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Abstract: In contemporary society, the discourse on body image is increasingly emerging as a notable
social issue. In particular, the body positivity movement is promoting healthy body image and self-
esteem through various means. This study was conducted to analyze the discourse on sustainable
body image in Korean society. User-generated content from 1 January 2014 to 31 July 2023 underwent
data refinement and term frequency (TF), TF–inverse document frequency (TF–IDF), and Latent
Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) analyses. The number of blog posts in 2020 was nearly triple the number
in 2019. Thus, the analysis period was divided into first (from 2014 to 2019) and second (from 2020
to 31 July 2023) periods. The TF–IDF analysis showed that shooting, photo, diet, exercise, goal, and
challenge were among the top words in the first period, while Instagram-related words were mosr
frequent in the second period. This finding suggested that social distancing policies significantly
affected social media usage. The LDA analysis revealed five topics that were common in the first
and second periods and three topics that emerged in the second period. Overall, while Western
societies tend to idealize specific body types, body image discourse in Korea is centered around
exercise as a means to achieve “photography” or “photo shoot”-related goals. Exercise is perceived
as an activity performed for pleasure rather than attaining a particular body shape. Furthermore,
there is a desire to document one’s body beautifully and maintain exercise habits in the long run. The
results of this study could serve as foundational material for establishing and sustaining a positive
body image culture.

Keywords: body image; body positivity movement; body profile; social networking service; sustain-
able body positivity; topic modeling; user-generated content

1. Introduction

In contemporary society, the discourse on body image is emerging as a notable social
issue, with the body positivity movement gaining attention as a means to promote healthy
body image and self-esteem. The concept of sustainability has traditionally been rooted
in environmental and economic realms, but it has recently evolved to include a social
dimension that emphasizes well-being and the quality of life within communities. Social
sustainability related to the body positivity movement includes creating an inclusive culture
that encourages self-acceptance and the acceptance of diverse body types. This paradigm
shift challenges traditional beauty standards and advocates for a holistic approach to health
and well-being.

Differences in the perceptions of the ideal body image, body esteem, and self-esteem be-
tween East Asians and Westerners have been widely researched. Among Asians, perceived
well-being is influenced by external factors, whereas Westerners base their perceptions
on internal standards [1]. This phenomenon has also been observed in studies comparing
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Korean and American cultures. Koreans tend to have a more collectivistic orientation
than Americans. That is, Koreans form their perceptions and behaviors by referring to
other people’s thoughts and feelings to conform to social standards [2]. Park [3] examined
the effects of subjective beliefs about one’s body and body characteristics on one’s body
esteem among Korean and American female college students. The results showed that body
esteem shapes self-esteem in Korean women, while body esteem and body control beliefs
influence self-esteem in American women. In Korea, physical self-concept is emphasized
from a group perspective, and body esteem can be shaped by group standards. In contrast,
individual autonomy and intrinsic values are emphasized in the West, and body esteem
is shaped by one’s internal standards and autonomy. The differences in body perception
and respect between East Asians and Westerners can be explained by the differences in the
values and mindset in their cultures and social environments. However, the emergence of
Social Networking Services (SNSs) has enabled communication across regions and cultures,
allowing interaction between the East and the West. SNSs have made it possible to com-
municate globally, share knowledge, exchange opinions, and foster mutual understanding.
An SNS is a platform that allows users to communicate and share information through the
Internet. Users can post and share not just textual information but also photos and videos
to interact with other users. Consequently, hashtags (denoted with the # symbol) have
become popular on SNSs. Users add the # symbol before a keyword to make their posts
more visible, indexing the “topic” or “keywords” of the content and making it easier to
find content on specific topics [4].

The ”body positivity” movement emerged on SNSs in 2012 and, since then, has
been popularized by celebrities and influencers [5]. This movement, characterized by its
emphasis on self-love, inclusivity, and empowerment, has gained traction on various social
media platforms, serving as a catalyst for reshaping societal norms and fostering sustainable
attitudes towards body image. Similarly, the term #Fitspiration, a portmanteau of fitness
and inspiration, emerged as a body image term on social media in the late 2000s and early
2010s. This hashtag has been used to post images and content promoting exercise and
healthy living. Other similar hashtags have also emerged, for instance, “#thinspiration” and
”#bonespiration”. The former has been used to post content promoting thinner and leaner
bodies, while the latter has been used to depict bodies with low muscle mass and protruding
bones [6]. Alberga et al. [7] compared fitspiration and thinspiration content and found
that fitspiration content emphasizes a more muscular body, while thinspiration content
emphasizes a thin and lean body. However, both keywords tend to emphasize weight
control and restricted diets, which can contribute to anorexia [6] and body dissatisfaction,
owing to discrepancies between one’s actual body shape and the body shape seen on social
media [8,9]. The goal of “Fitspiration” content has been to encourage people to achieve a
confident body through a healthy lifestyle. However, studies have shown that “Fitspiration”
content has a negative effect on body satisfaction, self-esteem, dietary habits, and mental
health [10–13], especially among younger generations (as they are more likely to use social
media) [14–16]. Therefore, the body positivity movement aims to promote the acceptance
of all body types and to dismantle the societal pressures to conform to specific beauty
standards. This movement aligns with the principles of social sustainability that enhance
mental and physical well-being, inclusivity, and self-love. By encouraging individuals
to embrace their natural bodies, the body positivity movement contributes to fostering a
sustainable body image culture that values diversity and self-acceptance.

Social exchange theory (SET) posits that social behavior is the result of a process
of exchange aimed at maximizing benefits and minimizing costs in interactions. In the
context of social media and body image, individuals engage in the exchange of information,
support, and recognition. Thus, posting body image content and receiving positive feedback
can enhance self-esteem and help form a supportive community. The existing literature
has demonstrated that positive reinforcement from social networks significantly impacts
body image and self-perception [17,18]. Social comparison theory (SCT), proposed by
Festinger [19], argues that individuals assess their social and personal value through
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comparisons with others. This theory is particularly relevant in the social media era,
where constant exposure to curated and edited images of others on social media and other
platforms can impact an individual’s body image and self-esteem. According to previous
research, upward social comparison (comparing oneself with those perceived as superior)
often leads to body dissatisfaction and negative self-image [19,20]. Several studies have
explored the impact of social media on body image from the perspectives of SET and SCT.
For example, Alberga et al. [7] compared fitspiration and thinspiration content on social
media, finding that these trends can lead to either positive or negative body image outcomes
depending on the context of social exchange and comparison. Additionally, Ryding and
Kuss [21] emphasized that, while social media can be a source of body dissatisfaction, it can
also provide body positivity and supportive networks that enhance self-esteem and body
acceptance. While many of the effects of social media on users may be universal, the way
that they are perceived by users may vary based on their culture. The term “Fitspiration”,
which is used in the West to search for body image content on social media, is somewhat
unfamiliar to Koreans. Koreans use the term “body profile” on social media to search
for body image content. Even if the body images sought are similar, the difference in
terminology could contribute to cultural differences in attitudes and values concerning
body image.

This study aims to analyze the discourse on sustainable body image in Korean society,
focusing on user-generated content (UGC) through SNSs. Against the above-described
backdrop, this study endeavors to dissect the discourse surrounding body image within
Korean society through the lens of the “sustainable body positivity movement”. Central
to our investigation is the exploration of how the body positivity movement, with its core
principles of self-acceptance and inclusivity, contributes to fostering sustainable attitudes
towards body image. We seek to unravel how this movement challenges traditional
beauty standards and promotes a more holistic understanding of beauty that transcends
conventional norms, thereby fostering a culture of sustainability in self-perception and
societal expectations. Moreover, we aim to delve into how the discourse on body image
in Korea reflects and shapes broader cultural values and societal norms, particularly
concerning sustainability.

2. Literature Review

User-generated content (UGC) refers to the content created and shared by ordinary
users on the Internet or digital platforms and includes a variety of content, such as text,
images, videos, and music. More specifically, UGC is defined as internet-based online
reviews and comments describing users’ experiences [22]. It can also be described as
“objects created in the moment of social presence, where social activity occurs [23]”, and
it is a new method of communication. UGC is characterized by a fast production speed,
and it can attract a large number of participants compared to the effort involved in the
production process [24]. UGC appears to be dominated by motivations for information
exchange and entertainment, but it is also grounded in elements of personal and social
identity [25]. The social identity theory is a theoretical framework concerning group and
intergroup behavior, and it explores how an individual’s self-concept is influenced by
values, emotional significance, and group knowledge [26,27]. Therefore, UGC platforms
can be considered communities in which social identity formation can be understood from
cultural and social perspectives [28,29].

The development of social networking platforms has allowed individuals to freely
post text, images, and videos of themselves, and they can also view others’ images and
videos at any time [30]. This behavior is interpreted from the perspective of the social
exchange theory, according to which people seek to exchange their expertise or efforts for
intangible benefits, such as status and respect [31]. Social distancing policies implemented
during the COVID-19 pandemic bolstered the use of social networking platforms, which
have now become a key element of social interactions [32,33]. The use of social networking
platforms has been notably focused on appearance, resulting in decreased self-esteem and
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negative body perceptions as individuals compare their bodies to those of others [9,34]. This
interpretation aligns with the “social comparison theory”, which posits that individuals
assess themselves by comparing their abilities, opinions, or characteristics with those of
others. This theory elucidates the behavior of comparing one’s abilities or worth with
that of others to alleviate one’s internal insecurities [19]. Gathering information about
others leads to an unconscious comparison between oneself and others, particularly those
perceived as superior in appearance or intelligence. This “upward social comparison” often
results in dissatisfaction with oneself [35].

The ultimate aim of this study was to analyze the discourse on sustainable body
image in Korean society through user-generated content (UGC). This research focuses on
understanding the cultural attitudes and behaviors related to body image in Korean society
and aims to contribute to the fields of body image and sustainable health practices. The
study addresses overall trends and themes in Korean society without differentiating by
gender.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Data Collection

This study aimed to analyze how the discourse on sustainable body profiles has been
shaped in Korean society, and Figure 1 illustrates the research procedure. It is important
to note that the analysis performed in this study did not differentiate between genders.
The data were collected from Naver Blog (blog.naver.com), the most-used UGC platform
among Koreans for nearly 20 years (2003–2023) with 33 million blogs and 2.8 billion posts.
UGC contains content that is voluntarily developed and distributed by individuals and
organizations on social networks and digital platforms [22,36]. We collected posts from
Naver Blog using the Requests and BeautifulSoup libraries in Python. “Body profile” was
used as the search keyword on the Naver portal and blog posts were searched day by day
from 1 January 2014 to 31 July 2023. The data analysis was conducted in three stages. First,
the collected data were refined by removing duplicate entries and excluding incomplete
data. Second, word normalization and noun extraction were performed using the KoNLP
and NIADic libraries in RStudio. Third, key themes were derived from the extracted
nouns through TF–IDF analysis and LDA analysis. Multiple researchers participated in
the data analysis to enhance the reliability of the results. During the data refinement
and analysis process, two co-researchers each reviewed the data, and discrepancies were
adjusted through mutual review.

Figure 1. Research procedure.
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3.2. Data Refining and Text Mining

Since UGC encompasses content developed and shared by individuals and organiza-
tions, posts can appear under a popular hashtag (#) even if they are not directly related to
the keyword. Therefore, we refined the collected data by identifying and removing posts
that were not relevant to body profiles, eliminating duplicate data entries, and excluding
posts with missing data values. After data refinement, word normalization was performed
on the remaining blog posts using Rstudio’s KoNLP and NIADic libraries to eliminate
unused words, such as special symbols and punctuation marks. Single-letter words and
numbers whose meaning was difficult to grasp were also excluded, and only nouns were
extracted through Korean morphological analysis. After reviewing the extracted nouns,
we removed the names of regions and gyms that were irrelevant to this study. As the
data collected comprised blog posts rather than academic studies and news articles, we
examined spacing patterns and corrected misspelled words to refine them. Table 1 presents
an example of this process.

Table 1. Examples of text mining.

Before Refinement After Refinement Unnecessary Words

Personal trainers, trainers, coaches, etc. Trainers

Summer, fall, time, hour, minute,
yesterday, today, Monday, Tuesday,

weekend, year, month, day, etc.

Healthstagram, bodystagram, unstagram, etc. Instagram
Center, gym, and more Gyms
Amounts, prices, etc. Cost

Squat, squat, etc. Squats
Words used as a shorthand, such as

helchang/helin Health junkie/health novice

3.3. Term Frequency and Term Frequency–Inverse Document Frequency Analyses

Term frequency–inverse document frequency (TF–IDF) is a statistical method that
indicates the importance of a particular word within a document and is commonly used
in text mining [37]. Term frequency (TF) refers to the frequency of the occurrence of a
particular word in a given document. It allows the identification of frequently appearing
words and indicates the importance of a word within a document. Inverse document
frequency (IDF) is a metric that indicates how frequently a word appears in multiple other
documents. It is the reciprocal of the number of documents containing the word and
indicates the word’s uniqueness among other documents. To determine the frequency
of the occurrence of a word in a document and its uniqueness among other documents,
we calculated the TF–IDF. In other words, the more frequently a word occurs in a given
document and the less frequently it occurs in other documents, the higher the TF–IDF
value of the word and the relative importance of the word in the given document [38]. We
extracted TFs and TF–IDF values using the Test Mining (TM) package, and the cleaned data
were converted into a document–term matrix.

3.4. Topic Modeling: Latent Dirichlet Allocation Analysis

Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) is a probabilistic generative model utilized in natural
language processing to conduct topic modeling. LDA determines the topic of a document
based on the distribution of the words appearing in the document [39,40]. Topic modeling
is a statistical technique that represents a probability distribution between topics and
words through an algorithm that considers the relational structure of topics by analyzing
the corpus of words present in a document rather than relying on researchers assigning
topics [39,41,42]. The number of topics was determined using the Harmonic Mean value
after repeatedly measuring coherence and perplexity [40,43]. After extracting the topic-term
matrix through LDA analysis, we visualized the results using LDAvis.
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4. Results
4.1. Data Collection and Data Refining

To explore the evolution of body image discourse in Korean society, we collected
blog posts from Naver Blog from 1 January 2014 to 31 July 2023. Out of a total of 469,203
blog posts, we excluded those unrelated to “body profile” and those with missing data
values. After data refinement, we had 635 blog posts from 2014, 1090 from 2015, 2240 from
2016, 3037 from 2017, 4736 from 2018, 11,809 from 2019, 42,147 from 2020, 71,370 from
2021, 118,190 from 2022, and 82,329 from 2023, making a total of 337,583 blog posts. It was
observed that the number of posts increased significantly from 2020 onwards and nearly
tripled from 2019 to 2020. To investigate the factors contributing to this surge, we divided
the analysis period into two distinct periods: the first period spanning from 2014 to 2019
and the second period spanning from 2020 to 31 July 2023. Data collection and data refining
results are shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Results of data collection and data refining.

4.2. TF and TF–IDF Analyses

Table 2 displays the top 30 words with the highest TFs and the highest TF–IDF values
in the first and second periods. The results of word frequency analysis revealed that
the most frequent words in the first period (from 2014 to 2019) were “exercise” (27,427),
”profile” (20,270), “diet” (13,813), ”shooting” (12,446), and “photo” (10,651). In the second
period (from 2020 to 31 July 2023), the most frequent words were ”exercise” (44,490),
“diet” (16,829), “body profile” (16,282), “gym” (11,448), and “photo” (10,053). In the first
period, the top five words with the highest TF–IDF values were “Profile shooting” (108.54),
“exercise” (143.09), “photo” (136.91), “diet” (132.39), and “training” (112.98). In the second
period, the top five words with the highest TF–IDF values were “gym” (113.04), “fitness”
(102.47), “Pilates” (98.4), “boxing” (96.53), and “photo” (94.73).
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Table 2. Top 30 words with the highest TFs and the highest TF–IDF values in the first and second
periods.

Word (TF) Word (TF–IDF Value)

First Period
(2014–2019)

Second Period
(2020–2023)

First Period
(2014–2019)

Second Period
(2020–2023)

1 Exercise (27,427) Exercise (44,490) Profile shooting (180.54) Gyms (113.04)
2 Profile (20,270) Diet (16,829) Exercise (143.09) Fitness (102.47)
3 Diet (13,813) Body profile (16,282) Photo (136.91) Pilates (98.4)
4 Shooting (12,446) Gym (11,448) Diet (132.39) Boxing (96.53)
5 Photo (10,651) Photo (10,053) Training (112.98) Photo (94.73)
6 Diet (8060) Diet (7879) Diet (110.51) Instagram (88.99)
7 Personal trainer (7214) Shooting (5664) Personal trainer (108.78) Diet (87.02)
8 Training (5964) Cost (5055) Profile (98.78) Shooting (86.61)
9 Gym (4909) Fitness (4949) Goal (85.37) Diet (80.05)
10 Goal (4355) Pilates (4892) Gym (80.3) Exercise (76.22)
11 Muscle (3737) Thinking (4493) Chicken breast (70.15) Trainer (66.43)
12 Chicken breast (2588) Trainer (4377) Muscle (63.7) Chicken breast (63.12)
13 Weight (2515) Muscle (4349) Abs (62.34) Female (62.94)
14 Abs (2412) Women (4103) Challenge (61.12) Cost (61.67)
15 Aerobic (2221) Instagram (4007) Weight (56.14) Challenge (60.6)
16 Body fat (2188) Goal (3910) Body fat (55.48) Goal (59.57)
17 Body (2032) Manag (3153) Sweet potato (54.39) Muscle (57.54)
18 Teacher (1952) Challenges (3084) Body (53.88) Yoga (56.73)
19 Personal training (1854) Class (3038) Personal training (52.71) Videos (54.84)
20 Health (1841) Videos (2817) Teacher (51.85) Class (52.02)
21 Challenge (1839) Health (2812) Aerobic (51.7) Aerobic (51.92)
22 Health (1838) Prepare (2699) Health (51.47) Thinking (51.09)
23 Protein (1781) Aerobic (2690) Concept (50.73) Sweet potato (50.84)
24 Sweet potato (1772) Yoga (2652) weight loss (47.74) Studio (50.74)
25 Food (1691) Body fat (2428) Pilates (45.2) Weight (49.52)
26 Weight loss (1666) Weight (2411) Health (43.95) Body fat (49.42)
27 Shoulder (1647) Boxing (2305) Meal (43.55) Prepare (49.22)
28 Pilates (1622) Change (2238) Shoulder (43.44) Manage (47.89)
29 Meal (1602) Studios (2197) Protein (41.69) Squat (47.78)
30 Concept (1580) Chicken breast (2183) Success (39.98) Health (46.77)

Observing the TF–IDF values in the first and second periods, the words “shooting”,
“photo”, “diet”, “exercise”, “goal”, and “challenge” were common in both periods. How-
ever, in the second period, we found some diverse types of exercises that did not appear
in the first period, such as “fitness” (102.47), “Pilates” (98.4), “boxing” (96.53), and “yoga”
(56.73). In addition, “Instagram” (88.99), which did not appear in the first period, emerged
as a top word in the second period, indicating an increase in the use of social media. Words
such as “videos” (54.84), “class” (52.02), and “squat” (47.78) appeared among the top words
due to the influence of exercise instructional videos on UGC platforms, particularly in the
context of home training.

4.3. LDA for the Period from 2014 to 2019

To determine the number of topics, we iteratively assessed the coherence and per-
plexity scores, ultimately selecting 5(N) topics for the period from 2014 to 2019. Table 3
presents the results of topic modeling performed using LDA for the first period. Topic 1
accounted for 25.8% of the data and included terms such as exercise, diet, profile, training,
personal trainer, gym, goal, weight, muscle, body fat, photo, weight loss, and program. This
topic was named “Purpose: Take photos”. Given the inferred terms, this topic seemingly
revolved around gym workouts under a trainer’s guidance, focusing on weight loss and
muscle gain to achieve the desired body profile. Accounting for 19.3% of the data, Topic
2 was labeled “Photo shoot concepts”. It included terms like photo, pose, concept, diet,
workout, hair, makeup, and tan. Topic 3 accounted for 18.9% of the data and pertained
to “Self-development”. It encompassed terms like goal, photo, blog, habit, bucket list,
project, study, and success. Topic 4, accounting for 18.1% of the data, focused on “Diet
management”. It included terms such as chicken breast, sweet potato, protein, carbohy-
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drate, calories, and lunchbox. Topic 5 accounted for 17.9% of the data and revolved around
“sharing exercise methods”. It included terms such as shoulders, motion, back, squat, legs,
stimulation, abs, stretching, and dumbbell. The LDA for the period from 2014 to 2019 is
presented in Table 3 and is visualized in Figure 3.

Table 3. Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) for the period from 2014 to 2019.

Topic Number Token Allocation
(%) Topic–Term Matrix Output Based on Overall Term Frequency Inferred Terms

1 25.8 Exercise (0.018), profile (0.011), diet (0.009), dieting (0.008), chicken (0.006), chicken
breast (0.005), photo (0.005), profile shooting (0.004), sweet potato (0.004), gym (0.004),

personal trainer (0.009)

Exercise, diet, profile, training, diet, personal trainer, gym, goal, weight, muscle, body
fat, photo, lose, weight loss, health, body, profile shooting, fat, program, personal

training, etc.Purpose: Take photos

2 19.3 Exercise (0.039), profile (0.013), personal trainer (0.009), diet (0.008), diets (0.006),
training (0.006), photos (0.006), muscles (0.006), gym (0.005), goals (0.004)

Profile shooting, profile, photo, personal trainer, concept, diet, pose, exercise,
competition, hair, makeup, tan, model, challenge, outfit, body, woman, abs, face,

memory, pump, expression, line, etc.Photo shoot concepts

3 18.9 Profile shooting (0.032), profile (0.029), photo (0.019), exercise (0.016), personal trainer
(0.006), training (0.006), diet (0.006), concept (0.004), gym (0.004), diet (0.003)

Workout, profile, goal, photo, diet, blog, life, friend, challenge, travel, habit, bucket list,
project, gym, record, portrait, gift, study, success, skin, personal trainer, weight, etc.

Self-development

4 18.1 Diet (0.020), exercise (0.016), profile (0.016), meal (0.009), photo (0.006), profile shooting
(0.005), personal trainer (0.005), goal (0.005), chicken breast (0.003), training (0.003)

Diet, exercise, dieting, chicken breast, profile, sweet potato, protein, meal, aerobic, salad,
carbohydrate, food, weight, intake, abs, egg, fasting, calories, vegetables, banana,

weight, photo, lunchbox, etc.Diet management

5 17.9 Exercise (0.019), diet (0.016), profile (0.012), Photo (0.005), diet (0.005), training (0.004),
goal (0.003), weight (0.003), protein (0.003), personal trainer (0.003)

Exercise, muscle, personal trainer, training, profile, shoulder, motion, gym, waist, squat,
leg, stimulation, diet, Pilates, abs, buttocks, stretching, lower body, dumbbell, photo,

knee, chest, cardio, weight, etc.Sharing exercise methods

Figure 3. LDAvis: 2014–2019.

4.4. LDA for the Period from 2020 to 31 July 2023

We selected 8(N) topics for the period from 2020 to 31 July 2023. Topic 1 accounted for
17.6% of the data and was named “Purpose: Take photos”. It included terms such as body
fat, photo, goal, weight, muscles, change, weight loss, results, challenge, Inbody, thoughts,
classes, habits, and success. Topic 2, accounting for 16.5% of the data, was named “Body
change certification”. It included terms such as trainer, diet, fitness, photo, management,
program, Instagram, class, event, challenge, before, after, and body change. Accounting
for 15% of the data, Topic 3 was named “Diet management” and included terms such as
chicken breast, sweet potato, body profile, cardio, protein, salad, and shake. Topic 4, labeled
as “Self-development”, included terms like thoughts, goals, habits, exercise, challenges,
study, growth, plans, projects, experiences, records, and process. Topic 5 accounted for
11.7% of the data and was named “Sharing exercise methods”. It comprised terms such as
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exercise, muscle, squat, shoulder, back, stimulation, butt, home workout, pelvis, and upper
body. Accounting for 10.2%, Topic 6 was called “Photo shoot concepts” and included terms
like photo, shoot, hair, makeup, waxing, concept, posing, underwear, outfit, preparation,
tanning, retouching, and photoshopping. Accounting for 8.8% of the data, Topic 7 was
named “Promoting types of exercise” and included terms such as exercise, Pilates, yoga,
boxing, spinning, Zumba, shaping, and program. Finally, Topic 8 was named “Health
care” and comprised terms such as health, immunity, disinfection, virus, care, maintenance,
intake, food, body shaping, ingredients, and worry. Table 4 presents the terms associated
with each topic. The LDA for the period from 2020 to 31 July 2023 is presented in Table 4
and is visualized in Figure 4.

Table 4. Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) for the period from 2020 to 31 July 2023.

Topic Number Token Allocation (%) Topic–Term Matrix Output Based on Overall Term Frequency Inferred Terms

1 17.6 Exercise (0.087), diet (0.071), body profile (0.042), dietary (0.032), boxing
(0.018), goal (0.018), challenge (0.016), body fat (0.014), change (0.014), weight

(0.013)

Exercise, diet, body profile, dieting, body, body fat, photo, goal, weight, muscles,
gym, change, loss, shooting, results, challenge, Inbody, thoughts, women, trainer,

management, classes, habits, success, health, cardio, abs, etc.Purpose: Take photos

2 16.5
Exercise (0.061), gym (0.051), body profile (0.046), Instagram (0.046), fitness
(0.040), diet (0.033), trainer (0.020), video (0.016), photo (0.015), cost (0.013)

Exercise, gym, body profile, trainer, diet, cost, fitness, photo, management, program,
training, Instagram, class, event, challenge, goal, lesson, before, after, preparation,

body change, etc.Body change
certification

3 15 Dietary (0.032), diet (0.028), exercise (0.024), chicken breast (0.024), sweet
potato (0.019), body profile (0.015), egg (0.014), waxing (0.014), protein (0.014),

cardio (0.012)

Exercise, diet, dietary, chicken breast, sweet potato, body profile, cardio, protein, egg,
salad, meal, eating, fasting, thinking, abs, carbohydrates, calories, veggies, bananas,

weight, apples, brown rice, protein, shake, etc.Diet management

4 12.2 Thoughts (0.018), goal (0.014), exercise (0.009), habit (0.008), body profile
(0.007), friend (0.007), challenge (0.006), blog (0.006), study (0.006), growth

(0.005)

Thoughts, goals, habits, workouts, challenges, body profile, friends, blogs, study,
growth, plans, life, travel, success, health, projects, lessons, photos, YouTube, senior,

bucket list, experiences, records, process, memories, achievements, etc.Self-development

5 11.7 Exercise (0.211), squat (0.023), body profile (0.017), shoulders (0.016), gym
(0.014), diet (0.014), muscle (0.013), lower body (0.013), abs (0.013), posture

(0.012)

Exercise, muscle, squat, posture, shoulder, motion, bodybuilding, female, gym, waist,
leg, stimulation, hip, trainer, diet, knee, lower body, stretch, video, chest, weight,

dumbbell, home training, pelvis, upper body, etc.Sharing exercise methods

6 10.2 Photo (0.096), shoot (0.066), body profile (0.052), studio (0.033), hair and
makeup (0.026), concept (0.017), profile (0.017), conceptual (0.017), profile

(0.017), cost (0.017), photographer (0.012), pose (0.010)

Photo, shoot, body profile, studio, hair, makeup, waxing, cost, concept, Instagram,
profile, photographer, posing, underwear, image, male, video, outfit, preparation,

tanning, women, retouching, etc.Photo shoot concepts

7 8.8
Exercise (0.086), gym (0.058), Pilates (0.058), yoga (0.026), fitness (0.026), cost

(0.020), class (0.018), diet (0.017), program (0.014), equipment (0.013)

Workout, Pilates, diet, gym, boxing, yoga, fitness, spinning, group, women,
bodybuilding, classes, Instagram, equipment, cost, program, shaping, videos,

Zumba, rehabilitation, gym, etc.
Promoting types of

exercise

8 8 Exercise (0.050), muscle (0.032), diet (0.011), trainer (0.010), women (0.009),
kickboxing (0.009), cost (0.008), self (0.008), pain (0.008), posture (0.008)

Exercise, gym, diet, fitness, health, immunity, disinfection, virus, body profile,
prevention, mask, muscle, care, maintenance, quarantine, intake, food, product, self,

shapeshifting, ingredients, worry, yoga, etc.Health care

Figure 4. LDAvis: 2020–2023.
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4.5. LDA for the Period from 2014 to 31 July 2023

The results of LDA for the first and second periods revealed that the five themes of
“Purpose: Take photos”, “Photo shoot concepts”, “Self-development”, “Diet management”,
and “Sharing exercise methods” remained the same, while the themes of “Body change
certification”, “Promoting types of exercise”, and “Health care” emerged in the second
period. Under “Purpose: Take photos”, several terms were common in both periods:
workout, diet, profile, gym, goal, muscle, body fat, photo, weight loss, health, and shoot.
Prevalent terms such as personal trainer, personal training, and gym in the first period
demonstrated a focus on using exercise facilities and receiving personal training for fitness
and health maintenance. However, the emergence of terms such as photo, results, challenge,
and change in the second period suggested a shift from fitness and health maintenance
to the goal of capturing body profile photos. Additionally, the emergence of terms like
thoughts, care, and habits reflected an increased awareness about personal health, body
care, and management.

Under “Photo shoot concepts”, terms such as photo, shoot, hair, makeup, concept,
tanning, and outfit were common in both periods. Terms like personal trainer, diet, pose,
workout, competition, challenge, body, abs, pump, expression, and line were prevalent
in the first period and indicated a focus on exercise and competition. Words such as
Instagram, photographer, image, and retouching emerged in the second period, and they
suggested an emphasis on clicking pictures of one’s body profile to post on SNSs. Under
“Self-development”, terms remained largely consistent between the two periods, with terms
such as goals, habits, bucket lists, exercise, success, and records being common. However,
the emergence of terms like YouTube, senior, travel, and growth in the second period
suggested that the “body profile” challenge became a part of many individuals’ bucket lists
and that participants’ ages diversified.

Terms under “Diet management” remained largely consistent across the two periods,
with words such as diet, chicken breast, protein, egg, fasting, and carbohydrates being
common. Under “Sharing exercise methods”, terms such as exercise, muscle, back, leg,
stimulation, dumbbell, and lower body were common, and they suggested that the blog
posts provided guidance on exercise routines. However, the emergence of terms like video
and home training in the second period suggested that people were sharing exercise videos
while adhering to social distancing measures.

Appearing only in the second period, the topic of “Body change certification” included
terms such as photo, management, event, challenge, goal, lesson, before, after, and body
change. These terms suggested an increase in users showcasing their physical transforma-
tion by posting before and after photos on social media and UGC platforms. The emergence
of the topic “Promoting types of exercise” in the second period suggested that users were
participating in diverse types of exercises. Exercise types were previously limited to weight
training and Pilates, but they included boxing, yoga, spinning, and Zumba in the second
period. This expansion can be attributed to the search term “body profile” rather than the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Finally, emerging in the second period, the topic of “Health care” included terms such
as immunity, disinfection, virus, prevention, mask, and quarantine. These terms indicated
a focus on preventing the spread of COVID-19. Meanwhile, terms such as intake, food,
product, body shaping, and ingredients can be considered to be related to maintaining
wellness. Based on our analysis of UGC on “body profile” from 2014 to 31 July 2023, the
discourse on body image in Korea can be summarized as follows (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Summary of the discourse on body image in Korea.

5. Discussion

This study analyzed the discourse on sustainable body image in Korean society, specifi-
cally investigating the impact and evolution of the body positivity movement through UGC
on social networking services. By examining trends and key themes that have emerged
over nearly a decade, the study seeks to reveal how social attitudes toward body image
have evolved and how these changes are reflected in online discourse.

The analyzed research findings are grounded in SET and SCT, offering significant
insights into the changes in social attitudes toward body image and the role of social media
in shaping these attitudes. SET emphasizes how users exchange support and recognition
on platforms like Instagram to enhance self-esteem and build supportive communities.
This dynamic is essential for the sustainability of the body positivity movement, which
is based on positive reinforcement and inclusivity. For example, Figure 1 illustrates the
annual trend of blog posts, demonstrating how users share body profile-related content
and receive positive feedback. This reflects the SET mechanism, where users gain social
rewards through their body image, which in turn boosts their self-esteem. Additionally,
the topic-specific word frequency analysis in Table 2 shows how certain keywords have
changed over time. This explains how the themes of the content that users share and
the feedback that they receive have evolved. At the same time, SCT provides a crucial
framework for understanding the impact of social comparison promoted by social media.
Figure 3 illustrates the changes in keywords, showing how users compare their bodies with
others and how the discourse surrounding body image evolves. In the cases of upward
comparison, platforms like Instagram tend to idealize certain body images, which can lead
to body dissatisfaction. However, the body positivity movement is shifting the discourse
towards accepting diverse body types, mitigating these negative effects.

Additionally, there was a notable increase in the number of blog posts related to “body
profile” between 2019 and 2020. This suggests that, during the COVID-19 pandemic, the
period of social isolation led to an increased focus on self-expression and body image. TF–
IDF and LDA analyses revealed significant changes in key themes between 2014–2019 and
2020–2023. In the earlier period, terms such as “exercise”, “diet”, and “photography” were
predominantly mentioned, indicating a focus on physical activities and dietary adjustments
for body image improvement. In contrast, the later period saw the emergence of terms like
“Instagram”, “Pilates”, and “boxing”, reflecting increased engagement with social media
and diverse fitness activities. In Western societies, there is a tendency to idealize specific
body types, whereas in Korea, there is a more pronounced trend towards enjoying and
documenting the process of exercise. This suggests a stronger desire to enjoy the exercise
itself and maintain long-term fitness habits rather than merely achieving a particular
body shape. In the later period, the role of social media platforms like Instagram became
increasingly prominent, reflecting the spread of the body positivity movement. The use of
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hashtags and sharing personal transformation stories highlight how social media plays a
crucial role in supporting diverse body images and fostering community.

We obtained several insightful results after analyzing the discourse on sustainable
body image in Korean society. First, there were fewer than 5000 blog posts on “body profile”
from 2014 to 2018. In 2019, there were nearly 11,809 posts. However, in 2020, the number of
posts nearly tripled from the previous year. This indicates a sustained increase in interest
in body image searches and related information. In order to identify the cause of the surge
in “Body profile” posts on UGC platforms, we divided the analysis period into the first
period (from 2014 to 2019) and the second period (from 2020 to 31 July 2023). The TF–IDF
analysis revealed that “Instagram” did not rank among the top words in the first period,
but it ranked among the top words in the second period. This finding could be associated
with the surge in social media use during the COVID-19 pandemic. Social connectedness
is an inherent human need [44]. Social distancing policies during the pandemic have
been found to be associated with heightened levels of isolation and loneliness, which are
associated with a surge in social media use [33,45,46]. The surge in social media use during
the pandemic can be attributed to the Social Exchange Theory. According to this theory,
people are more inclined to share information, knowledge, and other content through social
media platforms [47,48]. This study analyzed blog posts, a form of UGC, and found that the
number of blog posts increased by a factor of more than three in 2020. This result suggests
that a culture of expressing oneself and sharing one’s daily life and hobbies through social
media has been established [46]. These findings highlight the interconnectedness between
online platforms and social well-being, highlighting the relevance of the sustainable body
positivity movement.

Second, this study analyzed the impact of social media use on body image within
Korean society. When users use SNSs to check the appearance of others, they feel dissatis-
fied with their own bodies [25,49,50]. In this study, the terms found under “Photo shoot
concepts” were related not only to body image (such as “exercise” and “diet”) but also
to non-exercise aspects, such as waxing, tanning, hair, makeup, and clothing. In Western
countries, body image-related photos uploaded on SNSs often omit the face and reveal only
specific parts of the body [51]. However, in Korea, body image-related photos uploaded on
SNSs are more photogenic and are not just focused on the body but also on the mood, hair,
makeup, clothing, and poses. Additionally, body image photography in Korea involves the
use of professional “retouching” to retouch areas with which one is dissatisfied. Practices
such as calorie counting and intermittent fasting are common in both studies. While the
content on “eating habits” in Western countries has shown negative outcomes, such as eat-
ing disorders, “diet management” in Korea exemplifies diet ingredients and the recording
of diets with no particularly negative terms. However, a narrative study on body profile
photo shoots [52] found that issues such as dieting compulsions and binge eating can
occur immediately after the photoshoot, owing to compensatory psychology. The theme
of “Quality of life”, identified by Cataldo et al. [53], is similar to the “Self-improvement”
topic identified in this study. The findings of Cataldo et al. [53] indicated that prioritiz-
ing an idealized body image over physical activities can lead to compulsive behaviors,
resulting in negative emotions, such as alienation and maladaptation, and diminishing
overall well-being. However, in this study, the topic of “self-development” encompassed
positive words, such as goal, habit, challenge, growth, plans, experiences, records, and
process. Moreover, a 2022 survey conducted among Koreans on the perceptions of studio
photography for body profiles reported positive perceptions, with descriptions such as
“self-care”, “building memories”, and “sense of accomplishment”. The attitudes of Korean
society towards body image are supported by positive cultures such as events. Similarly,
a study centered on Generation MZ reported positive effects on health promotion and
self-efficacy [54]. This holistic approach to body image reflects a cultural emphasis on
self-care and aesthetic expression, indicative of a nuanced understanding of sustainability
that extends beyond conventional beauty standards.
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Finally, our analysis of the discourse on body image in Korea using UGC revealed the
emergence of posts related to information sharing and promotion. As stated earlier, UGC is
content that is created and shared by ordinary individuals and is often found in the form of
reviews [17]. Given that UGC tends to evoke neutrality from other users, it is perceived as
trustworthy content [55] and, thus, plays a key role in social media marketing. The results of
this study indicate that various types of exercises have been introduced in the post-COVID-
19 period, likely promoted through the popular search term “#bodyprofile”. The emergence
of terms related to videos, home training, and classes is particularly noteworthy. This
suggests that, when there were restrictions on the use of facilities like gyms, gym and fitness
center operators created content using their professional knowledge to increase awareness
about their centers. UGC, characterized by its authenticity and trustworthiness, serves as a
platform for disseminating diverse perspectives and promoting inclusive narratives within
the body positivity movement. The proliferation of exercise-related content, particularly in
response to post-pandemic challenges, highlights the adaptability of online platforms in
catering to evolving societal needs, thereby fostering sustainable practices in health and
well-being.

This study has some limitations. First, it collected blog posts from only one UGC
platform. Because it did not collect data from other UGC platforms or social media posts,
the generalizability of its results may be limited. Second, this study analyzed posts from
only Korea. Future research should include data from different countries and cultures so
that the results can be compared across countries and cultures. Third, this study derived
its results by conducting TF, TF–IDF, and LDA analyses of nouns extracted from the
collected data. Thus, it may have not sufficiently considered the psychology of Koreans
concerning body image, nor did it account for variables such as social and economic
changes. Therefore, future research should explore the psychological aspects of body
image among Koreans by conducting sentiment analysis through big data and qualitative
research methods. The discourse on body image in Korean society can be categorized as
“Purpose: Take photos”, “Photo shoot concepts”, “Body change certification”, “Promoting
types of exercise”, “Sharing exercise methods”, “Diet management”, “Health care”, and
“Self-development”. Based on the results of this study, it may be possible to develop
and implement educational programs on body image. The concept of a healthy body
image can be established by encouraging and providing guidance on the adoption of
healthy eating habits and exercise routines. The results of this study can also be used to
increase positive perceptions of body image and address negative perceptions. Moreover,
considering that the discourse on body image in Korean society is centered around “body
profile photography”, our results can be used as foundational data for devising marketing
strategies for fitness centers, studios, hair, makeup, and related businesses. Considering
the growing number of terms related to self-improvement and diet management, the
development of personalized healthcare services is also possible. Specifically, individuals
interested in health management can receive personalized advice and support based on
their exercise level, dietary habits, and goals. Finally, online communities for individuals
interested in health management can encourage users to share their experiences and
motivate others to maintain a healthy lifestyle. Ultimately, leveraging the findings of this
study, educational programs and marketing strategies can be devised to promote a holistic
approach to body image, grounded in the principles of the sustainable body positivity
movement, thereby fostering a culture of empowerment, inclusivity, and well-being in
Korean society.

6. Conclusions

This study collected blog posts from 2014 to 31 July 2023, to analyze the discourse
on body image in Korean society. The number of blog posts nearly tripled from 2019 to
2020. This sharp increase was likely due to an increased desire for self-expression through
social media amid social distancing measures in the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, we
divided the analysis period into the before COVID-19 period (from 2014 to 2019) and



Sustainability 2024, 16, 6555 14 of 16

the after COVID-19 period (from 2020 to 31 July 2023). In Korea, the body image-related
photos uploaded on SNSs are more photogenic and are not just focused on the body but
are also focused on the mood, hair, makeup, clothing, and poses. This cultural distinction
underscores the need for nuanced approaches in understanding and promoting sustainable
body positivity within diverse sociocultural contexts. These research findings indicate a
growing positive perception of body image and suggest the continuation of a sustainable
body positivity movement. In other words, these imply that continuous promotion and
education utilizing UGC platforms and SNS are necessary to foster a healthy perception
of body image. This study analyzed the discourse on body image in Korea using UGC;
thus, it could not explore the psychology of users who engage in exercise with the goal
of “body profiling”. Therefore, future research should conduct sentiment analysis and
narrative studies to investigate the psychology of users engaging in “body profiling”. This
endeavor could provide a deeper understanding of the relationship between exercise and
body profiling. In light of the sustainable body positivity movement, which advocates for
inclusive representations and self-acceptance, our findings underscore the importance of
fostering a culture of empowerment and diversity within Korean society. By promoting
sustainable attitudes towards body image, grounded in the principles of inclusivity and
self-love, we can cultivate a more holistic and affirming environment for individuals of all
body types and backgrounds. Through continued research and advocacy, we can strive
towards a society where every individual feels valued, respected, and empowered in their
own skin, irrespective of societal norms or external pressures.
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