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Young adults spend more time with media and
technology than any other activity (Coyne,
Padilla-Walker, & Howard, 2013). A variety of
factors (e.g. individual, environmental) influence
health behaviors and social media may be an
important factor in understanding young adult
health (Freeland-Graves & Nitzske, 2013).
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It has been reported that
young adults spend
between 11 and 12h a day with
technology and media
(Alloy Media, 2009; Kaiser
Family Foundation., 2010).
89% of 18-29 year olds report using social
networking sites and 67%
access these sites on their
cell phones (Pew Research
Center, 2014). Also, social
media has become a
normative aspect of
young adult life (Duggan,
2013).

There are a variety of factors that
influence health behaviors and we
propose that social media could be
a relevant factor contributing to a
persons’ total diet.

health-promoting lifestyle consists of
varied and moderate
intake of nutrient-dense
food, coupled with adequate physical activity.

Within the social ecological theory, individual factors in making
food choices include time availability, convenience, and psychosocial
factors (Freeland-Graves & Nitzke, 2013). It is proposed that media
and technology are now a part of the individual factors level of
the ecological system (McHale, Dotterer, & Kim, 2009).

Young adulthood has been
proposed to be a risky time
period for the development of
poor diet and exercise habits.

Media and technology (e.g., TV, movies, video
games, Internet) are conceptualized as sedentary
activities that displace time for physical activity
and ultimately lead to increases in Body Mass
Index among children and adolescents (Ahora et
al., 2013; Proctor et al., 2003).

Food consumers now use social
media to inform others about
what they eat through posts,
restaurant reviews, recipes, and
pictures (Zimmer & Kaplan, 2014).
Social media could be a tool to
learn about health behaviors
and seek support (Oh, Lauckner,
Boehmer, Fewins-Bliss, & Li, 2013).
Young adults have reported
using the internet as a health
information source (McKinley &
Wright, 2014).

At present the relationship between
social media use, diet, and exercise
in young adulthood is unclear. As
such, we designed an exploratory
qualitative study to capture young
adults’ perceptions of the
phenomenon. Our aim was to give
voice and provide a rich description
of young adults’ lived experience
with the phenomenon, and to
generate further research interest
on social media and health behaviors.

Young adult participants were recruited from five courses at a
midwestern university in the United States to participate in a research
study focused on social media use in young adult life.
Hi all, who wants to participate in our research
where we investigate the perceived influences of
social media on health behaviors?”. “Send me an
e-mail of you’re interested!”
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I’m in!

A qualitative focus group approach was selected to “uncover” factors that influence opinions, behavior, or motivation surrounding
the topic. In total, Eight focus groups were scheduled. Also, in-depth
semi-structured interviews were also included within this study.

Sometimes I’m on Pinterest and I look at these cool
exercises and I’m like, “I’m going to try this out” and
then I exercise more.

3 themes were identified using a phenomenological approach that articulates the
young adult lived experience with social
media and health barriers.
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Or You see a little quote or something like “what
are you doing with your life.” And you’re like “hey I’m
better than this” I’m not going to bother eating this
tub of ice cream. I’m going to go out there and run.
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Social media is a motivator in
its own right because people
are going to post pictures
and people are obviously
going to look their best for
everybody they’re sharing
pictures with
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Participants
indicated that
social media
provides
specific apps they
use to track their
progress and
increase
accountability.
Also, social media
platforms
increase access
to new exercises.
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Young adults
indicated that
social media
could serve as a
barrier to
exercise in terms
of displacing
exercise time,
begin distracting
during exercise,
and by providing
inaccurate
information about
exercise.

I was just going to
look on Facebook just
for a little while then
I was going to go
workout. Then I get
enticed by something
and time flies by and
then I’m like, “Oh it’s
really late and I don’t
want to go to the gym
anymore.” So I end up
not going to the gym…

Social media is also
distracting while exercising.
When I’m at the gym and my
phone starts buzzin g
because someone messaged
me, or they liked something
on Twitter. I’m like seriously leave me alone. This is my
time to focus.”
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Also, the online
advertisements may be misleadin g

Participants talked about social media and food connection in 3 distinct ways.
Participants reported that
social media was associated
with food choices.

Social media gives you more
idead to work with. I mean,
let’s be honest, we pretty
much all get into our ‘eating
habits’ and they may not always be the best or they may
be reallt boring. Social media
will give you new ideas.

And... Social media could be a
source of distraction during
e.g. meal times.

It was also perceived to be
a vanue to share pictures
of their food with others.

People use the big hashtag
#foodporn. They want you be
like, ‘That looks delicious!’
But too many posts could
lead to feeling hungry and
eating. That’s annoying.

Yesterday I was checking
Facebook and Instagram and
forgot to lunch because I
wasn’t paying attention to the
time. I was late for studying and
picked up some fast food...
Normally I always try to eat
healthy but now I was hindered
by social media.

Participants agreed that it was
inspirational and motivational to see a
person post a picture when they have los a
lot of weight. But when people frequently
post exercise selfies, it’s annoying.

I have a friend who lost
a lot of weight and it
was cool, inspiring. He
had never posted a
picture before

Sometimes it’s kind of
more irritating when
someone post stuff like
“Oh just at the gym” or
“#gettingswoll”. Doing
it a first time, okay, but
not multiple times a week.
That’s annoying.

Implic lr n~:
An informal approach may reach more young
adults.
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shor motivational quotes, memes,
✓ posting
recipes, accurate exercise information.
Social media is a ripe and informal venue for
disseminating health information to young
adults.
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This study reaffirms the importance of

studies within the social and
..Jinterdisciplinary
health sciences and the value of implementing
a social ecological framework in human
development research.

Future research
should attempt
to replicate and
extend these
results with
more diverse
samples and with
mixed-method
research design.

Despite the limitations,
this study answers the
call to conduct more
research on factors
influencing health
during young
adulthood (Nelson et
al., 2008). The study
also gives voice to
young adults’ own
lived experiences serving as an
important step forward in understanding
the connection between
social media use and
young adult health
behaviors.

