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Research has suggested that romantic partners are the most consequential re-
lationship for our physical health. The current study employs thematic analysis 
to examine one form of partner communication about weight management: 
memorable messages. Results suggest that memorable weight management 
messages emerge from contexts involving social comparison and/or propinquity 
to an event that makes weight management salient. Furthermore, these messages 
contain themes of prescription and accolade that produce two-part responses 
in their recipients: happiness–reassurance, self-consciousness–anger, or self-
consciousness–motivation. implications for health communication scholars as 
well as supporters of those trying to manage their weight are discussed.
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Romantic partners play an important role in influencing each other’s 
physical and psychological health in a variety of contexts (Cohen 
& Lichtenstein, 1990; DeBro, Campbell, & Peplau, 1994; Doherty, 
Schrott, Metcalf, & Iasiello-Vailas, 1983; Markey, Gomel, & Mar-
key, 2008; Pistrang & Barker, 1995). Despite the well-documented 
influence of romantic relationships on health, and the extended 
history examining the influence of social bonds on health and 
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well-being (Burgess, 1926; Durkheim 1897/1951), little empirical 
research has investigated the influence of romantic relationships 
on weight management and body image (Boyes, Fletcher, & Latner, 
2007). Even less research has examined how romantic partners com-
municate about issues related to weight management and physical 
health (Dennis, 2006). This lack of research is unfortunate because 
the romantic relationship appears to be the one relationship most 
consequential for physical health (Berkman & Syme, 1979; Pistrang 
& Barker, 1995; Waltz, Badura, Pfaff, & Schott, 1988).

Approximately two-thirds of adults in the United States are 
overweight or obese (Flegal, Carroll, Ogden, & Curtin, 2010). The 
number of individuals who are overweight or obese is troubling, as 
weight management problems are related to significant medical (see 
Mokdad et al., 2003; Sarwer, Foster, & Wadden, 2004), psychological 
(Neumark-Sztainer & Haines, 2004), social (e.g., stigmatization; 
Brownell, Puhl, Schwartz, & Rudd, 2005; Carr & Friedman, 2006; 
Gortmaker, Must, Perrin, Sobal, & Dietz, 1993; Sheets & Ajmere, 
2005), and financial difficulties (e.g., Koplan & Dietz, 1999; Mok-
dad et al., 1999; Sturm & Wells, 2001; Wolf & Colditz, 1998). These 
difficulties are further exacerbated by the compounding nature of 
weight management struggles, as parents who are overweight tend 
to raise children who are also overweight (Li, Law, Lo Conte, & 
Power, 2009) and thus susceptible to the aforementioned difficulties.

Weight management concerns also affect both normal-weight 
and underweight individuals. Peters, Wyatt, Donahoo, and Hill 
(2002) argued that without substantial conscious effort to manage 
their weight, normal-weight individuals are likely to gain weight. 
Furthermore, eating disorders, including anorexia, bulimia, and 
binge eating, affect close to 5 million Americans a year (Hudson, 
Hiripi, Pope, & Kessler, 2007) and are also linked to a number of 
medical, psychological, and social difficulties (Cachelin & Maher, 
1998; Kreipe & Harris, 1992; Levine, 2002; Phillips & Diaz, 1997; 
Pomeroy, 2004).
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LITerATUre reVIew

The well-documented medical, psychological, and social difficul-
ties associated with weight management have not been ignored, 
and health campaigns, nonprofit organizations, and commercial 
weight management programs geared toward addressing weight 
management have been implemented. However, the strategies 
employed by weight management programs have experienced 
limited success (Kahn, Williamson, & Stevens, 1991; Larkey et al., 
1990; U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2004), particularly pertain-
ing to long-term, sustained weight loss (Jeffery et al., 2000), and 
may even contribute to weight management difficulties by causing 
yo-yo dieting and weight regain. One explanation for the limited 
success weight management programs have experienced is the 
lack of specificity programs provide about the role of significant 
others, particularly romantic partners, in their targets’ weight 
management efforts. Thus the purpose of this study is to examine 
one form of partner communication about weight management: 
memorable messages.

Memorable Messages
Memorable messages are defined as messages that have significance 
in their recipients’ lives (Knapp, Stohl, & Reardon, 1981). Memorable 
messages are characterized by two qualities: First, the individual 
recalls the message for a long period of time, and second, the 
individual perceives the message as having an important influ-
ence on his or her life (Knapp et al., 1981; Stohl, 1986). Memorable 
messages provide a useful framework for studying partner weight 
management messages over other types of messages (e.g., typical 
messages or most recent messages) as, by their very definition, 
memorable messages have an impact on recipients and thus may 
represent the most influential message partners receive about weight 
management from the most consequential source for their health 
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(Berkman & Syme, 1979; Pistrang & Barker, 1995; Waltz, Badura, 
Pfaff, & Schott, 1988).

Romantic relationship partners are a common source of memo-
rable weight management messages (Dailey, Richards, & Romo, 
2009). However, the close interpersonal nature of romantic rela-
tionships means that partner messages are constrained by multiple 
concerns. For example, relational partners are typically concerned 
not only with the success or failure of their message but also about 
the impact of the communication on the relationship itself (Miller 
& Boster, 1988). Relationship concerns may be particularly relevant 
concerning the potentially face-threatening subject of weight 
management. However, it is precisely the close nature of our re-
lationship with romantic partners that makes their messages so 
impactful (Markey, Markey, & Gray, 2007). Indeed, communication 
that holds personal significance for the recipient is remembered 
more accurately than messages that are perceived as less personal 
(Keenan, MacWhinney, & Mayhew, 1977).

Using the memorable message framework to study partner 
weight management messages contributes to this body of research 
in at least three ways. First, identifying characteristics of the mes-
sage itself is important to understanding how the actual message 
influences relational and health outcomes (Ford & Ellis, 1998; 
Rook, 1990). Second, communication researchers have increasingly 
recognized the complex outcomes associated with how recipients 
respond to and interpret messages, including both relational (e.g., 
Vangelisti, 2001) and health (Thoits, 1995) implications. Third, 
research has indicated that memorable messages are particularly 
important because of their socializing function, by which they 
influence cognitions and behaviors (see Holladay, 2002; Barge & 
Schleuter, 2004, and references therein). Therefore, to assess the 
contexts that yield memorable messages, as well as their content,  
the following research questions were asked:
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rq1: In what contexts do memorable messages about weight manage-
ment occur from romantic partners?

rq2: What are the components of memorable messages about weight 
management from romantic partners?

Responses to Memorable Messages
Central to this study is the process of interpreting and responding 
to a partner’s weight management message. The study of message 
interpretation in a health context is not new. For example, Gold-
smith, Lindholm, and Bute (2006) explored the interpretation of 
lifestyle change messages by interviewing 25 myocardial infraction 
and/or coronary artery bypass graft patients as well as 16 of their 
romantic partners. From these in-depth interviews, Goldsmith et al. 
noted that couples’ communication about health potentially carries 
multiple and/or conflicting qualities, including potentially positive 
(e.g., support) and/or less desirable components (e.g., control and 
criticism). Goldsmith et al. noted that the varied nature of partner 
messages concerning health can create interpretive dilemmas for 
partners such that “good intentions do not always translate into 
positive interpretations” (p. 2088).

Research on health message interpretation has also suggested 
that how messages are interpreted and responded to is affected by 
multiple factors, including cultural background (Callister, 1995), 
individual characteristics and expectations (Lakey & Lutz, 1996; Vi-
nokur, Schul, & Caplan, 1987), message characteristics (e.g., severity 
of threat; ten Hoor et al., 2012), message content (Robinson, Fleming, 
& Higgs, 2014), relational characteristics (Byely, Archibald, Graber, 
& Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Markey et al., 2007; Zeller et al., 2007), and 
mood (Burleson & Planalp, 2000). Despite the numerous factors 
affecting how messages are interpreted, exploring how memorable 
weight management messages are responded to is important, as 
message interpretation can influence perceptions of the efficacy 
of health behavior (Knox, Webb, Esliger, Biddle, & Sherar, 2013); 
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desire to change health behavior (Holladay, 2002); relationship with 
the message source (e.g., their romantic partner; Holladay, 2002); 
and health behavior, including food selection (Wagner, Howland, 
& Mann, 2015). Therefore, to assess how participants respond to 
memorable weight management messages from their romantic 
partners, the final research question asks the following:

rq3: How do participants respond to memorable messages about 
weight management from their romantic partners?

MeTHod

Participants and Procedures
A sample of 149 participants (30 men, 115 women, four recorded no 
responses) currently involved in a romantic relationship that had 
lasted at least 3 months were surveyed for this study. Participants 
averaged 20.18 (SD = 3.39) years of age and ranged from 18 to 44 
years of age. Participants were recruited from several lower- and 
upper-division communication courses at a large, public university 
and were offered extra credit points for their participation. The 
ethnicity of the sample was representative of the university: White/
Caucasian (55.70%), Latino/a or Hispanic (12.75%), Asian or Pacific 
Islander (22.82%), Black or African American (4.70%), and other or 
multiple ethnicities (1.34%). On average, participants had been in 
their current romantic relationships for 20.22 months (Mdn = 14.00).

A questionnaire was developed using Qualtrics software and 
posted online for an approximate duration of 1 week. Before filling 
out the questionnaire, participants were provided with the contact 
information of the researcher in case of questions, concerns, or 
interest in the research results. After completing the questionnaire, 
participants were also provided with a short debriefing statement 
about the purpose of the study. Most participants took approxi-
mately 30 minutes to complete the questionnaire.
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Measures
The questionnaire consisted of two sections. Section 1 requested 
demographic information (for both the participant and his or her 
partner), including age, sex, race/ethnicity, and height and weight 
(to calculate body mass index [BMI]). In addition, Section 1 queried 
about basic relationship questions, including relationship duration 
and relationship status (e.g., casually dating, seriously dating, or 
married). Section 2 focused on memorable weight management 
messages and asked participants to report about a memorable 
weight management message they had received from their romantic 
partners.

Body mass index. Participants’ self-reported height and weight 
were used to calculate BMI (i.e., weight in pounds multiplied by 
703 and divided by height squared). In addition, the height and 
weight statistics reported for their partners were used to calculate 
their partners’ BMIs. Previous research has indicated that self-
reports are a valid measure of BMI (e.g., Goodman, Hinden, & 
Khandelwal, 2000). According to the parameters established by the 
National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute (1998), 13.88% (n = 20) of 
the sample were underweight, 20.83% (n = 30) of the sample were 
normal weight, 31.25% (n = 45) of the sample could be classified as 
overweight, and 34.03% (n = 49) were obese.

Memorable messages. Participants were asked to provide a de-
scription of a specific memorable message they had received from 
their romantic partners. Specifically, participants were instructed 
as follows:

The section below asks you to describe a memorable weight 
management message you have received from your current 
romantic partner. A memorable message refers to any statement 
by your partner regarding your body size, physique, feelings, 
and attitudes about your appearance, or comments about the 
regulation of your weight or body size through diet and exercise.
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Participants were then asked to follow the format outlined in 
previous research (e.g., Vangelisti & Crumley, 1998): (a) describe 
the situation and what led to the message, (b) provide a script of 
the interaction, (c) designate the specific message of interest, and 
(d) describe the response to this memorable message. Previous 
research has successfully utilized questionnaires in the collection 
of memorable message data (Holladay, 2002; Holladay & Coombs, 
1991; Reno & McNamee, 2015) and found that participants have a 
high level of certainty regarding the recall of the exact wording of 
memorable messages (Holladay, 2002).

dATA ANALysIs

To capture participant accounts of the context that led to a mem-
orable weight management message, the memorable message 
components, participant responses, and themes were inductively 
derived from participants’ qualitative data. An inductive approach 
was utilized so that the themes that emerged would be linked to 
the data specifically, as opposed to a preexisting template (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis was appropriate for the research 
questions as it allowed for “sense-making at different rates and in 
different forms fitting the specific concerns of the participants” 
(Owen, 1984, p. 276). More specifically, this qualitative approach 
allowed access to the “behaviors, languages, definitions, attitudes, 
and feelings of those studied” (Denzin, 1971, p. 166).

The identification of themes involved four steps (see Johnson, 
Orbe, & Cooke-Jackson, 2014; see also Apker, Propp, & Ford, 2005). 
First, the memorable message context, script, message, and response 
accounts were copied from the Qualtrics software and pasted into 
a Microsoft Excel file. Second, the data were read through twice 
without remark to establish familiarity. Third, the data were reviewed 
for the expression of similar meaning across participant responses 
(reoccurrence), and fourth, the data were reviewed to identify the 
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frequent occurrence of key words and phrases (repetition; see Owen, 
1984). A theme was therefore noted when two criteria were met: 
(a) reoccurrence and (b) repetition (Owen, 1984). Notably, the first 
criterion involved a more implicit reoccurrence of meaning, whereas 
the second criterion relied on a more explicit repetition of word(s). 

Reoccurrence occurred when at least two sections of response 
had the same meaning, even in cases where different words indi-
cated that meaning (Owen, 1984). For example, one participant 
described her response to a memorable weight management mes-
sage she received from a partner: “It made me feel really good to 
know that he still notices me.” Later on, a participant described 
how she felt after receiving a memorable message: “So when he 
saw me recently and noticed my weight loss, it made me extremely 
self-confident and happy.”

The criterion of repetition involved the reiteration of key words, 
phrases, and terms. For example, one participant described her 
response to a memorable weight management message she received 
from a partner: “Anger, self-conscious, shame, embarrassment, 
self-disgust.” Later on, a participant explained her reaction to a 
weight management message:

My first reaction was anger. I felt betrayed—why hadn’t he 
said something? Next, I felt shame—like I’d suddenly become 
an embarrassment to my husband. Then I was mad at myself. 
I tend to be seasonally active; my weight has always fluctuated 
through these transitions. However, I’d become lazy lately and 
knew it, thus, the self-disgust/self-consciousness.

resULTs ANd dIsCUssIoN

The thematic analysis yielded two themes regarding the context 
in which memorable weight management messages are communi-
cated: social comparison and propinquity. The process additionally  
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revealed two themes, prescription and accolade, that describe mem-
orable message content, and three themes, happiness–reassurance,  
self-consciousness–anger, and self-consciousness–motivation, 
that capture participant responses to the receipt of a memorable 
weight management message from their romantic partners. These 
themes are central concepts in participants’ written accounts, as 
illustrated in the examples of actual participant accounts included 
in the following pages.

Context Features
Social comparison. The theme of social comparison was both 

explicitly and implicitly referred to throughout participant accounts 
of the contexts in which memorable weight management messages 
occurred. Often, social comparison served as a genesis or starting 
point for conversations about weight management. Put another 
way, comparison to another individual served as the impetus for 
the memorable weight management messages many participants 
received from their partners. As one participant described, “we were 
going to dinner and passed the gym on the way—because we passed 
the gym, we saw several people coming in and out of it. While some 
individuals were overweight, most of them (who were especially 
girls that day) were all very, very in shape and had great bodies.” 
Another explained, “My boyfriend and I had gone out drinking 
with some of my friends and we were driving home in his car af-
terwards. We started talking about my female friend who is four to 
five inches shorter than I am, but weighs about the same amount.”

In some instances, social comparison generated favorable com-
parisons: “Him: ‘Wow, look at that girl.’ Me: ‘Aww, that’s sad. She’s so 
young and so overweight.’ Him: ‘I’m so glad you’re in great shape.’” 
For others, social comparison led to an unfavorable comparison:

I saw this one girl who I thought was gorgeous and I loved her 
body, so I turned to my boyfriend and said, “Oh, my gosh, I 

The Northwest Journal of Communication_Interior.indb   116 5/3/16   4:42 PM



117Memorable Weight Messages

would give anything to have that body . . . she is so lucky! I can’t 
stand my thighs!” My boyfriend looks at me with a smirk on 
his face and goes, “Yeah, she has a really nice body. You, on the 
other hand . . . ,” and starts laughing.

Still for others, social comparison had neither a favorable or 
unfavorable valence; instead, it was perceived as a motivating 
factor leading up to the delivery of the memorable weight man-
agement message. Specifically, participants reported that social 
comparison provided the impetus for messages from their partners 
that ultimately encouraged them to maintain or engage in weight 
management efforts. One participant stated, “The sight of people 
working out caught our attention. We admired their determination 
to work out.” Another participant noted, “Honestly, I was happy 
that she came out and said it. She has almost given me motivation 
to get back into shape.”

Social comparison as a contextual cue leading to a memorable 
weight management message is consistent with the tenets of social 
comparison theory (SCT; Festinger, 1954). SCT holds that individu-
als are driven to evaluate themselves and that evaluation occurs 
through comparison to similar others on items individuals perceive 
as important. Furthermore, this evaluation provides normative and 
behavioral guidance. The participants in the current study were 
reporting on messages they had received from their romantic part-
ners, and thus physical desirability, and its associations with weight 
management, may hold particular importance for this population. 
This emerged from the data in two ways.

First, participant accounts of the contexts leading to a weight 
management message reflected assessment of their own weight 
management and associated efforts against reference group mem-
bers. Often, this would involve a participant evaluating his or 
her own physical appearance in regard to weight and/or weight 
management efforts against another person, with the valence of 
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the participant’s evaluation prompting a response—in the form 
of a memorable weight management message—from his or her 
partner. One participant stated,

One day, we were leaving his parents’ house and they were saying 
how his sister had gained weight. She is a twig and their whole 
family are health fanatics and are all naturally skinny. I only wish 
I could look that good. Last time I ever looked that skinny was 
eighth grade. I started feeling really insecure about myself and 
started crying. I found myself sneaking to get Dairy Queen with 
him at midnight after the rest of the family had gone to bed.

A second way that social comparison emerged in the data was 
in the form of one partner comparing the other partner to others 
in their physical or psychological proximity (e.g., a film charac-
ter). One participant described, “We went to the movies to go see  
Hancock and Priscilla was admiring Will Smith’s body in the movie.” 
Another participant noted, “We were walking in the mall and we 
passed a thin young woman. He told me, ‘I’m glad you’re not that 
thin. I like you just the way you are. You’re perfect.’”

Propinquity. The theme of propinquity was repeatedly featured 
in participant descriptions of the contexts in which they received 
memorable weight management messages. For many of the par-
ticipants, propinquity yielded a memorable message in one of 
two ways: physical or event propinquity. Physical proximity to a 
gym or workout facility often provided context for a memorable 
weight management message for study participants. One partici-
pant described the context that led to a memorable message in the 
following way: “We were at the gym working out in the evening. I 
was on the bench press.” Another stated simply, “We were driving 
by a 24 Hour Fitness.” For other participants, physical proximity to 
a sporting event or activity provided the context for a memorable 
message. One participant reported, “We were playing tennis, and 
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after the tennis match we were talking about my exercise habits, 
which include running and calisthenics.”

A second means by which propinquity led to a memorable 
weight message was in terms of chronemic proximity to a specific 
event (e.g., spring break or a formal event such as a wedding). 
For participants in this study, an upcoming event, and associated 
preparation activities, yielded an apt context for a memorable weight 
management message. One participant explained, “We were at the 
mall one day two or three weeks ago. We both were shopping so I 
could find a pair of jeans and a dress for an upcoming event I was 
invited to. I was complaining how jeans are always too tight on my 
hips and to lose on my thighs while I had tried them (discouragingly) 
on.” Another participant stated, “We were going to a formal and 
he saw me in my tight-fitting dress,” and another stated, “We were 
shopping in the mall and I was buying a swimsuit for spring break.”

Memorable message sources’ use of propinquity when commu-
nicating with partners about weight management may be under-
stood through the lens of politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 
1987). Politeness theory is founded on principles and strategies for 
maintaining and enhancing interactants’ face (i.e., public self-image) 
during a social encounter. Given that communication between 
romantic partners is often constrained by relational concerns in 
addition to concerns about message goal achievement, linguistic 
politeness may be used as a strategy for reducing interpersonal 
friction and for facilitating smooth interactions (Lakoff, 1973). 
Linguistic politeness may be particularly apropos given the po-
tentially face-threatening topic of weight management and weight 
management efforts.

More specifically, message sources may utilize the contextual 
feature of propinquity (physical or chronemic) to activities and 
events associated with weight management to avoid communicating 
in a direct, bald-on-record manner with a partner about weight 
management. In other words, proximity to weight management 
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locations, activities, and events made a message about weight 
management seem less direct and thus less likely to pose a face 
threat to the recipient and, by extension, disrupt the relationship.

Message Themes
Once the contexts of memorable weight management messages 
had been investigated, the actual content of the messages was ex-
amined. The analysis of the message content yielded two themes: 
prescription and accolade. Prescription and accolade were central 
to the scripts of participant memorable messages.

Prescription. For many of the participants, memorable mes-
sages were characterized by prescriptive statements that were 
often coupled with invitations to engage in weight management 
behaviors with the message source. Prescriptive messages involved 
suggestions or recommendations on advised weight management 
behaviors, including modifying food consumption behavior (“He 
asked if I had gone on a run before dinner at the diner and said 
that would be one of the few excuses that would be acceptable to 
order so much fatty foods”), exercise behavior (“You really need to 
start working out again, babe, you’re being lazy”), and time spent 
in leisure (“Me: ‘Yeah, I agree it is important to be healthy, but I 
just can’t get around to working out every day, between school 
and work I am just too busy.’ Guy I am dating: ‘Well, people have 
different priorities that show later.’”).

Prescriptive memorable messages also involved invitations to 
join the message source in weight management activities. Often, 
this was an invitation to engage in exercise behavior that also in-
cluded additional offers by the message source to instruct or help 
the message recipient with his or her exercise behavior, as in one 
participant’s memorable message: “Yeah, you should totally work 
out. . . . I’ll help you and show you some things to do.” Other times, 
the memorable message simply contained a recommended behavior 
for the recipient: “You’re skinny, but you need to be lifting weights 
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and playing tennis rather than running, and eating healthier if you 
want to get toned.”

Accolade. Many memorable messages about weight manage-
ment contained prescriptive components; however, analysis of 
memorable messages also revealed a theme of accolade, often in 
the form of compliments or reassurances. Memorable messages 
that were complimentary contained statements praising physical 
characteristics or weight management behaviors (e.g., food selec-
tion and exercise behaviors). Rooted in the accolade theme was a 
temporal aspect, such that memorable messages included compli-
ments pertaining to previous physical characteristics, for example, 
“The first thing that drew me to you, before I really saw you, was 
your legs,” through current physical attributes, for example, “He 
then told me that he liked hugging me because I felt so tiny,” and 
leading up to future physical potential, for example, “You should 
start doing CrossFit, it could shape you up really good.”

A small subset of memorable messages contained complimen-
tary elements blended with negative comments or simultaneously 
“face-enhancing and face-aggravating statements,” referred to as 
backhanded compliments (Archer, 2015, p. 92). For participants 
in this research, backhanded compliments ranged from simple 
evaluations of physical appearance, for example, “Wow, you’re 
actually pretty skinny!” to statements regarding weight manage-
ment behavior, for example, “You ALWAYS order salads!” Another 
participant described the memorable message she received, as well 
as her response, as follows:

script: We were snuggling and cuddled close to each other with 
minimal clothing on. I am in shape, but curvy. He told me I am 
“voluptuous.” He also called me “big mama.” He said his roommate 
calls his girlfriend “big mama,” so it’s OK.

response: I was ANGRY! I am a very confident person and usually 
get positive remarks regarding my looks. Despite that fact, I still 
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get insecure and wish I could lose about 5–10 pounds. Especially 
around my middle. When he called me voluptuous, I was annoyed 
but quickly got over it because he assured me that he meant it in the 
most positive way. When he called me “big mama,” I was seriously 
offended and my feelings were hurt. I immediately felt unattractive 
and embarrassed. He told me his roommate calls his own girlfriend 
(who is attractive) “big mama” as well. This did not make me feel 
better. Now I am really self-conscious.

As is consistent with previous research on backhanded compliments 
(see Archer, 2015), research participants struggled with interpreting 
these messages because they were unsure whether the message was 
meant to be an admonishment or a commendation. Put another 
way, the combination of praise and put-down found in a subset of 
the reported memorable messages created an interpretive dilemma 
for participants.

For other participants, messages were memorable that included 
accolades in the form of reassurances. Typically, these messages 
were designed to reassure the participant about his or her physical 
desirability: “Why are you worried about your body? I think it’s 
perfect the way it is. I won’t love you anymore if you change yourself.” 
However, for some participants, reassurances were geared toward 
assuring the recipient that his or her weight management efforts 
were effective: “He said, ‘Wow, baby, you’ve lost a lot of weight! I can 
really tell the difference from the last time I saw you.’ I said, ‘Well, 
I’ve been working out with a trainer and I’ve been eating better. I 
just really want to get back to how I looked in high school.’ He said, 
‘Well, it’s definitely working!’” Another participant recorded, “He 
noticed that I had lost a little bit of weight and he said, ‘You look 
really good, I know you’ve been working hard.’”

Identifying the components of a message is important to under-
standing how the actual message influences relational and health 
outcomes (Ford & Ellis, 1998; Rook, 1990). The memorable weight 
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management messages reported in this research contained prescrip-
tive and complimentary elements. These dichotomized findings 
concerning the content of memorable weight management messages 
coalesce with research applying confirmation theory (Buber, 1965; 
Sieburg, 1985) to weight management contexts (Dailey, McCracken, 
& Romo, 2011). Specifically, Dailey et al. found that messages that 
are high in both acceptance and challenge are perceived as most 
effective. Thus it may be that memorable messages would be more 
effective in motivating weight management behavior if they com-
bined complimentary (acceptance) and prescriptive (challenge) 
aspects into one message.

Response Themes
Participant accounts of their responses to memorable weight man-
agement messages reflected three themes. Interestingly, participants 
reported responding to memorable weight management messages 
from their romantic partners as part of a two-part sequence, thus the 
themes: (a) happiness–reassurance, (b) self-consciousness—anger, 
and (c) self-consciousness—motivation.

Happiness–reassurance. For many participants, the memorable 
messages they received generated a positive initial response fol-
lowed by a feeling of comfort or reassurance in their physical ap-
pearance and/or their relationship. One participant explained, “It 
made me feel really good to know that he still notices me. When I 
was a heavier weight, I always felt like he never complimented me 
and I felt ugly to him. So when he saw me recently and noticed 
my weight loss, it made me extremely self-confident and happy.” 
Another participant noted, “It made me feel confident and great 
about myself. It also made me feel comfortable with myself and 
the fact that he liked my body.” Another participant discussed how 
the message reassured her that her relationship with her partner 
was strong:
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It made me feel good that he supported me. I felt deep down 
that I wished he was a little bigger but I was just so happy that 
he accepts every part of me and no matter what I look like even 
though I’m so intimidated by everyone else. And it made me 
realize that I love him no matter what and accept him as he is.

Self-consciousness—anger versus self-consciousness—motivation. 
Many participants described feeling self-conscious as a result of their 
reported memorable messages. This self-consciousness stemmed 
simply from the issue of weight management being brought up or 
a feeling that they were not meeting their own or their partners’ 
weight preferences. While many participants reported an immediate 
feeling of self-consciousness in response to a memorable message 
they received, this response was described as part of a sequence that 
involved two distinct secondary responses: anger and motivation.

Anger. For the majority of participants, self-consciousness was 
followed by a feeling of anger, as one participants explained: “I felt 
embarrassed and mad at myself (and a little at him) for having ‘let 
myself go.’” Anger often functioned as a manifestation of guilt. 
More specifically, when participants held a preexisting sense of guilt 
or self-consciousness about a weight management behavior, they 
tended to report a response of anger to their received memorable 
message. For some, this occurred when the recipient was engag-
ing in unhealthy eating behaviors or avoiding exercise behaviors; 
the recipients reported being aware that their behaviors were un-
healthy and feeling guilty or self-conscious about the behavior: “I 
was talking about how much I had eaten that weekend and how I 
missed my dance classes in Spain because I noticed that my body 
felt different and I felt like I was gaining weight.” In these instances, 
additional messages from their partners reinforced feelings of guilt, 
and recipients reported responding to this with anger. Notably, their 
anger was directed toward the message source as well as toward 
themselves, as the following participant response illustrates:
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Anger, self-conscious, shame, embarrassment, self-disgust. . . . My 
father-in-law might be outrageous, but he’d never been mean. 
As for my husband, he had always brushed off my concerns 
about weight gain over the years (although I have to admit 
that I’d never gained so much before), so his silence told me 
without words that he agreed with his father. My first reaction 
was anger. I felt betrayed—why hadn’t he said something? Next, 
I felt shame—like I’d suddenly become an embarrassment to 
my husband. Then I was mad at myself. I tend to be seasonally 
active; my weight has always fluctuated through these transi-
tions. However, I’d become lazy lately and knew it, thus the 
self-disgust/self-consciousness.

Some participants reported feeling angry after receiving a memo-
rable weight management message from their partners due to the 
messages’ critical content. One participant reported the memorable 
message he had received as follows: “Oh, no! Your stomach is so 
big!” Other participants reported responding to the memorable 
message with anger because the message involved a negative evalu-
ation, either to another physically fit person or to previous weight 
management behaviors in which the participant had engaged. As 
one participant described,

I saw this one girl who I thought was gorgeous and I loved her 
body, so I turned to my boyfriend and said, “Oh, my gosh, I 
would give anything to have that body . . . she is so lucky! I can’t 
stand my thighs!” My boyfriend looks at me with a smirk on 
his face and goes, “Yeah, she has a really nice body. You, on the 
other hand . . . ,” and starts laughing.

For other participants, the message yielded anger because it in-
volved a negative evaluation of weight management behaviors in 
which they had previously engaged, as one participant described:
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a: Urghh, I hate how pants are always tight on my hips and loose on 
my thighs. Look, the bulges. I can’t even button it!

b: Yeah, well, maybe you should do some more crunches again like 
you used to all the time. I mean, if it bothers you.

a, irritated: Thanks. Yeah, sure.

For participants in this research, messages that contained criticism 
and negative comparison yielded an angry response in message 
recipients, likely because the criticism and negative comparison 
implied that the recipient was lacking in some way. Pertaining to 
health attitude, this is problematic, as research has suggested that 
support from significant others may be of particular importance 
in weight management contexts (Rieder & Ruderman, 2007). 
Put another way, many social activities involve eating and food 
preparation, thus without perceived network support, recipients 
may feel as though they are missing out on social opportunities 
when engaging in certain weight management behaviors such as 
dietary restrictions. Researchers have also noted that long-term 
weight management requires lifelong behavioral changes and that 
individuals may need more than their own personal resources to 
maintain these changes (Rieder & Ruderman, 2007).

Motivation. For other participants, a response of self-conscious-
ness was coupled with motivation to engage in weight management 
behavior: “I felt like the hard work I have been doing was finally 
paying off but that I wanted to get even bigger so more people 
would recognize my size.”

These participants reported a motivation response because they 
interpreted the message as reassuring and encouraging. Put another 
way, these participants felt motivated to engage in weight manage-
ment behaviors because their partners’ messages reassured them 
about their appearance and/or the relationship and also encouraged 
them to engage in weight management behaviors. One participant 
reported, “My boyfriend then said, ‘Trust me, I would tell you if you 
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were getting fat, you look fine, but working out is healthy and you 
should do it more often.’” Explanation for this motivation response 
comes again from research on confirmation theory (Buber, 1965; 
Sieburg, 1985) in the context of weight management (Dailey et al., 
2011). The research results of Dailey et al. indicated that messages 
that are high in both acceptance and challenge are perceived as 
most effective. Thus it may be that participants felt motivated to 
engage in weight management behavior due to the combination of 
reassurance (acceptance) and encouragement (challenge) in their 
reported messages.

The current research analyzed the contexts from which memo-
rable messages emerge, memorable message content, and recipient 
responses. Results suggest that memorable messages emerge from 
specific contexts that make weight management salient for the 
message source. The research suggests that these messages contain 
themes of prescription and accolade pertaining to the message 
recipients’ weight management behavior and physical appear-
ance. Additionally, analysis of recipient responses to memorable 
weight management messages suggests a two-part reaction of 
either happiness–reassurance, self-consciousness–anger, or self-
consciousness–motivation and that there are specific contexts for 
and features to messages that generate anger versus messages that 
motivate weight management behavior.

LIMITATIoNs ANd FUTUre reseArCH CoNsIderATIoNs

As is true of any research, there are limitations that should be con-
sidered in evaluating this research. Some of these pertain to the 
study’s sample characteristics. The sample was predominantly female 
(77%), young adult (M = 20.18, SD = 3.39), and largely heterosexual 
(approximately 98%). Thus the data largely represent young-adult 
female interpretations of messages from men. This is notable, as 
supportive messages generated by men and women tend to exhibit 

The Northwest Journal of Communication_Interior.indb   127 5/3/16   4:42 PM



128 MCCRACKEN

different characteristics, which may be associated with their likeli-
hood of being interpreted as negatively controlling. For example, 
research has suggested that women, when compared to men, tend 
to employ a wider repertoire of strategies to manage a partner’s 
weight as well as a higher degree of facilitative behavior (Tucker & 
Mueller, 2000). These message characteristics may lend themselves 
to a more benevolent interpretation (e.g., supportive as opposed 
to negatively controlling). Additionally, weight management mes-
sages may have a greater impact among the current young-adult 
sample as opposed to an older population (see Wirth, James, Fafard, 
& Ochipa, 2014). Future research regarding the interpretation of 
supportive messages as controlling with a more balanced sample 
would help validate the generalizability of this study’s findings, as 
would future research regarding this interpretation process among 
older and/or homosexual populations.

Other limitations and future research directions concern the 
study design. This study assessed only one participant’s interpre-
tation of messages. Including both partners in future research 
would be beneficial, as dyadic-level data would allow for a direct 
comparison of the partners’ perspectives. Also concerning this 
study’s design, this research was cross-sectional in nature. Al-
though this design allowed the goals of the study to be reached, 
research that utilizes a longitudinal design would be better able 
to capture the long-term responses to and effects of memorable  
weight messages.

Finally, the distinction between memorable messages that mo-
tivate versus those that produce anger warrants further inquiry. 
Memorable messages have been found to influence cognitions and 
behaviors in previous research (Barge & Schleuter, 2004), and thus 
it would be useful for future research to further investigate source, 
receiver, relational history, health attitude, and message features 
of memorable messages that generate motivation responses in 
participants.
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CoNCLUsIoN

Romantic partners play an important role in influencing each 
other’s weight management behaviors. However, little research 
has examined how romantic partners communicate about issues 
related to weight management and physical health (Dennis, 2006). 
This research examined one type of weight management message 
that recipients identified as having a long-term impact: memorable 
messages. Specifically, this research identified key themes of the 
contexts that yield these messages, their major components, and the 
responses they elicit in recipients. Identifying the major context and 
content themes of memorable weight management messages has 
helped to illuminate how the actual messages influence relational 
and health outcomes (Barge & Schleuter, 2004; Ford & Ellis, 1998; 
Rook, 1990). Furthermore, this study’s identification of themes in 
recipient responses to memorable weight management messages 
may help communication researchers recognize the complex out-
comes associated with how recipients respond to and interpret 
messages, including the relational (e.g., Vangelisti, 2001), health-
related (Thoits, 1995), and health attitude implications.
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