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ABSTRACT
Online health communities provide a space where people seek
out and provide support for weight loss activities, including track-
ing. Our study examined the experiences of members of an online
community (r/loseit on Reddit.com) who posted about using digital
tracking tools for weight loss. A targeted search garnered 379 public
posts, which were analyzed using Thematic Analysis. Four themes
reflected members’ individual and shared experiences: Tracking as
gaining insight, Tracking as a vehicle of control, Confronting chal-
lenges in sustaining tracking and Teaching and learning the skills
of tracking. We highlight complex socio-technical processes that
members developed around tracking tools and discuss how knowl-
edge of these appropriations can be applied to designing future
user-centered tracking tools to support weight loss. We discuss how
the social context of an online health community can shape both
the usage of tracking tools and self-regulatory processes for health
behaviour change.

CCS CONCEPTS
• Human-centered computing→ Human computer interaction
(HCI).
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1 INTRODUCTION
Understanding how the design and usage of technology can support
healthful behaviors is a research area of vital importance, with
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significant implications for population health in areas of pressing
need, for example the prevalence of obesity. Obesity is a global
public health issue [1] associated with numerous chronic diseases
[2-4]. For many people, modest weight loss can reduce the risk of
developing chronic disease [5]. As such, there have been calls for
long term, scalable strategies to support those who wish to lose
weight and improve their health [2]. Improving the design of digital
tools to support healthy weight loss is a burgeoning area of research
[5-8].

Self-tracking (henceforth referred to as ‘tracking’) is a process
of conducting a ‘status check’ on one’s current internal or behav-
ioral state through recording, analyzing and reflecting to gain self-
knowledge [9, 10]. The process of tracking one’s diet and exercise
(as key contributors to weight status), as well as weight, has been
described as the cornerstone of weight loss, as it enhances the users’
self-regulatory skills [8, 11-13]. Adding tracking tools to standard
weight management interventions has resulted in greater weight
loss than standard care alone [14], while more frequent tracking is
associated with greater weight loss [8]. Tracking over the longer
term enables people to continue to manage their weight [8, 11].
However, the majority of users stop using weight loss tracking
tools when structured interventions cease [8, 15], so exploring the
factors that influence sustained tracking is argued to be high on
the HCI research agenda [16].

Technology use over the longer term evolves depending on users’
changing needs. For example, the uses and roles of technologies
alter, depending on where people are in their health journeys [17].
Though people have many diverse reasons for tracking [18], a neg-
ative discourse often surrounds the general use of tracking tools.
Past research has highlighted that tracking tools do not consis-
tently meet users’ needs [19], has investigated why people stop
tracking [20, 21], and has highlighted barriers users experience
while tracking [22, 23]. Problematic use of tracking tools has also
been discussed, for example in the context of enabling disordered
eating [17, 24]; raising the question of whether sustained usage of
tracking tools is a desirable aim at all, given the potential negative
connotations of use. In the face of this, Eikey et al [17] argue against
a binary view, suggesting that rather than seeing technology as
either ‘good’ or ‘bad’, the focus should be on exploring how people
use technology in ways that serve them.

Studying how people appropriate tools to support their personal,
health-oriented goals can inform the design process and help de-
velop more user-centered tools [25]. As such, in-depth naturalistic
investigations of the experiences of people who freely choose to use
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tracking tools for specific health-related purposes (e.g. self-directed
weight loss) should provide useful insights for the design and use of
digital tracking tools [26]. Of particular interest to the HCI commu-
nity is understanding how tracking tools are used in the pro-social
context of online forums that promote healthy, sustainable weight
loss (in contrast to the often-negative discourses around the usage
of tracking tools), and how their use is shaped by interactions with
other forum members. This can help us to understand the oppor-
tunities for design to support diverse user needs and create tools
and services that promote - rather than hinder - health. Crucially,
the processes through which these communities influence individ-
ual health behaviour change are not well understood, therefore
understanding how people use tracking tools in social settings, is
deserving of attention.

This study aimed to examine the experiences of members of
an online community in using digital tracking tools for weight
loss. Data were collected from the online weight loss community
‘r/loseit,’ whose aim is to support healthy and sustainable weight
loss [27]. A targeted search gathered 379 public posts, which were
analyzed using Thematic Analysis. These posts highlight a range of
experiences specific to using tracking tools for weight loss, which
clustered around four themes: 1. Tracking as gaining insight, 2.
Tracking as a vehicle of control, 3. Confronting challenges in tracking
and 4. Teaching and learning the skills of tracking. These themes rep-
resent the complex socio-technical interplay between tracking tools,
the user and the social context of an online weight loss community.
They are discussed in relation to extant psychological theory un-
derpinning the processes of tracking, encompassing self-regulation,
self-efficacy, and personal agency. The contributions of this paper
to HCI are threefold; we firstly present empirical evidence that
demonstrates how weight loss tracking tools are appropriated by
communities of users. Secondly, we discuss how these appropria-
tions can inform the future designs of weight loss tracking tools,
highlighting their usage as an adjunctive method for user-centered
design. Finally, we highlight how both the usage of these tools and
self-regulatory processes for health behaviour change can be scaf-
folded by online weight loss communities, adding to, and extending,
the fields’ understanding of how tracking tools are used in practice
to support healthy weight loss.

1.1 RELATEDWORK
We first discuss self-tracking as a process for health behaviour
change. We then discuss the often-negative discourse surrounding
users’ experiences of tracking tools. Subsequently, we present a
rationale for studying users’ appropriations of tracking tools, scaf-
folded by an online weight loss community to guide future design
work.

1.1.1 Theory underpinning self-tracking. Many terms are used
in relation to tracking, including ‘reflexive self-monitoring,’ ‘self-
tracking,’ ‘quantified self,’ ‘life-logging’, ‘personal analytics’ and
‘personal informatics’ [10]. The term ‘personal informatics’ dom-
inates the HCI literature, and is underpinned by the Stage-based
model of personal informatics systems [9], which proposes that peo-
ple cycle through stages of preparation for tracking, data collection,
integration, reflection and action. According to this model, the end

goal of tracking is self-reflection and self-knowledge, which sup-
ports behavior change [9]. However, this model is founded on the
premise that knowledge translates with ease into behavior change,
which doesn’t acknowledge the knowledge-behavior gap; i.e., that
people often know what action they should take to improve their
health, but for a number of reasons may not act [28].

Self-regulation theory can help explain how the knowledge de-
rived from tracking can be channeled into sustainable health behav-
ior change. Self-regulation comprises three steps: self-monitoring
and recording (of one’s own behavior, its determinants and its
effects), self-evaluation (or judgement of one’s behavior to a
personal/external standard) and self-reinforcement (how one’s
thoughts/ feelings about oneself/one’s performance influences be-
haviors) [29, 30]. While the first two steps map to the process of
tracking, the third step is not accounted for in the stage-basedmodel
of personal informatics. This is of interest, as highly-developed self-
regulatory skills are required to successfully change and maintain
behavioral habits [31]. Self-regulatory skills are also linked to an
individual’s perception of their own personal agency to enact be-
havior change [32, 33] and their self-efficacy- their beliefs about
their ability to carry out behaviors required to attain their desired
outcome [29]. Further examination of users’ experiences of tracking
can help us understand the relationship between the knowledge
(gained from tracking tools) and psychological processes of self-
regulation. Moreover, exploring how social factors, e.g. meso-level
aspects (like communities), influence individuals as they endeavor
to enact behavior change can provide fresh insights for the design
of supportive health promoting tools.

1.1.2 User Experiences of Tracking. Identifying and understanding
the problems that people experience in the process of tracking is
critical for designing and developing effective personal informatics
[9]. A negative discourse has characterized the use of tracking
tools in the research literature. Firstly, tracking tools are often
reported to have a short-lived impact on behaviour. For example,
one study found tracking tools to be more useful for novices in
changing their behavior, and only helpful in the initial stages of
weight loss for the specific purpose of identifying and learning
about habitual behaviors [34-36]. Further, usability issues can taint
the users’ perceptions and experiences of digital tools, which can
be a barrier to their ongoing usage [37]. Indeed, some users stop
tracking as they find it does not fit into their lives, and is frustrating,
burdensome and invasive [20]. Users suggest that the effort and
attention invested in managing their weight should be focused
around their diet, and not on the process of using tracking tools
[38]. The high user input (e.g. number of daily entries) required
for tracking can sap users’ motivation to lose weight over time
[36]. However, perhaps the way we are studying the phenomenon
of tracking, by focusing on broad problems with the process of
tracking, or concentrating on prescriptive user studies of specific
tools, has prevented us from seeing the value of these tools and
how they can be improved.

To improve future designs, perhaps a more bottom-up approach
is warranted, exploring self-directed approaches to tracking for a
specific goal. For instance, Epstein et al [39] went beyond looking at
technological methods for tracking, exploring why and howwomen
track their menstrual cycles. They drew on a range of data sources,
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including reviews of menstrual tracking apps, a survey and follow-
up interviews with survey respondents. This research broadened
our understanding of menstrual tracking to include users’ goals and
motivations, guided by users themselves. Given the complexities of
the weight loss process [40], investigations of peoples’ experiences
of using tracking tools in a self-directed way could enrich our
understanding. One such approach to exploring self-directed usage
of technologies is through appropriation.

1.1.3 Studying appropriation as a foundation for user-centered de-
sign. Appropriation typically describes situations where users cre-
ate unforeseen uses of technologies and practices around their
use, highlighting new requirements for future tools [41]. Similar
to Overdijk and Diggelen [42], we consider technology appropria-
tion to imply a broader process of social construction, where the
behaviours and thoughts of the user are shaped by the use of tech-
nology, while the meaning and effects of the technology are shaped
through the users’ actions. Considering this conceptualization, if we
examine how existing weight loss tracking tools are appropriated
in the context of an online forum, we can obtain an insight into how
psychological processes are impacted by technology and also the
social context of their use. This process also surfaces new insights
for currently unsupported, but desirable future functions. Studying
appropriation has previously been proposed as an additional step in
user-centered design [25]. It may help to identify specific features
that are problematic for users, and it can highlight how meaning
is made of tracking data “in-context,” which may be very different
from scientific conceptions of designers.

In the context of healthy eating, Chung et al. [43] explored how
users appropriated Instagram as a social, food-based journal, to
enable personal healthy food photo collections, support reflection
on old posts and to find community support for healthy eating.
We suggest that analyzing how communities of users appropriate
existing healthcare tools can provide valuable insights for designers
[25, 44, 45].

1.1.4 Online Community Forums and Weight Loss. The role of so-
cial others in health behaviour change is well established, yet the
models the HCI community use to understand and design for self-
tracking continue to primarily focus on the individual [43]. These
models fail to adequately recognize the social influences on behav-
ior change. For example, they do not encapsulate the interactions
that occur between people in online spaces, and how these interac-
tions may influence the experience and use of tracking tools. Much
research has sought to understand users’ behaviours while engag-
ing in weight loss efforts, and using social media is a promising
approach for this as it enables experiences to be represented in the
commenter’s own words, unimpeded by researcher interference
[46].

Many studies exploring r/loseit to date have focused on the topics
discussed or language used. One study examined written commu-
nication challenges in Reddit communities, including r/loseit [47].
Other studies have focused on examining associations between self-
reported weight loss and the language used by posters. For example,
Pappa et al [48] found that markers of social engagement within
the community, e.g. high levels of online activity and the number
of upvotes received per post, were associated with weight change,

as was being female, BMI and specific topics of discussion. An-
other study examined language use in two online weight loss com-
munities on Reddit, r/loseit and r/proED. The authors found that
supportive language can reinforce norms and behaviour change,
for instance, highlighting that r/loseit members discussed weight
loss techniques/ strategies and celebrated weight loss achievements
[49].

The studies discussed above have advanced our knowledge of the
types of constructs that are discussed on online health communities
and identified associations with weight loss. The potential of study-
ing online communities to unpack the relationship between health
outcomes and user experience has previously been highlighted. For
example Li et al. [50], outlined the types of social and informa-
tional support prevalent within an online weight loss community,
including Personal Experiences, Dieting strategies, Consumption
choices, Health information and Exercise. While understanding par-
ticipation in online communities has led to important insights, the
appropriation and use of specific health technologies within these
communities has been less of a focus within the empirical literature.
One recent study has characterised patterns of engagement with
MyFitnessPal in the context of three online eating disorder forums,
describing how users with high levels of eating disorder symp-
tomatology engage with, and are affected by, tracking tools [24].
Considering the social context of tracking, focusing on a weight
loss community which promotes sustainable, healthy weight loss,
such as r/loseit may foster new design insights.

2 STUDY DESIGN
2.1 Research Setting
Reddit is a social news website and online forum, containing a
number of health-related discussion sub-forums. Its content is or-
ganized by common areas of interest called subreddits, where users
may subscribe, share content and vote on submitted content [51].
In the current study we examined the subreddit ‘r/loseit,’ which
has 1.9 million members and is described as “a place for people
of all sizes to discuss healthy and sustainable methods of weight
loss” [27]. Members post content to ‘threads’ on various topics
related to obesity and weight loss, including personal experiences,
recommendations and feedback about their experiences of diets or
exercises [52]. Messages are asynchronous, text-based and anony-
mous, which may be helpful in discussing emotionally-charged
or sensitive issues [53]. r/loseit members make up a supportive,
prosocial community of people seeking to lose weight [49].

2.2 Data Gathering Procedure
A search strategy was developed, which used the search function
in r/loseit to gather public posts relevant to tracking. Common
weight loss tracking applications e.g. ‘MyFitnessPal,’ enable the
user to log their dietary intake and exercise and receive feedback
about their progress toward their weight loss goals [54]. Our search
terms were: ’MFP OR myfitnesspal OR my fitness pal OR apps OR
applications OR technology OR tech OR tracking’. We selected to
only specifically name MyFitnessPal as a tracking tool, based on it
being used in a weight loss intervention on a wider project we were
working on.We also based this decision on its popularity as a weight
loss tracking tool, and the wide range of functions it has in the
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context of weight loss (e.g. incorporating weight, food and exercise
tracking). To carry out the search, a JavaScript script was executed,
which mimics a user browsing r/loseit. Posts were sorted by ’new’
and processed to identify whether they matched any of the search
terms. The script then sent an individual request to Reddit for each
post that matched any of the search terms to collect relevant replies;
only the replies relevant to the search terms were included. Posts
and responses were exported to an Excel spreadsheet for coding.

2.3 Data
Initially 204 posts met the search criteria relating to r/loseit mem-
bers’ experiences of using tracking tools to support their weight
loss. 16 posts were excluded as they were automated posts or were
deemed irrelevant (e.g. used the phrase “back on track” but with no
reference to tracking tools), leaving 190 original posts. 189 replies
to these posts which met the search criteria were also included;
replies to our 190 original posts that did not meet search criteria
were excluded. This resulted in a total of 379 posts included in the
final analysis. Posts typically consisted of up to one page of 12-point
Cambria text, while responses were typically a paragraph of text
in length. Ultimately, included posts and responses amounted to
126,544 words.

2.4 Methodology
Thematic analysis (TA) was used as an analytical approach in this
study, a method for systematically identifying, organizing and ob-
taining insight into patterns of meaning across a data set [55]. TA
was selected as it provided scope to capture a wide spectrum of
experiences from community members across the r/loseit forum.
We took an experiential orientation to the analysis, focusing on
understanding what participants think, do and feel in relation to
tracking. Our research was based on the belief that posts reflected
members perspectival reality [56]. We interpreted the meaning of
members’ experiences by stepping back from the accounts and re-
flecting upon it and its broader socio-cultural meanings [57]. We
expected that posts would reflect honest accounts of how members
used tracking tools to support their weight loss, due to the organic
nature of data collection [57], and that the resulting data would be
largely prosocial in nature, based on previous research [52].

2.5 Data Analysis
Theoretical thematic analysis was chosen as the method of analysis,
as we analyzed the data with a specific question in mind, that is
‘what are r/loseit members’ experiences of using tracking tools to
support weight loss?’ [58]. We followed the six phases delineated by
Braun and Clarke [59] in the analysis. We started by familiarizing
ourselves with the data through reading. In the next phase (initial
coding), we applied a process of open coding, where we coded
only the aspects of the data which we perceived to be directly
related to our research question. We developed and modified the
codes as we worked [58]. As Boyatzis [60] considered a “good
code” (p. 1) to be one that captures the qualitative richness of the
phenomenon. The first author was the primary coder, but to aid
in the initial coding process, the second author coded a random
sample of 13% of posts. These sets of codes were compared to
check the completeness of the coding process. In phase 3, the codes

were sorted into potential themes using ‘Miro’ virtual whiteboard
software [59]. Memo-writing and discussion among authors guided
the analytic process until we were satisfied with candidate themes,
ensuring that each prospective theme: a) had a central organizing
concept, b) was distinctive and made sense independently, but also
related to the other themes, and c) related to the research question
[59]. Phase 4 included reviewing the themes by examining the
codes/quotes relating to each theme to check each one was coherent
[58]. After reviewing the nature and structure of themes visually,
we were able to define the themes and write up the analysis (Phases
5 and 6).

2.6 Ethics:
The process of analyzing Reddit posts was conducted in a manner
consistent with ethical guidelines [61, 62]. Ethical approval was
granted in July, 2018 from the University Ethics Board. Posts were
made in a publicly accessible forum, thus were considered by us
as public speech. However, to ensure compliance with site rules,
written permission was obtained from r/loseit moderators to pursue
the research. Quotes in this article have been altered in order to
protect the anonymity of individual r/loseit members.

3 RESULTS
This study aimed to examine r/loseit members’ experiences of using
tracking tools for weight loss. Members’ experiences were reflected
in four themes: 1. Tracking as Gaining Insight, 2. Tracking as a
Vehicle of Control, 3. Confronting Challenges in Sustaining Tracking
and 4. Teaching and Learning the skills of Tracking. Table 1 presents
an overview of the four themes, their definitions and sample quotes
from r/loseit members.

3.1 Tracking as gaining insight
Tracking led to reflection and awareness in weight loss among
members of this online community. Members shared a variety of
different approaches to tracking to capture a range of contextual
information relevant to their weight loss process.

3.1.1 Tracking as an ‘informed’ weight-loss approach. Gaining an
insight into the (previously unknown) nature of one’s behaviors
was foundational to many members’ personal weight loss journey.
For some, the process of gaining awareness through tracking drew
attention to, and slowed down, the process of eating. It instigated a
process of reflection; on the food they were consuming, and to calo-
ries consumed in relation to their own bodies’ daily requirements.
These processes often led to members reducing their caloric intake.

“Before, I just ate whatever was in front of me and I
didn’t really care, but after. . .I began to think about
things I eat." (P172)

Within the r/loseit forum, tracking was positioned as an ‘in-
formed’ weight loss approach. Using trackers to count calories was
perceived to be a way to provide instant and objective feedback of
one’s current status towards their weight loss goals. This ‘informed
approach’ was perceived by forum members to be in contrast to
other commercial approaches which were thought to obscure this
insight through the use of rule-based diets (e.g. when X foods is
off-limits) or points systems. For example, the WeightWatchers
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Table 1: Summary table depicting r/loseit members’ experiences of using weight loss tracking tools

Theme Definition of theme Sample quotes

Tracking as gaining insight Tracking enabled individuals
to bring more awareness to
their eating and led to
moments of reflection in
weight loss through the
process of ‘logging honestly’

“Before, I just ate whatever was in front of me and I didn’t really care, but
after. . .I began to think about things I eat." (P172)
“Using My fitness pal has been instrumental in my weight loss because it lets
me see what the damage is when I fail. And I found out that however much I
indulge myself, it never goes beyond 500 kcals. . .I can make it up within the
next few days if I try hard enough.” (P96,R5)
“I started tracking with MyFitnessPal about a month ago and I have some
very high calorie days, but many more days at my target intake. As long as
you log everything, you can go back and look at your high calorie days, see
where those calories came from, then make a plan for tomorrow. Sometimes
I need to wait a few days to autopsy my bad days. . .that’s why the tracking
apps are so nice. You can go look when you are ready rather than when you
are stressed and know the negativity will just make things tougher.”
(P203,R10)

Tracking as a vehicle of
control

r/loseit members experienced
tracking as a means of gaining
control over their weight loss
process and, by extension –
over their life. They outlined
the techniques they used to
stay in control while tracking.

“4 months ago I was in a terrible position, depressed and extremely anxious.
It felt as if life was really not going my way at all. . . I realized something,
that I need to take control of my life and get my life back...I started to focus
on my calorie intake and how much I would burn during workouts. It
became an obsession not only to be healthier, but to be better...I felt like I
was becoming someone new, an improved version of myself.” (P185)
“I decided this time I would start slow and would add one thing more
[another parameter to track] when I felt I was ready. I want to make sure
this sticks, and I want to genuinely do things differently.” (P166)
“The process of trading off is getting easier, and it’s more of a habit to think
‘if I eat this now, it will prevent me from eating something else later. Which
would I prefer?”’ (P155, R5)

Confronting challenges in
sustaining tracking

Members shared experiences
of struggling with using
tracking tools and integrating
the process of tracking into
their daily lives. They also
navigated negative emotions
in relation to the tracking tool
and questioned the accuracy
of tracking tools’ estimates.

“I am lucky in that I have a free cafeteria at my work. It’s great, but I really
struggle with knowing the amount of calories to log. I often try and just find
similar items in MFP, but. . .I don’t know exact serving sizes and ingredients
to know an accurate calorie count.” (P179).
“I literally do so well during the day. It’s when it gets around evening time
that i end up messing up. . .I overeat. . .i stop tracking my calories. It’s
between 7-10 pm where i get these urges and i always feel guilty later on.”
(P136)
“What I don’t get is how exercise comes into play. . .if I eat 1650 and burn
100 calories running, that shows up as a surplus, like I should eat another
100 calories to make up for running. . . Doesn’t it defeat the purpose to eat
back the 100 that I burned on purpose? I’m confused” (P133).

Teaching and learning the
skills of tracking

r/loseit members coached
other members based on their
experiences of using tracking
tools, providing practical
advice and recommending
functions and features of
tracking tools for weight loss
that they perceived to be
useful.

“Maybe just don’t try to go full-on right off the bat. Maybe just start with
logging via MFP, start off just trying to stay at or just below your [total
daily calorie expenditure], then aim for the 1lb a week. If you have a
physical job AND a toddler, you probably get plenty of exercise to help the
weight loss along for now. And don’t forget there’s always this forum to turn
to for support." (P93, R2).
“I’m going to do these [calculations] at [your] goal weight because you’re so
nearly there. . ..TDEE using Mifflin-St Jeor BMR formula = 1587 calories
(Lightly Active). . .So you can’t lose 1 pound a week, but you can lose 1 every
10 days or so. And a little faster because of the 2 days a week workout. You’ll
maintain [your weight] at 1587 calories (give or take 10% for individual
differences). Well done on your success so far!” (P142, R2).
“use a method to help minimise the impact of weight fluctuations. . .using a
tool (libra [on android], happyscale [on ios], trendweight [on web]) to show
you the trend will help take the focus off these ups and downs so you can see
you’re still headed in the right direction.” (P131, R2)
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Smartpoint system ®assigns a number to each food or drink item –
its point value, calculated based on calories and sugar, saturated fat
and protein. Each person is allocated a daily points budget in line
with their goal [63]. Although this approach sets out to simplify
the weight loss process, r/loseit users’ dissatisfaction with this ap-
proach suggests that having a clear insight into the calories and
constituents of their diet, accessible by tracking tools was highly
valued.

“I’m thinking of switching to tracking [from Weight-
watchers]. I feel like I don’t have all the data. Weeks
where I don’t lose [weight], I’m not really sure why.
And it can be hard to adapt things without all the
data.” (P63)

3.1.2 ‘Logging honestly’ permits user reflection. A forum norm was
that useful insight into the weight loss process was contingent on
honest and accurate tracking. Across the forum, “logging honestly”
represented being honest with oneself when a slip-up occurred, e.g.
when people ate more than their daily calorie intake goal. While
some members chose not to track the food they consumed during
slip-ups, the overwhelming message from the r/loseit community
was that through tracking all the food consumed during slip-ups,
these typically ‘off the record’ moments in weight loss could be
brought back into awareness and accounted for. Through tracking
honestly, a slip-up could be quantified in terms of calories consumed
and could be compensated for to stay on track with goals. Through
tracking, slip-ups were therefore reframed by r/loseit members into
a manageable hurdle to overcome:

“Using My fitness pal has been instrumental in my
weight loss because it lets me see what the damage
is when I fail. And I found out that however much
I indulge myself, it never goes beyond 500 kcals. . .I
can make it up within the next few days if I try hard
enough.” (P96,R5)

Precise measurement and weighing of food was considered to be
a key element of tracking honestly. Members went to great lengths
to ensure they were logging their foods accurately. Weighing scales
were widely used in conjunction with tracking apps, as members
weighed ingredients using the scales one by one and inputted each
ingredient separately to the tracking apps during meal preparation.
This process was considered by the forum members to be a skill
that was painstaking and time-consuming to learn but important
in ensuring accurate and honest logging.

“I weigh everything I eat on a food scale and log in
the LoseIt app.” (P157)

Being ‘honest’ in tracking was challenging, as there were times
when it was charged with negative emotions, as people were not
happy with what was in their log. However, members also shared
the benefits of tracking honestly, e.g. an accurate account of their
actions that could be reviewed at a time when they felt prepared
to consider patterns on their weight loss journey, including factors
which preceded the slip-up and plan how to avoid this in future.

“I started tracking with MyFitnessPal about a month
ago and I have some very high calorie days, but many
more days at my target intake. As long as you log
everything, you can go back and look at your high

calorie days, see where those calories came from,
then make a plan for tomorrow. Sometimes I need to
wait a few days to autopsy my bad days. . .that’s why
the tracking apps are so nice. You can go look when
you are ready rather than when you are stressed and
know the negativity will just make things tougher.”
(P203,R10)

Some members seemed to particularly enjoy the minutiae of
the tracking process, sharing how they used a suite of apps and
wearable devices for tracking different contextual factors beyond
weight that were perceived to be relevant for their own personal
weight loss journey. This information was organized and collated
into spreadsheets, suggesting that while some members began by
tracking their weight only, this focus was soon widened as they
obtained more insights about their bodies. This underlines that
trackingweight can at times lead to focusing on other health-related
goals, alongside weight loss:

“I also had a Fitbit with a heartrate monitor that was
giving me estimates of calories burned every day. . .I
had this crazy detailed Excel sheet that had a row for
each day and on each day I had: calories eaten (from
My Fitness Pal, which I was using to log all my food),
calories burned, steps, and my morning weight. yep I
love data." (P167, R1)

3.2 Tracking as a vehicle of control
Community members experienced tracking as a means of gaining
control over their weight loss process and their life. They outlined
tracking techniques used to stay in control.

3.2.1 Gaining control through tracking. Many posts were declara-
tive in nature – with members sharing their story and experiences
in an empowering way for themselves and others within r/loseit.
For instance, many members shared stories about how tracking was
a way of gaining control over their diet, as well as their health and
their lives. Many members spoke of wanting to regain control over
their lives, which they perceived they had lost through becoming
overweight and other events, perceived as being related to weight
gain, e.g. having babies, losing a loved one, facing a change of life
circumstances, or receiving negative health results from the doctor.
Tracking was more than a way to quantify their progress towards
their goal weight; the process made people feel better about, and
more in control of their lives:

“4 months ago I was in a terrible position, depressed
and extremely anxious. It felt as if life was really not
going my way at all. . . I realized something, that I
need to take control of my life and get my life back...I
started to focus on my calorie intake and how much I
would burn during workouts. It became an obsession
not only to be healthier, but to be better...I felt like I
was becoming someone new, an improved version of
myself.” (P185)

Tracking was framed as an advanced self-care skill for many
members, who shared how they felt it supported them in gaining
control. Posts often involved peoples’ stories of their weight loss
journeys over time, sharing details of different dieting attempts
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and life events, which either supported or got in the way of their
weight-related goals. Screenshots of graphs from tracking tools
were at times presented in posts as external evidence of self-care
to illustrate these stories. Periods of tracking reflected times when
they looked after their health. As such, the process of tracking was
construed as a record of self-care, a way to demonstrate gaining
control in their personal weight narrative:

“I’ve always had some sort of log of
weight/workouts/diet, at least when I was car-
ing about myself.” (P16)

Some members spoke of their attempts to use tracking tools to
loseweight in a slow and controlledmanner. This involvedmembers
sharing how they gave themselves ample time to devote to tracking
properly, including preparing and measuring food. Members used
the tools at a pace that suited them, self-managing their weight loss.
As such, they were not necessarily perfectly adherent to the ‘rules’
of using the tracker. For example, members spoke of focusing on one
aspect to track at a time, e.g. starting by tracking their food before
trying to meet daily calorie goals set by the tracker or tracking
exercise:

“I decided this time I would start slow and would
add one thing more when I felt I was ready. I want
to make sure this sticks, and I want to genuinely do
things differently.” (P166)

3.2.2 Tracking techniques used to stay in control. Forum members
used trackers to measure and control the number of calories con-
sumed, balanced with calories out as a weight loss method. Across
the forum, the daily calorie intake limit set by tracking apps was
conceptualized as a ‘calorie budget,’ to which people adhered to
meet their weight loss goals. Many members enjoyed the flexibility
of this method in maintaining control over their diet, as they could
enjoy whatever food they wanted as long as they were consistently
within their daily calorie budget. Members often ‘saved up’ calo-
ries for special meals on a given day or week, while still adhering
to their weekly calorie intake goal. There was a sense of satisfac-
tion associated with cultivating the ability to exercise this level of
control over their dietary intake.

On the other hand, some members posted that they reached
a point in the early evening when they were still hungry, and
their calorie budget was depleted (e.g. having eaten a calorically
dense meal earlier on in the day). This subsequently became a point
of learning to support users to spread out their calories over the
course of the day to ensure this didn’t happen again. It thus enabled
a process of prioritization and decision-making, fostering, for some,
a cost-benefit analysis and mindful dietary consumption:

“The process of trading off is getting easier, and it’s
more of a habit to think ‘if I eat this now, it will prevent
me from eating something else later. Which would I
prefer?”’ (P155, R5)

To aid with their calorie budgeting, some members shared that
they used tracking apps to log their food prior to eating (instead of
after). Members spent time deciding, preparing and logging food in
advance to ensure it was within their calorie-budget. Trackers were
thus used as an external cognitive aid for dietary decision-making,
planning and self-regulation. For example, members logged their

planned meals in the morning in order to plan and ration out their
daily calories:

“I have a lot of the same struggles around losing my
discipline in those social situations. What I’m trying
to do now is log my day ahead of time, then if I get
two drinks rather than one, I have to quickly confront
the fact that it will either put me over or mean I can’t
have some of the food I had planned for later.” (P203,
R3)

Some features that highlighted process made members feel like
they mastered the process of tracking. Initial weight loss following
tracking led members to feel optimistic, encouraged and empow-
ered and they shared these experiences with the online community.
Members enjoyed features of tracking apps, which told them where
they were on their weight loss journey, e.g. congratulatory mes-
sages on their progress. Many felt hopeful that they could reach
their weight loss goals by remaining accountable to the tracker.
Members shared that they viewed their trackers’ data as a means
of reassurance that weight loss would eventually occur if they kept
going with the process of tracking:

“The expression I like is ‘rationally satisfied’. I look at
my [tracking] data, look at what I’m doing, and look
ahead to my next few days. If that looks right, then
I’m good.” (P67, R1)

Logging food became as ritualistic as eating ameal for some users
and came to be seen as a lifelong process for weight management.
Many logged every day even when they had attained their weight
loss goals- as they viewed tracking as an essential habit to maintain
control over their weight. A feature of tracking tools that supported
users to establish logging as a daily habit was the ‘streak’ feature
in the MyFitnessPal mobile application, which demonstrated the
users’ continuous number of days of tracking:

“I log everything and weigh everything I consume
meticulously, into MFP. I have a current 95 day login
streak going that I hope to turn into 365+ someday.”
(P78)

In time, maintaining their streak or the habit of tracking was as
much the focal point for members as was maintaining their weight
loss.

3.3 Confronting challenges in sustaining
tracking

Members also experienced challenges with tracking tools, strug-
gling with the process of integrating tracking into their daily lives,
experiencing negative emotions in relation to the tracking tool and
questioning the accuracy of tracking tools’ estimates.

3.3.1 Struggling to integrate the habit of tracking. Tracking was at
times construed as a rigid habit suited to a fixed, regular routine to
facilitate logging. This was seen to be at odds with daily life. The
process of tracking impacted members’ dietary choices, with some
skipping meals, eating only one meal a day or consuming the same
thing most days to make tracking easier:

“I eat about 1200-1400 cal a day, tend to eat the same
things every day.” (P190)
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Even those who initially enjoyed tracking, found that over time
logging foods became tedious, inconvenient and boring. Logging
homemade meals was a difficulty for many members who strug-
gled with inputting these meals into their tracking apps. Some
members reported becoming so fixated on the number of calories
they tracked, they failed to consider their nutrition, which posed a
threat to them having a healthy diet over time. Others ate mostly
pre-packaged foods to know precisely the amount of calories they
were consuming to track with more certainty.

Some members met with difficulties in trying to integrate the
process of tracking into their everyday lives. This was particularly
evident when they ate out in restaurants, as they were not in control
of food preparation, and were unclear on the exact constituents
of their meals. Eating out was thus seen as a barrier to tracking
properly and thus a threat to their weight loss progress:

“I am lucky in that I have a free cafeteria at my work.
It’s great, but I really struggle with knowing the
amount of calories to log. I often try and just find
similar items in MFP, but. . .I don’t know exact serv-
ing sizes and ingredients to know an accurate calorie
count.” (P179)

Some people reported only choosing restaurants that displayed
the nutritional content of meals to facilitate tracking. Others spoke
of avoiding social situations which involved eating and drinking
which might compromise their tracking. This highlights how track-
ing can influence an individual’s choices about their diet and envi-
ronment.

Many members also posted about restarting the process of track-
ing ‘again’ having fallen out of the habit. For some, this restarting
process occurred over a number of years of losing and gaining
weight. The sustained effort and challenge of weight management
was marked by re-downloading tracking apps or trying new ones
to support these renewed efforts:

“I started my weightloss journey 3 years ago at 195lbs
and lost 35lbs in just over three months by calo-
rie counting and exercise. I stopped calorie count-
ing around summer 2016 and subsequently gained
20lbs. . . It’s annoying I seem to be stuck in a cycle of
restricting, losing, then gaining.” (P149)

3.3.2 Negative emotions associated with tracking. Many posts re-
lated to negative emotions arising from using tracking tools. For
some, tracking tools were a physical manifestation of their lack of
trust in their ability to make decisions about their diet:

“I hate the feeling that I have to measure and count
EVERY thing I eat or drink. The inability to trust
oneself is the crappiest feeling on earth.” (P1)

Members expressed fear that tracking would be too complicated
and felt overwhelmed by the tasks involved in weight loss tracking.
Sometimes the calorie goals set by trackers were perceived to be
too restrictive, suggesting a disconnect between the ideal weight
loss goal and an adequate timeframe for reasonably achieving this
using tracking tools:

“I’m trying myfitnesspal to help but I’m just so dis-
couraged. To lose 1lb a week, it suggests a calorie goal
of 1340 a day. This just seems so low tome, I’m hungry

all the time. I also have trouble logging my meals. . .Is
it normal to measure out or weigh all your ingredient
precisely? Is this what everyone else is doing when
they make a meal? It seems so time consuming. I’m
afraid I won’t be able to get so ‘intense’ about it with-
out going overboard . . .How do you lose weight but
maintain a healthy attitude towards food?” (P18)

Many posts related to food binges where members went over
their calorie limits set by trackers:

“I literally do so well during the day. It’s when it gets
around evening time that i end up messing up. . .I
overeat. . .i stop tracking my calories. It’s between 7-
10 pm where i get these urges and i always feel guilty
later on.” (P136)

Members also reported feeling hopeless and frustrated trying to
maintain good habits with tracking when the weight loss results
were not occurring as they expected, or as predicted by the tracking
tool:

“It’s frustrating trying so hard everyday and not mak-
ing much [weight loss] progress.” (P177)

This lack of achieving weight loss results - in spite of adhering to
the ‘rules’ of tracking tools fed into demotivation for continuing to
track, highlighting the link between weight loss outcomes, feedback
from the tracker and sustaining motivation:

“I’m just feeling demotivated, disappointed in myself
and like, sad. . . I want to get back on the wagon and
keep logging, keep gyming, and fighting. . . Im try-
ing to get back on but even tracking food has gotten
harder since then.” (P21)

3.3.3 Questioning the estimates made by tracking tools. There was
a perception among forum members that some weight loss tracking
tools were inaccurate, in particular, estimates of calories burned
from wearable fitness trackers and body fat percentages from smart
body weight scales. User-entered meal calorie content in tracking
apps databases were also considered to be inaccurate. The most
commonly held concern related to fitness trackers, and it waswidely
contended that these tools overestimated ‘burned calories.’ This
could lead a user to eating more calories than they expended in
a day which could threaten their weight loss progress. At times
members ‘double–logged’ using different tracking tools to check
for such discrepancies; while others developed complex rules of
thumb to account for these inaccuracies to keep their weight loss
as predicted:

“If I only count two thirds of the calories burnt it
[Garmin] calculates, I lose [weight] as expected. I do
this by adding one third of the calculated calories
burnt as empty calories back in MFP.” (P192,R1)

In general, r/loseit members wanted recognition for calories
expended through exercise. However, tracking apps that automati-
cally added calories burned through exercise to their daily calorie
intake led to confusion around whether they should eat these ‘extra’
calories:

“What I don’t get is how exercise comes into play. . .if
I eat 1650 and burn 100 calories running, that shows
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up as a surplus, like I should eat another 100 calories to
make up for running. . . Doesn’t it defeat the purpose
to eat back the 100 that I burned on purpose? I’m
confused.” (P133)

Another problem occurred when members lost weight and
logged their new body weight to tracking apps. Some apps did
not automatically recalculate their new calorie goal, based on their
‘new’ body weight. This led to a mistrust in the credibility of the
trackers and their ability to set appropriate calorie goals.

3.4 Teaching and learning the skills of tracking
r/loseit was where the skills of tracking could be crowdsourced.
Members coached others based on their experiences of using track-
ing tools, providing practical advice and recommending functions
and features of tracking tools for weight loss that they perceived
to be excellent.

3.4.1 Seeking and providing practical advice in tracking. Manymem-
bers sought practical advice in relation to their experiences of track-
ing. Experienced members (identifiable by their reported weight
loss in their post ‘signatures’) assumed the role of ‘tracking coaches’
in providing detailed answers to a range of queries from the com-
munity. These members sometimes went as far as calculating the
daily calorie requirements for the inquiring member, using and
demonstrating different equations, providing links to external and
internal r/loseit resources along with problem solving and practical
advice for how to track:

“Maybe just don’t try to go full-on right off the bat.
Maybe just start with logging via MFP, start off just
trying to stay at or just below your [total daily calorie
expenditure], then aim for the 1lb a week. If you have
a physical job AND a toddler, you probably get plenty
of exercise to help the weight loss along for now. And
don’t forget there’s always this forum to turn to for
support." (P93, R2)

For those who achieved their weight loss goals, providing sup-
port in this manner was a way to give back to the community
which supported them to lose weight, and also enabled them to
stay focused on sustaining their tracking habits and their weight.

Receiving feedback from trackers highlighting a ‘weight plateau’-
where their weight stopped dropping was a very common concern
for members. They often reached out to the community and out-
lined their tracking habits in detail, along with their weight loss
results to date to express frustration and receive feedback from the
community, verifying that their tracking methods were correct:

“Tracking has been going great. I go to [fitness] classes
4x a week, and have been at a caloric deficit every day
for the past two months. However, this past week. . .
I gained 3 pounds back (after losing about 15 over-
all since I started) ...I just don’t know why I started
gaining.” (P43).

Often, ‘tracking coaches’ responded by advising the original
poster to update their body weight in MyFitnessPal, as this would
update their target daily calorie intake number will drop by a per-
centage, based on their new body weight (as was the case for them,
in their own experience). In response, the original poster replied

saying that having updated their bodyweight, their daily calorie
goal reduced by 10% and thus they overcame an issue in tracking
that was impeding their personal weight loss progress.

Other ‘tracking coaches’ took a more hands on approach when a
community member was struggling. Some would take the original
posters’ statistics (height, weight, age, gender, goal weight) and
calculate their ‘Total Daily Energy Expenditure’ (TDEE) for them,
providing them with personalized advice to input into their tracker:

“I’m going to do these [calculations] at [your] goal
weight because you’re so nearly there. . ..TDEE using
Mifflin-St Jeor BMR formula = 1587 calories (Lightly
Active). . .So you can’t lose 1 pound a week, but you
can lose 1 every 10 days or so. And a little faster
because of the 2 days a week workout. You’ll maintain
[your weight] at 1587 calories (give or take 10% for
individual differences). Well done on your success so
far!” (P142, R2)

Other ‘tracking coaches’ suggested specific behavioral goals to
address key issues for members, providing recommendations for
tracking their calorie intake and exercise:

“Maybe at the start try to aim formaintenance calories
(your TDEE). Be 100% strict with yourself about that.
Then start reducing it down 50 calories every few
days until you reach the [calorie] deficit you want to
be at. Then add a short 100 calorie walk every day. No
need to jump into it full force." (P203, R8)

Similarly, ‘tracking coaches’ also shared specific advice for over-
coming common tracking problems including: explaining the calo-
rie budget approach to weight loss used in tracking tools, delin-
eating the difference between meeting macronutrient vs. calories
goals in tracking apps and providing pragmatic logging tips (e.g.
not logging foods less than 5 calories):

“For tracking homemade meals, there is a recipe fea-
ture in MyFitnessPal but I don’t usually use it unless
it’s. . . a baked good that I’ll be eating over the course
of a few days. Usually, I just enter in the individual
ingredients in a meal, leaving out things with <5 calo-
ries such as spices, vinegar, garlic, etc.” (P18, R1)

Female community members coached other women to track their
weight and their menstrual cycle side by side, to enable them to see
patterns in their weight loss linked to their menstrual cycle. This
insight enabled them to interpret their weight gains and losses in
context, using their cycle as a way to rationalize patterns of weight
fluctuation and provide reassurance:

“I often go up 3, 5, even 7 pounds from my recent low
[weight] right before my period. . .if I weren’t track-
ing, that would be super confusing, even worrying. . .
Tracking will help you be ready to see the scale climb
and fall, and as a bonus, you’ll be less blindsided by
cravings.” (P83)

In addition, ‘tracking coaches’ encouraged others in the commu-
nity who were feeling dispirited by the challenges of the weight
loss and tracking journey. They provided advice for sustaining mo-
tivation to track (e.g. increasing daily calorie intake when members
were feeling demotivated) and reframed the process of tracking (e.g.
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a process of ‘retraining the eye’ in what a serving size looks like).
They also encouraged others to learn to find small wins in tracking
no matter how small - in order to keep going. To this end, members
shared ‘non-scale victories’ (tracking signs of weight loss progress
other than their weight) with the r/loseit community. Indicators
of progress included taking before/after pictures of themselves to
visually track their progress, taking body measurements and log-
ging them to the app, or trying on old clothes in order to assess
their weight changes. Members shared these victories by uploading
pictures to their trackers and to r/loseit to recognize and receive
recognition for these wins within their weight loss journey.

3.4.2 Recommending functions and features of trackers. Members
also shared details of aspects of tracking tools that they found par-
ticularly useful or enjoyable to help others. Weight fluctuations
seen on trackers from day to day induced negative emotional re-
actions. To overcome this, ‘tracking coaches’ recommended using
weight-smoothing apps which provide a trend line instead of a per-
son’s precise weight from day to day. This stopped members from
getting caught up in a potential rollercoaster of emotions every
time they gained and lost weight:

“use a method to help minimise the impact of weight
fluctuations. . .using a tool (libra [on android], hap-
pyscale [on ios], trendweight [on web]) to show you
the trend will help take the focus off these ups and
downs so you can see you’re still headed in the right
direction.” (P131, R2)

Some members were sensitive to viewing their weight daily,
finding it to be confronting or triggering. ‘Tracking coaches’ rec-
ommended tools such as wireless weighing scales that synced to
weight tracking apps automatically, as it stopped them from getting
too attached to the numbers:

“I was gifted a WiFi enabled Fitbit scale from my
dietician. . . I’ve learned that . . .stepping on the scale
while ignoring the readout is a much less trigger-
ing/fixating way to track my weight. I’ve even cov-
ered it with a post it [note], but usually don’t have
to. . .the scale uploads within a minute to my app via
WiFi, I don’t have to log my weight manually, and I
can focus on the trend line of my weight graph in-
stead of how far or close my number is to last week,
my goal, my highest weight, my expectations.” (P83,
R2)

Their ease of use and automaticity was juxtaposed with the
‘manual’ nature of tracking and members recommended these types
of tools to others to help them in their weight loss journey.

Members also recommended their favorite tracking apps, based
on their personal experience and preferences. Apps with a pleasant
user interface or color schemewhichwere perceived as not ‘judging’
or negative in the feedback it provided to users:

"Lose It is quick, simple, easy and best of all, encour-
aging and forgiving! :)." (P57, R7)

Other members shared their negative experiences with specific
tracking apps and described apps they switched to, along with a
rationale for the benefit of the wider community:

“MFP was very slow and buggy on my phone, so after
initial stumbling with logging, I switched to LoseIt
[app]! I love that app! It is so quick. It remembers
meals and portions and combinations. I eat ethnic
foods so my initial entries were manual, it became
super fast really soon. I use tablespoons/teaspoons
to measure. I err on the higher side. . .to not underes-
timate calories. . .However my favourite part about
the app is all the cheers and encouragement it gives
me randomly I lose weight or exercise. It’s a happy
supportive app. I love the orange on my screen. :)”
(P164)

4 DISCUSSION
We have examined members’ experiences of weight loss tracking
tools within r/loseit - an online community promoting healthy,
sustainable weight loss. This analysis has first and foremost delin-
eated the many varied experiences shared by members in using
and appropriating weight loss tracking tools, centering around
four themes. Our analysis has revealed complex socio-technical
practices have evolved around the use of trackers, which are influ-
enced by the social context of this online health community with
its own rules, goals and norms [49, 52]. Specifically, we discuss
how the social context of r/loseit shaped both the usage of tracking
tools and self-regulatory processes for health behaviour change.
We found that studying the appropriations of tracking tools of this
online community has resulted in the documentation of rich user
experiences which can augment traditional user-centered design
processes, in line with previous arguments [25]. We discuss what
we have learned and make suggestions based on our findings for
designing technology to support health behaviour change.

4.1 Tracking and Self-regulation is scaffolded
by r/loseit

Our work has shown that virtual communities can enable social
and behavioral processes to become observable. Our first theme,
Tracking as gaining insight highlights that gaining self-knowledge
about their diet and exercise from tracking was a fundamental
part of r/loseit members’ weight loss journeys, and aligns with
previous research [20, 34]. However, this self-knowledge went be-
yond providing insights into a person’s habits and taught them
about their personal weight loss process. ‘Logging honestly’ was a
r/loseit norm, and enabled members to take ownership over, and
compensate for, slip-ups in their diet through learning to track
these comprehensively. This was a key lesson, as social cognitive
theory dictates that successful self-regulation depends in part on
the accuracy of tracking [31]. Within the forum, ‘cheating’ the
tracker through incomplete or inaccurate logging was equated with
cheating themselves, demonstrating the complex dynamic between
the user and the tracking tool- with the tracker being positioned as
an extension of the self. This provides an insight into how shared
norms within an online community can influence individual usage
of technology.

Our data suggest that a socio-technical feedback loop is at play in
weight loss trackers, which influences users’ behaviors. This feed-
back loop was influenced by the interactions with the r/loseit forum,
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who provided practical techniques and emotional support to indi-
vidual users who were struggling, evidenced in our theme Teaching
and Learning the skills of tracking. Past research has warned track-
ing tool designers that users are not ‘rational data scientists’ [35].
In line with this, we have found that tracking is not a static process
of simply inputting data and receiving practical information from
the tool; rather it is a dynamic process where feedback from the
tracking tool shapes how individuals feel about themselves and
their motivation for engaging in the weight loss process. This en-
riches our understanding of how tracking tools support the third
step of self-regulation: ‘self-reinforcement’ (how one thinks/feels
about oneself/one’s performance influences behaviors) [29, 30]. As
our data demonstrate, the way feedback is interpreted by the user
is influenced by their emotional and psychological state, as well as
the user interface of the tool. If the user perceived the information
on the tracking tool to be positive/encouraging, it supported them
to feel good about themselves and reinforced continued tracking.
But if users perceived feedback from the tracking tool to be nega-
tive, they felt out of control, which led to bingeing or feeling down
and disheartened from putting so much effort in to the weight loss
process and their weight not dropping which may lead them to
stop tracking.

These emotional reactions were mediated by the r/loseit com-
munity, in that sharing their individual experiences online added
another layer in between the tracker, the data it presented, and the
individual. Past research in the context of fertility tracking has doc-
umented the ‘emotional load’ of data and its consequences, which
can often be the opposite of the original intent of designers [64]. The
authors found five distinct types of engagement with data: positive,
burdened, obsessive, trapped, and abandoning. Each engagement
was composed of an action and an emotional component that mutu-
ally influenced each other. Our findings add to this understanding,
suggesting that when these emotional experiences are shared, an
online community can act as a buffer between the data received
from the tracker and an individual’s emotional reaction to the data,
which has strong implications for the design of digital tracking
tools. For example, r/loseit members developed, and coached others
to employ a ‘workaround’- using weight-smoothing apps to see an
overall trend line of their weight, rather than examining their raw
weight within tracking tools to ameliorate their negative reaction to
fluctuations. Learning to use this workaround scaffolded a change
in how people used and responded to the data from the tracking
tools, by specifying how they should reconfigure outputs in order
to reduce the potential negative emotional response to seeing daily,
or more granulated, data. It demonstrates how communities such
as r/loseit can shape the use of technology and ameliorate negative
emotions in response to the device. This dynamic between the track-
ing tool, the individual user, and the wider community is highly
sophisticated, community-level appropriation. Designers must not
only be aware of the impact of data presented by tracking tools, but
must also be cognizant of how membership in online communities
(either associated with specific tracking apps, or otherwise) may
impact individual users and their use of these devices.

Moreover, providing “communicatively competent” [65] feed-
back – sensitive to how users feel in response to feedback from
tracking apps could be a way forward in the design of weight loss
tracking apps. One way to do this could be assessing users’ moods

following feedback to build an emotional understanding of the user
and developing content and features that are responsive to these dif-
ferences. Incorporating features that account for users’ emotional
health throughout the weight loss process may support sustained
behaviour change and promote better holistic health for users. This
is particularly important to ameliorate the potential negative ef-
fects of weight loss tracking tools. For instance, to prevent users
developing maladaptive feelings or behaviors as a result of certain
functionalities (e.g. fear of negative feedback when a tracker target
is not met) [66] or using these tools to facilitate eating disorders
[17, 24].

In addition, our work has extended our understanding of ‘lived
informatics’ where people find meaning from information through
personal tracking in everyday life [35, 67]. Rather than focusing
solely on the individual’s personal use of tracking tools, we ex-
tended the focus to include how social others can play a role in
the process of tracking. We found users appropriated an ecosystem
of tools beyond tracking tools to document, recognize and collate
weight loss progress, scaffolded by other community members.
For example, some female r/loseit forum members coached other
women to track their menstrual cycles to identify regular patterns
of weight retention and loss, which enabled broader contextual
knowledge compared with focusing on weight alone. Members
shared about their ‘non-scale victories,’ e.g. reduced body measure-
ments or a picture of an item of clothing that was once tight and
now is too large; these alternative approaches to tracking captured
successes in the weight loss process beyond body weight that was
shared with and recognized by the r/loseit community.

Previous work suggests that personal tracking is oriented to
short-term, present or prospective goals and is aspirational or about
finding out about the future [35]. Contrary to this, some mem-
bers used tools beyond the capabilities of current trackers to map
their historical progress- using tools (e.g. Excel spreadsheets) to
track numerous weight-related variables and see the ‘bigger picture’
around their weight loss over time. Appropriating tracking tools
and coaching others within the community, empowered others with
a rationale to explain their weight fluctuations, which in turn built
their self-efficacy for managing their behavior change, supporting
self-regulation [33]. This demonstrates how the online community
provided experience-informed education and guidance in how to
adjust the tools to accommodate their emotional responses to data,
and to partner weight loss trackers with other data or tools. Similar
to other work, we conclude that users appreciate the ability to take
ownership over their personal process of tracking [39]. Tracking
tools should accommodate idiosyncratic variations in their use,
e.g., enabling the tracking of meaningful personal markers, and the
ability to sync with other tools like menstrual trackers. This can
enable tracking of progress on a range of variables of importance
to the user in their unique goals (e.g. non scale victories) to provide
insight into the bigger picture of their weight loss.

4.2 Implications for personal agency
Personal agency is achieved through reflective and regulative
thought, and the skills and tools that affect and support one’s choice
of action [68]. The theme Tracking as a vehicle of control demon-
strates how tracking can both facilitate or reduce an individuals’
control over their weight loss and their lives. Formembers of r/loseit,
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tracking was so much more than a way to record and reflect on per-
sonal data and make sense of it [9]. Tracking at times represented
an empowerment process where people took control over their lives
through gaining mastery over their habits. This empowerment was
consolidated through the process of sharing their experiences with
the wider community and receiving social support for their efforts.

Trackers were used as an external cognition tools to support
members’ weight loss. For example, some members pre-logged their
foods before eating, using the tracker as an external planningmecha-
nism to ascertain how they wanted to spread out their daily calories
to stick to their weight loss goals. This helped them feel more in
control over the process of dieting and helped them manage hunger.
Other members used trackers as an external decision-making tool,
e.g. logging foods in advance to carry out a cost-benefit analysis
on whether it is worth eating it in terms of their weight loss goals.
Tracking also provided an external record of self-care which could
be examined by users to appraise their progress. Posts reflected peo-
ples’ narratives of their weight loss journey and trackers facilitated
these stories. These are akin to the ‘life stories’ shared by users
when describing their experiences of tracking tools, spoken about
in past research [35]. Previous work highlights that the process of
‘becoming’ or self-improvement can be afforded by tracking [10].
Indeed, we found members derived meaning from sharing their
personal weight loss narratives with others. Capturing weight loss
life stories in a manner similar to r/loseit could foster a sense of
selfhood and personal agency in tracking.

However, despite their potential to empower users with control
over their weight management behaviors, our results have also
demonstrated that trackers can stifle personal agency. They can
impose a rigid lifestyle onto some users, making them work to
accommodate the process of tracking in their lives, rather than
the tracking process fitting into the users’ lives. Some members
found tracking easier when they ate one meal a day, packaged foods
or continuously ate the same foods in a structured daily routine.
Deviations from these meant that they struggled with tracking.
Supporting individuals’ personal agency in their behavior change
through promoting autonomy support, the enablement of ones’
self-determination, personal responsibility and choice, has been
emphasized as vital in providing a context that is conducive to
weight loss [69, 70]. Autonomy-supportive design is crucial within
personal informatics, in moving from self-tracking to self-reliance,
e.g. through the provision of choice and non-controlling instruc-
tions [71]. Users need to be supported to learn how to sustain
healthy behaviors to meet their weight goals, rather than adhering
to the short-term ‘rules’ set by a tracker. In this study, the online
community scaffolded this learning by acting as a sounding board,
where members struggling in their tracking could seek and receive
support. Indeed, some users were so fixated on their calorie intake,
they failed to consider their nutritional needs, which is not ideal in
supporting healthy outcomes for users. Barbarin et al. [72] high-
lighted that holistic health goal development, building motivation
and assistance with managing stress are needed in the design of
digital tools for weight reduction. One potential strategy may be to
integrate virtual or remote health coaches, akin to the experienced
‘tracking coaches’ within our study, as an enhanced feature of track-
ing tools to ensure appropriate, evidence-based, person-centered
support is accessible to all users in promoting behavior change [73].

Future work could explore how in-person support for tracking (e.g.
via health coaches) compares to the types of online support seen in
this study.

4.3 Improving the Usability, Flexibility, and
Accuracy of Tracking tools to sustain
motivation for weight loss

Staying motivated in tracking is one of the key factors influencing
people continuing to manage their weight, with previous evidence
finding that commencing a weight loss attempt is easier than sus-
taining one [36]. The theme Confronting challenges in sustaining
tracking captured how some members experienced difficulties with
tracking. This was due to their expectations of their weight loss
progress, finding logging to have turned into a chore, or having to
restart tracking again. Our findings align with previous research,
which found that tracking tools can be frustrating, user-burden
intensive and difficult to use [20, 36, 38]. It has also been observed
that motivations and goals for tracking change, tools for tracking
may change and that users lapse and restart tracking [39, 67]. In the
context of food tracking, the importance of capturing individual
user goals has been highlighted, given their impact on individual
usage of tools [22]. Tracking tools which enable broader methods
of measuring weight status may provide extra context for a user
and enable changing goals over time, e.g. tracking body fat percent-
age, muscle gain or loss, etc. For example, someone interested in
losing weight compared with someone aiming to eat healthier will
use different features and have different patterns of use. Moreover,
positively received tracking tools, functions and features, extolled
in r/loseit may be used as models for designing other tracking tools.

Our work shows that tracking tools should strive to accommo-
date specific user needs as they change over time. In the Teaching
and Learning the skills of Tracking theme, ‘tracking coaches’ at
times took members’ personal information (e.g., bodyweight, goal
weight, height, etc), and performed calculations using equations
to provide personalized feedback on their daily calorie intake, e.g.
calculating Total Daily Energy Expenditure. This highlights how
tailoring information to the individual user can support overcoming
challenges in the weight loss tracking process. Past research has
suggested that users may also like to adapt what items to track,
select the timing/frequency of tracking, the data format of track-
ing and whether it can be shared with others (e.g. dieticians) [74].
As such, more tailored, customizable tracking tools are warranted,
which can implement appropriate behaviour change techniques
relevant to the individual, and account for the individual users’
personal motivation, goals and desired pace [36, 75, 76]. Incorpo-
rating tailoring strategies may ensure that weight loss tracking
tools are more personally-relevant which may lead to longer, more
meaningful usage patterns [7, 77, 78]. Weight loss tracking tools
should also be quick to set up and use, have attractive and intuitive
user interfaces and facilitate simple logging [75, 79, 80]. Assessing
users’ moods following feedback could be a way to provide commu-
nicatively sensitive messaging and support users’ emotional needs,
which has been flagged as an important design priority for future
self-tracking tools [81].

As mentioned, ‘logging honestly’ was a forum norm, thus for
these users, accuracy was pivotal to the tracking process. One of the
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most prevalent challenges experienced by members was a mistrust
in the accuracy of tracking tools, e.g. physical activity trackers and
to a lesser extent food tracking apps and wireless weighing scales.
Where tracking tools were perceived to be inaccurate or insufficient,
members ‘improved’ on standard weight loss apps - using other
apps and tools for certain features, to provide context and see the
‘bigger picture’ around weight loss. People developed various elab-
orate rules of thumb with the community, refused to ‘eat exercise
calories back’ and double-logged or carried out checks of distances
covered to test if trackers were correct. Accuracy of devices have
been highlighted as being a crucial factor in the design of tracking
tools [22, 82]. For instance, the inaccuracy of food databases has
been highlighted in the context of food journaling [22]. Our work
demonstrates the importance of providing assurance to users of
tracking tools that they are precise, accurate and have been veri-
fied. Useful design guidelines to enhance the accuracy of tracking
devices have also been compiled [23].

4.4 Crowdsourcing support for tracking and
community-level appropriation

Given the social context of the forum as a medium for discussing
users’ experiences, our findings reflected both individual and shared
experiences of tracking which unfolded as somemembers mastered-
and others struggled with- the usage of tracking tools. This sug-
gests that the experience of learning to track can be shaped by
the social context of use, including virtual community contexts.
This is significant because past research has demonstrated that
using tracking apps for weight loss can make people feel isolated
[36]. The ‘sociality of tracking’ has been mentioned in previous
work, which has highlighted the different ways trackers are used
individually and within a social setting [35, 83].

In this study, we have identified that r/loseit provided a platform
for the lived and shared experience of tracking, particularly preva-
lent in the theme Teaching and learning the skills of tracking. Our
data show that practical advice and coaching for using tracking
tools was crowdsourced from r/loseit. This emphasized that track-
ing is very much a socio-technical process in this context; a key
finding was the “work” invested by community members in making
these tracking tools work for other members, including performing
calculations to provide concrete advice to members in tracking (e.g.
setting daily calorie goals in their tracker). This adds detail to pre-
vious research which highlighted key roles of members within an
online weight loss community, including roles of information-giver
(e.g. on how to log exercise and calories correctly), opinion-giver
and encourager [50, 84], demonstrating how these roles can overlap.
The way members coached each other to use the tools, highlights
gaps where tools are not useful, where there are technological or
socio-technical problems and indeed, how users want to use track-
ers. For example, one member posted that they were overwhelmed
by the process of weight loss tracking, and responders suggested
simple strategies for what precisely to focus their efforts on.

Past research has emphasized the importance of social support
in promoting weight loss processes, including encouragement, (e.g.
provided by forum members who support others who binged or felt
frustrated in their weight loss processes) [50] and providing a warm
welcome to new users [52]. Online weight loss communities may

fill a gap in addressing the challenge of motivation in self-directed
weight loss over the longer term [85]. Previous findings found
that users pursue emotional support, motivation, accountability,
and advice through online health communities [86]. Across the
four themes of our study, we have found evidence of each of these
aspects- specifically around the usage of tracking tools. Our work
demonstrates that online communities scaffold the use of digital
tracking tools for health behaviour change, through supporting
others to overcome barriers to their use and providing specific
advice for self-regulation skills. This is something that should be
given due consideration by designers of digital health tools, as this
support can promote negative as well as positive health behaviors
depending on the social context e.g. healthy eating forum vs pro-
eating disorder forum. It also raises a broader question of whether
there is a duty of care for manufacturers to be aware of such social
contexts and take steps to advocate on these forums for their tools’
prosocial use.

4.5 Limitations
We note some limitations with our work. Our search strategy only
specifically mentioned the tracking app MyFitnessPal. This was
because the study was part of a larger project which investigated a
weight loss intervention that used this specific tool. As such, our
search was focused on it in this current study. While it would have
been preferable to include by name other tracking apps commonly
used for weight loss as search terms, some of the other search
terms are broader, e.g. ‘tracking’, hence we still managed to capture
members’ experiences of using other tracking tools. However, it
is possible that other tracking tools were not fully represented
in our study. Moreover, our study focused on r/loseit with the
assumption that members would share in its overarching aim to
promote healthy, sustainable weight loss. This may not have been
the case, and as we did not conduct any primary research, we cannot
be sure of this, which has implications for the interpretation of our
findings.

5 CONCLUSION
In this study, we have examined members’ experiences of weight
loss tracking tools within r/loseit - an online community promoting
healthy, sustainable weight loss. We have found that weight loss
tracking tools can support or stifle personal agency. Our analysis
has revealed that tracking plays out in a variety of complex ways in
practice; in fact, whole socio-technical structures have developed
around the user, the tracking tool and this online health commu-
nity. These have included members developing new methods for
analyzing tracked data (including ‘improving’ on those provided by
standard weight loss apps - using other apps and tools to provide
context and see the ‘bigger picture’ around weight loss). Our work
also demonstrates the importance of designing communicatively
sensitive and flexible tracking tools to accommodate users’ idiosyn-
cratic patterns, purposes and concerns of use. In the absence of this,
our findings evidence that individual usage of tracking tools and
self-regulation for health behaviour change can be scaffolded by
meso-level factors, in this case, the prosocial online community,
r/loseit. Coaching for tracking was crowdsourced on r/loseit to
obtain advice in using key features and functions. The collective
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wisdom of this online community shared in our findings can be
channeled into the design of enhanced tracking tools for weight
loss for the benefit of those who cannot - or do not want to - en-
gage in online health communities. However, the important role of
social support in enabling health behavior change efforts cannot be
diminished and our work showcases how experienced users in on-
line communities can play an important role in weight loss efforts.
Those interested in designing tools for health behavior change,
including weight loss, need to be aware of the complexity in how
users and communities appropriate these tools, and the role on-
line communities play in shaping their usage. Designers need to
account for how the tools can impact upon the lives of users in
ways that were not envisioned. Our work also has implications for
design research in that the research methodologies employed in
this paper may be used to complement traditional user-centered
design research, e.g. alongside contextual inquiries and field studies
with users.
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