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A Narrative Approach to the Diet History of Female College Students
Focusing on the Role of SNS and Social Media Influencers and Individuals’ Motivation for
Dieting

Kyungbo Kim"
(Teaching Professor, Department of Digital Media, Myongji University)

This paper investigated how female college students, who subscribe to multiple SNS beauty and diet
influencers, interpret the relationship among their behaviors for weight-loss, social media use, and the
role of SNS influencers by interviewing 11 participants. Narrative analysis revealed that the participants
were vulnerable to the thin-ideal internalization from the media and the social pressure to be thin that
exists throughout our society. The majority of participants held external motivations for dieting, and
their main reason for weight-loss was based on perceived external pressure to maintain a thin body.
Their past weight-loss experiences built strong connections between weight-loss and painful
self-regulation. Especially, repeated failure in self-control for dieting not only generated strong
negative emotions, such as frustration and anxiety, but led to the adoration of SNS influencers and
their lives, mainly because of their behavioral disinhibition for food and alcohol intake. Their intrinsic
needs to avoid painful regulation seemed to activate intentions for highly risky health behaviors, such
as purchasing of weight-loss products, extreme exercise, or super-low calorie food intake without
considering nutritional balance. Interestingly, in the decision process for purchasing of weight-loss
products, participants actively searched for online consumer reviews and indicated higher trust in
information from the anonymous public than from SNS influencers. Distrust and keeping distance
from influencers would be intertwined with reducing cognitive dissonance, which exists between their
expectation for weight-loss and emotional discomfort from engaging in unhealthy, risky health
behaviors. It seems that participants intentionally focused on the positive effects of weight-loss
products, which can encourage them to rationalize their behaviors and minimize their emotional
disturbance. The problem is that participants were less likely to search for information about the
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negative effects and potential risks of taking diet pills, which resulted in acceptance of biased and
incorrect condlusions about unhealthy weight-loss behaviors. The minority of participants with internal
motivations for dieting also experienced strong social pressure to be thin. However, these participants
decided to lose weight to maintain their positive physical conditions through the improvement of their
lifestyles. In contrast to the external-motivation group, they proactively chose helpful information from
SNS and learned how to exercise and what to eat, instead of adoring influencers’ lifestyles. In
accordance with past studies, these participants, consistently found SNS content to be helpful and
became loyal consumers based on their accumulated trust and intimacy toward influencers. They were
relatively free from accepting unhealthy behaviors, such as diet-pill intake, and from experiencing
strong emotional disturbance due to cognitive dissonance. The paper further discusses what academia
should focus on to reduce potential risks and harm in women's health due to unhealthy weight-loss.

Keywords: Diet, SNS, Influencers, Youtube, Narrative Analysis
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Table 1. Basic information about interviewees

ID age gender Academic year Knowledge of BMI Formula(and their BMI)
A 23 Female 3 No
B 23 Female 4 No
C 24 Female 5 No
D 21 Female 2 Yes
E 24 Female 4 Yes
F 22 Female 3 Yes
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G 25 Female Off-semester Period No

H 22 Female 3 Yes
| 20 Female 1 No
J 25 Female 4 No
K 20 Female 1 No

Table 2. Interviewees’ personal experiences about weight-loss

SNS flatforms No. of following ~ Weight loss supplement purchase

ID preferred accounts (mentioned)

Other types of purchase

A Youtube, Instagram 10 Qarmmg, Catechin, Low-carb food
Calorie-cutting supplement

Calorie-cutting supplement

B Youtube, Instagram 15 £t burner
c Youtube 2 Ui,
Calorie-cutting supplement
D Youtube 4 Vitamins, Garcinia
E  Youtube, Facebook 15 Calorle—cuttlng s;upplement
Garcinia
F Youtube, Facebook 5 Low-carb food
G Youtube 10 Low-carb food
H Youtube 5 Calorie-cutting supplement
| Youtube 15 Calorie-cutting supplement Low-calorie food
Athletic goods,
J Youtube 8 Raw food
K Youtube 4 Low-carb food,
Raw food

Note. Participant C, J, K are classified as an intrinsic motivation group, while others as an extrinsic motivation
group.
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