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Abstract. In reality, many people are concerned about their bodies and the self-

image awareness has taken places into affecting the consumption of weight loss 

supplement. There was noticeable trend within young adults on weight loss 

supplement consumption for achieving the idealised body image in Malaysia. 

The aim of this research is to understand the relationship between social 

influences and the utilisation of weight-loss supplements among young adults in 

Malaysia. This study employs quantitative design with simple random sampling 

and snowball sampling techniques to select a representative sample of 497 young 

adults aged 18-27 in Malaysia in different states. Data were collected through a 

structured questionnaire administered via Google Forms, capturing information 

on independent variables, dependent variables, and demographics. We conducted 

a pilot study to validate the questionnaire, SPSS software was used to assess its 

reliability. Results show weight loss supplement intake are significantly 

influenced by social media, social pressure, and social cultural proven with P-

value less than 0.05 among young adults in Malaysia. Social media, particularly 

marketing influencer, heavily impacts purchasing decisions, while peer influence 

and cultural ideals surrounding body image further promote supplement use. The 

findings underscore the growing dependency on supplements as a quick fix for 

body dissatisfaction, which can lead to health risks, especially with unregulated 

products. The study also highlights the need for improvement in public education 

on sustainable and healthier weight management strategies, calling for targeted 

interventions to mitigate over-reliance on supplements. These insights are 

valuable for healthcare policymakers, educators, and marketers in promoting a 

more health-conscious society. 
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1 Introduction 

The reliance on weight loss supplements is rising in Malaysia, particularly among 

young adults. These products flood the market, yet many remain unproven or lack 

certification and approval from the Kementerian Kesihatan Malaysia (KKM). Young 

adults often pay less attention to such certifications or the potential health risks. As 

more young Malaysians turn to weight loss supplements to manage body image 

dissatisfaction, the risk of overconsumption and dependency on unregulated products 

grows. This misuse can lead to various health complications, including nausea, 

vomiting, and constipation. Some supplements, such as those containing conjugated 

linoleic acid (CLA) intend to boost fat loss, may even cause liver damage [34]. 

The use of weight loss supplement continues to surge among young adults in 

Malaysia, shaped by societal influences—particularly social media, perceived social 

pressure, and socio-cultural norms. Research shows that societal factors significantly 

impact lifestyle choices, including health behaviours like supplement use. In Malaysia, 

cultural ideals equating thinness with beauty heighten the pressure to conform, often 

pushing individual towards weight loss supplements as a quick fix to achieve socially 

accepted body standards. 

Social media platforms, especially Instagram and Facebook, promote idealised and 

often unrealistic body images. These platforms can exacerbate body dissatisfaction and 

encourage detrimental weight control practices among young adults [26]. As these 

individuals constantly engage with images that emphasise thinness as the standard of 

beauty, they may feel increased pressure to conform by using weight loss supplements 

as a quick solution to achieve their desired appearance. 

Perceived social pressure also plays a significant role in driving weight loss 

supplement consumption. Peer influence amplifies body dissatisfaction, as individuals 

tend to imitate the behaviors of those within their social circles, particularly when those 

peers are perceived to be using weight loss supplements. Studies have shown that peer 

pressure within social networks profoundly influences dietary habits and health-related 

behaviors [28]. This peer-driven dynamic can lead young adults to turn to weight loss 

supplements in an effort to fit in with their social circles. 

Additionally, socio-cultural norms in Malaysia further contribute to this trend. Many 

individuals globally struggle with body dissatisfaction, a condition in which individuals 

experience negative feelings and perceptions about their body shape or size. In 

Malaysia, societal expectations around thinness are particularly strong, placing 

immense stress on young adults to match up these ideals. The rising prevalence of 

obesity and overweight individuals in Malaysia, as highlighted in the National Health 

and Morbidity Survey 2019, further fuels the demand for weight loss supplements, as 

many seek quick fixes over sustainable lifestyle changes [37] [18]. 

There’s still a big gap in understanding what drives young adults in Malaysia to turn 

to weight loss supplements. While plenty of research has looked at dietary supplements 

in general, we don’t know much about how things like social media, peer pressure, and 

cultural expectations specifically influence their choices. [14] [46]. 
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Research Question 

• How do social media, social pressure, and socio-cultural norms influence 

weight loss supplement use among Malaysian young adults? 

• How do these factors interact to shape consumer behaviour? 

The aim of this research is to examine the intricate interplay of these societal factors 

and their influence on weight loss supplement consumption among young adults in 

Malaysia. By identifying the key drivers behind this behaviour, the research seeks to 

offer insights into developing targeted interventions that encourage healthier, more 

informed decisions about weight management. Addressing the societal pressures 

contributing to the overuse of weight loss supplements can help mitigate the associated 

health risks and promote sustainable, holistic approaches to health and well-being. 

2 2. Literature review 

2.1 Health Belief Model (HBM) 

 

Fig. 1. Health Belief Model (HBM) 

The Health Belief Model is a psychological framework designed to understand and 

predict health-related behaviors by examining an individual’s attitudes and beliefs. The 

Health Belief Model (HBM) shows both the advantages and disadvantages that 

motivate young adults' decisions to use weight loss supplements. On the positive side, 

the perceived benefits include fitting in with societal expectations, peer groups, and 

achieving an ideal body image, which can motivate individuals to take action. The 

model alsothe role of cues to action, such as peer pressure and social media, which can 

prompt young adults to consider supplements as a quick solution to weight-related 

concerns. However, there are notable disadvantages, including potential health risks, 

the influence of unrealistic media portrayals, and conflicting societal norms that may 

act as barriers. These obstacles, combined with low self-efficacy or doubts about the 

effectiveness and safety of supplements, may deter individuals from making informed, 

healthy choices. Ultimately, the HBM underscores the complex balance between the 
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perceived advantages and disadvantages that shape weight loss supplement 

consumption. 

2.2 Dependent variable 

2.2.1 Weight loss supplements 

Weight loss supplements have become increasingly significant as an alternative 

strategy for individuals aiming to achieve their desired body shape without the 

commitment to long-term diet control and physical exercise. The appeal of these 

supplements stems from the quick and seemingly easy results as promised, which 

attract individuals who lack patience or persistence required for natural methods like 

dieting and physical activity. Similarly, it was found that the consumption of weight 

loss supplements is particularly common in populations struggling with obesity, where 

supplements are viewed as a more accessible and less time-consuming solution. The 

importance of these products is further emphasised by their strong appeal to women, 

who are often more conscious of physical appearance and body image. It was noted that 

marketing strategies for weight loss supplements predominantly target women, 

exploiting societal pressures related to beauty standards. 

Overall, the rising use of weight loss supplements reflects a growing reliance on 

convenient solutions for physical fitness, with the promise of quick results being a key 

driving factor. Beyond personal health goals, societal influences such as social media, 

peer pressure, and cultural expectations have a major influence on individuals' 

decisions to use these products. Therefore, the importance of weight loss supplements 

lies not only in their practical appeal but also in their deep entanglement with societal 

perceptions of body image and beauty. 

2.3 Independent variable 

2.3.1 Social Media 

Social media has dramatically reshaped how young adults access and share information, 

driving weight loss supplement consumption, particularly in Malaysia. Alarfaj (2021) 

emphasises how influencer marketing promotes weight loss supplements, though often 

with concerns about misinformation and lack of scrutiny [4][6]. Bauer (2020) 

underscores the negative psychological effects, particularly on young women, caused 

by constant exposure to idealised body images on platforms like Instagram, leading to 

body dissatisfaction and increased supplement use. 

Collectively, these studies reveal how social media, through influencers and 

unrealistic imagery, significantly impacts weight loss supplement consumption. 

Alarfaj’s (2021) contribution is especially relevant in examining how influencer-driven 

promotion shapes these behaviors among young adults in Malaysia. 

H1: Social media advertisements have a notable effect on the consumption patterns 

of weight loss supplements among young adults in Malaysia. 

2.3.2 Perceived Social Pressure 
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The Theory of Planned Behaviour identifies three key drivers of behavior: attitudes, 

subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control. Subjective norms, or the perceived 

social pressure from influential people, play a crucial role in shaping behaviour, 

including weight loss supplement consumption. These norms reflect how individuals 

interpret the opinions of those they deem important, such as family and friends, 

influencing their decision to engage in or refrain from certain actions.  

Peer pressure further amplifies this as individuals often align their behaviours with 

their social environment to avoid feelings of isolation. The role of parents and peers in 

shaping body dissatisfaction and appearance-related norms are significant, particularly 

during adolescence. Individuals with higher BMIs report stronger social pressure, 

particularly from peers and family, to conform to body ideals. While research has not 

directly linked perceived social pressure to weight loss supplement consumption, it is 

clear that social influences significantly impact body image perceptions, making further 

study in this area critical to understanding supplement use patterns. 

H2: Perceived social pressure strongly affects the way young adults in Malaysia 

consume weight loss supplements. 

2.3.3 Social-Cultural 

Sociocultural factors significantly shape body image perceptions, particularly among 

women and girls. It was apparent that the widespread of body dissatisfaction, which 

negatively impacts self-esteem and contributes to eating disorders, largely influenced 

by media portrayals of thinness. As early as 1988, Nasser linked cultural norms in 

Western societies to the rise of eating disorders like anorexia and bulimia, attributing 

these trends to thinness ideals driven by values such as self-discipline and 

competitiveness. Study further explores the impact of appearance culture on young 

adults, revealing those discussions about appearance and peer critiques influence body 

dissatisfaction, especially through internalisation of beauty ideals, with pronounced 

effects among girls [23]. Overall, these sociocultural influences emphasise the need for 

interventions to promote healthier attitudes towards body image and weight 

management. 

H3: Socio-cultural factors play a key role in shaping the weight loss supplement 

consumption patterns of young adults in Malaysia. 
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2.4 Proposed Conceptual Framework 

Thus, it is suggested that these independent variables relate and affect the dependent 

variable. 

 

Fig. 2. Conceptual Framework 

3 Research Methodology 

3.1 Research design  

Our study employs a quantitative research approach to investigate how sociocultural 

factors influence weight loss supplement use among young adults in Malaysia. Through 

the collection and analysis of numerical survey data, we examine the relationship 

between independent variables (social media, perceived social pressure, and socio-

cultural factors) and the dependent variable (supplement consumption). 

Through causal research, we assess how changes in social media, perceived social 

pressure, and socio-culture directly affecting supplement usage. Based on existing 

studies, we find a positive cause-and-effect relationship between these variables. 

Additionally, this research was approved by the head of department of Business and 

Public Administration, references: U/SERC/245/2023 

3.2 Sampling design 

The target population for this study focuses on young adults in Malaysia. 

Quantitative research was employed using a numeric and statistical approach. As the 

study was targeted towards young adults in Malaysia, the focus of the age group were 

respondents between 18-27 to assess how societal factor influence their use of weight 

loss supplements. In 2020, the young adults aged between 18 to 23 in Malaysia were 

approximately 3.38 million. Thus, for studies that is at least one million participants, 

the sample size will be at least 384. While the minimum requirement should be 

exceeding 384, we have decided to start with 50 samples as a first step to examine the 

stability of our project. To ensure the process of data collection runs smoothly, we 

implemented dual-method sampling approach consist of simple random sampling 
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technique from probability sampling along with snowball sampling from the non-

probability sampling category.  

3.3 Research instrument 

We used a questionnaire to collect data for this study due to its cost-effectiveness, 

time efficiency, and ability to reach a larger population. One method we employed was 

Google Forms, which took us three days to design. We reviewed various relevant 

journals and articles to adapt existing questionnaires for our study. Once finalised, we 

distributed the questionnaire to the respondents. 

The questionnaire consists of fixed-alternative questions across five sections. 

Section A collects demographic information using multiple-choice questions, while 

Sections B to D emphasise on the independent variables (social media, perceived social 

pressure, and socio-cultural factors). Section E focuses the dependent variable, weight 

loss supplement consumption, using a five-point Likert scale to gather respondents' 

opinions. 

Prior to distributing the questionnaire to key respondents, we carried out a pilot study 

with 50 participants through social media and email as an initial step to identify and 

correct any potential errors in the questionnaires. The collected survey data was 

subjected to a reliability test using SPSS software, as indicated in table 1. 

 

Tab. 1. Reliability test of pilot study 
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4 Data Analysis 

4.1 Descriptive Analysis 

The survey data was collected from 497 respondents, providing insights into the 

demographic distribution and attitudes towards the usage of weight loss supplement 

among young adults in Malaysia. Among the respondents, 55.1% were female, and 

44.9% were male. The majority (46.9%) were between 21-23 years old, with a 

significant portion coming from Penang (26.4%) and Selangor (18.7%). 

Regarding ethnicity, 81.3% were Chinese, followed by 16.5% Indian, and 2.2% 

Malay/Bumiputera. Most respondents (95.6%) had tertiary education, with 35% 

working and 63.6% still students. Interestingly, only 4.6% of the respondents reported 

planning or currently using weight loss supplements, while the majority (95.4%) did 

not. 

In terms of income, 40.4% earned between RM1000-RM5000, while 16.1% had an 

income over RM5000. These demographics suggest a well-educated and economically 

active group of young adults, mostly no interest in or hesitant about weight loss 

supplements. 

4.2 Scale Measurement 

 

Tab. 2. Reliability test results  

Cronbach’s Alpha was used to evaluate the study’s constructs’ reliability. Social 

media had a high reliability score of 0.904, indicating strong internal consistency in 

measuring its impact on supplement consumption. Perceived social pressure scored 

0.883, and socio-cultural influences had a good reliability score of 0.797, both 

demonstrating their effectiveness in capturing societal factors influencing behaviour. 
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The weight loss supplement consumption scale had a high reliability score of 0.939, 

representing its strong internal consistency. 

 

Tab. 3. Model Summary 

4.3.1 Dependent variable: Weight loss supplements intake 

The correlation coefficient (R-value) between the dependent and independent 

variable is 0.871 which implies the existence of connection between the dependent and 

independent variables and the dependent variable. Furthermore, the R Square value is 

0.758 indicating that 75.8% of the dependent variable can be explained by the 

independent factors. The remaining of 24.2% of the research is unexplained due to 

some other critical criteria for misconception of weight loss supplements intake and did 

not take into consideration. 

 

Tab. 4. ANOVA  

H1: Social media advertisements have a notable effect on the consumption 

patterns of weight loss supplements among young adults in Malaysia. 
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Based on table 4, the p-value (sig 0.000) is less than Alpha value (0.05) which 

indicates the finding is significant. The F statistic further confirms this significance, 

showing that the model employed in this study effectively represents the relationship 

between the dependent and predictor variables. Therefore, the dependent variable is 

significantly impacted by the predictor variables, supporting the alternative hypothesis. 

 

Tab. 5. Coefficients results 

H1: Is social media significant to weight loss supplement intake? 

A positive beta value of 0.350 for social media suggests that social media 

advertisements play a significant role in driving the consumption of weight loss 

supplements. 

H2: Is perceived social pressure significant to weight loss supplements intake? 

Perceived social pressure shows a positive beta value of 0.523, indicating that it 

significantly influences the consumption of weight loss supplements. 

H3: Is socio-cultural significant to weight loss supplements intake?  

Socio-cultural factors have a positive beta value of 0.060, and their influence on 

weight loss supplement consumption is significant, as evidenced by a p-value of 0.043, 

which is below the 0.05 threshold. 
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5 Discussion, Conclusion and Implications 

5.1 Discussions of Major Findings 

 According to our survey, most respondents (43.5%) earn less than RM1000, 

followed by 40.4% with incomes between RM1000 and RM5000. This may be 

attributed to the fact that 63.6% of the respondents are university students. Despite this, 

income level remains a demographic factor that influences young adults' consumption 

on weight loss supplements in Malaysia. Despite the fact that 474 out of 497 

respondents said they do not now use or intend to utilize weight reduction supplements, 

they nevertheless believe that social influences, social pressure, and social media ads 

have an impact on their choice. The study showed that all three variables significantly 

influence usage of weight loss supplement among young adults in Malaysia. Even 

respondents with lower incomes, particularly those earning less than RM1000, are still 

affected by these societal factors in their consideration of weight loss supplements 

5.1.1 Social Media advertisement and weight loss supplements  

         consumption 

To explore how social media advertisements influence the consumption of weight 

loss supplements, we posed the research question: "How do social media ads impact 

young adults in Malaysia?" Our analysis revealed that social media ads significantly 

affecting the consumption decision, with a p-value (0.00) below the alpha level (0.05), 

confirming H1. This finding aligns with prior research, which shows that while direct 

evidence is limited, social media ads heavily impact weight loss behaviours. Having 

known that young adults in Malaysia spend significant time on social media, they are 

more susceptible to weight loss ads, which increase their intention to consume 

supplements [7]. 

5.1.2 Perceived Social Pressure and Weight Loss Supplements  

         Consumption 

 To examine the impact of perceived social pressure on the usage of weight 

loss supplements, we posed the research question: "How does perceived social pressure 

influence young adults in Malaysia?" Our analysis showed that perceived social 

pressure significantly impacts the consumption decision, with a p-value (0.00) below 

the alpha level (0.05), confirming H2. This aligns with findings by multiple research 

[44], that highlight the role of social norms and influence in dietary supplement use. 

Our study confirms that perceived social pressure, whether from family, friends, or 

online sources, strongly affects young adults' decisions regarding weight loss 

supplements. This influence is further driven by the lack of access to objective 

information, leading them to rely on the advice of others [25]. 
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5.1.3 Socio-cultural and Weight Loss Supplements Consumption 

To examine the impact of socio-cultural factors on the usage of weight loss 

supplements, we posed the research question: "How do socio-cultural influences affect 

young adults in Malaysia?" Our analysis showed that socio-cultural factors have a 

significant impact on the weight loss supplements consumption, with a p-value (0.043) 

below the alpha level (0.05), confirming H3. This aligns with findings from studies 

[21], which indicate the role of socio-cultural factors in weight loss supplement use. In 

Malaysia, the cultural emphasis on being slim as a beauty standard, along with the rise 

of slimming clinics and related social media ads [29], contributes to this influence. 

Additionally, young adults may feel pressured by societal norms when they observe 

slim individuals receiving compliments, wearing fashionable clothes, and getting 

attention in media. This cultural pressure drives the desire for weight loss and may lead 

to increased consumption of weight loss supplements. 

5.2  Implication 

5.2.1 Theoretical implication 

The Health Belief Model (HBM), created in the 1950s, aids forecast health 

behaviours based on individuals' attitudes and beliefs. This study examines how social 

factors shape adolescents' views on weight loss supplement consumption, focusing on 

their assessment of health threats, evaluation of benefits and barriers, responses to cues 

for action, and self-efficacy regarding supplements. 

Young adults perceive benefits from weight loss supplements to fit in or achieve 

desired appearances, influenced by social media and perceived social pressure. Social 

media algorithms may prompt consumption, reinforcing perceived benefits. Concerns 

about health risks and societal norms serve as barriers, with a preference for branded 

supplements like Herbalife and Nutrilife due to safety awareness [3]. 

Cues to action, such as peer pressure, drive supplement consumption through 

socialisation. While social media is significant, friends and peers remain influential. 

Self-efficacy, influenced by peer support and role models, fosters determination in 

pursuing weight loss goals. 

Overall, the HBM underscores the importance of social factors in shaping young 

adults' perspectives on weight loss supplements, highlighting the need for interventions 

that address beliefs, societal norms, and peer influence. 

5.2.2 Managerial implications 

According to our study, we concentrated on the role of social factors in shaping 

individuals' perceptions and decision-making regarding use of weight loss supplement. 

We found that young adults’ supplemental intake is greatly influenced by social media 

and perceived social pressure. To reduce stereotypes and address health concerns and 

regulatory issues, marketers should develop strategies that build consumer awareness 

and promote a culture of healthy lifestyles through social media. 
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Historically, dietary supplements were often met with skepticism and considered 

nonessential. However, changing societal attitudes towards health have led individuals 

to embrace supplements as vital for preventive healthcare. This shift is driven by an 

increased understanding of essential nutrients that supplements provide [13]. Marketers 

need to effectively communicate the benefits of these products for immune health and 

holistic wellness [33]. Additionally, addressing stereotypes around weight loss 

supplements requires innovative marketing strategies, particularly leveraging social 

media and influencers to engage diverse consumer demographics [11]. 

Regulatory oversight is crucial in shaping consumer attitudes towards weight loss 

supplements. Consumers depend on accurate product labelling to assess health risks. 

Policymakers should enforce strict regulations to ensure transparency in ingredient 

listing [45]. Brand reputation plays a significant role in consumer trust; products 

approved by recognised bodies like NSF (National Sanitation Foundation) are more 

trusted due to perceived adherence to regulatory standards. Businesses should prioritise 

transparency, collaborate with healthcare professionals, and enhance brand credibility 

to support public health. 

Our research also highlights socio-cultural influences on individuals' perceptions 

related to weight loss supplements. Effective marketing strategies link these 

perceptions to product benefits through storytelling and content marketing, engaging 

consumers emotionally. Brand image is vital in shaping consumer perceptions, as 

demonstrated by Herbalife's alignment with a healthy lifestyle. This strategy resonates 

with busy young adults who value convenience over traditional weight loss methods. 

In conclusion, our results provide a tactical framework for marketing campaigns that 

resonate with consumers and promote a healthier society. This analysis lays the 

groundwork for future studies on social influence, media consumption, and supplement 

use, contributing to a better comprehension of consumer behaviour in the weight loss 

supplement industry. 

5.3 Limitations and Recommendations 

The study on weight loss supplements consumption patterns among young adults in 

Malaysia faced several limitations. The primary limitation was the reliance on 

questionnaire surveys for data collection, which may have led to misinterpretation of 

questions and limited in-depth insights. Additionally, the scarcity of past research in 

Malaysia made it challenging to contextualise findings, and the adaptation of 

questionnaires from other countries may not have accurately reflected the local context. 

Sampling bias was another issue, with the potential underrepresentation of supplements 

users in the sample.  

Future research should standardize data collection, collaborate with stakeholders, 

use mixed methods, and employ incentives and influencers to boost diverse 

participation. These measures will improve the reliability, validity, and impact of future 

studies in this field. 
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5.4 Conclusion 

In conclusion, the Health Belief Model (HBM) shows how social factors shape 

young adults' views on weight loss supplements, highlighting the need to address 

societal concerns, regulation, and marketing.  

The results provide insights for developing effective marketing efforts and indicate 

areas for further study in comprehending consumer’s behaviour in the weight loss 

supplement industry, specifically focusing on young adults in Malaysia. Despite the 

limitations, such as sampling bias, data collection techniques, and inadequate previous 

research, the research offers insightful information. The quality and relevance of future 

research will be improved by addressing these challenges implementing recommended 

tactics including quantitative approach, awarding incentives to participants, and 

standardized procedures. These efforts will help to better understand supplements 

consumption behaviors and promote effective interventions and policies.  
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