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ABSTRACT

OBJECTIVE

To verify the influence of the media on the eating behavior of adults through the use of social networks.

METHODS

Observational and cross-sectional analytical study, applied online, to adults aged 18 and over who actively use social media, carried 
out by using a structured questionnaire based on and adapted from Eating Attitudes Test (EAT-26) and the Sociocultural Attitudes 
towards Appearance (SATAQ-3), in free translation into Portuguese; using the Google Forms platform. The data were tabulated and 
related using the Wilcokson and Spearman Correlation tests.

RESULTS

111 adults participated, grouped by gender and age group. Both groups predominantly use Instagram 85.59 % (n=95). However, 
among younger people there is a higher incidence of using the Tiktok platform 4.50% (n=5), while adults also use Facebook 5.41% 
(n=6). Among young people who surf for 4 hours a day, regarding “I feel pressured by social media to lose weight”, there is a very 
high degree of statistical correspondence (p=0.001*). Eating behavior was found to be influenced by constant exposure to social 
media trends, although fortunately it is not absolute. This work was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the University of 
Santo Amaro with opinion no. 5,598,029.

CONCLUSIONS

There was an impact of the media on the perception of IC of those involved, as well as on their eating behavior, although there is 
variation between age groups and genders.

DESCRIPTORS

Eating behavior, body image, social networks.
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INTRODUCTION

Food consumption provides energy. However, it is not li-
mited to this function, it is also a source of pleasure and 
reward and a social bond; therefore, food choices are com-
posed of different mechanisms1. Rational choices make up 
only 15% of decision-making, most of which occurs due to 
subconscious influences2.

Body image (CI) is an umbrella term that is often used to 
define a variety of different subdimensions of some appea-
rance of an individual's experiences with their appearance3. 
Also defined as “the picture we have in mind of the size and 
shape of our bodies and our feelings in relation to these 
characteristics and constituent parts of the body”4.

As a multidimensional construct, it can be categorized as 
perceptive or perceptual, depending on the author and at-
titudinal. Perceptive being a correct estimate of body size 
or the presence of a change regarding it, attitude involves 
attitudes, thoughts, feelings and emotions related to the 
notion of one's own body, whether negative or positive, and 
may generate eventual dissatisfaction3,4 .

CI is not merely perceptual, there are several variations 
involved in reading about one's own body, cognitive, affec-
tive, attitudinal etc. Comprehensive cultural, historical, so-
cial, individual and biological factors are included3,4.

Human behavior in general receives impact from different 
sources. We live in a process called network society, social 
networks are stronger than ever and are the privileged mode 
of mass communication. In this way, there are not only pro-
gressives and forces for social change5. Not regarding nutri-
tion, this diversity brings aware and prepared agents, based 
on scientific and didactic foundations. However, it opens 
space for people without the necessary competence for 
such debate and dissemination of information, sometimes 
without any academic training in the area6.

The use of social networks around the world is massive, 
Facebook, Youtube, WhatsApp, Instagram and TikTok have, 
respectively, 2.9 billion, 2.5 billion, 2 billion, 1.4 billion 
and 1 billion monthly active users7. In the virtual world, the 
propagation of ideas is faster and more effective, which in-
creases access to information of different types, including 
unfounded content. Every second, thousands of images of 
people with the “ideal body” are included, linking this IC 
to the ideology of meritocracy, “all of this with the use of 
hashtags that explore a body obsession with practically re-
ligious contours”8.

There is evidence that the internet is associated with IC 
dissatisfaction among adolescent girls; frequent access to 
Facebook and Instagram platforms increased the chance of 
dissatisfaction by 6.57 and 4.47 times, respectively. Conse-
quently, 85.8% were dissatisfied with the IC9. These findings 
are in line with the literature, which demonstrates wides-
pread body dissatisfaction, mostly among females, being ag-
gravated by excessive exposure to online content10,11.

The influence and effect of the media addressing the 
behavior and thoughts of the population, playing a crucial 
role in the formation and reflection of public opinion, indu-
cing aesthetic standards, norms and values that can have an 
impact on the behavior and dietary choices of individuals 
who are used daily. For this reason, this work aims to verify 
the influence of the media on the eating behavior of adults.

METHODS

This is an observational and cross-sectional analytical stu-
dy, applied online, regarding the way in which social ne-
tworks do or do not influence eating choices and behaviors 
in adults. A questionnaire was made available on Google 
Forms platform to 111 adults aged 18 and over who actively 
use social media. Data collection began after approval by 
the Research Ethics Committee of the University of Santo 
Amaro with approval opinion nº 5,598,029.

The questionnaire used was based on and adapted from 
Eating Attitudes Test (EAT-26) and the Sociocultural Atti-
tudes in Relation to Appearance (SATAQ-3), in Portuguese 
translation. The EAT-26 contains 40 questions to facilitate 
the diagnosis of possible eating disorders, especially ano-
rexia nervosa; being later shortened by Garner in 1982 to 26 

questions12. The Sociocultural Attitudes towards Appearance 
questionnaire (SATAQ-3)13 was originally developed by Thomp-
son, Van den Berg, Roehrig, Guarda and Heinberg in 2004, 
being the most used questionnaire to assess the relationship 
between sociocultural pressure and internalization of suppo-
sed standard of beauty, consists of 30 questions, designed to 
evaluate the influence of the media in relation to the body.

Those also involved indicated which social network they used 
most (Instagram, Twitter, Facebook and WhatsApp) as well as 
for how long (1 and 2 hours, 3 and 4 hours or 5 hours or more). 
The Wilcokson test and Spearman Correlation were used, set-
ting at 0.05 or 5%.

RESULTS

The research included 77 (69.4%) women, 33 (29.8%) men 
and one (0.9%) individual who preferred not to define gender. 
In relation to age group, there were two predominant groups, 
represented by young people and adults (Table 1).

It was found in the research that 48.65% of participants use 
the networks for 1 or 2 hours a day, while 45.05% use them for 
3 to 4 hours, with the longest period of use being 5 or more 
hours representing 6,31%. Both groups predominantly use Ins-
tagram 85.59%, however among younger people there is a hi-
gher incidence of using the Tiktok platform 4.50%, while adults 
also use Facebook 5.41%.

Table 2 shows the brightness results between digital usage 
time and the issues observed in two age groups (18 and 29 
years old and, 30 and 49 years old). The demonstration in-
dicated that among adults who use the internet for 3 hours 
a day, in relation to “I'm terrified of the idea of getting fat” 
(p=0.023), which demonstrates a high degree of demonstration 
and impact between exposure time and self-image perception.

Among young people who surf for 4 hours a day, not regar-
ding “I feel pressured by social media to lose weight”, there 
was a very high degree of statistical correspondence (p=0.001). 
Younger users are highly optimistic about losing weight in the 
media, being expressed (p=0.001), showing a high connection 
between the use of the Internet and IC. Both groups made a 
greater contribution to influencers according to the high num-
ber of followers they have, with this difference being statis-
tically significant between young people (p=0.033) and adults 
(p=0.012) (Table 2).

In the analysis of the responses, the fear of adults with the 
idea of gaining weight, and among young people the self-in-
flicted pressure to lose weight was found, compared with fre-
quently viewed digital images (Figure 1). It is also highlighted 
in Figure 1 that 36.03% of participants deal with feelings of 
guilt after eating, 17.12% often or always blame themselves. 
Among those interviewed, 36.93% dedicate a large part of their 
time to acquiring a more athletic shape, while 24.32% cons-
tantly think about having a very low percentage of body fat.

Of the total number of participants, more than a quarter 
stated that they followed instructions from influencers. Among 
them 6.30% with high frequency and among those interviewed, 
51.35% were dissatisfied with their IC to some extent. This 
questionnaire shows that in both age groups, 9.91% of each, 
people compared their IC with internet many times, even more 
serious is that among young people: 9.01% said they always do 
so (Figure 2).

Table 1 – Percentage and comparison between female and male sex between 
groups of young people and adults.

Age range

Gender (%)

Feminine Masculine Prefer not to say Grand 
total

18 to 29 40 15 1 56

30 to 49 37 18 0 55

Grand total 77 33 1 111

Wilcoxon test, p=0.234

Source: authors.
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Table 2 – Quantity, percentage and brightness between hours per day on 
the internet and the questions in the questionnaires of young people and 
adults.

Variables n (%) Correlation
(% bigger)

Questions
Age 
Ran-

ge

H/D
Ne-

twork

So-
meti-
mes

Often Never Few 
times

Almost 
never Ever r P

I'm 
terrified 
of the idea 
of   gaining 
weight

18-29 4.0 18 
(16.2)

12 
(10.8)

10 
(9.0) 2 (1.8) 6 (5.4) 8 (7.2) -0.16 0.128

30-49 3.0 12 
(10.8)

14 
(12.6) 7 (6.3) 10 

(9.0) 6 (5.4) 6 (5.4) 0.25 0.023*

I pay atten-
tion to the 
number of 
calories in 
the foods 
I eat

18-29 4.0 12 
(10.8) 8 (7.2) 13 

(11.7) 6 (5.4) 11 (9.9) 6 (5.4) 0.11 0.187

30-49 3.0 13 
(11.7) 9 (8.1) 11 

(9.9)
14 
(12.6) 6 (5.4) 2 (1.8) 0.26 0.332

I particu-
larly avoid 
foods rich 
in carbohy-
drates (e.g. 
bread, rice, 
potatoes, 
etc.)

18-29 4.0 11 
(9.9) 1 (0.9) 19 

(17.1)
11 
(9.9)

12 
(10.8) 2 (1.8) 0.18 0.554

30-49 3.0 15 
(13.5) 2 (1.8) 6 (5.4) 8 (7.2) 22 

(19.8) 2 (1.8) 0.04 0.132

I feel 
extremely 
guilty after 
eating

18-29 4.0 8 
(7.2) 6 (5.4) 22 

(19.8) 3 (2.7) 13 
(11.7) 4 (3.6) 0.19 0.342

30-49 3.0 13 
(11.7) 7 (6.3) 15 

(13.5) 8 (7.2) 10 
(9.0) 2 (1.8) 0.06 0.453

I avoid 
eating 
foods that 
contain 
sugar

18-29 4.0 13 
(11.7) 6 (5.4) 18 

(16.2) 6 (5.4) 11 (9.9) 2 (1.8) 0.13 0.421

30-49 3.0 12 
(10.8) 9 (8.1) 10 

(9.0)
13 
(11.7) 8 (7.2) 3 (2.7) 0.05 0.221

I compare 
my body 
to people 
on social 
media

18-29 4.0 13 
(11.7)

11 
(9.9) 7 (6.3) 7 (6.3) 8 (7.2) 10 (9.0) 0.04 0.775

30-49 3.0 13 
(11.7)

11 
(9.9) 8 (7.2) 5 (4.5) 10 

(9.0) 8 (7.2) -0.14 0.376

I feel 
pressured 
by social 
media 
to lose 
weight

18-29 4.0 12 
(10.8) 5 (4.5) 18 

(16.2) 6 (5.4) 7 (6.3) 8 (7.2) 0.27 0.001*

30-49 3.0 13 
(11.7) 8 (7.2) 14 

(12.6) 6 (5.4) 10 
(9.0) 4 (3.6) 0.04 0.321

I follow 
recommen-
dations 
from 
digital 
influencers 
about 
food

18-29 4.0 11 
(9.9) 2 (1.8) 23 

(20.7) 7 (6.3) 9 (8.1) 4 (3.6) 0.07 0.768

30-49 3.0 13 
(11.7) 1 (0.9) 24 

(21.6) 4 (3.6) 13 
(11.7) 0 (0.0) -0.05 0.123

Con-
sumption 
of foods 
proposed 
by the 
media with 
the aim 
of weight 
loss

18-29 4.0 8 
(7.2) 0 (0.0) 31 

(27.9) 1 (0.9) 14 
(12.6) 2 (1.8) 0.15 0.023*

30-49 3.0 9 
(8.1) 0 (0.0) 31 

(27.9) 4 (3.6) 11 (9.9) 0 (0.0) -0.14 0.743

I use 
“weight 
loss” pro-
ducts at the 
suggestion 
of a digital 
influencer

18-29 4.0 3 
(2.7) 1 (0.9) 48 

(43.2) 1 (0.9) 3 (2.7) 0 (0.0) -0.18 0.685

30-49 3.0 7 
(6.3) 0 (0.0) 38 

(34.2) 2 (1.8) 8 (7.2) 0 (0.0) 0.07 0.768

I spend 
a lot of 
time doing 
things to 
look more 
athletic

18-29 4.0 14 
(12.6) 4 (3.6) 16 

(14.4)
10 
(9.0) 8 (7.2) 4 (3.6) -0.10 0.187

30-49 3.0 13 
(11.7) 5 (4.5) 16 

(14.4) 6 (5.4) 14 
(12.6) 1 (0.9) 0.01 0.765

I think 
about 
having 
very little 
body fat

18-29 4.0 13 
(11.7) 9 (8.1) 13 

(11.7) 5 (4.5) 6 (5.4) 10 (9.0) -0.10 0.212

30-49 3.0 11 
(9.9) 4 (3.6) 13 

(11.7) 8 (7.2) 15 
(13.5) 4 (3.6) -0.08 0.621

I spend 
many 
hours of 
my day 
on social 
media

18-29 4.0 18 
(16.2) 7 (6.3) 4 (3.6) 16 

(14.4) 5 (4.5) 6 (5.4) 0.39 0.001*

30-49 3.0 16 
(14.4) 9 (8.1) 1 (0.9) 11 

(9.9) 11 (9.9) 7 (6.3) 0.19 0.032*

I give more 
credibility 
to people 
who have 
many 
followers

18-29 4.0 13 
(11.7) 4 (3.6) 22 

(19.8) 6 (5.4) 8 (7.2) 3 (2.7) 0.40 0.033*

30-49 3.0 10 
(9.0) 4 (3.6) 18 

(16.2)
11 
(9.9)

10 
(9.0) 2 (1.8) 0.32 0.012*

Source: authors.

Figure 1 – Percentage of IC profile and eating behavior by age group.

Source: authors.

Figure 2 – Impact of digital influencers on IC by age group.

Source: authors.

DISCUSSION

Respondents largely compared themselves with images on 
social media, especially with famous figures. These compari-
sons can have profound negative impacts on individuals' self-
-perception of IC.

Batista14 points out, in a study with universities of private 
and public institutions, that in relation to media influence, 
he observed that both sexes felt pressured to adopt the body 
standard exposed by the media, men and women showed a 
high frequency of body verification behavior, although women 
present more harmful eating behavior.

According to Fardouly (2016), there is a consistent and evi-
dent relationship between the physical appearances of third 
parties on networks and a negative perception of IC. Focusing 
on Facebook and future directions, the author suggests more 
comprehensive research on other platforms15.

It should be noted that 36.04% indicated that they compared 
their IC with those on the internet many times or always. When 
following advised recommendations, 27.92% follow instructions 
from influencers, including 6.30% with high frequency.

The results are, therefore, in line with the literature, which 
demonstrates widespread body dissatisfaction, aggravated by 
excessive exposure to online content, especially with the dis-
semination of information by digital influencers16,17.
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This work explained, through the collected and detailed 
data, a certain impact of the media on the perception of 
IC of those involved, as well as on their eating behavior, 
although there is variation between the groups of young 
people and adults. People's eating behavior is influenced by 
constant exposure to social media trends, although fortuna-
tely it is not absolute.

It is important to comprehensively debate the dangers 
that social networks pose to health. There was evidence of 
the impact of “fitness” influencers on those surveyed, even 
if they did not have the appropriate qualifications and were 
not within their professional competence18,19.

There is a relevant portion of participants who demons-
trate critical sense, which is not easily suggested by the 
media, and it should be encouraged, in order to guarantee 
choices that are autonomous and healthy. That nutritional 
data based on science and movements promote the well-
-being of citizens and not profit. Therefore, professionals 
engaged in social networks should be valued, despite the 
enormous challenges they face.

It should be noted that the sample size is low, given the 
specific limitations of the study, more comprehensive re-
search is encouraged for those who have the resources and 
infrastructure to do so.

CONCLUSION

There was an impact of the media on the perception of 
IC of those involved, as well as on their eating behavior, 
although there are variations between age groups and gen-
ders.

REFERENCES

1. Alvarenga M, Antonaccio C, Timerman F, Figueiredo M. 2nd 
edition. Behavioral nutrition. São Paulo: Editora Manole; 
2019.

2. Samara BS, Morsch A. Consumer behavior: concepts and ca-
ses. São Paulo: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2005.

3. Thompson JK, Burke NL, Krazczyk . Measuring body image 
in adolescence and adulthood in: TF Cash, Encyclopedia of 
Body Image and Human Appearance. 2012.

4. Slade PD. What is body image? Behavioral Research and The-
rapy, 1994.

5. Interview: Manuel Castells, Sociologist [Internet]. São Paulo/
SP: Luís Antônio Giron ; July 13, 2018. Democracy is des-
troying itself through corruption; [accessed September 11, 
2022]; Available at: https://istoe.com.br/a-democracia-es-
ta-se-autodestruindo-pela-corrupcao/.

6. Instagram is the worst for young people's mental health [In-
ternet]. Royal Society of Public Health; 2017. #State of Mind; 
[Accessed on September 11, 2022]; https://www.rsph.org.
uk/about-us/news/instagram-ranked-worst-for-young-peo-
ple-s-mental-health.html

7. Social media and user-generated content [Internet]. Statist 
; July 26, 2022. Most popular social networks worldwide in 
January 2022, shares by number of monetary active users; 
[Accessed on September 11, 2022]; Available at: https://
www.statista.com/statistics/272014/global-social-ne-
tworks-ranked-by-number-of-users/.

8. Jacob H. Social networks, women and the body: a study of 
fitness language on the social network Instagram. Comunica-
re Magazine , v. 1, pg. 88-105, 2014. [Accessed September 
11, 2022]. Available at: https://casperlibero.edu.br/wp-
-content/uploads/2015/08/Redes-sociais-mulheres-e-corpo.
pdf

9. Galhardi A, et al., editors . Use of social networks, media 
influence and dissatisfaction with body image among Brazi-
lian adolescents; 2017; São Paulo [Internet]; 2017 [Accessed 
October 17, 2022]. Available at: https://www.scielo.br/j/
jbpsiq/a/6NrPypcRchnc35RH9GLSYwK/?lang=pt

10. Lira AG, et al. Use of social networks, media influence and 
dissatisfaction with body image among Brazilian adolescents. 
Brazilian Journal of Psychiatry [Internet]. 2017 [Accessed Oc-
tober 18, 2022]; Available at: https://doi.org/10.1590/0047-
2085000000166

11. Santos MM, et al. Eating behavior and body image in universi-
ty students in the health field. Brazilian Journal of Psychiatry 
[Internet]. 2021 [Accessed October 19, 2022]; Available at: ht-
tps://doi.org/10.1590/0047-2085000000308

12. Bighetti F. Translation and validation of the Eating Attitude Test 
(EAT-26) in female adolescents in the city of Ribeirão Preto - SP 
[dissertation]. Ribeirão Preto: University of São Paulo, School of 
Nursing of Ribeirão Preto; 2003 [Accessed September 14, 2022]. 
Available at: doi:10.11606/D.22.2003.tde-12042004-234230

13. Moreira GSX, Lorenzato LN, Neulfeld CBA, Sebastião S. Brasilei-
ro version in sociocultural attitudes toward Appearance Ques-
tionnaire (SATAQ-3) for adolescents . Psychology Studies, 2028, 
23(4): 439-449. https://doi.org/10.22491/1678-4669.20180041

14. Batista A, et al. Attitudinal dimension of body image and eating 
behavior in physical education, nutrition and aesthetics studen-
ts in the city of Juiz de Fora-MG . Physical Education Magazine/
UEM, 2015. [Accessed on November 18, 2022]. Available at: ht-
tps://doi.org/10.4025/reveducfis.v26i1.23372

15. Fardouly J, Vartanian LR. Social Media and Body Image Concer-
ns: Current Research and Future Directions. Current Opinion in 
Psychology [Internet]. 2016. [Accessed October 31, 2022]. Avai-
lable at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosys.2015.09.005

16. Magalhães LM, Brasil AC, Tiengo A. The influence of fitness blo-
ggers on the population's food consumption. RBONE-Brazilian 
Journal of Obesity, Nutrition and Weight Loss [Internet]. 2017. 
[Accessed October 19, 2022]. Available in: http://www.rbone.
com.br/index.php/rbone/article/view/629/492

17. Figueiredo L, et al. Celebrity Society: The Construction of Ce-
lebrities' Image by Local Communication Vehicle.; 2011; Goiâ-
nia [Internet]; 2011 [Accessed October 18, 2022]. Available at: 
http://www.sbpcnet.org.br/livro/63ra/conpeex/extensao-cul-
tura/trabalhos-extensao-cultura/extensao-cultura-livia-mar-
ques.pdf

18. Flauzino P, et al., editors . Patterns of interaction about body 
size and health on Instagram and associated factors in nutri-
tion students: an exploratory study; 2021; Ceará [Internet]. 
2021. [Accessed October 15, 2022]. Available at: https://doi.
org/10.1590/1678-9865202134e200314

19. Galhardi A, et al., editors . Use of social networks, media in-
fluence and dissatisfaction with body image among Brazilian 
adolescents; 2017; São Paulo [Internet]; 2017 [Accessed Oc-
tober 17, 2022]. Available at: https://www.scielo.br/j/jbpsi-
q/a/6NrPypcRchnc35RH9GLSYwK/?lang=pt.


