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Foreword 

Every woman has her weaknesses, doubts and negative emotions! Instead of hiding 

ourselves behind criticism and selfie-filters, we need to raise our voices to tell each other, the 

truth about our positive characteristics and our negative thoughts! We need to stop acting as 

opponents and start with being sisters who celebrate self-love and altruism: we are worth it! I 

want to dedicate this master thesis to all the women who, like me, encounter struggles on their 

roads towards body-acceptance and self-love. I want to let them know that they are not alone 

in feeling the way they do. 

Thanks to all the respondents for taking the time to be interviewed and for setting 

energy in helping me to establish women and their relationship to their bodies and selves at the 

centre of research.  

Special thanks to Marci Cottingham for helping me, through her qualified teaching, 

detailed feedback and professional accompaniment, to book progress throughout my study-

year, to set essential milestones of this project, and to help me finetuning its outcome. Thanks 

to Giselinde Kuipers for accepting to be my second reader, and for giving very constructive 

feedback on my thesis proposal.  

Thanks to my partner Kenneth Holtmaat for his love and relentless support. Thanks to 

my family for their motivating words. Thanks to my sister Océane Ley for her good advices. 

Thanks to my friends for our mind-opening conversations, and especially to my friend Alessia 

Carrano for our weekly motivational calls. Thanks to all the people who supported me on my 

journey of writing this master thesis, and who helped me in clarifying my thoughts.  

Last but not least, thanks to myself for having taken the courage to start studying again 

two years ago, going onto a new life-path, and remaining open to new challenges. 
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Summary 

 Body image is a concept that comes from the psychological realm. Empirical research 

investigates either body image in connection to body weight or social media use, and mostly 

quantitatively. The nexus between body image, body weight and social media use remains 

underexplored. The present research aims to investigate this nexus in a sociological and 

qualitative manner by answering the following research question: How do female Instagram 

users experience weight loss and how does the use of Instagram shape their experience? 

 Symbolic interactionism in general, and the theories of Cooley’s looking-glass self 

(1902) and Goffman’s impression management (1956), in particular, were used as a theoretical 

framework for this research. To find answers to the research questions, I conducted seventeen 

semi-structured interviews with women who shared their weight-loss journey on Instagram. I 

transcribed the interviews, and approached the data via a narrative analysis.  

The analysis revealed that women experience their weight-loss in three major ways. 

First, they feel changes in their relationship to their bodies, second in their relationship to 

themselves, and third in their relationship to peers. To respect the notion of temporality of a 

narrative analysis, I begin the findings' chapter by giving an account of women's situation 

before weight-loss. Women experienced sadness, negative self-talk, self-disappointment, 

shame and unhappiness before losing weight. Then, I continue by shedding light on the main 

differences between before and after weight-loss. The two main findings here are that after 

weight-loss, women feel more outspoken and confident on the one hand, and physically and 

mentally stronger on the other. The third findings' section displays the three above-mentioned 

relationships after weight-loss. The relationship, women have to their bodies, is complex. 

Women need to adapt to their slimmer bodies. They use their social world to get feedback 

about it. Moreover, women still have days where they experience their bodies as fat. In addition 

to that, women explained that they have to handle new insecurities about their bodies. In the 
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relationship to themselves as people, some female Instagram users described that, after weight-

loss, they are very different people, others asserted the opposite. The difference in 

argumentation is striking. Another interesting fact about this specific population is that 

throughout their weight-loss journey, they developed an individualistic self-loving discourse 

and a healthier relationship to themselves. The third finding sheds light on how social 

interactions help women to redefine their after-weight-loss selves and their sense of beauty. 

Since they have lost weight, the relationship women have with their peers has enhanced, and 

women feel more visible. The last findings' section exposes how using Instagram impact 

women's weight-loss experience. First, women use Instagram as a tool, to keep themselves 

accountable for their weight-loss process, to control their social behaviour as Instagram user 

and the advancement of their body-project, and to use the gaze of the others as means to 

continue their journeys. Second, Instagram provides women with a support system. While 

women represent the role-model for other Instagram users, their community also provides them 

support. The online interactions they have with their community offer them support whenever 

their offline community does not. These interactions also help them to develop their self in 

general, and a self-feeling of pride in particular. I discovered a dynamic of interdependency 

(Lazega, 2005). Third, I found that the discussion around body positivity on Instagram 

provokes confusion in women's minds and self-construction.  

In the conclusion, I bring my findings and their links to earlier scholar work in 

discussion with the theoretical framework of symbolic interactionism. Cooley's theory helped 

in understanding the process of how social interactions help women to shape their image of 

self. Nevertheless, Gailey's (2014) theory of "hyperinvisibility" of overweight women, 

Granberg's (2011) theory on self-construction of women after weight-loss, Scheff's (1990) 

theory of shame, and Shilling's (2012) explanation of seeing the body as a project, are essential 

to understand the underlying mechanisms of this process. The summarized answer to the first 
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research question is that women gained individuality through losing weight. I gave meaning to 

the findings of the impact Instagram use has on women's weight-loss experience by linking 

them to Goffman's impression management. I found that in their use of Instagram, women are 

confronted to acting performances on different stages and to learning to switch between front 

and back-stage. On Instagram's front stage, they display an example-to-follow for others. Also, 

they use Instagram as a backstage, a place where they can rest from their frontstage 

performance and still feel support and connection to the social world. Using Instagram has the 

positive effect that it supports women in their self-development and their quest for 

individuality. Nevertheless, it has the negative effect that using Instagram can be exhausting 

for women. Indeed, women have constantly to learn the functioning of this new social world, 

adapt their performances to their audience, switch between stages when needed, and reassess 

their self. Even though using Instagram has some negative impacts on women's weight-loss 

experiences, it has the positive impact of catalysing women's processes of self-development.  

Although this work has some limitations, it contributes to expanding the general 

sociological knowledge. The qualitative manner of conducting it gives voice to local voices 

and lived experiences. Also, it amplifies our understanding of the connection between bodies, 

selves, weight-loss and social media use. Moreover, it places women in the centre of research 

and helps them to raise their voices!
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1. Introduction 

Having a perfect body and weighing the ideal body weight have often been seen in 

connection to each other. Indeed, it seems the image of the ideal body can only be acquired 

when the ideal body weight – or body mass index (BMI) – is reached or maintained. For many 

of us – women – our weight defines the way we see ourselves and the way others see us. We 

might associate being overweight with negative social pressures and body-related criticism. 

Since 2010, a growing number of Instagram influencers – individuals who use the social media 

site, Instagram, to inspire others – have shown via their accounts that being overweight does 

not necessarily rhyme with feeling ashamed of the overweight body. They help in 

deconstructing the societal belief that our weight defines who we are. Many of them argue that 

the way we see our body has nothing to do with our weight but solely with the way we think 

and feel about ourselves and our body in a more general sense. Through showing their 

overweight bodies with photos and videos on their accounts, Instagram influencers introduced 

a new approach to rebel against the beauty standards which cherish slender and skinny bodies. 

 

Losing weight and gaining it back: the yo-yo effect is a well-known phenomenon 

among people who try to reach their, biologically and societally defined, ideal weight. Mann 

et al. (2007) addressed that 83% of the people who have lost weight regain it within two years. 

Supposing that the thin body is the body which is the best accepted by society and which we 

strive for, why would women regain their weight after they spent much energy to lose it? 

Granberg's (2011) argues regaining weight after having lost it relates to the idea that people do 

not change the vision they have of their bodies and selves throughout the process of losing 

weight. Although they have lost the weight they wanted to drop, they have not shifted their 
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idea of themselves within their lighter body, and keep on referring to their former overweight 

social identity (Granberg, 2011). This vision of the body builds on the sociological background 

that the body is socially constructed, meaning that “the body is shaped, constrained, and even 

invented by society” (Shilling, 2012:75). In addition to investigating the biological and 

psychological mechanisms of weight-loss, the body image women have after losing weight, 

and the meaning they give to their, first fat then thin, bodies through societal interactions, 

should be investigated sociologically. 

1.1. Body Image with a Sociological Twist 

The term "body image" was first coined by Schilder (1936) and defined by Cash & 

Fleming as “one’s perceptions and attitudes in relation to one’s own physical characteristics” 

(2002:455). Although body image is a concept which belongs mainly to the realm of 

psychology, my research aims to take some distance from its psychological definition. In this 

sociological thesis, I will look at body image by using symbolic interactionism as a general 

theoretical umbrella, and Cooley's particular theory of the self as an approach under this 

umbrella. In the theoretical section below, I will expand on these sociological approaches in to 

understand how women perceive and behave towards their bodies (after losing weight) in 

connection with their physical characteristics, to paraphrase Cash & Flemming's definition 

(2002:455), and how their body perception varies through the social interactions they encounter 

in everyday life, mainly through Instagram.  

1.2. Body Image and Body Weight 

The combination of body image and weight loss has already primarily been 

investigated. We might think that the higher the weight loss, the greater the satisfaction people 

have with their bodies. To control whether this general idea is valid, Gilmartin (2013) 
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investigated via in-depth interviews how body image changes in patients who have lost more 

than 45kgs through bariatric surgery. Although massive weight-loss impacts patients' well-

being on the long-run, his qualitative research showed that even after having lost weight, 

patients still experience social struggles in body image such as social isolation, depression or 

difficulties in sexual intimacy. By investigating body image and body weight, Gilmartin 's 

(2013) followed Frisco, Houle, & Martin's (2009, 2010), and confirmed the correlation 

between body weight, body image, and depression. They argued it is essential to stop treating 

the image people see of themselves in the mirror and their actual weight as two different 

problems. If either body weight problems or body image struggles are to be helped, both have 

to be taken into consideration as two interdependent features. Focusing on the relationship 

between body image distortion and weight loss behaviour amongst non-overweight American 

girls rather than overweight girls, Liechty (2010) confirms this correlation: assessing body 

image distortion helps in identifying and preventing unhealthy weight loss.  

 

Nevertheless, further research needs to be done for confirming whether body image 

distortion relates to weight-loss among overweight people. Whereas most studies between body 

image and body weight focus on the actual numerical changes in body weight, Hodges (2015) 

gives an interesting qualitative twist in listening to the stories behind the weighing-scales 

numbers. For him, if research on body image wants to evolve, situated stories need to relate to 

people’s narratives and lived experiences, and people’s emotions need to be taken into account. 

While Hodges (2015) sheds light on how body image relates to men’s narratives about body 

weight, in my research, I would like to focus on women’s narratives, and add a further 

dimension: the correlation between body image and the relationship to others. In social 

psychology, researchers have studied the relationship between body weight and peer-

relationships. According to Carr & Friedman (2005), normal weight people report more self-



FEMALE INSTAGRAM USERS EXPERIENCE WEIGHT-LOSS  @my_body_acceptance_journey  8 

Élodie Ley @leyelodie 

acceptance and lower experienced discrimination than obese people. Nevertheless, the same 

authors added in their later study that obese patients do not perceive their body weight as 

impacting their relationship to peers (Carr & Friedman, 2006). Whereas the researchers give a 

good insight into how body weight can be studied in correlation to social relations, their 

findings neglect the topic of body image.  

 

By using a symbolic interactionist approach, Granberg found that women who lose 

weight go through a complex process of adjusting to their selves and bodies after weight-loss, 

and need time for exiting the “fat” stigma (2011:50). For investigating body image and weight 

loss, I am interested in taking a symbolic interactionist approach similar to Granberg's. 

Nevertheless, while Granberg (2011) used this theoretical approach to focus on stigma, I want 

to use it to investigate how the relationships women have to their bodies, selves and peers 

impact their sense of self within the context of weight-loss.  

1.3. Body Image and Social Media Use  

As mentioned above, to study body image from a sociological point of view, the social 

relationship people have to their peers needs to be taken into account. To investigate how 

society in a broader sense impacts the body image of people, researchers have often examined 

the relationship between body image and social media use. Although they remain online, social 

media communities reflect the larger society in one important way: they create a network in 

which participants construct their social identities via the interactions they have with each 

other. Two ways these interactions happen are via commenting or liking each other's posted 

messages, pictures, and videos or via following people's accounts for professional or personal 

ends. In the realm of psychology, social media use has been used as a means to understand the 

impact peers have on one's body image as it is defined in psychology above (Butkowski, Dixon, 
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& Weeks, 2019; Tiggemann & Miller, 2010; Tiggemann, Hayden, Brown, & Veldhuis, 2018; 

Tiggemann, & Zaccardo, 2018; Veldhuis, Alleva, Bij de Vaate, Keijer, & Konijn, 2018).  

 

Tiggemann & Miller (2010) were among the first to show that media exposure has an 

impact on body image. In their 2018-research, Tiggemann et al. focussed more specifically on 

the social media platform Instagram, and its like-function in particular. They found that this 

specific function – which expresses that people like a post– affects women’s body image 

negatively and increases their social comparison behaviours (Tiggemann et al., 2018). In their 

content analysis of Instagram users' pictures (#fitspiration pictures) – which depict fit bodies 

and serve as source of inspiration for other Instagram users, Tiggemann & Zaccardo (2018) 

found on the one hand, that women often use these type of pictures to get motivated, and on 

the other side that on these pictures, the body is often represented as toned and thin. They 

concluded these pictures are, through the characteristics of representing the fit body as toned 

and thin, harmful to women’s body image. In their quantitative research, Butkowski, Dixon, & 

Weeks (2019) linked body image, Instagram use, and eating behaviours. They found that the 

younger female adults give importance to the feedback received on their selfies, the more they 

are likely to develop disordered eating attitudes and a distorted body image. Veldhuis et al. 

(2018) found similar findings and gave a further relevant explanation: whereas body image can 

be seen as an outcome of posting selfies, it can also be viewed as a motive for increased selfie 

posting.  

 

Although these studies widely advance the knowledge we have about the link between 

body image, body weight, and social media exposure, these studies were all conducted in the 

psychological realm and a quantitative manner. In their recommendation for further research, 

Tiggemann & Zaccardo addressed the necessity to do new research to "examine the 
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characteristics and motivations of individuals who post fitspiration images to Instagram, as 

well as the gratifications they receive, for example, whether sharing photos engenders a sense 

of empowerment. Such research could take the form of interviews or focus groups but might 

be able to develop novel methodologies using the Instagram platform itself" (2018:1009). 

By conducting interviews with female Instagram users, I wanted to honour Tiggemann 

& Zaccardo’s recommendation, and understand the dynamic behind sharing photos, videos and 

being in interaction with their digital community, acknowledge the impact these posts have on 

their lives, and get a more concrete idea of the “sense of empowerment” the authors addressed 

(2018:1009). While the authors’ research examined fitspiration images, in my study, I explore 

the motivations, experiences and gratifications women have through posting photos and videos 

displaying their bodies which goes through a weight-loss journey and which might not look as 

toned as the bodies shown on #fitspiration pictures. I also investigate women’s experiences 

with body-image, weight-loss and media exposure by taking some distance from the fixed and 

intrinsic definition psychology gives to body image. In this project, women can elaborate their 

insight into body image and even complicate the body-image definition through including the 

accounts which relate to the lived-experiences they had with their bodies.  

1.4. Gap Identification 

In sum, much research on body image and weight loss has happened in the realm of 

social psychology (Carr & Friedman, 2006; Granberg, 2011; Tiggemann & Miller, 2010) , 

health-care (Gilmartin, 2013), quantitively (Butkowski, Dixon, & Weeks, 2019; Carr & 

Friedman, 2005; Frisco et al., 2009, 2010; Liechty, 2010) and among men (Hodges, 2015). The 

studies investigating body image and its link to Instagram are quantitative (Carr & Friedman, 

2006; Granberg, 2011; Tiggemann et al., 2018; Tiggemann & Miller, 2010; Tiggemann & 

Zaccardo, 2018) and focus on other aspects than body weight. Tiggemann and Miller (2010) 
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have shown, social media in general and Instagram in particular influence body image. For 

expanding the knowledge we have on the consequences social media use has on people's body 

image and perception of themselves (Tiggemann & Miller, 2010) and for giving voices to 

people and their lived experiences rather than to rely on statistics (Hodges, 2015), my research 

provides a qualitative account of the relationship between body image, body weight and the 

usage of Instagram. This research fills the gap between body image and body weight in the 

sense that it was conducted via interviews with women having lost weight– in a qualitative 

manner – and is situated in sociology rather than psychology. Also, my research based on 

investigating body image and Instagram with the unique twist of adding the notion of body 

weight to prior research (Tiggemann et al., 2018; Tiggemann & Miller, 2010; Tiggemann & 

Zaccardo, 2018).  

1.5. Present Study’s Aim  

This master-thesis research aimed to understand the mechanism of how the process of 

losing body weight relates to the image women have of their body and themselves. On the one 

hand, my goal was to investigate how the image women have of their bodies and selves evolve 

throughout a weight-loss journey. I was interested in getting a better understanding of how, 

former overweight or obese, women, saw their body before and see their body after having lost 

weight. On the other hand, I wanted to investigate how society impacts the vision these women 

have of themselves throughout their weight-loss journey. As society is a broad term, I decided 

to concentrate on how social media use impacts the way women see their bodies and selves. 

According to the fact that more than 90% of the population using Instagram is younger than 35 

years old (Pennsylvania State University, 2015) and that Instagram is the second most popular 

social media platform after Facebook (Statista, 2019), it makes sense to narrow-down my 

research from social media use to Instagram use for investigating women between 20 and 40 
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years old. On Instagram, some female Instagram users display their weight-loss journey by 

using posts such as before/after weight-loss pictures, pictures of their meals, videos of their 

exercise sessions or even Instagram stories answering questions of other Instagram users. I was 

interested in how using Instagram shapes the way women, who display their weight-loss online, 

see their bodies and selves, and how Instagram colours their vision.  

 

In sum, relying on the above-identified gap, this sociological research uses a qualitative 

approach to examine the evolution in body image and perception of the self (to recall 

Granberg's (2011) words that women might experience through losing weight on the one hand. 

On the other hand, the present study explores how social interactions – women have via their 

use of Instagram with their followers – shape the way they experience their weight-loss 

process. This master's thesis aims to answer the following research question: How do female 

Instagram users experience weight loss and how does the use of Instagram shape their 

experience? This research question can be divided into three sub-questions. The first sub-

question links the process of losing weight to the image women have of their bodies — How 

does weight-loss influence the relationship women have to their bodies? The second sub-

question relates to likely changes in self-perception that women might encounter throughout 

their weight-loss process — How does weight-loss influence the vision women have of 

themselves? The third sub-question addresses how the use of Instagram relates to the image 

women have of their bodies and selves— How does Instagram use influence the vision women 

have of their bodies and selves in their process of weight-loss?  
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2. Theoretical framework  

This research focuses on how interactions women have to others shape the image they 

have of their body and their self. The theoretical framework, which is the most adequate for 

taking interactions as the centre of the analysis is symbolic interactionism. In this chapter, I 

start by presenting symbolic interactionism as it serves as the overarching theoretical umbrella 

of this thesis. After that, I portray the theories of two authors, Cooley and Goffman, that both 

can be identified as symbolic interactionist theorists. In the second section, I elaborate on 

Cooley’s theory of "looking-glass self" (1902) and explain how his sociological theory links 

to my first research question. In the final section, I define Goffman’s theory of impression 

management (1956), and the related concepts of "front-stage" and "back-stage", and elucidate 

how these concepts are essential for my research on Instagram use. 

2.1. Symbolic Interactionism  

Blumer first coined the term symbolic interactionism in 1937 (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 

2014:205). Symbolic interactionism is a micro-sociological theory which focuses on social 

interactions as the basis for individuals' social behaviours, their capacity of thought and the 

interpretations they have of symbols such as language use, cultural codes and social objects 

(Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2014:348-53). The process of socialization lays central to this theoretical 

approach. For individuals, socialization serves as a learning tool to establish guidelines about 

how to behave, act and interact with others, in a way that is appropriate and in line with the 

cultural codes of the social world, they live in (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2014:350). Indeed, through 

interactions in a more common sense and the process of socialization in a more specific one, 

individuals learn the meaning that behaviours, objects, and symbols have (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 

2014:350). 
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Symbolic interactionists focus on the small-scale interactions between people and see 

interactions as dynamic "process[es] in which the ability to think is both developed and 

expressed” (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2014:350). George Herbert Mead, a central thinker for the 

development of this theory, argued that to understand the social experience or the behaviour of 

an individual, the social world in which the individual is embedded needs to be recognized as 

a whole first (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2014:336). For him, the social world one lives in creates 

one’s mind and self (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2014:341-2). He considered that both one’s mind and 

one’s self – and one’s individual development – are to be seen as social processes. These 

processes are dynamic and evolve depending on the meanings people give to their interactions 

with others, and to the interpretation, they have of those interactions, and their social world 

(Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2014:341-2). 

People assign meanings to their interactions, to themselves, to others and to what they 

think others think of themselves.  According to Mead and to his concept of "generalized other", 

one can only be a coherent and "complete self" if he/her has internalized the meaning of others, 

integrates the common meaning to his/her behaviour and actions, and therethrough serves the 

common interest of the social (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2014:345). Although the assigned meanings 

that people give to the social world, might change over time and context for every specific 

individual, and differ from individual to individual, people always calibrate the way they act 

and behave – and even the way they see themselves– in accordance with this social meaning 

(Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2014:352-4). In sum, symbolic interactionist theorists believe that the 

interactions people have with each other shape their development of a self and who they are. 

People mould their identity –and the expression of their self– depending on the interactions 

they have with others, and on the social world in which these interactions take place.  
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2.2. Cooley’s Looking-Glass Self  

As explained above, this study aims to give a sociological twist to the psychological 

concept of body image. In opposition to psychology, the body itself, the idea or vision people 

have of their body, and the vision people have of their selves, are never investigated as units 

that are separate from their social word. When speaking of body image in a sociological 

context, it is essential to take into consideration the importance that social interactions have in 

giving meaning to one’s body and self – and in this regard, in constructing the body and the 

self. As social interactions lay at the centre of the process of identification – in other words of 

the relationships people have to their bodies and their selves, I chose Charles Horton Cooley’s 

theory of the self as a theoretical frame for answering my first research question.  

Cooley’s theory of the looking-glass self is parallel to the concept of body image in that 

our interactions to others give us the vision we have of our bodies and our selves. Cooley’s 

symbolic interactionist theory entails three main components: "First, we imagine how we 

appear to others. Second, we imagine what their judgment of that appearance must be. Third, 

we develop some self-feeling, such as pride or mortification, as a result of our imagining others' 

judgments." (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2014:356).  

The present research aims to investigate how female Instagram users see their bodies 

and selves throughout a process of weight-loss. The first and major milestone that Cooley’s 

theory sets is that the vision we have of our self, and therefore of our body, starts with the way 

we think and the way we present ourselves to the outer world. All research participants share 

the common point that their body shape has changed and shrunk through weight-loss. 

Following Cooley’s first step to understand self-image, the first notion I have to grasp is how 

women think their smaller body and their self after weight-loss appear to their social world. 

Cooley’s second point is that we envision what others think about our self-image –in other 

words, we imagine the thoughts and judgements others have about our self-image. For my 
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research, it means that I have to look at the evolution women might perceive between the way 

they see themselves and the way they see others evaluate their bodies and selves. The theory’s 

third point highlights that people build an idea of their selves based on the imagination of others 

evaluating their selves. For my study, I have to focus on how participants perceive others’ 

reactions to their smaller body and how these reactions make them feel about their bodies and 

self.  

2.3. Goffman’s Impression Management  

The second symbolic interactionist theory that links to my research is Erving Goffman’s 

impression management. In his book The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1956), 

Goffman presents a dramaturgical approach to social life. The social world represents a vast 

stage where every person is an actor who performs performances and acts according to a 

particular script (Goffman, 1956). With his theory of impression management, Goffman 

emphasizes that people engage in different roles and play various performances depending on 

the social setting they play in and the social actors they play for. They switch masks and play 

these different performances and acts to manage the vision they give others of themselves. 

Through taking up roles and performing, people keep control over the impression they leave 

others and regulate how they appear to others. According to the fact that there are these 

interactions to others that build their identity, putting on acts and masks depending on the social 

setting, allows people to decide which identity they want to present to others. This theory 

belongs to the field of symbolic interactionism because there are the interactions which people 

have to their social world which define who they are as persons and which give their place 

within the social world.  

In his theory on impression management, Goffman defined many concepts which help 

to grasp his idea of seeing the social world as a theatre play. The two concepts which are the 
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most relevant to understand for the present study are the "front stage" and the "backstage". I 

shortly define each of them and explain why Goffman’s theory is essential for my research. 

Goffman describes the front as the “part of the individual’s performance which regularly 

functions in a general and fixed fashion to define the situation for those who observe the 

performance. Front, then, is the expressive equipment of a standard kind intentionally or 

unwittingly employed by the individual during his performance” (Goffman, 1956:12). In other 

words, the front stage is the place where individuals display their central performance. On the 

front stage, people show the best side of themselves and want this best side to be the impression 

others are left with. The front stage can change from situation to situation. For example, a 

female Instagram user can take on the role of an influential motivational guru when posting 

videos of herself on Instagram, and take the role of a relaxed mother when she is with her child 

at an amusement park. Both Instagram and the amusement park are front stages where this 

woman acts, but the performances she performs differ depending on her audience. Her front 

stage behaviour is powerful on Instagram and relaxed at the amusement park. The backstage 

represents the place where people can relax from playing any performance, the place where 

they can be themselves, where they do not have to perform, the place where they feel safe 

(Goffman, 1956:69). The backstage for the woman of our example would be at home after she 

switched off her phone and brought her child to bed: when she does not have to perform 

anything, and no one is watching.  

Grasping the concepts of front and backstage are central in order to answer the research 

question which addressed the impact Instagram has on women’s weight loss experience. 

Indeed, as using Instagram opens women up to a new social world, my interest lies in 

understanding how using Instagram to share a weight-loss journey impacts the way women see 

and perceive their bodies and selves. Using Goffman’s impression management in general, and 

his concepts of front stage and backstage, provide me with the tools to get a better overview of 
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participants’ interactions with their online social world, the roles they take on and the likely 

changes in stages. These theoretical tools help me in dissecting the participants’ social world 

and conclude how the online interactions women have with their Instagram community impact 

their image of body and self. 
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3. Methods 

Many women use their Instagram accounts to depict their weight-loss journey. On their 

digital accounts, they display before/after weight-loss pictures of themselves, pictures of their 

meals, videos of their body training. On the one hand, I was interested in how women, who 

present their weight-loss journey on Instagram, experience their relationships with bodies, 

selves, and peers. On the other, it sparked my interest to understand how using Instagram for 

sharing their losing weight everyday-life with their followers impacts these relationships. In 

this section, I present the main methodological steps I took to conduct my research. 

3.1. Participants’ Selection 

The first step for collecting the data was a visual selection of participants. On my 

personal Instagram account, I started to follow popular weight-loss accounts such as 

weightlosstransformations (546.000 followers) and weightloss_fatloss (210.000 followers) and 

hashtags such as #weightlossmotivation (5.100.000 followers) and #weightlosstransformation 

(6.900.000 followers). I saved all female before/after weight-loss body-pictures that popped up 

on my profile. As the number of popular accounts, hashtags and personal accounts followed 

started to mushroom, I created a separate account and shifted all my selection work from my 

personal account onto this new account. 

To reduce the scope of the selected population, I downsized the visual selection by 

focusing principally on women who are English speaking, white and who I estimated being in 

an age-range between 20 and 40 years old. I found out about these three characteristics by 

accessing women's profiles. Focusing on English speakers helped me to find an additional 

manner to make the sample more homogenous. I decided to keep the age-group large because 
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it was hard for me to make statements on women's age by only looking at pictures. The range 

20-40 allowed a wider margin of error for my estimations. 

Another method I used to select a workable sample was to pick only women who have 

lost their weight naturally without undergoing surgical intervention. This specific population 

of female Instagram users often mention in their bio (account description of fewer than 150 

characters), whether they lost their weight naturally (defined as via dieting and/or exercising) 

or via an operation (e.g. sleeve-operation). The reason why I focused on women who lost 

weight naturally, was based on my assumption that their weight-loss and likely related changes 

in body image happen less radically than in women who undergo surgery.  

My initial idea was only to target Instagram influencers, people "who affect[.] or 

change[.] the way that other people behave for example through their use of social media" 

(Influencer, 2019). I found it interesting to investigate the way Instagram influencers think 

about themselves because they might, through their social status have the power to influence 

their followers in how they feel about themselves. Investigating them might give an insight 

into the broader society of women losing weight. To get a scale of how many followers an 

Instagram influencer needs to have to be defined as such, I came across a survey conducted 

among 300 Instagram users in 2018 where 50 brands addressed the question of the number of 

followers an Instagram user needs to have for being considered as an Instagram follower 

(Espinosa, 2018). The researchers found brands are the most interested in building partnerships 

with Instagram users that have crossed the 15.000 followers (Espinosa, 2018). Thus, I assume 

for my research that an Instagram user is defined as an influencer when having over 15.000 

followers. In the beginning, I selected only female Instagram users who have more than 15.000 

followers. After noticing that the attrition rate among this population is high, I nevertheless 

enlarged the sample chosen and concentrated on female Instagram users more generally. The 

number of followers I decided as the lowest selection threshold was 2.000 followers. No upper 
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limit was set. The Instagram users and influencers selected via this first selection had between 

2.000 and 298.000 followers (see 3.8. for more detail).  

To summarize, the visual selection of participants happened via checking seven main 

criteria: Instagram users who are female, English speakers, white, between 20 and 40 years 

old, displaying at least one before/after weight-loss picture, who lost their weight naturally and 

who count more than 2.000 followers. I selected a total of 171 Instagram users by using this 

visual selection. 

3.2. The Outreach 

The second step taken in the data collection was to reach out to the women behind the 

Instagram accounts. I sent the selected Instagram users with a direct message via Instagram. In 

this brief message, I addressed the aim of my research and the request for conducting an online 

interview with them. I did not contact all the 171 women mentioned above, at once: the reach-

out happened in several phases. The first five waves occurred before I got feedback on my 

thesis proposal from my supervisors. End of March, I reached the point where I had six women 

from the first wave, six from the second, two from the third and fourth and four from the fifth: 

eighteen potential participants. Once I received feedback on the proposal, I contacted these 

eighteen women again via a follow-up message which asked them, via two links, to complete 

an online survey (see 3.4.1.) and plan a slot for the interview. As most participants live in the 

USA or Canada and in different time-zones, I used the website Doodle to schedule the 

interviews. The Doodle-schedule shows all availabilities in one’s local time: this helped in 

reducing time-zone struggles. To the first series of follow-up messages, thirteen out of eighteen 

women answered by planning the slot and completing the survey. Nevertheless, in the end, two 

of them did not pick up the call, and one of them cancelled. I send a small reminder to the 

unanswered messages (often I sent an emoji because I did not want to appear coercive), but it 
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did not generate more participants. From the beginning until the middle of April, I conducted 

interviews with the first ten participants. Between April 14th and April 25th, I contacted thirty-

eight women and I did so sparingly every day, and by changing the form of the message through 

adding fancier formulation and emojis. From this wave, I registered ten reactions: four negative 

answers and six positive answers. From these six affirmative answers, five of them completed 

the survey and planned a slot. As one of them never picked up my call and did not answer to 

my message anymore, I interviewed four women from this wave. At this point, I had fourteen 

interviews in total. I needed at least one or two more. On April 29th and 30th, I went through 

the last and final wave and reached out massively to fifty-four more women. This phase 

procured ten positive answers and one negative one. From the ten women who shared to be 

interested in participating, seven women did not answer on my follow-up message. I conducted 

interviews with three from this last wave. 

3.3. Attrition 

In total, I contacted 171 women and was able to conduct seventeen interviews, but the 

recruiting time was complex. The high attrition rate was the only notable difficulty I 

encountered in this research. Many women either did not respond at all, answered to the first 

message but not follow up, replied to all of my follow-up messages but not pick up the phone 

(one even blocked me), or cancelled last minute. One hundred and twenty-five of my messages 

remained with no reaction at all. From there, 80 accounts counted more than 15.000 followers 

and forty-five less than 15.000 followers (number chosen according to the definition given of 

an Instagram influencer). Through conducting the interviews, women explained to me that 

women behind more significant accounts often turn off their notifications. The fact that many 

women might never have seen my messages would be one plausible explanation for the high 

attrition rate. I reflected a lot on my communication skills: whether my messages were too 
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long, too formal, too less formal, too straight-forward. Also, to test whether the difference in 

time zones is the reason why women answer little, I sent messages out at different moments in 

time (day and night). Nevertheless, I did not get more answers by proceeding this way. 

Witnessing the high rate of attrition was a source of struggle and challenge and the cause for 

me to continually call my communication skills into question. 

3.4. Mixing Methods 

To optimize the time that I have with the participants during the interviews, I decided 

to combine methods and gather some personal demographics and practical information about 

the participants prior interview. First, I made the participants complete an online survey. 

Second, I used an observation guide to conduct a participant observation of participants’ 

individual Instagram accounts. 

3.4.1. Online survey. 

In the follow-up message I sent out to the participants who had confirmed their 

willingness to participate in the research, I included a link which led participants to an online 

survey (see Appendix 1). The website I used to create the survey is Qualtrics. On the first page 

of the survey, there was an explanatory text which included the informed consent, and a box ‘I 

consent' participants had to tick to have access to the next questions. The online survey was 

built in ten questions which asked for participants' name, age, gender, city and country of 

living, nationality, ethnicity, education level, and profession or employment status. Some 

questions also asked for the platform they would like to conduct the video call with (three 

choices: Facebook Messenger, FaceTime or Skype) and the email-address/pseudo linked to the 

chosen account, and the email address to which I could send them their interview-transcript 

and my master thesis. Saving me from asking for demographics and consent during the 
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interview, opting for creating this online survey made me optimize the time I had with the 

interviewees during our discussion. On average, it took the seventeen participants 2,1 minutes 

to complete the survey. Once I got the answer that a participant had completed both, the survey 

and the Doodle-schedule, I wrote them a message which confirmed them the day, the time and 

the contact platform used.  

3.4.2. Content analysis. 

Before conducting the interviews and for grasping how each participant uses of 

Instagram, I made a brief content analysis of the individual Instagram accounts. Conducting 

this participant observation served less as a method to triangulate my findings but more to 

maximize the specificity of the questions I asked during the interview. I conducted the content 

analysis by using an observation guide (see Appendix 2). In this content analysis, I focused on 

women’s Instagram use: how they display their bodies on posts, which posts they present, and 

whether there are posts which are outstanding (either by their originality or on their amount of 

comments and likes they received). The main observation points were participants’ before/after 

weight-loss pictures, and the reactions (comments and likes) their Instagram followers had on 

them. Some comments on these pictures were recalled by me during the interview and built a 

base for asking more tailored and personalized questions about how the reactions of the 

Instagram community shape the relationship participants have to their bodies and selves. 

Looking at participants’ accounts before the interviews, gave me the possibility to enter 

the interview by being familiar with the content of participants' accounts and for asking more 

pertinent questions. I felt that asking questions, which were in a direct link to participants' 

accounts, sparked more reaction by the participants than any other question. Three significant 

questions which came back often from the content analysis were: How do you react to the fact 
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that this before/after picture got so many comments and likes? When you look at this picture 

of your body, how do feel about this body? Which kind of person do you see when you look at 

this post? The content analysis gave me access to the thoughts and emotions participants have 

about their activity on Instagram and their interactions with the followers, but also about the 

relationship they have to themselves and their bodies. 

3.5. Operationalization 

My main research questions were: How do female Instagram users experience weight 

loss and how does the use of Instagram shape their experience? The women I selected to be 

interviewed already matched the criteria of experiencing weight-loss and identifying as female 

Instagram users. The two main concepts I still needed to operationalize were experience and 

Instagram use.  

3.5.1. Experience. 

The concept experience was the most complex to define as it included three other sub-

concepts: body image, the vision of self and the relationship to peers. In other words: the way 

women experience their body, their selves and their relationship to others within the process of 

losing weight. Because the self and body are inseparable in theory, it was hard to separate them 

in practice. Below, I explain how I rendered this distinction between both concepts more 

practical and how I asked about women’s relationship to others at every stage of their weight-

loss story. 

Body image is a term coming from psychology and refers in this context to the intrinsic 

image women have of their bodies (Cash & Fleming, 2002). According to this, in my research, 

body image needs to be operationalized within a more sociological approach. For addressing 
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the concept of body image, I asked the participants how they see their bodies, which image 

they have of their bodies, how they perceive it, and how is their relationship to it. The main 

question I asked was: Can you tell me more about the relationship you have to your body? In 

addition to that, I asked for concrete examples of situations they have experienced with their 

body before, during and after losing weight. I asked them if they can evoke situations where 

they feel comfortable or uncomfortable with their bodies. I also tackled directive questions 

such as Do you see your body as thin now? and Do you see yourself as big now? to come closer 

to the vision participants have of their bodies.  

To operationalize the concept of vision of self, I asked women how they saw themselves 

as a person before losing weight, how they perceive themselves as people after weight-loss, 

and what has changed in this regard between before and after weight-loss. I informed them that 

making a distinction between body and self is not the most evident but that in the interview, 

we give it a try. To help them to think about themselves as a person, I asked questions such as: 

Can you describe how you see yourself as a person? or How would you describe yourself as a 

person? These questions helped women to grasp the difference between body and self, and 

assisted them in finding adequate definitions of and thoughts about the vision they see 

themselves as persons. 

The third type of experience which needed to be tackled to get a more sociological eye 

on the concept experience was the notion of relationship to others. The distinction I had to 

make clear here for the interviewees when speaking about the relationship they have to others 

during the interviews was, whether I speak about others in the online (on Instagram) or offline 

(peer people in everyday life) context. To make this peculiarity practical, I used the terms 

Instagram followers (defined as people “who choose to see a particular person’s posts 

(=messages)” (Follower, 2019)) and online community (defined as a group of followers) when 
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I addressed them questions about their online relationships to others. I used the terms peers, 

people in daily life, family, non-Instagram friends to address their offline relationships to 

others. Questions which helped me to get information about this relationship were: How did 

others react to your body after weight-loss? Can you tell me more about your relationship to 

others? or What is the main difference in the relationship you have to others before and after 

your weight-loss? Do you have concrete examples? 

More generally, taking some distance from the concept of body image, I thought as 

being the main point of interest in my research, and rather basing my operationalization onto 

the concept experience, left space to the participants to redefine the psychological concept of 

body image by mixing it to everyday situations and personality traits. In addition, it opened up 

the discussion and helped in gathering information about how the participants saw themselves 

as persons and women. In addition, it left my mind open to serendipity (Bryman, 2016:397) 

and variation in definition women would give to experience, and to defamiliarize myself with 

the meaning I personally gave to experience (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012:176). Some 

questions I asked made the link between both, the vision women have of their bodies and of 

their selves, i.e. Do you think you are beautiful? or Do you have one word to describe your 

weight-loss experience? 

3.5.2. Instagram use. 

The second concept I had to operationalize was Instagram use – in other words, how using 

social media influences the way women see their bodies and themselves as a person. To 

operationalize this concept, I started the interviews with asking some general questions such 

as Can you tell me more about why you decided to share your weight-loss journey on 

Instagram? What do you like about Instagram? and What do you dislike about Instagram? 
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These general questions allowed me to get an overall idea of the relationship participants have 

to Instagram and of their motivations to use Instagram to display their weight-loss. I asked 

about the role Instagram played at different stages of the weight-loss, about specific digital 

interactions which were striking to them, about the impact the digital community has on them; 

but also how sharing their weight-loss journey online might have hurt or helped their weight-

loss process or the vision they have of their bodies and selves. 

Thinking thoroughly about how to operationalize the concepts, which need to be 

addressed during the interviews for making sure that the data collected permits to present 

trustworthy results and answer the research question adequately, was an important step of the 

methodological process. It allowed me to enter the practice of conducting the interviews with 

a clearer and aim-oriented mind.  

3.6. Interviews in Practice and Temporality 

In the next section, I expound upon other matters I had to take into consideration before 

engaging in the conducting interviews, how the interviews took place in practice, and how I 

transcribe the interviews after conducting them.  

Using a narrative analysis approach, I opted to conduct every interview by following a 

timeline that follows the weight-loss-journey (Riessman, 2001). I started every interview by 

informing the interviewees that the emphasis would lay on their personal story with weight loss 

but that I would, through my semi-structured questions, structure their accounts. In the start of 

every interview, I also told the participants that we would focus on three major moments in 

time: the start of the weight-loss (moment in the past), the in-between-process of losing weight, 

and their actual life (moment in the present). Using a timeline for conducting the interviews 

and the analysis itself recall the notion of temporality Kleres was presenting as essential to a 



FEMALE INSTAGRAM USERS EXPERIENCE WEIGHT-LOSS  @my_body_acceptance_journey  29 

Élodie Ley @leyelodie 

narrative analysis (2011:186). This guided way of asking questions helped me to structure the 

interviews, and to organize the data analysis in the sense that a timeline which was similar to 

all seventeen interviews appeared. The timeline represented a useful tool for bringing 

participants’ ideas back on track when they were deriving too much from the main topics of 

interest. Indeed, when participants shifted to stories of friends or other topics, it was easy for 

me to bring them back to a certain moment in time and therethrough to their story.  

The seventeen interviews were conducted by using the video-call options of three 

different voice-over-internet-protocol applications: Facebook-Messenger, FaceTime or Skype. 

Participants, via the online survey, chose which application they preferred. As participants live 

either in the USA, Canada or the United Kingdom, conducting the interviews online were 

easiest. Each video call was recorded twice: once via the audio recording function of the 

software Quick Player and once via the iPhone voice recording application. All the interviews 

followed the above-described temporal structure and were constructed by following the 

interview guide (see Appendix 3) I created prior to interviews. The interviews lasted between 

52 minutes and 1h28, in an average of 1h07 (see 3.8. for individual length). They were 

conducted from April 4th, 2019 until May 6th, 2019. 

Once an interview was conducted, I transcribed it on the software InqScribe as this 

transcription software proposes a trial version with great options, such as using keyboard 

snippets. The three main snippets I used where the arrow forward for the software to write 

down automatically the precise time and the name of the interviewee, the back arrow to specify 

the time and that I was speaking, and the return key to pause and play the audio tape. I tried to 

transcribe the interviews the same day that I conducted them, but either because of the time 

zone difference or the rest of my schedule, I abandoned this idea and simply tried to do my 

best. Nevertheless, I prioritized the transcription of the audio recording of mediocre quality 
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over those of good quality, and hard understandable English over easy understandable English. 

Depending on the speaking speed of the interviewees and the quality of the audio, it took me 

between five to six hours to transcribe one hour of interview. Every participant received from 

me the edited version of their interview transcript per email. 

3.7. Ethics 

According to the fact that the interviews were conducted online and that some 

respondents might have found it complicated to sign the informed consent form electronically, 

I set the consent form as the first box of the online survey, and participants needed to check 

(see Appendix 1).To be sure participants consent to take part in the research, I set the settings 

as such that for continuing the survey, participants had to check this box I consent first. For me 

to organize participants’ demographics and to make sure every participant consent to be 

interviewed, the online survey asked for participants names. This was the one and only time 

where participants’ real names appeared, but I was the only person who had access to this 

Qualtrics survey because I protected the access via a password.  

For respecting interviewees' privacy, I anonymized the interviews entirely. In total, I 

conducted 17 interviews, from A to Q. Instead of giving myself a random pseudonym to 

participants, I asked every participant to choose a female first name starting with the first letter 

that matches their interview ID (i.e. first name starting in A for the first interview, in B for the 

second etc.). To get more Instagram followers on their accounts or because they did not mind 

their story being public, some participants proposed me to add their real names or Instagram 

accounts to their interview-quotes. This option was neglected, and the same rule applied to 

everybody: all the interviews and participants' data were anonymized to respect all 

interviewees' privacy. 
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To keep an overview of the participants' pseudonym, demographics collected via the 

survey, answers to my messages, planned date and time of the interviews whether the content 

analysis of their accounts is conducted, I created an Excel-table which I protected via a 

password. As soon as the data analysis ended, I deleted all the messages from my Instagram 

and email box boxes so that no interactions with the participants and me can be retraced. For 

privacy reasons, I unfollowed most Instagram accounts I was in contact with during the 

participant selection. 

3.8. Participants’ Demographics 

In my research, I interviewed seventeen female Instagram users. In the Figure 2 below, 

I present participants’ demographics in alphabetical order as every woman chose her 

pseudonym. For every woman, I display following information I extracted from the interviews 

and completed online surveys (in rank-order): pseudonym, number of Instagram followers, 

age, country of living, nationality, ethnicity, education level, profession/employment status and 

duration of the interview. All the participants identified as female. The number of Instagram 

followers of the participants range from 2849 and 27.900, seven from the seventeen are, 

according to above definition (see 3.1.), considered as Instagram influencers. It is important to 

note that the Instagram influencers (from the seven participants that have more than 15.000 

followers) I asked about whether they earn money with Instagram answered negatively. They 

explained that although they get often propositions from brands to build partnerships for 

increasing each other's visibilities, and get free products and samples sent to their homes, most 

of them either reject brands' partnership-propositions or do not display the products they got 

sent from the brands on their Instagram posts. 
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Figure 2: Participants’ Demographics (Ley, 2019). 

3.9. Data Analysis 

After transcribing the seventeen interviews, I opted for a narrative analysis and 

organized my data by using the qualitative data analysis software Atlas.ti. I structured every 

interview in three main sections relating in chronological order to the situations before weight-

loss, middle of the weight-loss, and after weight-loss. In every section, I asked women 
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questions about four main points: the relationship/vision they have of their body, the 

relationship/vision they have of themselves as person, the relationship they have to their peers 

(offline community), and their Instagram use. The chronological structure I had given to my 

interviews helped me in finding Kleres’ notion of temporality back in the data and start with 

the coding process (2011:186). Also, the fact that I began the analysis right after finishing the 

interviews and that the data was still fresh in my mind, made the recognition of collective 

“recurrent patterns” amongst the different interviews easier (Riessman, 2001:19). I made use 

of Saldaña's coding book to codify the data (2013). 

For obtaining an overview of the data, I broke the data down as explained by Strauss & 

Corbin (1990), I started to create nine open-codes respectively standing for the first three main 

points discussed above at the three moments in time (Bryman, 2016:574). The codes were 

Relationship to body, Relationship to Self, and Relationship to peers. For every moment in 

time, I created a colour tag (red for before weight-loss, orange for middle of weight-loss, green 

for after weight-loss). I tagged purple all the codes which linked to Instagram. The term 

follower or community was used when coding online or Instagram relationships or interactions, 

and the term peers when coding relationships or interactions which happen offline (non-

Instagram). This allowed me to keep the distinction between both groups (on- and offline) clear 

throughout the whole coding process. I realized that much information does not fall into the 

four core-category, I tagged these codes blue, representing the core category general 

information. I coded all the seventeen interviews first without paying much attention to the 

number of codes and used in-vivo codes to get a better overview on the data. After coding all 

the interviews, I distributed all in-vivo codes onto the other codes. At the end of this process, I 

had 83 codes, in five different tag-colours left (see Figure 3 below).  
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Figure 3: 83 Codes Used in the First Coding Phase (Ley, 2019). 

 

To get a structure in these 83 codes and to diminish its number, I engaged in an axial 

coding process which led me to five main categories: before, main differences before/after 

weight-loss, after of weight-loss journey, impact of Instagram use, and general reflections on 

journey (Bryman, 2016:574). Every code was assigned to one of these five categories. Then, I 

reorganized every category according to the structure of the findings section. At this point, to 

give more meaning to the different findings and see the links between the codes, I went through 

a process of recoding (Saldaña, 2013:10). I read every quotation from every code-group again, 

and either switched the quotations from one code to the other, transferred codes from one 

category to the other, merged them to other codes, or changed the name of the code for making 

the findings more accurate. This sorting process helped me to lower the amount of codes, drop 

data and increase the accuracy of my findings (Bryman, 2016:200). 
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4. Findings  

In this fourth chapter, I present the main results which emerged from the interviews 

with the female Instagram users. As I think it is essential for understanding the findings that 

relate to their weight-loss experience and their Instagram use, I shortly display how these 

women evaluated their situations before weight-loss in the first section, and highlight the two 

main differences experienced between before and after having lost weight in the second 

section. In the third findings’ section, I present how these women experienced losing weight 

by looking in detail at the relationships they have to their bodies, selves and peers. In the fourth 

section, I explain in which sense using Instagram has impacted their weight-loss experiences.  

4.1. Before Weight-Loss 

4.1.1. Relationship to body. 

The aim of this subsection is to present how the participating population of female 

Instagram users saw and perceived their bodies before losing weight. Getting an understanding 

of women's situation before weight-loss, serves as a base for understanding the later findings 

that display their situation after weight-loss. The relationship women had to their bodies prior 

to weight-loss was generally complex and linked to negative descriptions. Unhappiness is the 

major definer women gave to the relationship they had to their bodies back then. Many women 

told themselves that they were happy whereas in reality they were not. Barbara expresses this 

notion in her account:  

I think it was a fake-love. I told myself I liked the way I looked, and I told myself I was 

ok with it, but deep down I wasn't happy. 
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Daisy supports Barbara’s claim and adds the notion of convincing herself about her state of 

happiness.  

I didn’t feel comfortable in my body but I was constantly reaffirming myself that I did 

love myself as I was. I really tried to convince myself that I love myself as I was and 

that my body was valid as it was, that it was ok. But I was very genuinely uncomfortable 

and constantly trying to hide myself. 

Both quotes express the notion of lying to oneself about one’s happiness. Daisy’s quote adds 

to Barbara’s the notion of wanting to hide the overweight body and therefore feeling ashamed 

for it. These quotes suggest that participants were both unhappy and ashamed of their 

overweight bodies. This dynamic related to Scheff's (1990) idea that people's interactions are 

rhythmed by the aim of avoiding feeling the emotion of shame. The fact that women were lying 

to themselves about their state of happiness in order to not feel the emotion of shame, illustrates 

how internalized this notion of avoiding shame is present in their relationship of presenting 

their overweight body to the world.  

4.1.2. Relationship to self.  

To understand the relationship that women have to themselves as people after weight-

loss, I present, in this subsection, the relationship women had to themselves prior to weight-

loss, in link to inauthenticity, sadness and shame on the one hand, and negative self-talk and 

self-identification on the other hand. 

 

Women stated having felt a gap between their identity – who they were – as overweight 

people and their real identity – who they felt they could be if they would lose weight. 

Charlotte’s quote provides an understanding of this gap. 
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I just wanted more than what I had been living at that time of my life. […] I constantly 

wanted to hide and that's not who I am. I’m not a hider, I’m a very in-your-face type of 

person and I just wasn't myself because of that weight.  

Charlotte’s quote reveals the link between feeling ashamed of one’s body and feeling 

inauthentic: a disidentification between body and self. It seemed that before losing weight, 

many women did not recognize themselves in the mirror anymore. The image of their bodies 

they saw in the mirror did not match with the image they want to embody as people. By feeling 

shame about their bodies, women felt being inauthentic to themselves. Here, feeling shame is 

the reason for feeling inauthentic. Women often recalled having felt sad about their overweight 

state. Emily links her sadness to self-disappointment.    

I just remember feeling very sad all the time and feeling I can’t believe it I let myself 

get to this point. […] 

In her account, Lauren gave an explanation to the origin of the feeling of being disappointed 

about oneself: 

I would say that I felt really disappointed that I didn’t have control over these things so 

that, something that's really disappointed me. 

Being in an overweight state brought participants to the emotion of sadness. They were sad and 

disappointed that they let themselves reach the point of their overweight selves. To me, the 

feeling of being disappointed women experience, relates once more to the notion of shame. 

Women felt ashamed that their loss of control led them to their overweight version of 

themselves. Following this train of thought, it seems here that shame is the main reason for 

women’s sadness about their overweight state prior weight-loss. We saw higher that the 

emotion of shame lies behind women’s feeling of inauthenticity, and here behind women’s 

sadness. We can argue that these examples confirm Scheff's (1990) micro-sociological theory 
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of shame and that it is the main reason for every feeling and emotion – shame is the master 

emotion of every other emotion.  

 

The overall tendency amongst participants was that women engaged in negative self-

talk prior to weight-loss. Charlotte explains:  

I was my biggest bully […] I just wanted to crawl my way out of my body and just not 

be this person anymore. My relationship with myself in every shape and form was just 

so toxic and so destructive. 

Kaylee’s statement brings negative self-talk in resonance with low self-confidence: 

I think a lot of times, I felt not good enough because of my weight. I think that my weight 

held me back from doing so many things cause I wasn’t as confident in my body as I 

would have been if I would have been skinnier.  

These two statements shed light on a common pattern: the more the women were unhappy 

about their state of overweight, the more they engaged in self-destructive and negative self-

talk, and the less self-confidence they had about themselves. We observe that this negative 

spiral led participants to a lower self-esteem. The fact that participants stated being their 

“biggest bully”, stands in contradiction with Cooley’s theory of self. Indeed, it seems that the 

negative spiral participants stood in prior to weight-loss were created, neither by their 

imagination of how they appear to others nor external bullies, but principally by themselves 

via negative self-talk. 

4.2. Before and After Weight-Loss: Two Main Differences 

Participants gave me a description of their relationships to body, self and peers after 

weight-loss, by comparing and drawing parallels to their before-weight-loss states and past 

experiences. Before presenting the main findings of how these female Instagram users 
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experienced their weight-loss in the next section, I present the two main differences between 

before and after weight-loss that I identified in women’s accounts. 

 

The first major difference between before and after weight-loss that women raised was 

that they are more out-spoken and confident in public. Charlotte’s quote illustrates this 

difference.  

I’m not afraid to put myself out there, I’m not afraid of what people could say to me. 

Before I used to be so afraid of what people would say. 

Nora’s statement adds Charlotte’s the notion that being more confident in public relates to self-

confidence in a more common sense.  

I’m […] confident enough to just walk into a room and be: ‘I’m here! who wants to 

hang out?’. I would never ever do that before. 

For Quinn, being more confident in public after weight-loss relates to the self-confidence in 

the sense that she acquired of just being able to present herself to the world as she is, without 

changing her look:  

Before I was trying to make myself feel better about how I looked, […] I had to wear 

very nice outfits. Whereas now, I can just […] get up, pop on a t-shirt, pop on some 

jeans and trainers and go out.  

These three quotes expose how being confident about oneself relates to being less afraid of the 

judgment of others. Before losing weight, it seems that women were more afraid of others' 

judgments and therethrough less self-confident to present themselves to their social worlds. In 

Cooley's theory of self, this notion of making the vision we have of ourselves depend upon our 

imagination of others' judgments comes back (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2014:356). The fact that 

women are less afraid to show up in public after weight-loss because they feel less confronted 

to others' judgments, brings Cooley's theory a step further and shows that the less we feel afraid 
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to present ourselves to the social world, the less the judgments we perceive from the social 

world matter to us.  

 

The second main difference is that women feel stronger physically and mentally. 

Daisy’s quote sheds light on this parallel: 

The biggest difference is definitely the strength cause I didn’t realize of how capable I 

was. […] Being able to see that my body doesn’t define me and that it's actually 

something I can manipulate into being more powerful to get what I want for my life.  

Women also often related this notion of feeling stronger to the general sense of being more 

capable and having got the power over their body back. Women's accounts bring back to the 

notion of seeing the body as a malleable social unit one can manipulate into the desired shape. 

Through losing weight, women begin to see their bodies as a project and as something they can 

modify if they take back the power over it (Shilling, 2012:136). Through their weight-loss, 

women begin to see "the body as a means to an end" and use weight loss as a tool that helps 

them to get control over themselves, to access a more powerful definition of themselves and a 

more powerful place within their social worlds (Shilling, 2012:138). A Foucauldian power 

dynamic can be seen between the discourse of strength and power women use when speaking 

about their bodies, the power and control they feel they got back over their bodies, and the 

empowered social place they dare to take within their social world after weight-loss in 

comparison to before weight-loss (Shilling, 2012:76). 

4.3. After Weight-Loss 

In this section, I present the findings of my research which relate to the weight-loss 

experiences participants had. Whereas the two former sections helped in getting a baseline for 

women’s situations before losing weight, and an overview of the main before/after weight-loss 
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differences women experienced, this section aims to provide the necessary results to answer 

the first research question: How do women experience weight-loss? I built up the section in 

three main subsections. First, I display the relationship women have to their body after weight-

loss. Second, I present the findings which relate to the relationship women have to themselves 

as person. The third subsection shows the findings which link to the relationship women have 

to peers. 

4.3.1. Women's body relationship.  

At the start of their weight-loss, many women thought that their lives after being 

overweight would be free of any problem in body-appearance, and that they would love their 

bodies more. Throughout the process, many women realized that the journey toward a free and 

reckless existence is not always a straight line but rather a process which involves adaptation 

and loads of ups and downs. In this section, I present the main findings concerning the 

relationship women have to their bodies after weight-loss. First, I explain how women have to 

adapt to their new body. Second, I explain the phenomenon that women still perceive their 

body as big after weight-loss, and third the shift in being self-conscious about their body. In 

the last paragraph, I link the three findings and relate them to Granberg (2011).  

4.3.1.1. Adaptation to the slimmer body. 

After having lost weight, women have to adapt to their slimmer body. Many women 

have a hard time to realize that their size got smaller via the loss of weight. Angela explained 

that she sometimes asks her peers if her body looks like others’ when she walks in the street. 

She needs the comparison to get a feeling for her body shape. Daisy explains:  

I actually have a lot of issues dressing myself, figuring out what I like to wear […] 

realizing that I’m not taking up the space I used to take up. It's a very weird sensation 
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[…] I actually had to change my posture because I’ve physically been shrinking my 

whole life […] I’ve been working hard on working on my back muscles because I would 

physically shrink myself and I would have messed up my posture and my body. 

Daisy shows that going through a weight-loss journey involves going through a process of 

adaptation to the slimmer body. In their concrete experiences of body adaptation, women often 

described, that one of the main adjustments was realizing that their body takes up less space 

than expected. Women called these moments, of realizing that they have to adapt to their 

smaller body, the non-scale victories (NSV). With her two examples of spatial NSV, Petunia 

summarizes the global idea of women’s NSV-accounts.  

I see a space where I think I should not be able to fit through there and then I end up 

being able to fit there. Between two cars in a parking line: "Oh I don’t have to turn 

sideways anymore!". […] If I go shopping and I pick up a piece of clothing […] and 

I’m like: there is no way at all I’m fitting into this! […] I try it on and it fits! 

Daisy and Petunia show that losing weight and ending with a body that is smaller than before 

requires women to revaluate, the way their smaller bodies fit into their social world on the one 

hand, and the way they present their body to the world on the other hand (Goffman, 1956). 

4.3.1.2. Women’s fat days. 

One of the questions that relates to women’s relationship to their body after weight loss 

was: Do you see yourself as thin now? Although most of them had lost a significant amount of 

weight and were more thin than big in my eyes (from what I could see from the pictures they 

posted of themselves on Instagram), no women gave me a straight yes. They answered to this 

question either negatively, by giving the terms of athletic or curvy as variation to the term thin, 

or by explaining that it depends on the times. Nora gave an account of how she feels: 
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Some days I will see myself and I can’t believe I’m so small! “Oh my God, how is this 

you?". [On] other days it will feel like I haven’t done anything and I’ll look at myself: 

[…] "Oh you look so big! Oh you didn’t change anything!".  

Nora’s answer of some days relates to the portrayal Hannah gave of her fat days: 

I suppose I have fat days like everybody else. [T]here will be times that I still see myself 

as big, and then maybe I’ll see a photo […] and then I’d be, no I’m not. […] You can 

lose weight but your brain has got to catch up with your body. 

The importance of the pictures is to be noticed. Women use pictures as external input for getting 

aware of the changes in body shape and size. Whereas the image they see of their body in the 

mirror does not show the changing body as it solely displays the body at the present moment, 

before and after pictures expose the notion of time and of body-changes. The answer of Quinn 

to the question gave a helpful and thick description (Bryman, 2016:394) of how women feel 

when they describe they do not feel thin after weight-loss.  

I still struggle and it surprises me how much I struggle with the mental side of it now. 

[…] A year ago, […] I would have said, no nobody can feel overweight in a size 10 

[(size 38 EU)]. I would have thought I would be crazy but the fact that I still feel 

overweight at the moment. […] I look in the mirror, […] at myself and I say: no, your 

[…], your thighs, […] your arms are still big. When I look at a picture of myself now, I 

think: “Oh yeah, you have lost weight!” but when I look in the mirror, I still struggle 

to see it. I still sit in a room [and] I’m worried about my tummy and people looking at 

me. I didn’t expect to feel this weight but I do and it's something that I now have to work 

on. It's the psychological side of it. […] I felt this way for ten years and it's gonna be 

very difficult to change my mind-set to not feel like I’m overweight. I still struggle. 

This phenomenon of women describing themselves as still seeing themselves as bigger, made 

me think of a form of Body Dysmorphic Disorder, which is a “mental illness in which a person 
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spends a lot of time worrying about how they look and wrongly believes there are problems 

with their appearance” (Body Dysmorphic Disorder, 2019). Being small but still feeling big 

can be associated to the disconnection between the self-feeling women have of themselves, and 

the imagination they have of how others perceive them (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2014:356). This 

situation is an example of how Cooley's theory does not hold water. Indeed, although women 

know that they have lost weight and appear slimmer to others, they do not develop a self-

feeling of them as slim or identify to a slimmer version of themselves.  

4.3.1.3. New insecurities.  

Many of the Instagram users argued that now that they have lost the weight they wanted 

to lose, they struggle with new insecurities, and are self-conscious of body parts that never 

drew particular attention before. Lauren gave a useful description of this phenomenon.  

There are things about it [my body] that I love way more now than I did before but 

there are new things that I’m self-conscious about that I would never have been self-

conscious about before. or things that suddenly, I started to notice. If you think about 

it, my body has lost over 100 pounds and my body has changed drastically. There is 

loose skin, […] so I’m discovering new things that I’ve never seen before, that I’m self-

conscious of. 

Loose skin seems to be an almost inevitable effect of losing great amounts of weight and is a 

new insecurity I somehow expected to encounter in women's accounts. Nevertheless, the 

finding which created the most serendipity was that women described being more self-

conscious after weight-loss about things which do not relate to weight-loss. Two examples of 

this phenomenon are Lauren who is self-conscious of her crooked-teeth and her blemishes, or 

Quinn who is more self-conscious of her breasts, whereas they were never self-conscious of 

them when they were overweight. Lauren highlights the reason for this struggle:  



FEMALE INSTAGRAM USERS EXPERIENCE WEIGHT-LOSS  @my_body_acceptance_journey  45 

Élodie Ley @leyelodie 

I think that speaks to the fact that we're just always gonna find something that we don’t 

like about the way we look.  

Olivia expands Lauren’s definition and sheds light on why losing weight does not solve all 

problems:  

There's always gonna be stressors, there's always gonna be things that don’t work. 

[L]ife doesn’t become blissful because you are skinny. That is really not a reality but 

when you are big, when I was 350 pounds, I thought like that. “I could just be skinny 

and life would be so much easier”. In a way it is, physically it is. I don’t have to think 

about patio chairs anymore, think about turnstiles anymore, but it doesn’t make life 

perfect.  

These statements show that once the main stressor of being overweight diminishes or vanishes, 

other stressors pop up and new body parts become the new centre of insecurity. The spiral of 

always having things to criticize about oneself might relate to an internalized and gendered 

script of beauty. This script that relates to seeing the body as a project, as an entity that can 

never be perfect because it 'must' be worked on forever (Shilling, 2012:136).  

 

Adapting to the slimmer version of the body, still identifying as big, and discovering 

new things to be self-conscious about, belonged to the body experiences women made 

throughout their weight-loss process, and relate to the processes of adjustment Granberg (2011) 

addressed in her study. Through her symbolic interactionist approach, Granberg explained that 

to exit the stigma of being overweight, women have, after weight-loss, to handle with much 

struggle and lots of adjustment to the new slimmer body. Experiencing non-scale victories help 

women to exit stigmas that relate to fatness, but getting self-conscious about new body parts 

make them enter new stigmas. What this study adds to Granberg's (2011) is that women do not 

only have to put in place coping mechanisms to solely exit the stigma of not presenting a big 
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body to the social world anymore, they have in addition to cope with not entering into new 

body-related stigmas that appear through losing weight. 

4.3.2. Relationship to self. 

In the interviews, I tried to make a clear distinction between how women experience 

their body and their person after having lost weight. In this subsection, I present the results 

which relate to the relationship women have to their selves, to themselves as individuals. 

4.3.2.1. New self. 

In almost every interview, a discussion of whether or not women still identify with their 

'old' overweight selves emerged. The answers were mixed and separated radically into two 

opposite camps. Either women would totally identify as a 'new self' or defend the absolute 

contrary: there was no mixed feelings about the topic.  

 

Since they have lost weight, many women do not identify to their prior-weight-loss self. 

Angela explained the person she was as she was overweight and the one she is now are like 

two different people. Also, Charlotte claimed:  

I’m a completely different person. From head side of the coin to tail side of the coin, 

everything about me has changed. 

For Emily, this shift in identity bases on the difference in mind-set. 

I just feel like a totally different person. The whole mind-set that I have gone through 

of feeling very defeated, feeling very sad all the time, feel sick all the time and then just 

to now […] It's so much better than it used to be. 
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Women have often associated their mind-set shift to an augmentation of self-confidence, self-

respect and positive thinking about oneself. This 'camp' gave a straight-forward affirmation 

that they are completely new, their identity now has nothing to do with their past identity.  

 

While many women saw a difference in self between the before and the after weight-

loss, many women saw no difference and thought it would be absolutely wrong to trim their 

identity down to their weight-loss. Lauren tells her point of view:  

The only things that has significantly changed is the way that I look and my size and 

it's still me. Making a comment on that person is making a comment on me. I love old-

me, she made very important decisions to get me where I need to be today in all aspects 

of my life. Not just in my health, so, I’m kind of big fan of old-me. […] I feel a bit of a 

more vibrate person [and] a more capable and able body person. I feel […] a little bit 

different, but still very aware that I’m the same. 

Melanie and Olivia both join Lauren’s point of view. Melanie appends the information that she 

corrects people if they criticize her "bigger self". Olivia thinks her weight-loss made her grow 

and become wiser. Quinn confides that she still feels the same because she still feels her 

insecurities and lack of confidence. In this 'camp', I saw that women were more likely to show 

variation in the account of their feelings and thoughts with regards to their identity after weight-

loss.  

 

The difference in argumentation between both 'camps' was quite striking. Women who 

identify to a new-self used a discourse that went straight to the point, and women who still 

identify to their before-weight-loss selves gave a denser argument. To me, this re-definition of 

self after weight-loss is more complex than it seems. It is linked, as we saw, too much 

adaptation and struggles. Nevertheless, through choosing their 'camp', women make this 
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struggle in identification be easier for themselves. Whereas women encounter already many 

problems to find out who they are after weight-loss, choosing the one camp or the other renders 

their process of self-identification less complicated. Moreover, the gap in women's identity 

between the "old [overweight] self" and the "new [non-overweight] self" links to Granberg's 

phenomenon of "dislocations in [...] self-definitions" (2011:45) and to its related problems in 

finding an adequate definition of self. Either learning a completely new script to perform, or 

keeping on with performing the old one, both bring less effort with it than revising the old 

script and correcting it on mistakes (Goffman, 1956). 

4.3.2.2. Self-love.  

A major topic of women’s narratives about their weight-loss experience is self-love. 

Women claimed their weight-loss journey taught them to love themselves more. Felicia 

explains:  

I love who I am as a person now. I don’t just, I’m not just a hermit that I was before. 

My inner self is better, which just makes my outer self-better. […] It went from hate to 

love I just had to learn to love myself basically. It's not just something that happens 

over-night. You have to learn to love yourself. You don’t come all of the sudden to "I’m 

this awesome person". That doesn’t happen, you actually have to work out loving 

yourself.  

Felicia’s statement brings back the notions that self-love is, at the same time a long process 

which happens in parallel to losing weight and a means to lose weight. In her claim, Janis 

underlines the notion of work in feeling better and reaching a better mental-space. 

I’m still in work-in-progress but I’m more healed. […] I think I made peace with myself. 

[...] I don’t beat myself up over things. I’m very forgiving and very gentle with myself. 

[…] I’m not in that abusive state anymore where I was to hurt myself. I feel that's 
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something a lot of people have to get over: resorting back to your old ways. Now it's 

like I’ve build well enough habits. 

Ingrid links the notion of healing to the notions of self-love and work:  

What's harder: to hate yourself and be miserable, or just say: “you know what? we're 

gonna work with what we got and we have to learn to love it.”? 

For Hannah, self-love has to do with being kind to oneself:  

I think it's just growing over time and being kind to yourself is important. I was never 

kind to myself before whereas now, [...] if I have a bad week, it's one week of my life. I 

think I just realize that I have got good qualities and I’ve achieved something amazing 

[…] through my hard work and it just makes me think: […] maybe I’m not such a bad 

person. We all need to just be little kinder basically. It just comes overtime I would say, 

it's a process you have to think about often. 

Women use the terms of "work" to symbolize the process of redefinition of self that they go 

through by using weight-loss as both mean and aim to reach healing, acceptance and self-love, 

and as self-therapeutic work. Through engaging in this self-help therapeutic process, women 

show a sense of self-responsibility about their individual states and lives, and about making 

their after-weight-loss-selves become their best mental and physical version of themselves. The 

aspect that this particular group of women use Instagram as platform to engage in this self-

therapeutic process towards self-love needs to be taken into account when analysing the 

relationship participants have to themselves. This neoliberalist practice and discourse of self-

help may be specific to this particular group of Instagram users as they are, through their daily 

use of Instagram, in constant exchange with their followers about their self-development, and 

their thoughts concerning self-love and acceptance. The work women engage in, for developing 

their inner state, happens concomitantly to the work they set on their outer state. This dualism 

between inner and outer work lies at the centre of Shilling's vision of the body as project 
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(Shilling, 2012:136). Seeing the body as a changeable social entity and "as a lifelong project" 

that can be worked on, connects to the notion of using weight-loss as means to redefining the 

self and to access a state of self-acceptance (Shilling, 2012:136).  

4.3.2.3. Beauty and peer.  

Many participants responded that being more beautiful was one of the main reasons 

they decided to lose weight. To get an understanding whether the general tendency was that 

women have reached their beauty goals at the end of their weight-loss, I asked the following 

question: Do you think you are beautiful? The reactions were quite mixed, but the surprising 

result was that in their accounts of beauty, many women spoke about their beauty by involving 

their experiences with peers. An example thereof is given by Barbara who defines herself as 

more beautiful because she is nicer to other people. She described she was ruder to people 

when she was bigger. Kaylee joins Barbara vision on the point that her beauty came through 

"being more social, talking to anybody. I’m always smiling, I’m always laughing, I’m always 

making jokes. I think that comes out my personality and letting my light shine a little bit" and 

makes a link between being social and being beautiful. Ingrid expands Kaylee's statement and 

explains how beauty relates to peer relations:  

I think parts of that [being beautiful] comes with how I want the best for everybody. 

[…] It makes me happy when other people are happy and I genuinely want to best for 

people and I think that makes me a beautiful person. 

Women’s statements show that they establish a connection between beauty and peers. Women 

associate the fact that they are more social and brighter in public (mainly more after having 

lost weight) to the fact that they feel more beautiful as persons. The importance others play in 

how beautiful participants feel about themselves is striking, and shows how symbolic and 

central the interactions, women have to their peers, play in the perception they have of their 
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self and for the evaluation of their beauty. This dynamic process serves as example of how 

one's self is defined by one's interactions with  the social world (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2014:350). 

For the participants, losing weight represents the crossroads between redefining the self, 

engaging in self-therapeutic work, and seeing the self as an entity from which each facet can 

be moulded into a desired shape and stylized depending on the interactions one has to others.  

4.3.3. Relationship to peers.  

The two main findings that relate to the relationship women have to their peers after 

weight-loss are that women claimed their relationship to peers has improved and that they feel 

more seen. Many women asked themselves whether their relationship to others has enhanced 

because they show more openness and space for new relationships and deeper connections. 

Olivia discusses:  

I have a problem with eye contact because I never made eye-contact with people. Now 

I find I’m not feeling that shyness anymore but I have this awkwardness, "Am I making 

too much eye contact? " […] I wasn’t making eye-contact with [people] so they 

wouldn’t make eye-contact with me. Now I feel people are friendlier to me, people are 

warmer, they are more willing to open doors for you [...] but maybe it's me that's more 

receptive to those things. […] Self-confidence and self-worth. 

Undeniably, when no eye contact to the other is made, no eye-contact is received and no 

interaction is made. This excerpt sheds light on the importance of social interactions in 

assessing behaviours, unlearning former social scripts and relearning new scripts. After weight-

loss, women experience their peers as more open and friendlier to them because they feel 

confident enough to open up to their peers.  
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Another striking point is that women feel more visible since they lost weight. By 

presenting an overweight body to the world, women take up physically more space than a non-

overweight body would. The rational thought should be, when someone takes up more space 

in a room, the chance to be seen is greater than if someone takes up small space. In the 

interviews the opposite finding occurred. Women argued, the bigger you are, the less people 

notice you. Some women explained that they took weight in order "to blend in with the wall" 

(Olivia). Petunia presents this shift in attention:  

I had noticed people reacting to me differently. A lot of people were looking at me and 

[…] I’ve never felt so seen before in my entire life. It made me oddly uncomfortable 

because I was getting so much unwanted attention. Whereas before I started losing 

weight, […] I think people went out of [my] way to avoid noticing me. 

After weight-loss, women feel more seen. They gained a personality that their peers notice 

more. Janis’ experiences show an effective account of such situations.  

I really look forward to getting dressed up now, going to places and I get a lot of 

attention. That's something completely new. [...] The other day I was driving and I had 

a guy that chased me up the high-way. Now I feel when I walk into a room, […] I get a 

lot of eyes, I get a lot of attention from guys. I find it really funny, just because it's just 

the opposite. I used to walk into a room and I would literally hide from people whereas 

now, I’m a lot more outgoing.  

After weight-loss, women experience their social world differently. They feel noticed, visible 

and deserving of the space they take up in the social setting.  

 

These two findings relate to Gailey's (2014) work on how visible overweight women 

are by their social world. Gailey explained that bodies that are presented to the world as 

overweight, are on the one hand "visible and dissected publicly [and] hypervisible", and on the 
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other hand, they are "marginalized and erased [and] hyperinvisible" (Gailey, 2014:7). This 

tension between these two poles, feeling invisible before weight-loss and very visible after 

weight-loss, comes back in women's accounts. In addition to being more visible, women gained 

access to more social contact and personality. Women claimed having gained personality 

through losing weight, connects to Tischner's (2013) idea that "permanent visibility goes 

together with increasing individualization within a disciplinary system" (Gailey, 2014:10). 

Indeed, it seems that through losing weight, women got out of the global invisible overweight 

population and acquired their individual social space. Gaining this individual social space is 

synonym to gaining a personality and more power in their social world. In sum, losing weight 

made them gain visibility and personality. Also, through being more visible after weight-loss, 

women incarnate more power. As a result of feeling more powerful and of knowing they have 

and deserve their individual social space, women appear more self-confident to their social 

world, dare to search for eye-contact to others, perceive more openness from them, engage in 

deeper connections with them, and therethrough feel more embedded within their social world. 

4.4. Impact of Instagram Use 

All participants were selected because of their use of Instagram as social media platform 

to share their weight-loss journey. On their Instagram accounts, they display their everyday life 

of losing weight in posting mostly before-after pictures of themselves, videos, quotes, and 

pictures of their faces, bodies, food, work-out. They have interactions about their weight-loss 

but also about other aspects of their lives with their followers. As second research question of 

this paper, I was interested in how Instagram use shapes their weight-loss experience. 

Participants portrayed many positive and negative ways of how using Instagram has impacted 

their journey. Nevertheless, in this section, I present the three main findings which emerged 

from the interviews. First, I display how women used Instagram as an accountability tool. 
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Second, I explain how the use of Instagram served as a support system, and for women to be a 

part of a community during their weight-loss experience. In the last subsection, I engage in a 

discussion between Instagram and body positivity, a debate which has a noticeable impact on 

women’s relations to their bodies and selves.  

4.4.1. Instagram use as an accountability tool.  

Women often reported that they use Instagram as a way to journal and track down their 

weight-loss. They post pictures of their meals, of their training-sessions, of their weight-

fluctuations in numbers, and of their body-progression via before and after pictures. Gwen 

explains:  

It's so accountability to me. I post stuff on the daily. It reminds me of the blog. 

Through tracking the body and its evolution, women can trace the advancement of their body-

project and get control over their bodies. The idea that women use Instagram to track their 

process reminds us to the notion of self-surveillance.  

In addition, many participants use Instagram as an accountability tool to continue to 

lose weight and to stay on track. Charlotte explains how Instagram, helps her to stick to her 

weight-loss routine.  

[B]eing on Instagram was more about keeping myself accountable. If I say it out loud, 

I’m gonna do it. […] When I put something out there, […] I don't like to fail. […] 

Instagram's really kept me accountable [and] pushing through even when I’m screwed.  

Charlotte’s account shows the first example of how using Instagram builds a bridge between 

self-surveillance and peer-surveillance. This notion of peer-surveillance relates to Mead's 

symbolic interactionist notion of the "generalized other", the common social main meaning 

giver (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2014:345). Women have internalized others' thoughts and 

judgements and they know by themselves, what would make them display failure to their 
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followers. Women use Instagram as a way to use the notion of generalized other for preventing 

failure and helping them to push them through their weight-loss process (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 

2014:345). While Charlotte's quote introduces the notion of failing, Felicia explains how 

accountability and failing relate to each other:  

If I miss a work out now or go off my diet too bad, I’m not just disappointing myself but 

people who look up to me and follow my weight-loss journey. […] It sucks to know that 

if you fail, people see you fail but it also keeps you going that if other people are gonna 

see you fail, nobody wants to fail. If people are watching you, you are less likely to fail. 

Felicia's quote reveals the link between surveillance, and therefore the generalized other 

(Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2014:345), and shame. Shame is the emotion that people want to avoid 

the most (Scheff, 1990). The interesting fact here is that women present their body, that is going 

through a process of weight-loss, to their social online world on purpose, for being forced to 

give their best to not feel shame.  

Women use Instagram as an accountability tool as means of self-surveillance, of 

controlling their social behaviour and body-project through a constant reassessment of their 

generalized other (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2014:345), and of keeping themselves pushing 

throughout their weight-loss routine for avoiding feeling shame. To draw back this discussion 

onto the more abstract sociological discussion of seeing the body as socially constructed 

(Shilling, 2012:75), there can be argued that women use Instagram as an accountability tool 

for reassessing their social world and understanding which role they play within it. Indeed, 

their use of Instagram helps them control and construct their social body. Moreover, it helps in 

reassessing whether their generalized other is still accurate throughout their weight-loss. Using 

Instagram also helps them to revaluate, through their interactions with their online community, 

in which social room they can roam before perceiving shame. As their notions of generalized 

other and limits of shame might evolve with the advancement of their weight-loss process (e.g. 
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post pictures of eating candies might be considered as more appropriate at the end than at the 

begin of the weight-loss process), using Instagram as an accountability gives women constant 

feed-back about their social status.  

4.4.2. Instagram as a support system. 

Women used Instagram as support-system in two aspects: in giving support to their 

Instagram followers through displaying their weight-loss journey and receiving feedback on it, 

and in feeling as belonging to a community. In this subsection I first explain each of these 

aspects, and conclude by showing how they link to each other and connect them to broader 

sociological theory.  

 

Women often argued they feel they are the source of inspiration and support for many 

of their followers. Many followers looked up to their Instagram page and weight-loss journey 

to draw energy for their weight-loss processes. Gwen informs us about this process:  

They look at the things that I’m eating, [...] they go into my Instagram and they listen 

to some things that I’d say whatever, it keeps them motivated. 

Gwen's statement has a tone of pride. Women feel proud about being an example that others 

want to follow. Felicia dissects this feeling:  

It's [(the feedback from the Instagram community)] reassuring, it's telling me that I’m 

doing something right. [If] people don’t like it [(a post)], they wouldn’t like [(in the 

sense of liking a post on Instagram)] it. That many people liked it, it's that obviously, 

I’m doing something right. 

Reassurance is one of the stones that leads women to feel pride. Through being reassured by 

their followers that what they do and who they are in their social world, women get the 

confirmation that they are right to feel proud and to believe that they are worthy. Using 
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Instagram is a "confidence-boost" (Angela) and a tool to feel empowerment as explained by 

Daisy:  

A lot of people were empowering me, make me feel like: "Wow, I’m really doing 

something good!". 

The reassurance and the empowerment that women extract from their interactions with their 

community build the base for women to "develop some self-feeling [of] pride" (Ritzer & 

Stepnisky, 2014:356). The social interactions women have with their Instagram community, 

help them to evaluate their potential, social identity and the place they take in the social world. 

Women use the interactions they have Instagram to define themselves, to learn about their 

potential, and to develop a feeling about themselves. This example of the way women use 

Instagram relates confirms perfectly what Cooley explained with his theory, women use their 

social interactions with others to develop their sense of self. However, a criticism that can be 

directed towards Cooley's theory is that it neglects the underlying mechanisms that take place 

between the moment where we imagine how we appear to others, and the moment where we 

develop a self-feeling. This finding sheds light on these processes, and shows that in this 

particular case, female Instagram users develop a self-feeling of pride, by going through the 

stages of feeling reassurance and empowerment via their interactions with others.   

 

Women stated they created their Instagram account to get the feeling of being part of a 

community. The main community, women often identified as being a part of, was the weight-

loss community, but many other communities were cited as well, among others Keto- or 

Slimming World communities1.  The first common pattern I observed amongst participants 

was that they created an online account because they did not want to bother their peers with 

                                                
1 Keto (low in carbohydrates, high in fats diet) and Slimming World (low in fats, high in carbohydrates diet) are 
both diet concepts and are comparable to the famous Weight Watchers. According to the data, it seems that Keto 
is more popular in North America, and Slimming World in the United Kingdom.  
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their weight-loss accounts. Oftentimes, women explained to me that they were too ashamed to 

divulge the information that they want to lose weight to their (offline) peers because they 

wanted, neither to justify themselves or their diet, nor to hear peers commenting on their 

weight-loss results, nor to feel ashamed in the case they would fail sticking to their weight-loss 

plans. Kaylee gives details about the feeling women have about this regard: 

I think I had a lot of push-back from my family and I just wanted a place I can go to 

that would be supportive, you know, people who didn’t have a biased opinion about me 

or what I was doing. I found that on Instagram. 

Creating an Instagram community assisted women in finding similar others who faced similar 

issues, not feeling alone in their struggles, and finding a community that cares and brings them 

the support they do not get from their offline community. In his article The Strength of Weak 

Ties, Granovetter introduced with his concepts of "weak ties" and "strong ties" the notion that 

people encounter two different types of social relations (1973:1360). In their social everyday 

life, people interact with people they consider to be strong-tied to such as family and friends, 

and with people they feel weak-tied to. Women argued that they wanted to find an online 

community (weak ties) because they were too ashamed to share their weight-loss with their 

offline peers (strong ties). This finding displays the fact that sometimes the bound one finds in 

weak ties can be stronger than in strong ties. Granovetter explained that weak ties give 

individuals the opportunity to connect to people to find more "social cohesion" (1973:1360), 

and expose themselves on a manner they would otherwise not dare to do with stronger ties 

(1983:203). Through exposing themselves to their community of weak ties, women find 

support and strength, and social cohesion as they feel embedded in the social world.  

The second identifiable pattern was that sometimes Instagram serves as offline 

community creator. Indeed, women depict that sometimes the relationships they built with 

followers online via Instagram became offline peer-relationships. Emily who regularly meets 
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her Instagram Keto-community in her town, is an example of how online and offline 

community merge. Ingrid describes the process of how using Instagram helped her in meeting 

new offline acquaintances and friends:  

Instagram gave me the opportunity to find link-minded people all over the world and 

it's not a small group of us, there is a quite a large group of us. […] I’ve met a few of 

them. I went to Disneyland just a couple of months ago. […] I would have never known 

about this woman if it hadn’t been from Instagram. It really did open up a whole new 

world. 

From having a relationship to a follower into having a relationship to a peer, and from 

sitting local and alone behind a device, to becoming global and getting a wider network of 

peers: using Instagram for its community aspect gives women the opportunity to belong to a 

community, and to get support by like-minded people. Women's accounts shed light on the fact 

that through their use of Instagram women are both creating support for their community and 

getting support from their community. This idea of using Instagram as a means for creating 

"stable" (through the support women get from their community) and "durable" (through 

exporting online relationships to the offline social world) relates to Lazega's notion of 

"interdependency" (2005:5). Women depend on their Instagram community because it gives 

them stable and continuous support, and the opportunity to construct durable connections to 

like-minded people. This system of taking and giving and its dynamic of interdependency gives 

women the security that they remain, embedded in and connected to their social world on the 

one hand, and indispensable to the good functioning of their social world on the other hand.  

4.4.3. Instagram and Body Positivity. 

The third main finding about how using Instagram shape women’s weight-loss 

experience relate to a concept I came across through conducting the interviews: body positivity. 



FEMALE INSTAGRAM USERS EXPERIENCE WEIGHT-LOSS  @my_body_acceptance_journey  60 

Élodie Ley @leyelodie 

Women described body positivity, as a movement which stands for accepting the body as it is, 

whether it is big, small, dysmorphic, beautiful, tall, small, whatever. Being body positive is 

accepting and loving one’s body without trying to change it. Raising the question of body 

positivity in the context of weight-loss during the interviews brought with it much debate and 

struggles in grasping its root definition. I encounter the discussion of body positivity on 

Instagram as a double-edged sword. On the one hand, Instagram and accounts of others 

Instagram users helped women in learning to know about the body positive movement and to 

integrate it into their routines and accounts. Nevertheless, many women explained to me that 

they often feel marginalized from the movement because they do change their bodies, through 

losing weight and falling back onto plastic surgery (e.g. to get their breasts lifted and their 

extra-skin removed after weight-loss). Quinn describes the contradiction:  

I feel there are some parts of the body positive community that they do make people feel 

guilty for losing weight. That's not fair because everybody has their choice for their 

body and what they wanna do to it. […] The body positive community doesn’t support 

people in the things they want to do. So, it's quite contradicting of what they are saying. 

What they are saying is: it's your body, it's your right, you should not have to feel like 

you should lose weight. You can do what you want with your body. Well, I’m doing 

something with my body and I’m being made to feel bad about it. So, it's quite 

contradicting.  

As Quinn, many women feel they need to go beyond this contradiction and keep on being body 

positive alongside with deciding to change their bodies. Melanie exposes why this is possible:  

You can accept your body and love your body and still want changes for it. just like you 

love and accept your children as they are but you want them to grow and change. You 

don’t want your children to be babies for all their life. You love them and accept them 

as babies, you enjoy them being a baby but you don’t want them being a baby the whole 
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time. So, the same thing. I don’t think that the evolution of your body, the changing of 

your body is not body positive. I think that's really limiting-belief.  

Melanie’s analogy between a child and a body wraps up the general confusion which reigns in 

participants’ thoughts concerning the attitudes they have to adopt when encountering 

contradicting discourses of body positivity on Instagram. Ingrid explains how Instagram helps 

in forging women's minds on body positivity:  

There is a lot more positivity in the world about being who you are. Instagram has 

definitely helped. When you see somebody that looks just like you and you are: "well, 

she is living her life. I can do that too." We don’t have to hide anymore. I feel like we 

were hidden for a little bit. during the 90s were it was thin, smoke cigarettes and drink 

diet coke to be the thinnest self and now it's like: what can you do to fuel your body? 

what makes you feel best? So, we are definitely in the right direction. Are we totally 

there yet? No, but in the right direction. 

Ingrid’s account show that Instagram gives women the means to be in contact with women 

who decided to stop hiding their bodies and to accept their bodies as they are, and to become 

one of these women too. Nevertheless, women's overall discourse links to a notion of being 

marginalized from the body positive group. Women do not know where they are at within the 

body positive movement, they do not know which role they are allowed to play, and this 

situation is destabilizing. Feeling that they are body positive about their bodies but excluded 

from the community as they still want to change it, leads to the fact that women experience 

struggles in defending their ideas, in presenting themselves to the world, and therefore in 

constructing their social identity. In Goffman's dramaturgical terms, they do not know which 

performance they are allowed to play (Goffman, 1956:12). Although women see themselves 

as body positive even though they want to work on their body through losing weight and/or 

undergoing plastic surgery, they feel their performances of body positivity are repressed and 
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limited by the body positive community and its contradicting guidelines themselves. Women 

feel alienated on three levels. They might see themselves as the imposter of the body positive 

community because they want to lose weight and/or undergo plastic surgery. They might feel 

as the imposter of their weight-loss community because it might come over that they have to 

buy into the body positive trope and capitalize on it for the sake of gaining more followers. 

Also, they might feel alienated from themselves and their body vision through feeling that 

because they bought into the body positive trope, they have to behave body positive under any 

circumstances and even on days where they do not feel that great about their bodies and/or 

selves. Women encounter difficulties in managing the impression they give to others because 

they do not know have a polished script to perform with as the definition of body positivity 

and all what it entails are not clearly defined (Goffman, 1956).  
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5. Conclusion 

The nexus linking body, self, weight-loss and social media use has not been investigated 

in the realm of sociology. According to this, I decided to explore how these four concepts 

influence and relate each other through qualitative research. This thesis aimed to answer the 

following two research questions: How do female Instagram users experience weight-loss and 

how does the use of Instagram shape their experience? By conducting seventeen semi-

structured interviews and using narrative analysis, I was able to present findings that portray 

women’s experiences of their weight-loss journeys – and the impact of using Instagram to 

journal their weight-loss process. In the final chapter of this work, I bring my findings and their 

links to earlier scholar work in discussion with symbolic interactionism, the theoretical 

framework I chose for my research. In the first section, I bring my findings that address the 

relationship women have to their bodies, selves and peers in discussion with Cooley’s theory 

of looking-glass self. Second, I use Goffman’s impression management to understand how the 

social world of Instagram impacts women’s experience of weight-loss. Third, I give a 

condensed answer to both research questions. In the last section, I present the limitations of my 

study, my recommendations for future research, and how my work contributes to expanding 

sociological knowledge.  

5.1. Cooley and Women’s Experiences of Body, Self and Peers 

The first research question was: How do female Instagram users experience weight-

loss? The two sub-questions which linked to this main question were: How does weight-loss 

influence the relationship women have to their bodies? and How does weight-loss influence the 

vision women have of themselves? The section of the findings which gave the most insight into 

how women experienced weight-loss is the one which addresses women’s situations after 
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weight-loss (see 4.3.). This section was built up in three sub-sections displaying the relationship 

women have to their bodies, to themselves and peers after weight-loss. The same section design 

is taken over here: I bring Cooley’s theory in discussion with the experience women had to 

their bodies, their selves, and their peers. 

5.1.1. Cooley's adaptation to the smaller body.  

After losing weight, women had to go through a process of adaptation to their slimmer 

body. Cooley argues that we get a self-image through how we imagine we appear to others 

(Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2014:356). He explained that when looking in the mirror, it is not what 

we see in the mirror that defines the vision we have of our bodies but our imagination of the 

body in the social world. Women claim that they need external input, such as using the 

meanings of peers and comparison to other bodies (Angela), a concrete space they imagine to 

fit in (Petunia), or before/after pictures (Nora), to evaluate their slimmer body. These external 

inputs help them to get a concrete idea of their new body appearances and body shape changes, 

and to develop a feeling of self which is in accordance with their smaller body. In this regard, 

Cooley's theory of looking-glass self can be applied to and confirmed by this finding: the 

interactions women have with others and with their social world, help them in constructing a 

feeling of self – and of how they smaller physical bodies fit their social worlds. Nevertheless, 

this study also showed that Cooley's theory has its limitations. Indeed, although participants 

are conscious that they lost weight and know that they appear as slim to others, the feeling they 

have about themselves has not changed, they still have "fat days" (Hannah) where they feel fat 

and do not perceive themselves as slimmer at all. The oscillation between feeling thin and fat 

shows that Cooley's theory is not enough to understand women's construction of self after 

weight-loss. Women have to unlearn their 'fat-self' scripts (scripts they used to perform during 

the whole period before weight-loss) and relearn new 'thin-self' scripts to match the feeling of 
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themselves to their slimmer-body (Goffman, 1956). In sum, it can be argued that Cooley's 

theory helps to understand the general pattern of the construction of self, women go through 

during their weight-loss, but that it needs to be combined to other theories (such as Goffman's) 

for understanding the oscillation in self-feeling women experience through losing weight – and 

therefore the full picture of their self-construction.  

5.1.2. The round cycle between others, beauty and self. 

Many women claimed they feel more beautiful after weight-loss because they are more 

social, that they get more social because they feel more beautiful than before, and that they feel 

more beautiful because they get more feedback from people who tell them they are beautiful. 

In my eyes, there is a circular dynamic which appears between beauty and the interactions 

women have with the judgments of peers. Indeed, it seems that the more women get positive 

feedback about their beauty, the more they feel beautiful as individuals, the more they change 

their mental state about themselves, the more they feel confident to expose themselves to the 

outside world's judgments, the more they get affirmative feedback about themselves and so 

forth. Through being in contact with their social world, women get constant reaffirmation that 

the image of self they convey onto the world is beautiful and therefore acceptable to the social 

world. The circular dynamic between beauty and others’ judgments about one’s beauty 

represents a good example of the impact these judgments have on one’s feeling and 

construction of self. As Cooley predicted, the judgments of others lies at the centre of the cycle 

of developing a self-feeling (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2014:356). Going one step further, saying 

that women internalized the feeling of beauty, amounts to saying that the positive judgments 

peers make about women’s beauty leads to the repeated cycle of women feeling more attracted 

to the idea of displaying their selves to the world as it reaffirms their self-beauty, and permits 

them to internalize the vision of beauty they have about themselves.  
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Whereas Cooley's theory helps to understand how the cycle of developing a self-feeling 

of one’s beauty comes to life, it neglects to detail the underlying mechanisms of this self-

development process. Women often link their feeling of self-beauty to the feeling of pride they 

develop through seeing that their followers look up to them and take them as role-models. The 

interactions and the positive feedback women receive from their online community help them 

to gain the self-feeling of pride: this finding can be elucidated by Cooley's theory (Ritzer & 

Stepnisky, 2014:356). However, what the theory misses is the explanation of how the feeling 

of pride emerges. Cooley traces the main pattern of how the interactions impact people's feeling 

of self but he does not address the in-between steps. I found that behind the self-feeling of pride 

that women develop through their interaction with their followers lies the feeling of reassurance 

that what they do (on Instagram) is right – and the feeling of empowerment that who they are 

is approved and valued by their social world. Reassurance and empowerment are, in this regard, 

the missing steps that take place between the social interactions that this particular group of 

Instagram users have with their Instagram community, and the development of their self-

feeling of pride. 

Women also connected their feeling of beauty to the feeling of self-love they develop 

through their weight-loss and their work towards acceptance. Working on the outside and the 

inside is presented by the women as a triumph as if they have a double profit of their weight-

loss journey. This narrative of the self-therapeutic process is redundant in women's accounts 

and must be replaced in the context that the women are Instagram users, who might rather be 

extroverts and trained in their discourse on self-love and empowerment. Some women, who 

might be considered as Instagram influencers as they have more than 15.000 followers, get free 

products and propositions from brands. Nevertheless, they explained to me that they almost 

always refuse the offers, and do not make money with their Instagram activity. Although the 

incentive of women to publish content on Instagram is not financial, women might, by using 
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narratives of self-empowerment, have the incentives to extend their Instagram community. As 

they might use their discourse of self-love and empowerment as a means for capturing more 

followers, the relationship participants have to their selves might be particular to this specific 

group of Instagram users. In this sense, the individualistic vision the participants have of their 

self-development might not be representative of the whole community of Instagram users who 

present their weight-loss on Instagram and who might be more introverted. Also, the discourse 

women held about self-empowerment and their individual power to work towards change 

without needing the support from others stands in stark contrast with Cooley's theory, that 

claims that individuals need others to develop their sense of self (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 

2014:356). This conflict reveals that Cooley's theory is limited because it involves too little the 

individual power and agency of people for self-change, and trims down individuals' 

development of self to the social process without taking people's individual willpower of self-

change into account. In my opinion, using their individualistic narratives of empowerment is 

also a way for women to take back their power and agency for developing an identity which is 

individual and detached from Instagram's larger community and global societal pressures. 

5.1.3. Women gain individuality. 

Women evoked changes in their relationship with peers. On the one hand, since they 

lost weight, women engage in more (eye-) contact with others and receive more attention back. 

On the other hand, women explained that whereas before losing weight, the only thing they 

wanted is to “blend in with the wall” (Olivia), after weight-loss they feel more seen, having 

gained a personality, and feeling more deserving of the place they take up in their social world. 

These findings show the exponential relationship between interacting more with the social 

world, getting more attention from the social world, and gaining a sense of self, a personality.  
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Again, Cooley’s theory can help to explain these findings (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 

2014:356). Once more, the importance of the social world in giving women their feeling of self 

is seen here. However, using Cooley's theory on its own to explain the pattern that although 

women physically take up less space in the social world, the social space women take up after 

having lost weight has increased, was not enough. I used Gailey's (2014) theory of overweight 

women's social visibility to unpack this phenomenon. The pattern that appeared through 

combining my findings to Gailey's explanation is that losing weight helped women to present 

a more self-confident version of themselves to the world, to open up for more interactions, to 

gain visibility, to be deserving of individual social space and to gain a personality. Through 

losing weight, women gained individuality and personality. 

5.2. Goffman and the Impact of Instagram Use 

The second research question was How does the use of Instagram shape women’s 

weight-loss experience? Its related sub-question was: How does Instagram use influence the 

vision women have of their bodies and selves in their process of weight-loss? In this section, I 

bring the insights of Goffman’s impression management (1956) in discussion with my main 

findings concerning the impact Instagram use has on women’s weight-loss experiences. First, 

I set the finding that women use Instagram as an accountability tool in discussion with 

Goffman’s concept of the front stage. Second, I explain how way women use Instagram as a 

community relates to Goffman’s concept of the backstage. The third point shows that the way 

women use Instagram as a support system is an example of switching between front- and 

backstage. (Goffman, 1956:74). 
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5.2.1. Being accountable for Instagram’s front stage.  

The major reason why women use Instagram to display their weight-loss experience 

was for holding themselves accountable. Women use Instagram as an accountability tool 

Instagram in three different ways: as a means of self-surveillance by tracking their daily 

progress; as a means to control their behaviour within the evolution of their body-project 

(Shilling, 2012:136) and as a reassessment of their generalized other (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 

2014:345-6); and by using others' surveillance for avoiding to fail, to disappoint others and to 

feel the emotion of shame (Scheff, 1990).  

Not failing at one's performance for not disappointing the audience that watches the 

performance and for avoiding to feel the (master) emotion of shame (Scheff, 1990), belongs to 

the main definers of a front stage behaviour. Goffman explains that the front stage is the place 

where the social actors put on their best performances for presenting their best side to the 

audience (Goffman, 1956:12). The way women use Instagram as an accountability tool reveals 

a front stage behaviour. Through choosing which pictures of themselves and which aspects of 

their weight-progression they present to their followers, they control their front stage 

performance, and therefore the impression they want to give to followers. The interactions 

women have with their followers shapes their identity and image of self. Women claimed that 

their starting aim was not to become Instagram famous, but rather to use Instagram as an 

accountability to book progress on their weight-loss journeys. A shift in social identity can be 

seen here. Managing the impression that they give to others well, and presenting adequate 

performances to their Instagram community permitted them to create a new side of their self. 

It can be argued that, thanks to the fact that women managed to perform on Instagram’s front 

stage well, women lived the experience of creating a new facet of themselves and a feeling of 

self-pride through becoming an individual other people look up to for inspiration. In addition 

to the experience of losing weight, acting on the front stage of Instagram and performing their 
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role in a manner that is accepted and valued by their audience, women developed a new sense 

of themselves.  

5.2.2. A community for not feeling alone on the backstage. 

Another reason why women use Instagram to share their weight-loss experience is for 

the feeling of belonging to a community. Their online community gives women a sense of 

shelter and support when their offline community does not provide them with these aspects, 

and the feeling of being surrounded by like-minded people and therefore not being alone in the 

battle of losing weight. In addition, women argued that whereas they feel ashamed (because 

they are afraid to fail) to share their weight-loss experiences with their offline community, they 

find support and rest in their online community. As their online community counts many people 

who are in the weight-loss process themselves, they see Instagram as a place where they feel 

safe and freed of peers' judgments. Building weak ties to their followers represents strength 

and support for their daily routine (Granovetter, 1973). Feeling these ties make women feel 

embedded in the broader society, and having a place where they can lay back and rest. In this 

sense, Instagram can be compared to women's home, a place of rest, where they can be whom 

they want (e.g. displaying weight-loss struggles without feeling the shame they would feel with 

their offline community) and where they do not have to perform any script.  

This vision of seeing Instagram as a home is connected to Goffman's backstage 

(Goffman, 1956:69). Goffman’s defines the backstage of the social world as the place where 

no roles have to be put up, and no performance has to be played, a place where the social actor 

can be him/herself without having to handle anybody’s observations (Goffman, 1956:69). In 

searching community through using Instagram, it seems that women search a place where they 

can rest and be in their backstage behaviour. When they feel like not being on the front stage 

of posting things by themselves and acting as the Instagram user other users look up to, they 
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can rest, behind their phones and still feel surrounded by their online community. On the one 

hand, it seems that the feeling of being able to be on the backstage is stronger online because 

women can decide, which content they want to see on their phones without needing to perform. 

Nevertheless, it seems that the feeling of being on the backstage is never really possible online 

because women always have social interactions with their online community. Through their 

direct messages, likes and comments, followers give women feedback on their front stage 

performances. These social interactions with their community constantly remind women to 

their front stage performances – even in moments where they would prefer to rest on the 

backstage. Women have to find a good balance between their front and backstage behaviours 

to navigate within their online social world in a manner which is in adequation with their social 

needs.  

5.2.3. Instagram and switching stages. 

Women described that being the source of motivation and support for their followers 

brings them a feeling of satisfaction about themselves. Also, women explained to me that 

having followers as a source of support is essential for them, as it gives them the feeling that 

what they do and who they are is adequate, in moments when they need reassurance and support 

themselves. This relationship between giving and taking recalled the notion of 

"interdependency" that people can experience in social interactions (Lazega, 2005:5). Goffman 

stated that the most interesting interactions to analyse come from the situations where the front 

stage and backstage merge (Goffman, 1956:74). The symbiotic relationship of the way women 

use Instagram as a support system, reminds me of the dynamic of giving and taking within 

social interactions, and to Goffman’s statement of switching between front and backstage.  In 

seeing Instagram as a support system within a symbiotic relation, women switch stages. 

Whenever there are moments where women feel the need to rest, they know that they can find 
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reassurance and support among their followers. Standing on the front stage and the backstage 

both brings women the support and the reassurance from their online social world that the way 

they present themselves to the world is appropriate and that their front stage performances are 

well-performed. This gives them the confirmation that the construction of their identity can 

continue to take place. 

 

For some women, this notion of "interdependency" (Lazega, 2005:5) goes even a step 

further as Instagram represents for them not only the creator platform of online relationships 

but also of offline relationships: when the followers become offline acquaintances or friends. 

This shift from online to offline, can be seen as bringing these relationships from their front 

stage of Instagram users to their front stage of everyday life. This particular situation might be 

difficult for women to manage. Indeed, Goffman (1956) argued that when two front stages 

merge, the individual encounters a difficulty as it evolves for him a juggling of performances 

and masks. Women might perform a performance (e.g. the fit women who drinks water and 

eats vegetables) when they are on the front stage Instagram, and perform another performance 

when they are offline (e.g. drinking beer and eating fries when going out to the restaurant). 

When a follower becomes a friend, the Instagram user has to juggle masks and manage the way 

she presents herself (e.g. through drinking water and eating salad when she goes out to the 

restaurant with her new friend). She acts this way so that her online/offline friend does not 

demask her (e.g. and shame her at the restaurant if she would opt for beer and fries). As it 

demands good knowledge of both front stage scripts and much dexterity in bringing up 

appropriate narratives and behaviours, switching between front- and backstage is constraining 

and destabilizing for this Instagram user. 
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5.3. Main Answers to the Research Questions 

The female Instagram users went through a process of socialization, and reassessment 

of their social body, self, world and the place they take up in it. On the one hand, women use 

others’ judgments, their interactions to peers and pictures to evaluate how their physical body 

fits into their social world. On the other hand, the interactions they have with others help them 

develop a feeling of self, self-pride and self-beauty, but also to notice that they have the agency 

to change and develop themselves individually. Using Cooley’s theory to understand how the 

female Instagram users interviewed experience weight-loss was helpful to identify the main 

patterns of how the interactions women have to their peers or online community shape their 

construction of self. Nevertheless, Cooley's theory neglects to specify the underlying 

mechanisms of the process that happen between the interactions to others and the development 

of self-feeling. Therefore, other sociological theories were drawn into analysis. Gailey's (2014) 

theory of "hyperinvisibility" of overweight women, Granberg's (2011) theory on self-

construction of women after weight-loss, Scheff's (1990) theory of shame, and Shilling's (2012) 

explanation of seeing the body as a project, helped to get deeper insights into the data. The 

main answer that can be given to the first research question is that through losing weight, 

female Instagram users experienced their individuality. Their weight-loss journeys led them to 

visibility, personality and their own individual social space: women gained individuality.  

Goffman’s theory of impression management (1956) was used to answer the second 

research question: how does the use of Instagram shape women’s weight-loss experience? In 

addition to working on their body via their weight-loss, women needed to learn how the social 

world of Instagram works and which role they play in it. Women use Instagram to display their 

weight-loss journey because it helps them to hold themselves accountable, control their eating 

or fitness behaviours, and keep on pushing with their routine (as they do not want to feel 

ashamed for failing in front of others). Also, Instagram use brings women a sense of 
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community, as it connects them to like-minded people, and support, as they get motivated by 

their followers. When displaying their weight loss in pictures, videos and posts, women take 

in the role of being a source of inspiration and an example-to-follow for others. Through their 

interactions with their audience, women get feedback about their performances and 

therethrough the confirmation that they deserve their place on stage and within their 

community (Goffman, 1956). This gives them a feeling of being embedded in their online 

social world. The role they take on the front stage impacts and reinforces the notion of 

individuality discussed above. Indeed, the interactions with their community help them 

evaluate their social behaviour and contribute to the development of their personality. Standing 

on the front stage with people staring at them and showing their individuality to their audience, 

requires themselves to act their performance with self-confidence and power. Instagram 

impacts women's weight-loss experience also in the way that it gives them a place to rest. They 

use Instagram as a backstage, a place where they feel support and connection to the social 

world, even in moments where they prefer to lay back and get inspired by others, rather than 

playing their performance of others' inspirator. Whereas experiencing the interdependency of 

giving and taking (Lazega, 2005) and of switching between front and backstage (Goffman, 

1956), might bring the positive effects of empowerment (when on the front stage) and rest 

(when on the backstage) to women's journeys. Switching stages does not only have a positive 

impact on women's weight loss experiences. Indeed, juggling masks when two front stages 

merge (e.g. when a follower becomes a friend) can be exhausting and destabilizing for women. 

Indeed, for not getting unmasked and ashamed for the incoherence of their social actions, 

women have to set specific efforts in making their performances, narratives, and behaviours of 

both front stages match with each other (Goffman, 1956). In sum, the main answer to the 

second research question is that through using Instagram, women get the opportunity to 

develop their sense of individuality and personality because they become the front stage actor 
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of the large audience of Instagram's users. In addition, Instagram use has the positive impact 

of providing women support and a sense of community-belonging, even in the moments where 

they feel too weak to perform on the front stage themselves. Nevertheless, Instagram use has 

the negative impact that women have to, learn new social scripts, the functioning of Instagram 

as a social world, find their place within this social world, and learn to develop a self-feeling 

for knowing how and when to switch stages. The switching of stages can be tiring. Women 

have to constantly revaluate their performances as social actors, their place in the social world, 

and balance so that their performances remain coherent.  

In sum, it can be argued that women experienced their weight loss as a process of self-

development and a complex adaptation to their slimmer bodies and different self. Also, women 

experienced their weight-loss as a means to gain, empowerment and reassurance about 

themselves and the social space they occupy: there through they develop a sense of pride about 

whom they become through their weight loss. Losing weight helped women gain visibility, 

personality and individuality. As the female Instagram users are constantly presenting, their, 

via weight-loss, changing selves and bodies, to their social online world, they get feedback 

whether their presentation is appropriate and well-performed. Using Instagram impacted their 

experience in the sense that it catalysed the process of self-development. Using this social 

medium requires much adaptation because women need to familiarize themselves with 

Instagram being a new social world. Nevertheless, using Instagram helps women in the process 

of self-construction as it gives women the possibility to stand up for themselves. Moreover, it 

permits them to develop themselves and to continue their process towards individuality, while 

being confronted to the judging gaze of the whole community. Instagram use supports women 

in their journey towards developing their individuality, personality and sense of self.  
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5.4. Limitations, Recommendation for Further Study and Contribution 

In my research, I experienced three main limitations. The first relates to the high 

attrition rate, the second to the choices in sampling, and the third to the coding process. The 

last paragraph wraps up this section and explains how this work has contributed to the realm 

of sociology. 

 

From the 171 women I contacted, only seventeen went through the whole process and 

completed the interview with me. The fact that only one woman out of ten agreed to participate 

was a source of struggle as it implied multiple recruitment waves, and a constant reassessment 

of my communicative skills. According to the fact that the particular population of these 

Instagram users have to handle advertisements, professional propositions, and other spam 

messages daily, I guess many women were not trustworthy to respond to my request. I feel 

distrust played its role in this high attrition rate. For further research, it might be easier to use 

snowball sampling (Bryman, 2016:188). Indeed, as participants seemed to like conducting the 

interviews, I am sure they would be open to spreading the word to their followers to help to 

recruit more participants quicker. This data collection method might bring ethical issues, such 

as a decline in anonymity because participants would know each other. Nevertheless, using 

snowball sampling seems to be the easiest way to gather a maximum of willing participants 

without going through too many administrative struggles.  

 

For the practical reason for making my sample the most homogenous possible, I focused 

my visual selection on white and English-speaking female Instagram users that have a large 

number of followers. Sticking to these three selection choices led me to two other major 

limitations. First, it ran counter to my principles of believing in the importance of including 

intersectionality to such research (Collins, 2000), and restricted my area of research to the white 



FEMALE INSTAGRAM USERS EXPERIENCE WEIGHT-LOSS  @my_body_acceptance_journey  77 

Élodie Ley @leyelodie 

and English-speaking one. My recommendation for further research here is to open up the 

language and racial room of the selected population. Including women of different racial 

backgrounds and cultures, and who speak other languages will bring a more intersectional 

approach to this body of work. Second, the fact that only Instagram users that have more than 

2000 followers, were interviewed, neglects the opinion of Instagram users who have lost 

weight but are less famous or followed. In investigating this specific population, it has to be 

kept in mind that this particular group of women may have rehearsed their weight-loss story 

for making it fit with their audience's expectations. Also, they might have polished their weight-

loss narratives for the sake of gaining new followers and influence on Instagram, and have the 

incentive of earning money from their Instagram activity in the future. In further research, it 

might be judicious to include a population of Instagram users that have smaller communities 

of followers, as it might give a less perfected and trained account of their weight-loss journeys. 

 

During the coding process, I encountered a third notable limitation. This struggle relates 

to Riessman's (1993) as she argued that “some individuals knotted together several themes into 

long accounts, that had coherence and sequence” and that it was difficult to fragmentize them 

into separate codes (Bryman, 2016:583-4). While trying to give structure to the interviewees’ 

accounts through codifying them, I sometimes had the feeling I would lose interesting 

information and not represent participants’ accounts accurately in my findings. To be sure to 

give accurate findings and increase the trustworthiness of my research as defined by Guba and 

Lincoln (1994), I could have drawn more triangulation into my research via respondent 

validation (Bryman, 2016:385). As this population of participants is very ready to help, I 

recommend researchers for further research, to use member-check via writing memos about 

the main essence of the interviews, and letting participants check these memos before starting 
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with the analysis phase. Using member check will help with triangulating the findings, and 

making sure they are accurate and convey the main essences of participants’ narratives. 

 

Although this research entails the limitations of a high attrition rate, narrow choices in 

sampling, and plausible gaps in coding knowledge, the frame of the research and the data 

collection tools permitted to access interesting findings and can remain unchanged for further 

research. Overall, this work’s results contribute to expanding the general sociological 

knowledge. The work contributes to the field because of the qualitative manner of conducting 

it gives voice to local voices and lived experiences. This thesis also amplifies our understanding 

of the connection between bodies, selves, weight-loss and social media use. I encourage any 

researcher who is interested in these topics to keep on working on this connection. It is essential 

as it helps women to stand at the centre of research, and to raise their voices! 
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Appendix 1: Online Survey 

The anonymous link which led participants to the online survey is: 
https://qtrial2019q1az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_5iENkKKBMVPygx7 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Welcome to Elodie’s Master Thesis Project! J 

Dear Wonder-Woman, 
Thank you for accepting to participate in my master thesis project, and to share your personal 
experience with me. 
This small survey will take you 5 min max. and aims to collect some general personal characteristics 
in a simple manner before conducting the interview.  
Before starting, I would like to ask for your consent to participate in my research (see the 
link Informed Consent Form).  
I can't wait to hear your story soon in the interview! :) 
With love, Elodie 

o I consent (1)  
 

Q1/10 What is your name? ___________________________________________________ 
Q2/10 What is your age? _____________________________________________________ 
Q3/10 What is your gender? 

Female (1) Male (2) Other. Please specify: (3) _________________________ 
 
Q4/10 In which city and country do you live? ___________________________________ 
Q5/10 What is your nationality? ______________________________________________ 
Q6/10 Ethnicity: How would you describe yourself? 

White (1) Asian (2) Black/African American (3) American Indian or Alaska Native (4) Native 
Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander (5) Other. Please specify (6) __________________ 

Q7/10 Education: What is the highest degree or level of school you have completed?  
If currently enrolled, highest degree received. 

No schooling completed (1) Some high school, no diploma (2) High school graduate, diploma or 
the equivalent (for example: GED) (3) Some college credit, no degree (4) Trade/ technical/ 
vocational training (5) Associate degree (6) Bachelor’s degree (7) Master’s degree (8) 
Professional degree (9) Doctorate degree (10) Other. Please specify: (11) ________________ 
 

Q8/10 What is your profession/employment status? ______________________________ 
Q9/10 Via which platform do you prefer that I contact you to conduct the video call/interview?  

Facebook Messenger. So that I can join you, please enter here the name of your Facebook 
account: (1) ___________________ 

FaceTime. So that I can join you, please enter here the phone number or email address that you 
use for Facetime (2) __________________ 

Skype. So that I can join you, please enter here the name/email-address that you use for Skype (3) 

 
Q 10/10 What is your email address? So that I can send you the transcript of the interview and my 
master thesis once it's finished. _________________________________________ 
 
 Thanks for participating! I can't wait for our conversation!  
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Appendix 2: Observation Guide for the Content Analysis 

Anonymized first name chosen by the 
owner of the Instagram account 

 

 
Interview: Date – Time – Preferred-

media 
 

 
 
 

Date of first contact (message sent)  
Number of followers  

Age  
Country/City  

Kilos/Pounds lost  
 

Before/after weight-loss picture 
(available?) 

Comments and Likes on Before/After 
Pictures 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Method of weight-loss used (natural – the 

type of diet - exercise) 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Particularities of the Account – 

Outstanding Post 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Particular comments/exchange done with 

the Instagram community 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Other Information 
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Appendix 3: Interview Guide 

How do female Instagram users experience weight loss and how does the use of Instagram shape 
their experience?  

1. General information  
 

- Weight-Loss Decision: Can you tell more about your decision to lose weight? When did you 
decide to lose weight? Why did you decide to lose weight? Why was it important for you to 
lose weight? (to be normal and not to stand out from the mass, or to be more beautiful?) Did 
you lose weight naturally? 
 

- Instagram: Can you explain to me more about the reasons why you decided to share your 
weight-loss journey on Instagram? What do you find interesting about Instagram? What do 
you like about Instagram? What do you like dislike about Instagram? Why have you chosen for 
Instagram in particular? What is the aim you have by using Instagram? 
 

2. Start of Weight-Loss 
 

- Gaze on Body: Can you tell me more about the relationship you had to your body at the 
start of your weight-loss? 
 

- Gaze on Self: How did you see yourself at the begin of your weight-loss journey? How did 
you experience your body back then? How did you feel about yourself back then?  

 
- Gaze of Others: How did others react to your body back then? Do you have examples? 

 
- Instagram Use: Can you tell me more about your use of Instagram at the begin of your 

weight loss journey? How did the use of Instagram interfere or support you with the start of 
your journey? How were the interactions with your Instagram community back then? Which 
kind of posts did you decide to post back then? What was the image you want to show of 
yourself on Instagram? Would you say Instagram, the comments and the likes had an influence 
on how you perceive or perceived your body? Yourself? 

 
3. In the Middle of Weight-Loss Journey 

 
- Gaze on Body: Can you tell me more about how you experienced your body whilst losing 

weight? Can you recall a memorable experience you had with your body? What was the reason 
for you to continue to lose weight? Which image did you have of your body during the process? 
 

- Instagram Use: Can you explain to me how using Instagram for sharing you weight-loss 
has influenced your experience? Do you think using Instagram had an impact on how you 
saw yourself during the journey? Which role did Instagram play in your weight-loss process? 
Did you have the feeling the use of Instagram hurt you or slowed you down in your weight-
loss? Can you specify how? Why? Which consequences did the sharing of your weight-loss on 
Instagram have on the image you have of yourself? How did the feedback you got online from 
people impact on the way you see yourself?  
 

4. Now 
 

- Gaze on Body: Can you tell me more about how you see your body now? In which situation 
do you feel most comfortable with your body now? Thinking in the present, when are you 
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uncomfortable with your body? Do you have one word to describe your weight-loss 
experience? 
 

- Gaze on Self: What has changed in your body through the weight loss? What has changed in 
the way you see yourself now? What is the main difference with the begin of your weight-loss? 
Do you see yourself as thin now? Do you think you are beautiful? Would you still consider 
yourself as fat? Do you feel like a different person now? How can I understand the way you 
feel now? 

 
- Gaze of Others: How do others react to your current body? Do you have the feeling others see 

or look at you differently? 
 

- Instagram Use: Does Instagram impact the way you see your body now? How? 
Which role does the Instagram community play in the way you see yourself now? What is the 
image you want to show of yourself on Instagram? In your eyes, which image does your 
Instagram community have of you? How do you maintain the image you want to give of 
yourself over time? Which posts are relevant therefore? Which content is the most relevant to 
share? Which not and why? Has the use of Instagram changed the vision you have your body? 
How? Why? Would you say Instagram, the comments and the likes have an influence on how 
you perceive or perceived your body? Yourself? Why? How does the Instagram community 
react on your “new” body? Do you still use Instagram as much as before? Why yes/ why no? 
Would you advise people to share their weight-loss journey on Instagram? Why? In your own 
account, what is the picture you would never use again? Are their posts which surprised you 
for the comments people made on them? 

 
 
 


