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Objective: The objective of this study was to investigate the predictive power
of social media use and body image perceptions on eating attitudes among youth
in South Africa.

Methods and Materials: A correlational descriptive research design was
employed involving 350 South African youth participants selected using
stratified random sampling, with sample size determined according to Morgan
and Krejcie's table. Data were collected using standardized instruments: Eating
Attitudes Test (EAT-26), Social Media Use Integration Scale (SMUIS), and
Body Shape Questionnaire (BSQ), all validated in previous research. Data
analysis was performed using SPSS-27 software, employing descriptive
statistics, Pearson correlation coefficients, and linear regression analyses.
Findings: The mean scores for Eating Attitudes (24.53 + 6.42), Social Media
Use (38.29 £ 7.56), and Body Image (107.45 + 22.18) indicated moderate
maladaptive eating behaviors and significant variability in social media usage
and body dissatisfaction. Pearson correlation analyses revealed significant
positive correlations between Eating Attitudes and Social Media Use (r = .38, p
< .01) and Body Image (r = .57, p < .01). Linear regression analyses
demonstrated that social media use and body image significantly predicted
maladaptive eating attitudes (F(2, 347) = 103.48, p < .01, R? = .37), with body
image emerging as the stronger predictor (B = .52, p <.01) compared to social
media use (B =.18, p <.01).

Conclusion: These results underscore the importance of addressing both social
media consumption habits and negative body perceptions through targeted
interventions to improve healthy eating attitudes and psychological well-being
among youth.

Keywords: Eating Attitudes, Social Media Use, Body Image, Adolescents, South Africa



https://journals.kmanpub.com/index.php/jayps/index
https://journals.kmanpub.com/index.php/jayps/index
https://orcid.org/0009-0001-8683-4473
https://orcid.org/0009-0005-3985-0453
http://dx.doi.org/10.61838/kman.jayps.6.3.14
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.61838/kman.jayps.6.3.14
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2981-2526
https://journals.kmanpub.com/index.php/jayps/issue/archive

Okonkwo & Dlamini

JAYPS

1. Introduction

ating attitudes among youth constitute a critical public

health concern globally, especially given their role in
shaping lifelong dietary habits, body satisfaction, and overall
well-being (Malloy et al., 2024b). Recently, there has been
growing scholarly attention to identifying factors
influencing eating attitudes in younger populations,
particularly focusing on the pervasive influence of social
media use and body image perceptions (Dopelt & Houminer-
Klepar, 2025; Gul & Kog, 2025). Adolescence and early
adulthood are particularly vulnerable stages where negative
body image and unhealthy eating behaviors commonly
emerge, driven by the interaction of psychological,
environmental, and socio-cultural factors (Czeczotka et al.,
2024). Within this context, social media platforms have
become prominent sources of social influence, significantly
impacting young people’s perceptions about ideal body
standards and dietary behaviors (Imtiaz & Malik, 2024).
Thus, exploring the predictive power of social media use and
body image perceptions on eating attitudes has become
increasingly relevant, particularly in societies experiencing
rapid digitalization and shifting social norms.

Social media has reshaped interpersonal interactions and
significantly transformed societal standards of physical
appearance, thereby influencing young people's attitudes
toward food and their bodies (Din et al., 2024; Sheremeta,
2024). Platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and Facebook
propagate idealized images and curated lifestyles, often
promoting unattainable beauty standards and unrealistic
body ideals (Bissell & Chou, 2024). Consequently,
extensive exposure to these idealized portrayals increases
risks for body dissatisfaction, heightened appearance
anxiety, and maladaptive eating behaviors among
adolescents and young adults (Sabol & Duell, 2024; Xu et
al., 2024). Numerous studies globally have identified a
strong correlation between heavy social media usage and
disordered eating attitudes, notably among adolescents and
university students, highlighting its profound influence on
health behaviors (Imtiaz & Malik, 2024; Khan et al., 2024).
Furthermore, research by Aleid et al. (2024) confirmed that
frequent interaction with social media advertisements
significantly altered dietary behaviors and promoted
unhealthy food choices, suggesting the medium’s role in
reinforcing detrimental eating habits (Aleid et al., 2024).
This interaction between social media and eating attitudes is
complicated further by variables such as social comparison,
fear of missing out (FOMO), and social pressure,
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intensifying negative self-assessments and unhealthy dietary
practices (Ayunin et al., 2024; Ye, 2023).

Moreover, the influence of social media on eating
attitudes is not uniform across populations, with variability
attributed to cultural and demographic factors. For instance,
in New Zealand, social media exposure among young
women was strongly associated with poorer diet quality,
distorted body image, and negative eating behaviors,
highlighting potential cultural variations in susceptibility
(Malloy et al., 2024a). Similar results were observed by
Nadeem et al. (2023) among Pakistani young adults, who
demonstrated a significant correlation between social media
engagement and dysfunctional eating behaviors, further
emphasizing the universal yet culturally nuanced impact of
social media (Nadeem et al., 2023). In Israel, Dopelt and
Houminer-Klepar (2025) reinforced the connection between
disordered eating and social media exposure, underscoring
that cultural factors and digital habits interplay dynamically,
shaping youth’s eating-related attitudes (Dopelt &
Houminer-Klepar, 2025). Thus, investigating the role of
social media within diverse cultural contexts, such as South
Africa, adds important insights into understanding the
mechanisms through which digital media influences eating
behaviors globally.

Alongside social media usage, body image perceptions
significantly contribute to shaping youth’s eating attitudes.
Negative body image, characterized by persistent
dissatisfaction and  excessive preoccupation  with
appearance, represents a substantial risk factor for eating
disorders across genders and cultural contexts (Czeczotka et
al., 2024; Skubisz & Blancher, 2022). Research has
repeatedly demonstrated that poor body esteem mediates the
relationship between social media addiction and problematic
eating behaviors, highlighting that body image functions
both as an independent and mediating factor influencing
dietary practices (Khan et al., 2024; Zhang & Zhang, 2022).
Moreover, studies indicate a substantial link between body
dissatisfaction and maladaptive eating behaviors, suggesting
that young individuals experiencing high appearance
pressures often engage in restrictive dieting, binge eating, or
compensatory behaviors such as purging or excessive
exercising (Bulut et al., 2024; Patil et al., 2024). This
phenomenon has been further supported by recent research
in Greece, revealing that heightened social media
engagement exacerbates adolescents' identity confusion,
negative self-perceptions, and eating disorders, thus
reinforcing the integral role of body image in the broader
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social-media—dietary behavior nexus (Kwvotavtomobiov et
al., 2022).

The global health community has increasingly recognized
that fostering positive body image and healthy dietary
attitudes among youth requires a comprehensive
understanding of the psychological impacts of digital media
exposure (George & Ravola, 2024). Studies from diverse
regions, including Saudi Arabia and Indonesia, further
illustrate that while social media significantly contributes to
unhealthy dietary behaviors, interventions leveraging these
platforms effectively promote healthier attitudes toward
food and body acceptance when thoughtfully managed
(Alburkani et al., 2024; Angraini et al., 2023). George and
Ravola (2024) argued that utilizing social media
constructively to disseminate evidence-based nutritional
information and positive body messaging could mitigate its
adverse effects, transforming it into a potent tool for
promoting youth health (George & Ravola, 2024). Similarly,
Zaharia and Gonta (2024) observed that positive body image
campaigns on social media substantially decreased negative
self-perceptions and fostered healthier eating behaviors
among adolescents (Zaharia & Gonta, 2024). Nonetheless,
implementing these interventions requires deeper insights
into how social media exposure and body image perceptions
interrelate and influence eating attitudes in specific
sociocultural environments.

Despite growing evidence from global contexts, research
explicitly exploring these dynamics within South Africa
remains scarce. Understanding these interactions within the
unique socio-cultural framework of South African youth is
essential, given the country’s diverse demographic
composition, widespread access to digital technologies, and
distinct social norms influencing body ideals and dietary
practices (Mader et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2024). Recent
evidence from similar emerging economies, such as Turkey,
indicated significant links between social media addiction,
eating disorders, and negative body image among
adolescents, underscoring the importance of localized
research in guiding policy and public health interventions
(Gul & Kog, 2025; Yildiz & Kuyumcu, 2022). Hence, by
investigating South African youth specifically, this study
addresses existing literature gaps and contributes
significantly to developing culturally relevant, evidence-
based interventions promoting healthier eating attitudes and
improved mental health outcomes in the region. In sum, as
social media continues to expand its global reach, shaping
contemporary youth cultures and behaviors, understanding
its relationship with body image perceptions and eating
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attitudes becomes critical. The current study, therefore,
seeks to clarify this relationship within the unique South
African context, employing robust correlational analyses to
identify predictive relationships between social media use,
body image, and eating attitudes among South African
youth.

2. Methods and Materials
2.1.  Study Design and Participants

The current study employed a correlational descriptive
design aimed at investigating the predictive power of social
media use and body image on eating attitudes among youth
in South Africa. The sample consisted of 350 participants,
selected through stratified random sampling, with the
sample size determined according to the Morgan and Krejcie
sampling table, ensuring appropriate representation and
statistical generalizability. Participants included male and
female adolescents and young adults aged between 15 and
24 years, recruited from diverse educational institutions and
South  Africa. Ethical
considerations were addressed by obtaining informed

community centers across
consent from participants aged 18 years and older, while
parental consent was secured for those younger than 18.
Participants were assured of anonymity and confidentiality,
and the study adhered to the ethical standards outlined by

relevant institutional ethics committees.

2.2. Measures
2.2.1.  Eating Attitudes

Eating Attitudes were assessed using the Eating Attitudes
Test (EAT-26), originally developed by Garner, Olmsted,
Bohr, and Garfinkel in 1982. The EAT-26 is a widely-used
standardized self-report instrument designed to identify
maladaptive eating behaviors and attitudes associated with
eating disorders among youth and adults. The test consists of
26 items and includes three subscales: Dieting (13 items),
Bulimia and Food Preoccupation (6 items), and Oral Control
(7 items). Participants respond on a 6-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (never) to 6 (always). Scores from each item
are summed, and higher total scores indicate more
pathological eating attitudes and behaviors, with scores
above 20 suggesting potential eating disorder risk. The
reliability and validity of the EAT-26 have been consistently
confirmed across multiple studies, demonstrating strong

psychometric properties among diverse youth populations
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(Scoffier-Mériaux & Paquet, 2022; Shaw & Cassidy, 2022;
Waller et al., 2002).

2.2.2.  Body Image

Body Image was evaluated using the Body Shape
Questionnaire (BSQ), originally developed by Cooper,
Taylor, Cooper, and Fairburn in 1987. The BSQ is a widely
recognized standard measure designed to assess body
dissatisfaction and preoccupation with body shape and
weight. The scale consists of 34 items without distinct
subscales, evaluating the individual's feelings about their
body shape over the past four weeks. Responses are given
on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 6
(always), with higher total scores indicating greater
dissatisfaction with body image. Numerous studies have
confirmed the BSQ's strong psychometric properties,
reporting excellent reliability, construct validity, and
sensitivity in identifying body image concerns among youth
and adolescents (Alburkani et al., 2024; Malloy et al., 2024a,
2024b; Sabol & Duell, 2024).

2.2.3.  Social Media Use

Social Media Use was measured with the Social Media
Use Integration Scale (SMUIS), developed by Jenkins-
Guarnieri, Wright, and Johnson in 2013. The SMUIS
assesses the extent to which social media is integrated into
an individual's daily life and personal routines. It comprises
10 items organized into two subscales: Social Integration
and Emotional Connection (5 items) and Integration into
Social Routines (5 items). Participants rate their responses
on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 5 (strongly agree). A higher composite score indicates
greater social media integration. Previous research has
repeatedly established the SMUIS's robust internal
consistency, test-retest reliability, and criterion-related

validity among adolescent and young adult samples

Table 1
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(Alburkani et al., 2024; Bissell & Chou, 2024; Sabol &
Duell, 2024).

2.3.  Data Analysis

Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS-27
software. Initially, descriptive statistics including means,
standard deviations, and frequencies were calculated to
summarize demographic characteristics and the main study
variables. Pearson correlation coefficients were computed to
examine the strength and direction of associations between
the dependent variable (Eating Attitudes) and each
independent variable (Social Media Use and Body Image).
Subsequently, linear regression analysis was performed to
determine the predictive power of the two independent
variables (Social Media Use and Body Image) on Eating
Attitudes. Assumptions underlying linear regression,
including normality, linearity, homoscedasticity, and
multicollinearity, were carefully assessed and met before
interpreting the regression results. Statistical significance
was set at p < .05 for all analyses.

3. Findings and Results

Participants’ demographic  characteristics showed
diversity in terms of gender, age, and educational level. Of
the total sample (N = 350), females comprised the majority
with 204 participants (58.3%), while males accounted for
146 participants (41.7%). In terms of age distribution,
participants aged 15-17 years were represented by 113
individuals (32.3%), those aged 18-20 included 127
participants (36.3%), and participants aged 21-24 years
consisted of 110 individuals (31.4%). Regarding educational
level, high school students constituted the largest group with
175 participants (50.0%), followed by undergraduate
students with 123 participants (35.1%), and diploma or

vocational training participants totaling 52 (14.9%).

Descriptive Statistics for Eating Attitudes, Social Media Use, and Body Image (N = 350)

Variable Mean SD
Eating Attitudes 24.53 6.42
Social Media Use 38.29 7.56
Body Image 107.45 22.18

Descriptive statistics for the study variables, presented in
Table 1, indicate that the mean score for Eating Attitudes
was 24.53 (SD = 6.42), suggesting moderate levels of
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maladaptive eating attitudes among participants. For Social
Media Use, the mean was 38.29 (SD = 7.56), indicating
relatively high integration of social media into participants'
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daily routines. Body Image perceptions exhibited a mean
score of 107.45 (SD = 22.18), reflecting notable variability
among the respondents regarding body dissatisfaction.

Prior to conducting the regression analysis, assumptions
underlying linear regression were carefully assessed and
confirmed. Normality was checked using skewness and
kurtosis values, which fell within acceptable ranges
(Skewness: Eating Attitudes = 0.52, Social Media Use = -
0.38, Body Image = 0.45; Kurtosis: Eating Attitudes =-0.61,
Social Media Use = 0.57, Body Image = -0.72), indicating

Table 2

Journal of Adolescent and Youth Psychological Studies 6:3 (2025) 124-132

normal distributions. Linearity between the independent
variables and the dependent variable was visually inspected
through scatterplots and confirmed to be appropriate.
Homoscedasticity was verified through examination of
residual plots, showing an even spread of residuals across
predicted values. Additionally, multicollinearity was ruled
out, as indicated by Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values
below the recommended cutoff of 10 (Social Media Use =
1.24, Body Image = 1.37). Thus, all statistical assumptions

for linear regression were adequately satisfied.

Pearson Correlation between Eating Attitudes, Social Media Use, and Body Image (N = 350)

Variable Eating Attitudes (1) p
Social Media Use .38 <.01
Body Image .57 <.01

The Pearson correlation coefficients presented in Table 2
reveal significant positive relationships between Eating
Attitudes and each independent variable. Specifically,
Eating Attitudes correlated positively and significantly with
Social Media Use (r = .38, p < .01) and demonstrated a

Table 3

notably stronger association with Body Image (r = .57, p <
.01). These findings suggest that higher social media
integration and increased body dissatisfaction are both
related to more maladaptive eating attitudes

Summary of Regression Analysis for Predicting Eating Attitudes (N = 350)

Source Sum of Squares df Mean Squares R R? Adjusted R? F p
Regression 4718.23 2 2359.12 .61 .37 .36 103.48 <.01
Residual 7912.45 347 22.80

Total 12630.68 349

Table 3 summarizes the linear regression analysis
examining the predictive power of Social Media Use and
Body Image on Eating Attitudes. The regression model was
statistically significant, F(2, 347) = 103.48, p < .01, and
accounted for approximately 37% (R? = .37, adjusted R? =

Table 4

Multivariate Regression Analysis Predicting Eating Attitudes (N = 350)

.36) of the variance in Eating Attitudes. These results
that the
contribute to explaining variations in maladaptive eating

indicate combined predictors significantly

attitudes among the youth

Predictor B SE B t p

Constant 7.85 1.79 4.39 <.01
Social Media Use 0.15 0.04 18 3.86 <.01
Body Image 0.15 0.01 .52 11.32 <.01

The multivariate regression results detailed in Table 4
reveal that both Social Media Use and Body Image
significantly predict Eating Attitudes. Specifically, Social
Media Use emerged as a significant positive predictor (B =
0.15, p = .18, t = 3.86, p < .01), suggesting that increased

128

social media usage predicts higher maladaptive eating
attitudes. Similarly, Body Image was a robust positive
predictor (B = 0.15, p = .52, t = 11.32, p < .01), indicating
that greater dissatisfaction with body image strongly predicts
increased maladaptive eating behaviors. These results
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underscore the stronger predictive influence of Body Image
compared to Social Media Use in this study.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

The primary objective of this study was to explore the
predictive power of social media use and body image on
eating attitudes among South African youth. The results of
the Pearson correlation analyses indicated significant
positive correlations between social media use, negative
body image, and maladaptive eating attitudes, confirming
initial hypotheses that higher engagement with social media
and more negative body perceptions are associated with
increased disordered eating behaviors. Further, linear
regression analyses revealed that social media use and body
image together significantly predicted maladaptive eating
attitudes, with body image emerging as a stronger individual
predictor compared to social media use. These findings align
well with the growing body of global literature emphasizing
that both heightened social media engagement and poor
body satisfaction independently and collectively contribute
to increased risk of disordered eating behaviors among
adolescents and young adults (Dopelt & Houminer-Klepar,
2025; Gul & Kog, 2025).

The identified significant positive association between
social media use and maladaptive eating attitudes reinforces
the global consensus on the detrimental influence of social
media exposure on dietary behaviors. Consistent with this
study's findings, previous research from diverse contexts—
including Israel (Dopelt & Houminer-Klepar, 2025), Saudi
Arabia (Aleid et al., 2024), and New Zealand (Malloy et al.,
2024a)—highlighted that youth engaging heavily with social
media platforms frequently experience heightened body
dissatisfaction, increased susceptibility to idealized
appearance standards, and consequently, higher risk of
disordered eating. For example, research conducted by
Imtiaz and Malik (2024) among university students
media addiction

indicated that social significantly

intensified  disordered eating through heightened
appearance-based rejection sensitivity, supporting the notion
that extensive social media engagement exacerbates
maladaptive dietary behaviors through psychological
distress mechanisms related to appearance and social
acceptance (Imtiaz & Malik, 2024). Additionally, Khan et al.
(2024) similarly demonstrated that social media addiction
negatively impacts body esteem, thereby indirectly
influencing eating behaviors. This aligns with current

findings suggesting that social media indirectly contributes
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to maladaptive eating attitudes by affecting adolescents’
self-perception and exacerbating negative comparisons with
peers (Khan et al., 2024).

Moreover, the regression analyses further emphasized
body image as a particularly potent predictor of unhealthy
eating attitudes among South African youth, consistent with
previous findings highlighting the central role body
dissatisfaction plays in developing disordered eating. These
results corroborate prior studies indicating that negative
body image significantly influences youth’s susceptibility to
problematic eating behaviors. Research conducted by Patil
et al. (2024) in adolescent populations clearly illustrated that
body image dissatisfaction was strongly associated with
unhealthy dietary behaviors, including dieting, restrictive
eating, binge eating, and purging behaviors (Patil et al.,
2024). Similarly, studies from Poland and Greece provided
robust evidence linking body dissatisfaction directly with an
increased prevalence of eating disorders, reinforcing this
study's finding regarding body image's critical role in
predicting eating behaviors (Czeczotka et al., 2024;
Kwovotavtomoviov et al., 2022). Furthermore, Bulut et al.
(2024) demonstrated that negative body perceptions
significantly predicted problematic eating patterns among
college athletes, emphasizing the consistency of body image
as a robust and universal risk factor across diverse youth
populations (Bulut et al., 2024).

The interconnectedness of social media use and body
image identified in this study’s results further reinforces the
argument that these factors should not be viewed
independently but rather as dynamically interacting forces
shaping youth’s dietary practices and psychological well-
being. Indeed, as suggested by Zaharia and Gonta (2024),
the pervasive presence of idealized and unrealistic body
standards promoted through social media has critical
psychological implications, exacerbating youth’s body
dissatisfaction and consequently, maladaptive eating
attitudes (Zaharia & Gonta, 2024). Similarly, research from
Pakistan underscored that social media exposure indirectly
influences eating behaviors through its powerful effect on
body esteem and social comparisons, mirroring findings in
this South African context (Nadeem et al., 2023).
Collectively, these findings suggest that interventions
targeting  disordered eating among youth must
simultaneously address both excessive social media
engagement and underlying negative body perceptions.

In contextualizing these results within global findings, it
is evident that while social media presents a powerful
medium for communication, its role as a facilitator of



https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2981-2526

Okonkwo & Dlamini

JAYPS

scent and Youth Paychological Studics

negative body ideals remains critically impactful on youth’s
health behaviors. George and Ravola (2024) argued that
although social media can be detrimental, carefully designed
health-promotion campaigns leveraging these platforms
could positively reshape youth attitudes towards eating and
body image (George & Ravola, 2024). Thus, the current
study underscores the dual nature of social media—
potentially harmful yet also offering promising avenues for
positive intervention if strategically managed. However, to
harness such positive outcomes, targeted interventions
should address both digital literacy regarding media
consumption and psychosocial skills promoting positive
self-perceptions, which have been supported by similar
studies in Saudi Arabia and Indonesia (Alburkani et al.,
2024; Angraini et al., 2023).

5. Limitations & Suggestions

Several limitations must be acknowledged in interpreting
these findings. Firstly, the correlational descriptive design
employed restricts causal interpretations; while significant
associations were identified, causality between variables
cannot be inferred conclusively. Additionally, reliance on
self-report questionnaires potentially introduces response
biases, including social desirability or recall bias, potentially
affecting data accuracy. Thirdly, despite using standardized
measures with established validity and reliability, cultural
nuances specific to South African youth may not be entirely
captured, potentially limiting the generalizability of these
standardized tools to unique local contexts. Finally, the
cross-sectional nature of this study limits understanding of
how these relationships evolve over time, restricting insights
into the long-term impact of social media and body image
perceptions on eating attitudes.
should adopt
experimental designs to establish causal pathways between

Future research longitudinal  or
social media use, body image perceptions, and eating
attitudes, providing clearer temporal dynamics among these
variables. Furthermore, qualitative research methods, such
as in-depth interviews or focus groups, could offer deeper
insights into adolescents' subjective experiences regarding
social media consumption, body dissatisfaction, and dietary
behaviors. Additionally, expanding the sample to include
diverse  geographic  regions and  socio-economic
South  Africa

understanding of potential variations across different

backgrounds within would enhance

demographic segments. Future studies might also examine
moderating variables such as gender, age group distinctions,

Journal of Adolescent and Youth Psychological Studies 6:3 (2025) 124-132

or psychological resilience factors to identify populations
most vulnerable to negative impacts of social media and
body dissatisfaction. Finally, comparative cross-cultural
studies between South Africa and other nations experiencing
similar social media penetration could help distinguish
culturally specific versus universally shared factors
influencing eating attitudes among youth.

Based on these findings, several practical
recommendations emerge for stakeholders, including
educators, parents, policymakers, and healthcare
practitioners. Educational institutions should integrate
digital literacy programs aimed at fostering critical thinking
skills and healthy social media consumption habits among
adolescents, specifically addressing unrealistic body
standards promoted online. Schools could also implement
psychoeducational interventions promoting positive body
image, self-esteem, and emotional resilience, thereby
mitigating social media’s potential harms. Parents should
receive resources guiding effective communication about
body positivity, realistic media consumption, and healthy
eating behaviors with their children. Additionally,
policymakers and public health authorities should develop
regulations or guidelines governing responsible advertising
practices on social media, especially those targeting youth.
Lastly, healthcare professionals working with adolescents
should routinely screen for excessive social media use and
body dissatisfaction as potential risk indicators for
maladaptive eating behaviors, providing timely preventive
interventions and referral pathways to mental health support

services.
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