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How do university students' body satisfaction and social media use relate to their interest in GLP‑1 agonists, and how does gender influence these relationships?

Introduction
In recent years, social media has become a strong influence on how young adults see their bodies (Alburkani et al., 2024; Canonigo, Uy, and Culajara, 2024). It also shapes how they find health information and make choices about weight management (Shalabi, 2023; Sarhan, Schaalan & El‑Sheikh, 2025). Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube now play a significant role in shaping identity, peer comparisons, and exposure to idealised beauty standards (Shihadeh et al., 2025). For university students, this digital environment occurs at a key stage of psychological development, characterised by greater body awareness and greater independence in health decisions (Nelson, 2021). As a result, researchers have focused more on body dissatisfaction among university students, noting their effects on mental health and health behaviours (Ruiz Bravo et al., 2025; Palta et al., 2024). Building on this, recent research has also examined behavioural, dietary, and pharmacological weight‑loss interventions to understand their effectiveness and implications for student health (Sarda et al., 2025; Shalabi, 2023). These behaviours are also influenced by key demographic factors, with gender emerging as one of the most significant. Gender is an essential factor in body image and eating habits (Alburkani et al., 2024; Ruiz Bravo et al., 2025). When combined with social media use, body dissatisfaction and unhealthy eating can become worse, and there are apparent gender differences in who is most at risk (Alburkani et al., 2024). Social media use is often linked to lower well-being, less body satisfaction, and a higher risk of disordered eating (Jiotsa et al., 2021; Canonigo, Uy & Culajara, 2024; Sarda et al., 2025). Comparing appearances usually leads to more dissatisfaction and a stronger desire for thinness (Canonigo, Uy, and Culajara, 2024; Jiotsa et al., 2021). These findings indicate the need to examine both body image and students' responses, such as their interest in weight-loss medications.
Research shows that many young adults use social media for health advice and may seek medication without consulting a professional (Sarhan, Schaalan, and El Sheikh, 2025). This underscores the need for easy access to professional guidance, as medical supervision leads to safer and better-informed use of medications (Shalabi, 2023). Health beliefs and bias about obesity also affect how people view GLP-1 agonists, with recent reports warning that influencers are promoting these drugs to younger people (Al Mahzoum et al., 2025; Serry, 2024; Willis, 2025). Although research in this area is growing, few studies have examined how body satisfaction and social media use affect interest in weight-loss drugs among university students (Sarda et al., 2025; Shalabi, 2023). This gap is urgent to address, as pharmaceutical options, amplified by influencer marketing and targeted advertising, are becoming more prevalent online (Shalabi, 2023; Serry, 2024; Willis, 2025).
University students are particularly susceptible to body dissatisfaction and health-related experimentation during a formative stage of psychological and social identity development (Gfellner and Coroba, 2020; Granieri, Franzoi, and Chung, 2021; Varallo et al., 2025). The growing visibility of pharmaceutical weight-loss solutions on social media, amplified by influencer promotion and algorithmic targeting, introduces new pressures that have not been sufficiently addressed in existing research (Shalabi, 2023; Serry, 2024; Willis, 2025). By examining digital influences within psychosocial and demographic contexts, this study aims to advance both academic understanding and practical health promotion. Previous research demonstrates that gender differences significantly influence body image and eating behaviours among university students (Alburkani et al., 2024; Ruiz-Bravo et al., 2025; Breda-Vicentini et al., 2020). Additionally, evidence suggests that social media exposure interacts with health behaviours, such as self-medication, highlighting the need for credible health guidance (Sarhan, Schaalan & El-Sheikh, 2025). However, there remains a gap in research regarding how social media exposure, demographic factors, and health-related behaviours collectively influence university students' interest in pharmaceutical weight‑loss solutions.

Aims and Hypotheses
In accordance with professional standards for ethical and evidence-based practice, this study seeks to generate insights that are both academically rigorous and practically relevant for health promotion (AfN, 2024). The research specifically investigates the relationship between university students' body satisfaction, social media use patterns, and interest in GLP‑1 agonists as weight-loss medications. Furthermore, it explores how demographic factors, particularly gender, influence the associations among social media use, body satisfaction, and interest in GLP-1 agonists. The study will assess whether patterns of digital engagement and exposure to influencer-driven content predict increased interest in pharmaceutical weight-loss solutions, while also considering the emergence of self-medication behaviours. The hypotheses are that higher social media use is associated with lower body satisfaction; that exposure to appearance-focused content predicts greater interest in GLP-1 agonists; and that gender moderates these relationships, thereby identifying vulnerable groups within the student population.

Methodology
Research Paradigm
Pragmatism was chosen as the research paradigm because it is flexible and focuses on practical approaches to addressing real-world questions (Ngulube, 2022). This aligns well with a quantitative survey design aimed at identifying patterns in social media use and health-related behaviours (Gillespie, Glăveanu, and de Saint Laurent, 2024). Pragmatism also recognises that no single perspective explains everything, thereby supporting the use of measurable indicators to study complex issues (Ngulube, 2022; Gillespie, Glăveanu, and de Saint Laurent, 2024). This keeps the study consistent with professional standards.

Alignment with Professional Standards
The study aligns with professional standards set out by both the Association for Nutrition (AfN) and the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD), which emphasise methodological rigour, ethical practice, and the integration of evidence-based approaches in accredited programmes (AfN, 2024; UWTSD, 2022). Adherence to AfN and UWTSD guidelines ensures that the methodology remains academically rigorous, thereby enhancing its credibility (AfN, 2024; UWTSD, 2022). Taken together, adherence to AfN and UWTSD standards provides a solid foundation, which naturally leads to adopting a quantitative design as the most appropriate framework for this study.

Quantitative Design
A quantitative design was selected because it enables efficient data collection from a large student sample (Canonigo, Uy, and Culajara, 2024; Hunziker and Blankenagel, 2024). Survey-based quantitative methods are widely used in studies examining social media use, body image, and health behaviours, offering objective measurement and strong statistical utility (Canonigo, Uy, and Culajara, 2024; Hunziker and Blankenagel, 2024). This approach also aligns with recent work exploring body satisfaction, self-medication, and digital engagement among university populations, in which cross-sectional quantitative designs have proven both practical and methodologically robust (Shihadeh et al., 2025; Sarhan, Schaalan, and El Sheikh, 2025). Taken together, these factors make a quantitative design the most appropriate and feasible choice for addressing the study's aims.

Quantitative Strand
Cross-sectional designs are widely used in social media and health research because they are efficient and accessible (Canonigo, Uy, and Culajara, 2024; Sarhan, Schaalan, and El Sheikh, 2025). They allow researchers to quickly assess behavioural patterns and psychological outcomes across diverse populations, providing robust statistical insights while remaining feasible in student settings (Hunziker and Blankenagel, 2024). A cross-sectional survey was therefore selected as the most practical way to capture behavioural and psychological outcomes in this study.
Recent work illustrates this dominance. Canonigo, Uy, and Culajara (2024) used a cross-sectional survey to examine social media use and body image outcomes, while Sarda et al. (2025) highlighted the prevalence of cross-sectional designs in studies of self-objectification and body image. Together, these examples reinforce the suitability of this design for student populations. While the choice of a cross-sectional survey defines the overall structure of the quantitative strand, it is equally important to consider the specific instruments used to generate valid and reliable data.

Measurements and Validation
Social media exposure will be measured using the Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale, originally developed and validated by Andreassen et al. (2016). This method has demonstrated strong reliability in university populations (Bottaro, Griffiths, and Faraci, 2025; Yue et al., 2022). Although well validated, its emphasis on addictive use may overlook more subtle forms of engagement, and studies highlight measurement invariance issues across gender groups (Yue et al., 2022; Zarate et al., 2022). Furthermore, body satisfaction will be assessed using the Body Satisfaction Scale, a widely used and validated instrument among young adults (Franzoi and Shields, 1984). However, responses can be influenced by self-report bias and cultural differences, with research noting social desirability effects and variation in body‑image perceptions across populations (Lynggaard et al., 2022; Shihadeh et al., 2025; Teh et al., 2023). Additionally, interest in weight‑loss medications will be explored through adapted self‑medication questionnaires, which provide reliable insights into awareness and intent (Sarhan, Schaalan, and El Sheikh, 2025). However, their reliance on self‑report means they may not fully capture the complexity of students' attitudes toward weight‑loss medications (Giromini, Young, and Sellbom, 2022). Taken together, the use of these validated instruments ensures methodological rigour while acknowledging their practical limitations. With the measures identified and their strengths and limitations acknowledged, attention now turns to the sampling strategy that will determine how participants are recruited and represented in the study.

Sampling
The study will recruit a convenience sample of undergraduate students from the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. Convenience sampling was selected because it provides practical access to a relevant population within the time and resource constraints of student research. Although convenience samples limit generalisability, they are widely used in health and social science research to generate exploratory insights into behavioural and psychosocial trends. Participants will be invited through university mailing lists, social media groups, and campus networks, ensuring a diverse mix of students across disciplines. Inclusion criteria will be current university enrolment and age 18 years or older. No exclusion criteria beyond age and enrolment status will be applied to maximise participation and support a representative cross-section of the student population. This approach is justified as it aligns with the study's focus on university students' body satisfaction, social media use, and interest in weight‑loss medications. With the sampling strategy established, attention now turns to the data collection procedure.

Procedure
Participants identified through the sampling strategy will receive an invitation containing a link to the online survey. The invitation will describe the study and outline the process for voluntary participation. Eligibility will be restricted to UWTSD students aged 18 years or older. Upon accessing the survey link, participants will be presented with a Participant Information Sheet detailing the study, anonymity, confidentiality, and the right to withdraw before submission. Informed consent will be obtained through a tick-box, and no identifiable data will be collected. The survey will follow a fixed sequence: demographic questions, the Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale, the Body Satisfaction Scale, and items evaluating awareness of and interest in GLP-1 agonists. Completion is expected to require approximately 5 to 10 minutes on any device. Data will be stored anonymously on a secure, password-protected university drive and managed in accordance with ethical guidelines.

Ethics
This study will comply with the University of Wales Trinity Saint David Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice. Participation will be voluntary, and informed consent will be obtained before data collection. All data will be anonymous, stored securely, and handled in accordance with institutional data protection policies. The study involves minimal risk, and participants will receive a debriefing with information on well-being support.

Data Analysis
Survey data will be analysed using both descriptive and inferential statistical methods. Descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations, and frequency distributions, will summarise levels of body satisfaction, patterns of social media use, and reported interest in GLP-1 agonists. These measures will provide an overview of the sample and highlight general trends. Inferential analyses will be conducted to address the study's hypotheses. Correlation and multiple regression analyses will test the predicted associations among social media use, body satisfaction, and interest in pharmaceutical weight-loss solutions. Moderation analyses will assess whether gender moderates these relationships, consistent with the study's focus on psychosocial and demographic contexts. Group comparisons, such as independent-samples t-tests, will examine differences across demographic categories, such as between male and female students. All analyses will be conducted using established statistical software (SPSS) to ensure reliability and replicability. The use of both descriptive and inferential methods is appropriate as it aligns with the study's objectives and enables rigorous hypothesis testing. It also provides both an overview and deeper insight into the relationships among digital engagement, body satisfaction, and health behaviours.
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