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Abstract

Internet technology has facilitated the use of a wide variety of different activities and
applications in online contexts. One such activity is watching mukbang (i.e., watching
videos of “eating broadcasts” where someone eats a large amount of food while
interacting with viewers). In the present study, the relationship of problematic mukbang
watching with disordered eating and internet addiction was examined. Participants were
140 emerging adults who watched mukbang at least once in the past 30 days (66%
female; M, =21.66, SD=1.88, range=19-29 years). Structural equation modeling
indicated that problematic mukbang watching was positively associated with both disor-
dered eating and internet addiction. The present study is the first to explore the predictive
role of problematic mukbang watching on adverse consequences, and suggests that
mukbang watching may be problematic for a minority of emerging adults and that
problematic mukbang watching warrants further examination of its impact on mental
health and wellbeing.
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Internet technologies allow individuals to engage in many different online activities. One such
activity that has been gaining popularity among individuals is watching others eat food and
socialize via eating broadcasts that are known as “mukbang” (Hong and Park 2018). Mukbang
is a portmanteau term that comprises the South Korean words “eating” (“meokneun’) and
“broadcast” (“bangsong”) (Donnar 2017). Mukbang first emerged on the South Korean online
streaming channel AfieecaTV in 2008 (Hong and Park 2018) and has since spread to other
places in the world after its initial introduction to western countries via an American
YouTuber’s video in 2015 (McCarthy 2017). At present, mukbang videos are watched by
millions of viewers across the world via a variety of internet applications including different
social networking sites and online streaming channels (Desai 2019).

The psychological literature on why people watch mukbang and how watching mukbang
affects them is scarce. However, a small number of investigations have identified that
mukbang can fulfill several psychological needs among individuals (Kircaburun et al.
2020a). A qualitative empirical study analyzed the comments of viewers of a male South
Korean mukbanger (i.e., the person who eats the food in the mukbang videos) and concluded
that watching mukbang alleviated viewers’ real life loneliness and social isolation by making
them feel emotionally connected to other viewers and the mukbanger (Choe 2019). Other
content analysis studies have argued that mukbang viewers obtain a sense of relief and
pleasure from listening to eating sounds such as chewing and devouring noises (Woo 2018),
although these results may be culturally sensitive because there are cultural differences
surrounding the eating norms and attitudes toward mukbang (Higgs 2015; Pereira et al.
2019). Nevertheless, some people appear to escape from real-life problems and negative
feelings through watching mukbang (Bruno and Chung 2017), whereas mukbang provides
some viewers with the vicarious pleasure of eating the desired and fantasized food so that they
could avoid actually eating the food (i.e., watching mukbang as a dieting tool) (Donnar 2017).

Even though individuals may benefit from recreational mukbang watching, some vulner-
able viewers may experience undesired affects from it by engaging in problematic use of the
activity. According to the compensatory internet use model, individuals tend to use online
activities (e.g., social networking, internet pornography, internet gaming, internet gambling) as
a compensation for their unattained offline needs and those who successfully satisfy their
needs using a specific online activity can sometimes become excessive users of that particular
activity (Kardefelt-Winther 2014). From this perspective, obtaining aforementioned gratifica-
tions by watching mukbang (i.e., social reasons, entertainment reasons, escapist reasons,
virtual eating reasons) may transform recreational mukbang watching into excessive and
problematic (i.e., potentially addictive) activity for some viewers. To date, only one cross-
sectional study has provided any empirical evidence for problematic mukbang watching by
showing that some individuals might demonstrate addiction-like symptoms associated with
their mukbang watching (i.e., salience, tolerance, relapse, conflict, mood modification, with-
drawal), and that the frequency of daily time spent watching mukbang was moderately related
to problematic mukbang watching (Kircaburun et al. 2020b).

Individuals watch mukbang using different internet applications and platforms that facilitate
interacting with videos and live streams (simultaneously and non-simultaneously) by
commenting on and liking (or disliking) the mukbang content. Such tools that enable
individuals to obtain different gratifications from watching mukbang increase the likelihood
of promoting online addictions as well as to the specific applications that are being used to
watch mukbang (Griffiths 2018; Kircaburun and Griffiths 2019). Even though the “umbrella”
term “internet addiction” is fundamentally different from being addicted to an activity on the
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internet (Griffiths 1999), problematic use of activities facilitated by the internet co-exist
alongside generalized internet addiction (Kiraly et al. 2014), especially when such activities
have no offline equivalent such as social networking use (Pontes and Griffiths 2014). Given
that mukbang watching is mostly facilitated by social networking sites and online live
streaming channels (Choe 2019), it is logical to expect that problematic mukbang watching
would be associated with generalized internet addiction. This is important because internet
addiction has well established adverse consequences upon individuals’ mental health and
physical wellbeing similar to the negative effects that arise from substance-related addictions
including psychopathology, insomnia, poor sleep quality, academic failure, and experiencing
family and relationship problems (Kuss and Griffiths 2012; Lam 2014; Ng and Wiemer-
Hastings 2005).

As noted above, one of the prominent gratifications obtained from mukbang watching is
“vicarious eating.” Watching mukbang enables viewers to satisfy their food cravings, experi-
ence the feeling of binge eating themselves, and experiencing vicarious satiation via visual and
audio stimulation from the mukbangers themselves (Choe 2019; Gillespie 2019), all of which
could serve as compensation for acts that an individual avoids performing in real life and/or as
a fulfillment of known experiences regarding the watched act by triggering specific memories
(Brennan 2017). However, given that maladaptive coping exacerbates negative emotions and
mitigates positive emotions and wellbeing (Folkman and Lazarus 1988), watching mukbang as
a maladaptive coping strategy to deal with real-life eating urges may also result in adverse
consequences.

For instance, individuals that frequently watch mukbang may consume more than they
normally would because individuals’ consumption norms could easily be affected by others’
consumption and mukbangers typically eat very large portions of food during a single
broadcast (Spence et al. 2019). Furthermore, watching mukbang could promote problematic
eating practices for those who are already experiencing different eating problems (Donnar
2017). Some newspaper stories have supported these arguments by reporting that watching
mukbang was damaging teenagers’ and younger viewers’ eating behaviors by modeling
maladaptive behavior (e.g., binge eating) and perceiving it socially acceptable (Park 2018).
Consequently, given that problematic mukbang watching is more likely to be associated with
more severe negative consequences of mukbang watching compared with recreational
mukbang watching (Andreassen 2015), problematic mukbang watching is also more likely
to relate to increased real-life problematic eating practices (i.e., disordered eating).

This is important because disordered eating (e.g., anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa, and
binge eating disorder) is one of the notable health problems among adolescents and emerging
adults, and eating disorders have become more common in recent decades especially in
combination with obesity (Keski-Rahkonen and Mustelin 2016; Schmidt et al. 2016). Among
a nationally representative sample of US adults, the total prevalence of lifetime eating
disorders was almost 2% and emerging adults were at more risk of disordered eating compared
with older age groups (Udo and Grilo 2018). A recent cross-sectional survey comprising a self-
selected sample of emerging adults from different faculties of a Turkish university found that
10% of the sample was classed as at high risk for having an eating disorder (Sanlier et al.
2016). While young women make up the majority of individuals with anorexia and bulimia
nervosa, men and women are nearly equally at risk for having binge eating disorder (Schmidt
et al. 2016).

Having any type of eating disorder has detrimental health consequences. In a systematic
review of European studies, approximately 20% of individuals with eating disorders were
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reported to experience non-suicidal self-injury because of their disordered eating (Keski-
Rahkonen and Mustelin 2016). Furthermore, relative to those with no history of eating
disorder, those with anorexia nervosa had significantly higher odds of being categorized as
underweight, whereas others with binge eating disorder had significantly increased odds of
having obesity or extreme obesity (Udo and Grilo 2018). Furthermore, eating disorders have
been associated with increased risk of suicide attempts and death, implying that individuals
with disordered eating have an increased mortality risk (Keski-Rahkonen and Mustelin 2016).

Grounded in the assumptions of the compensatory internet use model (Kardefelt-Winther
2014) and coping style theory (Folkman and Lazarus 1988), the present study tested a
structural equation model to examine the predictive role of problematic mukbang watching
on disordered eating and internet addiction. While constructing the research model, the
temporal precedence of the variables was decided by taking the theoretical rationale into
consideration. Even though there may be bidirectional relationships among variables, the
present study hypothesized that being frequently exposed to visual and audio stimuli of
excessive eating (with the mukbangers’ augmented demonstration of pleasure and satisfaction
received from eating) would manipulate viewers’ real-life practices of eating and relationship
with food, which would exacerbate disordered eating.

Methods
Participants, Procedure, and Ethics

The participants comprised Turkish mukbang viewers who watched mukbang at least once in the
past 30 days and completed an online survey. The survey was promoted on different online courses
of a distance learning center at a private Turkish university. Participants were informed about the
study at the beginning of the survey. Students gave their informed consent acknowledging that
participation in the study would be voluntary and anonymous, and that they would not be rewarded
for participation. A total of 952 students began the survey and 312 of them completed it (response
rate 33%). Of these, 140 were mukbang viewers (66% female, Mz =21.66, SD =1.88, range =
19-29 years). Sample power and required sample size were checked using G*Power program with a
priori analysis and the sample size (n = 140) was sufficient for valid results with power > 0.85, oc=
0.05, effect size 2= 0.18 because it exceeded the minimal sample size needed (7 = 133) (Faul et al.
2009). Ethical approval for the study was received from the research team’s university’s ethics
committee, and complied with the Declaration of Helsinki.

Measures

Mukbang Addiction Scale (MAS): The MAS (Kircaburun et al. 2020b) was used to assess
problematic mukbang watching (e.g., “How ofien during the last year have you felt an urge to
watch mukbang more and more?”). The initial validation study indicated mostly sound
psychometric properties for unidimensional structure (x%/df=2.42, RMSEA =0.08 (CI 90%
(0.03, 0.13)), SRMR =0.01, CFI=0.99, GF1 = 0.98). The scale comprises six items that assess
components of six addiction-like symptoms (salience, withdrawal, mood modification, con-
flict, tolerance, and relapse) outlined in the biopsychosocial framework of addiction (Griffiths
2005). Items (1 = never, 5 = always) were averaged to create an index of problematic mukbang
watching (Cronbach’s o =0.93).
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Internet Addiction Scale (IAS): The IAS (Kircaburun and Griffiths 2018) was used to assess
internet addiction (e.g., “How often during the last year have you tried to cut down on the use
of internet without success?”). As with the MAS, the IAS comprises six items that assess
components of six addiction-like symptoms (salience, withdrawal, mood modification,
conflict, tolerance, relapse; Griffiths 2005). Items (1 =never, 5 =always) were averaged to
create an index of internet addiction (cc=0.93).

SCOFF Eating Disorders Scale: The Turkish form (Aydemir et al. 2015) of the five-item
SCOFF Eating Disorders Scale (Hill et al. 2010) was used to assess risk of eating disorder
symptoms including anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa, body dissatisfaction, and unspecified
eating disorders (e.g., “Do you make yourself sick because you feel uncomfortably full?”, “Do
you worry that you have lost control over how much you eat?”, “Do you believe yourself to be
fat when others say you are too thin?”). Items (0 =no, 1=yes) were averaged to create an
index of disordered eating (ox=0.71).

Statistical Analysis

In order to evaluate validity and reliability of the scales and to show the relationships between
the variables’ frequency, descriptive tests, Pearson correlations, confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA), and structural equation modeling (SEM) were conducted using SPSS 23.0 and AMOS
23.0 software. For the CFA and SEM, the maximum likelihood estimation method was used.
SEM was carried out by using bootstrapping method with 5000 bootstrapped samples and
95% bias-corrected confidence intervals. According to Hu and Bentler (1999), thresholds for
good and acceptable fit values are as follows: Root Mean Square Residuals (RMSEA) < 0.05
is good, Standardized Root Mean Square Residuals (SRMR) < 0.05 is good, Goodness-of-Fit
Index (GFI) > 0.95 is good, Comparative Fit Index (CFI) > 0.95 is good, also RMSEA < 0.08
is acceptable, SRMR <0.08 is acceptable, GFI >0.90 is acceptable, and CFI>0.90 is
acceptable.

Results

Mean scores, standard deviations, and Pearson correlation coefficients are shown in Table 1.
The analysis indicated that problematic mukbang watching was positively correlated with
disordered eating (r=0.24, p <0.01) and internet addiction (»=0.26, p <0.01). However, the
correlations were relatively low. In order to examine the effect of problematic mukbang
watching on disordered eating and internet addiction, SEM was conducted (Fig. 1). Goodness
of fit indices of the final model indicated adequate fit to the data (x%/df=1.78, RMSEA = 0.07

Table 1 Mean scores, standard deviations, and Pearson correlation coefficients of the study variables

1 2 3
1. Disordered eating -
2. Internet addiction 0.09 -
3. Problematic mukbang watching 0.24%* 0.26%* -
M 0.31 291 1.43
SD 0.31 1.21 0.78
“p<0.01
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Fig. 1 Hypothesized model of the relationship of problematic mukbang watching to eating disorders and internet
addiction. For clarity, items of the constructs have not been depicted in the figure. Latent variables in the model
are represented with circle and observed variables with rectangles. *p <0.05, **p <0.01, ***p <0.001

CI 90% (0.06, 0.09), SRMR =0.07, CFI=0.95, GFI =0.86). Problematic mukbang watching
was positively associated with both disordered eating (3 =0.43, p <0.01; 95% CI [0.10, 0.47])
and internet addiction ($=0.29, p<0.01; 95% CI [0.13, 0.70]). Problematic mukbang
watching explained 18% of the variance in disordered eating and 9% in internet addiction
(Fig. 2).

Discussion

With the constant developments in internet technologies, individuals fulfill a variety of needs
using specific online activities. Even though the extant literature has given much attention to
addictive uses of many of these activities (e.g., online gaming, online social networking, online
sex, online shopping), mukbang watching has been neglected. In order to fill this gap in the
scientific literature, the present preliminary study investigated the association between prob-
lematic mukbang watching and two related constructs (i.e., internet addiction and disordered

Internet
Addiction

Problematic
Mukbang
Watching

Fig. 2 Final model of the significant path coefficients demonstrating the relationship of problematic mukbang
watching to eating disorders and internet addiction. Latent variables in the model are represented with circles and
observed variables with rectangles. *p < 0.05, **p <0.01, ***p <0.001
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eating). According to the tested structural equation model, and consistent with the theoretical
assumptions of compensatory internet use model and coping style theory, problematic
mukbang watching was positively associated with both disordered eating and internet
addiction.

The finding regarding the exacerbating impact of problematic mukbang watching on
disordered eating was consistent with the scarce literature. The act of binge eating of large
portions of food demonstrated by thin and slim mukbangers has been claimed to manipulate
viewers’ well-established perceptions about consumption and being fit (Hong and Park 2018).
Watching videos of excessive food consumption by healthy-looking individuals may facilitate
viewers to perceive binge eating as a normal behavior that does not lead to negative
consequences (e.g., gaining weight, health problems). This may promote binge eating disorder,
which is the most common eating disorder in the world (Mitchell 2016), as well as other types
of disordered eating (e.g., bulimia nervosa) as a result of maladaptive attempts to cope with
binge eating (Mitchell 2016). Although the association between problematic mukbang
watching and binge eating was empirically demonstrated for the first time in the online eating
literature, the present finding is in line with the online sex studies reporting the exacerbating
role of online pornography watching on real-life sexual hyperactivity (Béthe et al. 2019).

Another detrimental impact of dealing with the real-life eating urges by watching others eat
food may be that it negatively affects an individual’s relationship with real-life eating. Previous
studies from the pornography use literature have demonstrated that excessive use of online
porn in both adolescence and adulthood leads to real-life sexual dysfunctions including low
sexual desire and increased erectile dysfunctions (Zimbardo et al. 2016). Similarly, unrealistic
visual and audio stimuli demonstrated in mukbang videos (augmented acts of pleasure and
satisfaction shown by the mukbangers while eating (Gillespie 2019)) can lead to diminished
pleasure received from actual eating, and in turn, promote disordered eating (e.g., anorexia
nervosa) through the displacement of real eating with virtual eating. Consequently, problem-
atic mukbang watching could potentially facilitate different eating disorders among different
viewers.

Another important finding of the present study was that problematic mukbang watching
was positively associated with internet addiction. This result is consistent with the existing
empirical literature suggesting that internet addiction is an umbrella term for problematic use
of specific types of activities facilitated by the internet including online gaming addiction,
online shopping addiction, online social networking addiction, and online pornography addic-
tion (Montag et al. 2015). Montag et al. (2015) argued that the most consistent and strongest
relationship with internet addiction was social networking addiction, because social network-
ing use has no offline equivalent (i.e., it is a behavior that can only be carried out online). Some
individuals first air their video on AfieecaTV and then upload it to social media, while others
upload and stream directly on social media (Gillespie 2019). Thus, it is not surprising that
problematic mukbang watching significantly contributed to elevated internet addiction among
the participants.

The present study has some limitations that should be taken into account when interpreting
the results. To begin with, the utilization of cross-sectional design prevents conclusions with
respect to the causal associations among, and temporal ordering of, the variables. Therefore,
further studies are needed to confirm the results illustrated in the present study using longitu-
dinal designs. Another limitation was that the study comprised a very small number of Turkish
emerging adults who watched mukbang in the past month. However, this is not a common
behavior in Turkey so numbers were expected to be low. This limits the generalizability of the
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present results (both inside and outside of Turkey). Future studies should attempt to replicate
the findings here recruiting higher numbers of participants from different age groups and
cultures. Third, the data were collected using self-report online survey in a self-selected
sample, which is susceptible to well-known biases and limitations including social desirability
and lack of introspection. Consequently, future studies should examine the relationships found
in this study using more in-depth data collection tools and methods. Also, using a similar self-
report format to test constructs simultaneously promotes the possibility that shared method
variance and response bias might account for the found relationships between the variables.

Despite its limitations, to the best of authors’ knowledge, the present study is the first to
report that problematic mukbang watching might be associated with negative consequences.
More specifically, the results demonstrated that problematic mukbang watching was positively
associated with both disordered eating and internet addiction. Spending excessive time
watching mukbang and being preoccupied with watching mukbang to facilitate mood modi-
fication could lead to the onset, development, and maintenance of different eating disorders
and generalized internet addiction among a small minority of individuals. It appears that being
visually exposed to others’ eating promotes unhealthy eating practices and potentially addic-
tive technology use. Health professionals and clinicians may take mukbang watching into
account when developing effective strategies to prevent disordered eating and internet addic-
tion, although further studies are needed.
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