diedrichs
[65] found no effect of fitspiration images on women’s body
satisfaction and body appreciation compared to viewing neu-
tral images on Instagram in college women in the U.K. The
authors also found that self-compassion quotes accompanying
fitspiration images (i.e., text that conveyed the basic principles
of self-compassion, self-acceptance, and understanding one’s
own imperfections) had a positive impact on body satisfaction
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and mood and thus, could counteract the adverse impact of
viewing fitspiration images on body image [57]. In their study,
thin-ideal internalization, namely the incorporation of appear-
ance standards promoted by the media into one’s self-identity
to the point that an individual desires or strives to meet the
ideals, moderated some effects; women high in thin-ideal in-
ternalization (but not women low in thin-ideal internalization)
reported significantly greater body satisfaction at post-
exposure after viewing self-compassion images compared to
those who viewed control images [57]. Findings from cross-
sectional and laboratory studies thus suggest that exposition to
fitspiration images on social media may promote negative
body image in women, especially in those who have a high
tendency to compare their physical appearance with others
and those who score highly on thin-ideal internalization.

Self-Photo Activities on Social Media

Compared tomen, women have been shown to put more effort
into cultivating a socially desirable physical appearance online
by editing social media photos, and this behavior may be
driven by social comparison tendencies [44]. Women would
be more likely than men to feel negatively about their body
and to socially compare their bodies to others, and this, in turn,
would predict negative effects of upward social comparison
[44]. AmongAustralian adolescent girls, those who share self-
images on social media have been shown to have significantly
higher scores for overvaluation of shape and weight, body
dissatisfaction, and internalization of the thin ideal compared
to non-sharers [61]. Additionally, among girls who shared
photos of themselves on social media, higher investment and
manipulation of these photos (e.g., editing to enhanced thin-
ness or attractiveness) were associated with greater overvalu-
ation of shape and weight and body dissatisfaction [61].

Influence of Peer Feedback and Fat Talk on Social
Media

Social media provide, unlike conventional media, a highly
visible tribune for virtual discussions about personal eating
and exercise habits, weight concerns, and idealized body
shapes. In laboratory setting, mixed results have been ob-
served regarding the effects of viewing an underweight peer’s
desire to lose weight in a mock Facebook profile as opposed to
witnessing an overweight peer’s desire to lose weight, with
studies showing either a negative [40] or a neutral effect [41]
on body satisfaction in Korean and U.S. women. The effect of
peer’s comments on those fat talk in a social media profile, on
the other hand, has been shown to produce neutral effects on
body image concerns in this population [40, 41], regardless of
the body size of a fat talker or the cultural background of the
social media user [40].

Veldhuis, Konijn, and Seidell [67] found an interaction
between exposure to thin-media models images and peer com-
ments on social media on objectified body consciousness.
Among adolescent girls from the Netherlands, peer feedback
normalized the perceptions that an extremely thin model
might be set as an attainable body shape, and this effect
existed primarily for girls higher in appearance schematicity
(the extent to which an individual allocates meaning and im-
portance to one’s appearance) who demonstrated the highest
levels of body awareness and body shame.

Altogether, findings from those few studies show that the
impact of peer comments on social media may be more influ-
ential than the simple exposure to fat talk narratives or social
media images of unrealistically thin women on body image
concerns in adolescent and women.

Implications for Future Research

Findings from this review first indicate that more studies are
needed to generate clear conclusions regarding the positive
and negative effects of social media-delivered interventions
on weight management in women. This field of research is
at the early stage and numerous methodological questions
remain unanswered. For instance, given the potential access
and daily exposure of research participants to numerous social
media platforms, can a stand-alone single-component social
media-delivered intervention promote changes in body
weight?; can these changes be sustained over time?; and what
minimum dose of the social media exposition (e.g., one post-
ing per week) is needed to promote behavior change and clin-
ically significant weight management outcomes? In addition,
Facebook is the only platform that has been evaluated in the
context of single-component social media-delivered interven-
tions for weight management in women; thus, further studies
are needed to expand conclusions on other social media plat-
forms such as Instagram, Twitter, and blogs. This review also
showed that, interestingly, no study has yet bridged the influ-
ence of social media use on both weight- and body image-
related outcomes in women. Numerous studies have, on the
other hand, investigated the influence of social media on body
image in adolescent and adult women. Laboratory-based, pro-
spective, and cross-sectional study findings vary depending
on the social media context, for instance exposition to
fitspiration content, and the influence of peers’ feedback.
Future research should be dedicated at expanding our under-
standing of the moderators and mediators of the relationship
between social media use and body image such as the protec-
tive role of social media literacy, which represents a promising
avenue for social media interventions promoting positive
body image. Last, studies should be performed to establish if
social media is a feasible mode of delivery for interventions to
help adolescent girls and adult women lose weight while ad-
vocating a healthy relationship with food and one’s body
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including positive body image perceptions. There will be
methodological challenges that researchers and clinicians will
have to tackle, but some examples to explore such approach
that could be studied in a social media-delivered format in-
clude Health at Every Size® [102] and mindful eating [103]
interventions which have been found to be effective in im-
proving physical and physiological outcomes in women such
as significant weight loss and decrease in dietary restraint and
dieting behaviors [104].

Conclusions

This review highlighted recent research on the use of social
media on weight-related and body image outcomes in adoles-
cent girls and adult women. So far, no study has investigated
the joint effect of social media exposure or intervention on
both weight management and body image in adolescent girls
and adult women (for instance, can social media promote
weight loss while also enhancing body acceptance?).
Findings support the feasibility, but not yet the efficacy of
single component social media-delivered weight loss inter-
ventions in women. The influence of social media on body
image has been shown to bemostly detrimental in women, but
impact has differed depending on social media contexts and
has beenmodulated by peer feedback, appearance comparison
tendencies, social media literacy, internalization of the beauty
ideal, and appearance schematicity.
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