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Abstract
Aim: Negative body image increases the risk of engaging in unhealthy dieting and

disordered eating patterns. This review evaluated the impact of habitual social

media engagement or exposure to image-related content on body image and food

choices in healthy young adults (18-30 years).

Methods: A systematic search of six databases of observational literature published

2005-2019, was conducted (PROSPERO Registration No. CRD42016036588).

Inclusion criteria were: studies reporting social media engagement (posting, liking,

commenting) or exposure to image-related content in healthy young adults. Out-

comes were: body image (satisfaction or dissatisfaction) and food choices (healthy

eating, dieting/restricting, overeating/binging). Two authors independently screened,

coded and evaluated studies for methodological quality.

Results: Thirty studies were identified (n = 11 125 participants). Quantitative anal-

ysis (n = 26) identified social media engagement or exposure to image-related con-

tent was associated with higher body dissatisfaction, dieting/restricting food,

overeating, and choosing healthy foods. Qualitative analysis (n = 4) identified five

themes: (i) social media encourages comparison between users, (ii) comparisons

heighten feelings about the body, (iii) young adults modify their appearance to por-

tray a perceived ideal image, (iv) young adults are aware of social media's impact

on body image and food choices, however, (v) external validation via social media
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is pursued. Most studies (n = 17) controlled for some confounding variables (age,

gender, BMI, ethnicity).

Conclusions: Social media engagement or exposure to image-related content may

negatively impact body image and food choice in some healthy young adults.

Health professionals designing social media campaigns for young adults should

consider image-related content, to not heighten body dissatisfaction.
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sites

1 | INTRODUCTION

Young adulthood (18-30 years) marks the transitional period
between adolescence and adulthood.1 It is an impressionable
life stage as young adults develop new skills toward their
independence yet remain vulnerable due to a lack of life
experience.2 Young adulthood is a pivotal time to intervene
to promote healthy food choices. They are among the largest
consumers of sugar-sweetened beverages and fast food, and
have low fruit and vegetable intakes.3-7 These modifiable
food choice behaviours carry long term health implications
such as increased risk of chronic metabolic diseases (eg, car-
diovascular diseases and diabetes mellitus).8

Due to the exponential growth in social media (SM) use
over the last decade,9 nutrition and health professionals, gov-
ernment and non-government health organisations (health
professionals) try to leverage SM to reinforce healthy food
choices and nutrition-related behaviours in young adults.10-12

However, health campaigns utilising social media and
targeting young adults have suffered from poor engagement
and high attrition rates.13-15 In addition, content from health
professionals must compete against sophisticated social mar-
keting campaigns of corporate brands and food industries.16,17

SM content is poorly regulated, and food and beverage orga-
nisations are known to exploit young adults' social vulnerabil-
ities using image-based marketing tactics, including peer
ambassadors and celebrity endorsements designed to sell an
illusion of health, beauty and success from products they are
offering.16 Evidence is now emerging of the negative conse-
quences of such content for body image (BI) concerns, partic-
ularly in young women.18,19

Body image is experienced on a continuum from positive
to negative. People with negative BI (body dissatisfaction)
feel dissatisfied with their appearance, and perceive a dis-
crepancy between their current appearance and ideal appear-
ance.20,21 The more dissatisfied a person feels about their
body, the higher their risk of experiencing low self-esteem
depression,22 and poor quality of life.23,24 Negative BI
increases the likelihood of engaging in disordered eating

behaviours including dieting, binge eating, fasting, calorie
counting, and self-induced vomiting25 with numerous seri-
ous long-term health consequences.26 Recognition of these
negative consequences emphasises the importance of pro-
moting and supporting positive BI in young adults to opti-
mise health and wellbeing.

One forum through which appearance-related content is
presented is SM platforms.12 Approximately 90% of young
adults in Australia,27 and the United States,9 use SM platforms,
the majority on a daily basis,28 either in a passive or active form
(Appendix S4). SM use can also be categorised as positive or
negative. For the current review, users that are seeking reassur-
ance or engaging in negative body fat talk (eg, “I look fat”)
with others online are defined as engaging negatively on SM.29

Theoretical perspectives that provide insight into the rela-
tionship between SM engagement and exposure to image-
related content on BI are social comparison theory and
objectification theory. Comparisons made with peers per-
ceived as being more attractive, or thinner (upward
comparisons) are an established precursor of body dissatisfac-
tion.18,30 A predisposition to engage in social comparisons on
SM may be an underlying mechanism (herein referred to as
mediator) influencing the development of BI dissatisfac-
tion.18,31 Objectification theory proposes that the sexual por-
trayal of women in society promotes a culture where women
are seen as objects for the viewing pleasure of others.32 It is
suggested that these influences acclimatise women in particu-
lar, to engage in self-objectification. Self-objectification refers
to the degree that a person internalises a third-person perspec-
tive of themselves and becomes preoccupied with how their
body looks to peers. This can result in habitual monitoring of
their bodies' appearance. Social networking sites provide
opportunities for young adults to engage in self-objectification
behaviours by uploading photos of themselves that invite
comments and reactions from others.18

These theories are not just applicable to women, as men
also engage in self-objectifying behaviours on SM.33,34 For
example, young adult men reported that showcasing
fashion choices on SM was a means of expressing
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themselves for which they receive appearance-related evalu-
ations (eg, “looking good man”) on images posted.35 The
portrayal of inspirational fitness images (fitspiration), thin
bodies (thin-ideal), and evocative food images on SM are
also evidence of this phenomena.36,37 Engaging in self-
objectifying behaviours on SM may act as a mediator in the
development of body dissatisfaction as long-term manifesta-
tions of self-objectification include body shame, body sur-
veillance, appearance anxiety, internalisation of the thin-
ideal and increased risk of disordered eating behaviours.38

Despite emerging evidence linking SM to BI and the impli-
cations of negative BI on health and wellbeing, there is limited
evidence to date that explores the relationship between SM, BI
and food choice in young adults. A previous systematic review
of experimental and observational literature reported that
exposure to social networking sites was associated with nega-
tive BI and disordered eating behaviours in children, pre-
adolescent, adolescent and young adult populations in
community, school and college settings.39 A limitation of
using experimental literature to evaluate the effects of SM
exposure is that it is difficult to mimic the ever-evolving SM
environment to which young adults are exposed.19 Therefore,
this review evaluates the observational literature consisting of
both qualitative and quantitative studies. This area of research
is evolving rapidly and updated exploration of SM engage-
ment or exposure to image-related content in a young adult
population exclusively is in progress.40

The aims of the current review were to systematically
search the existing literature in order to summarise: the
impact of engagement (eg, sharing, commenting, liking)
and/or exposure to any image-related content (eg, images,
photos and videos) via SM on BI (satisfaction or dissatisfac-
tion) in young adults and explore how exposure influences
food choices (eg, dieting, healthy eating or overeating).

2 | METHODS

This was a mixed method systematic review of observational
quantitative and qualitative studies. Study design, implemen-
tation, analysis, and reporting followed The Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis
(PRISMA) protocol.41 The systematic review protocol was
registered in PROSPERO (Registration No. CRD420
16036588) March 2016.

Inclusion criteria were studies that involved healthy young
adults (aged 18-30 years) of any body mass index (BMI
kg/m2), using SM (online blogs, microblogs, content commu-
nities, or social networking sites) for engagement (eg, sharing,
commenting, liking), or image-related activities (eg, viewing,
posting, or engaging with images). Observational studies that
explored habitual SM use were included. The outcomes of
interest were the impact on BI (satisfaction or dissatisfaction),

or a diet-related health behaviour (measures of healthy eating,
dieting/restricting, overeating/bingeing). Search criteria were
restricted to peer-reviewed papers published in English between
2005 and July 2019. These dates coincide with the increasing
popularity of SM.9 Exclusion criteria were studies that involved
young adults with pre-diagnosed chronic illness, psychological
disorders, eating disorders, internet addiction or partaking in
risky health behaviours (eg, smoking, heavy alcohol, drug use).
Studies evaluating exposure to pro-eating disorder sites were
also excluded as this content may attract participants with exis-
ting BI dissatisfaction.18 Experimental studies were also
excluded as they did not constitute habitual SM use.

A systematic search in CINHAL Plus, Cochrane, OVID
Medline, PsychINFO, Scopus, and Sociological Abstracts
databases was initally completed in May 2018 and updated
on 6th July 2019. Search terms included a keyword combi-
nation of population terms AND SM terms AND BI or food
choice terms. Food choice was an umbrella term to describe
foods and beverages that young adults consumed and their
eating habits (eg, snacking, dieting, restricting, and overeat-
ing). This term reflects the observational literature examined,
as long-term eating behaviours are unable to be determined.
An example search term is “young adult” AND “social net-
work” AND “body dissatisfaction or diet”. The complete
Boolean keyword search strategy used is shown in Table 1.
Search terms were altered to suit the individual requirements
of each database including MeSH terms. The database sea-
rch strategy is in Appendix S1, Supporting Information.

Study records were managed using Covidence systematic
review software (Veritas Health Innovation, Melbourne,
Australia). Search results were imported with duplicate
records automatically removed. Two investigators (KR and
SS, MB or AM) independently screened citations (title,
abstract) against inclusion and exclusion criteria. A third
investigator independently screened conflicting citations
(TM). Two investigators (KR and SS, AM or MB) indepen-
dently assessed full-text articles for eligibility against inclu-
sion and exclusion criteria. Excluded papers were coded as
either “not a population of interest”, “not an intervention of
interest”, or “not an outcome of interest”. Discrepancies
were discussed between investigators (KR and SS, MB or
AM) and resolved by consensus. Conference proceedings
and dissertations were flagged and later excluded from anal-
ysis as their level of peer review was unknown.

A data extraction template was created and tested to extract
data from quantitative and qualitative studies. One investigator
(KR) independently extracted data from all included studies.
Secondary independent data extraction was completed in
duplicate (TM, SG, KK or MB). Discrepancies were discussed
between investigators (KR, TM, SG, KK, MB) and resolved
by consensus. Data extracted for analysis included; reference
details, study design (type, sample size, setting, recruitment
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method, response rate, SM channel, SM engagement or
image-related exposure measure, BI measure, food choice
measure), mediators between SM engagement/exposure and
BI and eating behaviours (social comparison, objectification),
population characteristics (age, gender, ethnicity) and key find-
ings. For qualitative outcomes, two investigators (KR, MB)
independently extracted and coded qualitative results data.
Investigators then came together (KR, MB and SG) to discuss
codes and group into themes associated with factors influenc-
ing SM engagement or exposure to image-related content on
young adults' BI and food choices.

Two quality assessment tools were used to evaluate the
risk of bias and were each conducted independently by two
researchers. Discrepancies were discussed between investiga-
tors (KR and KK or MB) and resolved by a third independent
reviewer (TM). The Agency for Healthcare Research and
Quality (ARHQ) Methodology Checklist for Cross-Sec-
tional/Prevalence Study tool 42 was used to evaluate quantita-
tive observational studies. The 11-item tool used a “yes”,
“no” or “unclear” rating to assess the quality of data collec-
tion, analysis and reporting. Quality in Qualitative Evaluation:
A Framework for Assessing Research Evidence was used to
evaluate qualitative studies.43 The 18-item tool appraised con-
tribution, design rigour and credibility of conclusions drawn.

Qualitative and quantitative results were synthesised
according to study quality, population demographics, study
characteristics, and BI and food choice outcomes. Qualita-
tive and quantitative results were then interpreted together in
the discussion.

3 | RESULTS

The literature search retrieved 11,956 references, with
30 studies meeting the inclusion criteria (Figure 1). Table 2

provides a summary of the 30 eligible studies (26 quantita-
tive, 4 qualitative).

Quality assessment of cross-sectional studies (Appendix
S2)42 identified that the majority of studies had clearly
defined inclusion and exclusion criteria. Reasons for exclu-
sion of participants in analysis and adjustment for con-
founding variables were also incorporated in many studies.
However, many studies did not identify pertinent informa-
tion including a time-period of data collection, and partici-
pant response rates. The assessment of the quality of
qualitative studies43 identified that findings in all studies
were supported by the evidence with clearly stated purpose,
data collection methods with relevant appraisal and conclu-
sions made. However, studies lacked detail contextualising
their data sources and the backgrounds of researchers
involved in studies. There was also little information pro-
vided of ethical, interview and focus group procedures. One
study did not report any study limitations.44

Quantitative studies primarily recruited participants from
university cohorts (n = 23),45-67 of which three were psy-
chology cohorts52,53,61 with the majority based in the
USA,22,23,40-52,66 followed by Australia.48,49,51-53 Three
studies recruited participants in community settings
(n = 3).68-70 Study sample size ranged from 100 to 1104 par-
ticipants with a mean age of 18.5 to 25.78 years, of which
84% were female. Where ethnicity was reported in studies
(n = 23), participants were mostly Cauca-
sian.46-59,61,62,64,66,68,70 Of the 12 studies that reported
BMI,45,48,49,51-53,57,63-65,67,70 participants had a mean range
between 20.26 and 28.24 kg/m2. A variety of tools to mea-
sure BI and eating behaviour were used, with little overlap
between the studies (Appendix S3). However, the Eating
Disorder Examination Questionnaire (EDEQ),52,57,58,62,64

Eating Disorder Inventory (EDI), 48,49,51-53,56,59,62,67,70 Objec-
tified Body Consciousness (OBC-Y)46,48,49,54,55,61,65,67,69,70

TABLE 1 PICO search criteria for
systematic review of social media
exposure for effects on body image and
food choices

Population Exposure Comparison Outcome

“young adult*”,
“young women”,
“young men”,
“young people”,
“young
individual*”, youth,
teen*,
undergraduate*,
student*, school-
aged, adolescen*

“social media”, “social
network*”, “social
medium”, facebook,
Instagram, twitter,
tweet*, google*,
myspace, Pinterest,
Tumblr, LinkedIn,
snap chat, youtube,
blog*, “web site*”,
internet, smartphone*,
“mobile app*”

n/a “body image”,
preoccupation, “body
dissatisfaction”, “body
satisfaction”,
appearance, thinness,
“health behav*”,
“behav*r change”,
“ideal weight”, “body
weight”, “weight
control*”, diet, “eating
behav*”, “eating
disorder”, binging,
fasting, bulimia,
anorexia, orthorexia,
overeat*

*Denotes truncation of search term.
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and Physical Appearance Comparison Scale
(PACS)46-48,53,59,65,66,69,71 were the most frequently utilised
measures.

The following sections report findings from included
studies. Eight studies reported the impact of SM engagement
on BI and food choice (n = 8);54,55,57-62 10 studies reported
the impact of exposure to image-related content on BI and
food choice (n = 10);45,47,49,51-53,63,65,67,69 and eight studies
reported the impact of both SM engagement and exposure to
image related content on BI and food choice outcomes
(n = 8).46,48,50,56,64,66,68,70

Associations between SM engagement and BI and food
choice outcomes were examined in 31% of studies 54,55,57-62;
Facebook was the most commonly used social networking
site (n = 6),55,57-59,61,62 followed by Instagram (n = 2).54,57

Engagement was measured as either neutral engagement (eg,
passive or active use54,55,61) or negative engagement (eg,
maladaptive use,58,62 and reassurance seeking57). Negative
SM engagement (reassurance seeking57 and maladaptive
Facebook use58,62) was associated with higher body dissatis-
faction and disordered food choices57,58,62 including eating
restraint58 in both female57,58,62 and male58 college cohorts.
Differences were identified based on ethnicity in two studies
(Table 2).57,60

Associations between exposure to image-related content
and BI45,47,49,51-53,63,67,69 and food choice (n = 4)46,49,52,65

outcomes were measured in 42% of studies. Instagram

(n = 5),45,47,51,63,67 followed by Facebook (n = 3)53,67,69

were the most commonly investigated platforms. Image-
related exposures were categorised as non-specific
images52,69 (image type not specified in results) or idyllic
images45,47,49,51,53,63 (celebrities, friends or peers portraying
perfect lifestyles,45,51,53 and selfies47,49,63,65,67). Exposure to
non-specific images was associated with higher body dissat-
isfaction on Facebook.69 While exposure to idyllic images
including fitness posts,51 celebrities45 and peers,51,53 por-
traying perfect lifestyles was associated with higher body
dissatisfaction,51-53 and drive for thinness.51,53 Selfie expo-
sure (to self-photos) yielded mixed results47,49,63,65,67 with
greater exposure associated with higher body dissatisfaction
among Australian female university students,49 however,
there was no association among USA male and female col-
lege students.47,63 Female USA college students taking (but
not posting) selfies were associated with higher body dissat-
isfaction.63 A greater predisposition to engage in physical
comparisons mediated relationships between image-related
exposure and body dissatisfaction,51-53,69 drive for
thinness,51,53 increased dieting.52 This finding was consis-
tent across all SM platforms, cohorts, genders and loca-
tions.51,53,69,71 Comparisons made with female celebrities,
had higher associations to body dissatisfaction followed by
comparisons with close friends and distant peers.53

Associations between both SM engagement and exposure
to image-related content and BI46,48,50,56,66,68,70 and food

11,956 references imported for screening

4,406  studies screened against title and 
abstract

4,222  studies excluded

184 studies assessed for full-text elligibility

154 studies excluded
81 not an intervention of interest
28 not a population of interest
13 not a study (i.e. review article)
11 duplicate
9 conference/meeting/poster/dissertation
11 not an outcome of interest
1 non-English study

30 studies included

7,550 duplicates removed

FIGURE 1 PRISMA flow
diagram
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choice46,50,64,70 outcomes were explored in 31% of studies.
Facebook46,48,50,64,66,68 and Instagram48,56,70 studies mea-
sured either neutral48,56,66,68 or negative engagement,46,50,64

and exposure to non-specific,50,56,64,68,71 idyllic images,46,48

or selfies.70 Studies measured either both BI and food choice
outcomes (n = 3),46,50,70 BI outcomes only (n = 3),48,56,68 or
food choice outcomes only (n = 1).64 Negative engagement,
such as maladaptive use or reassurance seeking, was associ-
ated with higher disordered food choices,64 and viewing
non-specific images50 was associated with higher body dis-
satisfaction among USA college cohorts. Exposure to idyllic
images was associated with greater negative body talk,46

drive for thinness,48 or healthy eating.46 Investment in
receiving feedback on selfies posted was associated with
greater drive for thinness.70 Predisposition to engage in
appearance comparisons mediated the relationships between
intensity of Facebook use and disordered eating,64 and
between Instagram photo use and both body dissatisfaction
and drive for thinness.56 The community study found that
young adults had higher negative BI scores as a result of
Facebook exposure compared to older cohorts.68

Qualitative studies were USA based, using a semi-
structured interview,44 focus group,72,73 or both
approaches,74 in mostly college cohorts.72,74 Theoretical
approaches used by the research teams included grounded
theory72 and phenomenology.74 Study sample size ranged
from 20 to 73 participants, with an age range of 19 to
29 years.44,74 Participants were mostly female (82%) and
Caucasian (>60%).44,73,74 Studies explored SM effects on
young men's dress practices and BI,44 young women's self-
image and thin ideals,72 and eating habits of young men and
women.74

Qualitative thematic analysis revealed five themes con-
tributing to SM's influence on BI and food choices: (i) SM
spurs comparison and competition, (ii) comparing on SM
heightens feelings about the body, (iii) young adults self-
evaluate and modify appearances to portray an ideal online
image, (iv) young adults are aware of SM's impact on BI
and food choices, however, (v) external validation via SM is
pursued.

All qualitative studies (n = 4) identified that SM pro-
moted a culture of personal appearance44,72-74 and food-
related74 comparison and competition among peers. Partici-
pants reflected on the feeling of being constantly compared
to others as well as engaging in self-comparisons regu-
larly.44,72-74 Images of selfies, body physiques, fashion,
exercise and weight-loss were reported to be popular posts,
and while some posts were considered inspirational, many
posts were seen as showboating44,72,74 which were perceived
as intending to make peers feel bad about themselves.

Exposure to body and food-related posts heightened feel-
ings of self-judgement and body dissatisfaction because

participants compared peers physical and lifestyle attributes
to their own perceived strengths and inadequacies and often
felt that they did not measure up to these online
ideals.44,72-74 Online appearances were considered important
with participants using photo editing filters,44,72,73 and fash-
ion choices,44 and promotion of their physique 44 and fitness
achievements74 to accomplish this. Selfies were usually
taken from multiple angles44 with only the best images or
those detailing significant accomplishments posted.74 Young
adults reported using SM as a platform for body and food-
related feedback and overanalysed images for quality and
the number of follows and likes they received.44,73 This indi-
cates that participants objectified themselves online to obtain
an observers viewpoint about their bodies.32 Food-related
images assisted with meal preparation ideas.74 However,
exposure to these images also increased young adults food
preoccupations. Food-related posts amplified feelings of
hunger, with participants reporting wanting to eat regardless
of satiety cues. In some situations, participants reported they
felt a need to implement dietary restraint when exposed to
food images considered “unhealthy”. Engaging in social
media during mealtimes was reported to distract young
adults and predisposed them to make poorer food choices.
However, participants appear aware of the negative impact
SM can have on their BI and food choices and yet continued
to engage on these platforms.44,72-74

4 | DISCUSSION

This mixed methods systematic review aimed to understand
how SM engagement and exposure to image-related content
influences BI and food choice in healthy young adults.
Quantitative analysis (n = 26) identified that SM engage-
ment or exposure to image-related content was associated
with higher body dissatisfaction, dieting/restricting food or
overeating, or healthy food choices. Although the research
has been dominated by quantitative studies, the qualitative
research shed further light on the influence of SM on young
adults in relation to feelings of comparison, competition and
their pursuit of external validation. Considered together,
findings suggest both SM engagement and exposure to
image-related content were associated with higher negative
body image and some unhealthy food choices, however,
these relationships are complex. Young adults engaging in
negative SM activities (negative body talk, seeking reassur-
ance, engaging in appearance-related comparisons or self-
objectification), or being exposed to idyllic images (celebri-
ties, peers, fitness) may be more susceptible to negative BI
and food choice outcomes.

The findings from this review of observational literature
are consistent with experimental studies exploring image-
related content. For example, young adult women exposed to
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idyllic images of celebrities, peers and fitness (“fitspiration”)
on Instagram reported greater body dissatisfaction,36,75 and
weight loss behaviours when exposed to “fitspiration” on
Pinterest.30 Fitspiration images aim to inspire healthy eating
and exercise behaviours.36 However, content analyses of
fitspiration on SM platforms have found that many images
and their messages praise thinness and high fitness levels as
ideals.76,77 The internalisation of thin and fitness ideals have
been established as factors that increase body dissatisfaction
in women36,78 suggesting that when the focus is on attaining
physical body ideals, there is a potential for negative BI.46

SM exposure to idyllic content may be more pronounced
compared to mass media due to the pervasive and
personalised nature of these platforms.52

Studies in this review identified that a predisposition to
engage in appearance-related comparisons online mediated
the relationship between SM engagement and exposure to
image-related content and BI,44,51-53,55,56,69,72,74 and food
choice outcomes.52,64 Social comparison theory suggests
that people are inclined to compare themselves to others as a
means of self-evaluation and this predisposition to compare
is stronger when the comparator is considered similar to one-
self.79 These findings highlight that by facilitating connec-
tion and engagement with peers and close or distant
networks, SM platforms present an opportune vehicle for
appearance-related comparisons.18 Qualitative findings in
this review highlight that young adults appear pressured to
present an ideal image of themselves online.44,72-74 This can
lead to young adults vetting and altering photos, in order to
post and share optimised images of themselves and their
lives, thus further perpetuating an online environment of
competition and comparison among peers.44,63,72,74 The
extent that young adults engage in appearance comparisons
will depend on how they internalise these ideals.80 When
there is a strong desire to conform to societal ideals com-
bined with a discrepancy in one's self-evaluation,79 there is a
higher risk of developing body dissatisfaction or engaging in
unhealthy eating behaviours.80 Supporting this contention,
in this review, appearance comparisons made with peers
were found to “amplify” effects on dieting,52 and body dis-
satisfaction53 in young adult women.

SM remains a challenging platform for health profes-
sionals to engage and educate young adults about healthy
behaviours.14 Young adults seem drawn to the health mes-
sages of influencers and celebrities in preference to health
professionals.80 Many of these SM accounts have large fan
bases for which they endorse products, praise idyllic life-
styles and share their perception of health and BI messages
often misaligned with health promotion messages. They also
provide a compelling source of entertainment and examples
of the lived experience that young adults can aspire
to. Health professionals have strived to emulate these

qualities using social marketing strategies reported to
improve engagement. These include using striking images
and video, celebrity and peer spokespeople, and encouraging
user-generated content and collaboration.10,81 However, this
systematic review indicates these exposures, or merely
engaging on SM platforms may negate the original intent of
health messages if not considered and moderated carefully.

There is a risk of health professionals unintentionally per-
petuating poor BI and disordered food choices in healthy
young adults while trying to implement engaging SM health-
related behaviour change campaigns. A re-examination of
core message philosophies, sensitivities towards BI dissatis-
faction and disordered food choices to understand these
nuances is needed to ensure SM interventions both engage
young adults while mitigating the risks posed to body dissatis-
faction and abnormal eating behaviours. Findings from this
review suggest that SM health messages refrain from focus-
sing on weight or physicality as measures of health. Alterna-
tively, SM health messages that may support body
satisfaction include: celebrating body functionality as opposed
to body aesthetics,82 promoting greater self-compassion with
positive quotes and illustrations online,83 and representing
body diversity by celebrating a variety of body shapes, sizes,
ethnicities and gender identities online.84

These findings must be considered in light of the follow-
ing limitations; this review evaluated habitual SM exposure
using only observational literature. Therefore, causation and
longer-term eating behaviours cannot be determined. How-
ever, there are some insights that health professionals can
consider in future SM health communications to mitigate
risks associated with promoting negative BI and undesirable
eating behaviours. Caution should be exercised when inter-
preting these results which had a focus on university cohorts
from industrialised nations.

It is recommended future research explores the effects of
exposures in broader young adult population groups and
community settings. The SM environment is rapidly evolv-
ing making timely and relevant recommendations an ongo-
ing challenge. Heterogeneity of tools used to evaluate
outcome measures meant narrative synthesis was used to
interpret results with qualitative analyses used to con-
textualise findings. In practice, health professionals need to
consider discussing the influence of SM on BI with their
young adult clients, including when engaging in health pro-
motion campaigns.

In conclusion, SM is considered an essential platform for
health professionals to reach and engage with young adults to
encourage healthy behaviours. This review indicates that SM
engagement and exposure to image-related content may have a
negative impact on BI and food choice in healthy young adult
population groups who are vulnerable to SM influence. View-
ing idyllic images of celebrities, peers, food, fitness and

ROUNSEFELL ET AL. 37



fashion, engaging in negative behaviours (body fat talk, reas-
surance seeking), or appearance comparisons online are spe-
cific exposures that may increase these risks. The pressure
young adults feel to present an ideal image of themselves pro-
vided additional insight with significant investment given to
photo taking and editing, fashion and promoting physical and
fitness achievements on SM identified. SM campaigns must be
cognisant of image-related content to not unintentionally create
or promote further body dissatisfaction among young adults.
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