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ABSTRACT 

Pro Ana is a way of life promoted only in a virtual space, the aim of which is to obsessively strive to 

achieve the target very low weight. This aspiration is perceived as the only way to achieve perfection, 

bodily and consequently also spiritual excellence. Anorexia is, according to the participants of this 

movement, a deliberately chosen lifestyle, not a disease. It is a demonstration of strength and not a 

proof of the existence of a mental or physical health problem. The Internet, on the other hand, is a 

"shelter" from the real, uncomprehending, medicalizating , disapproving world. It is on the Internet 

that Pro ana’s portals are a place to create identity of participants of the movement. 
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INTRODUCTION 

It is difficult to deny the fact that a large part 

of social life is related to food and eating and 

for many people food is one of the greatest 

pleasures of life (2). It is also a common 

opinion that proper nutrition is one of the 

conditions of human health. 

Time deviations from previous feeding 

patterns are common and may be caused by 

both personal choice and also medical advice. 

However, there are cases when eating 

disorders take a form of pathological behavior 

or even illness. 
 

Eating disorders as an addiction 

Although the concept of addiction most often 

refers to the situation in which the interaction 

of a living organism and an addictive 

substance occurs, the problem of addiction 

involves a much larger area of human activity. 

There are different behaviors, which, due to 

their addictive or habitual nature, are called 

addictions. These include, but are not limited 

to, pathological gambling, computer/ internet 

addiction, shopping, tanning, sex, labor, 

working out at the gym or eating disorders. 

This group of addictions is most often referred 

to as behavioral or non-substantial. This type 

of addiction is characterized by the occurrence 

and the persistence of a certain activity, loss of  
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control over the time of its performance 

resulting in the prolongation of that time, the 

appearance of the abstinence syndrome in the 

situation of non-performance of this activity, 

as well as the compulsive desire to continue 

the activity despite its negative effect on 

mental functioning, social and even physical 

condition of a human (3). 
 

Over the past several years, in the world and 

also in Poland, you may notice an increase in a 

number of patients diagnosed with illnesses 

from eating disorders. These diseases, although 

affecting more and more people, continue to be 

a matter unwillingly discussed (4). 

According to the ICD-10 classification (5), the 

term "eating disorder" includes two distinct 

groups: anorexia nervosa (mental anorexia) 

and bulimia nervosa (mental bulimia), as well 

as their atypical forms. The American DSM-IV 

classification (6) distinguishes the binge eating 

disorder and the syndrome of night eating (7). 
 

Non-classified but disordered eating patterns 

also include orthorexia (dependence on so-

called healthy foods), diabulimia (intentional 

manipulation of insulin doses by persons with 

type 1 diabetes to control body weight), 

bigorexia (mental disorder involving subjective 

lack of aesthetics of oneself’s body in the sense 

of having insufficient muscle mass, leading for 

example, to compulsive exercises at the gym) 

or alcorexia (which involves replacing food by 
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alcohol with the belief that it will keep your 

body lean). 
 

Although eating disorders have been said for 

many years as a health problem, today this 

phenomenon raises many questions, and 

definition and diagnostic difficulties occupy a 

leading position among them. As Cezary 

Żechowski observes (8), for many years there 

has been the discussion as to whether eating 

disorders should be treated as the result of 

endocrinologic disorders, neurological or 

internal medicine disease or psychological 

problem. Finally, it was found that at the 

grounds of eating disorders there are 

significant changes in self-perception, striving 

for unrealistic self-esteem goals, imposing a 

rigorous diet and changing in functioning of 

the centers controlling an appetite. All these, 

together with other observations and studies, 

have confirmed the earlier hypotheses of 

physicians that eating disorders are related to 

mental disorders whose complications may 

have a significant effect on the functioning of 

the entire body. 

 

It is important to mention that eating disorders 

sometimes also affect children, however in this 

case, the subclinical picture of anorexia and 

other forms of disorders e.g. emotional 

avoidance of food as well as selective eating, 

are more frequent (9). 
 

Eating disorders as a lifestyle 

Eating disorders as disease units are the subject 

of numerous scientific studies and 

publications; they are present in media, films 

or popular literature. However in this text, I 

would like to present the phenomenon of "Pro-

Ana" movement, which promotes anorexia as a 

lifestyle, which is (intentionally) rather a 

conscious choice than a mental disorder (10). 

Pro Ana is also known as a conscious anorexia, 

and the famous words of Chistopher Marlow 

Quod me nutrit me destruit, seem to be the 

guiding thought of its supporters. 
 

According to French authors (11), the 

movement was born in the United States in 

2000 (12). The Polish researcher of the 

phenomenon - Iwona Startek, draws attention 

to the two main stages of development of this 

movement. The first, referred to as the "first 

wave," began around 2001. It was then when 

the first, mostly English-speaking, pro-life 

portals were created and their main purpose 

was to allow anorexia sufferers to contact other 

patients and fight their loneliness. These pages, 

however, also included advice on weight loss, 

body care and concealment of non-eating. The 

movement has, however, promoted the idea 

that patients should choose themselves whether 

and why the therapy start and that they should 

function like any other member of a society 

without being incessantly encouraged to start 

treatment. 
 

Organizations promoting the fight against 

eating disorders started to intervene and pro-

ana websites were started to be closed. These 

actions brought the opposite effect - the 

movement gained publicity and more and more 

new websites were launched which were 

mostly leaded by so called wannarexic i.e. girls 

who want to have anorexia and look for 

information on how to lose weight fast. At that 

time the movement gained the biggest fame 

with its flagship slogan: "Anorexia is not a 

disease, but a way of life." From this moment 

on, we can say about the second wave of pro-

ana movement (13). 
 

Pro ana is most often defined as a way of life, 

which goal is the obsessive pursuit of 

achieving the ultimate, very low weight. This 

pursuit is seen as the only way to achieve 

perfection (14), a bodily perfection, and what 

goes after it, also a spiritual perfection. 

Behavior repeatedly associated with anorexia, 

however, is, according to Pro ana participants, 

a demonstration of strength, not a proof of the 

existence of a disease: "you may already know 

a difference between us rexies and anorexics! 

If you expect respect and admiration for a 

lifestyle of your choice you are rexie”. (15) 
 

The Internet as a space of existence for Pro 

ana movement  

Technological development and development 

of telecommunications infrastructure have 

enabled an intensive development of 

communication. The fastest growing tool came 

out to be the Internet.  
 

The term "cyberspace" became popular thanks 

to the novel Neuromancer by William Gibson. 

The presented cyberspace has become a 

"place" difficult to distinguish from a real 

world, its alternative, existing only in the 

memory of computers and in the minds of its 

users (16). Of course, this is not the only 

model of perceiving a virtual reality, but 

sufficiently groundbreaking that you may find 

many references until today. Particularly 

noteworthy is the social dimension of 

cyberspace, which is crucial for the Pro Ana 

movement. "The Internet is not only an easy 

access to information or exchanging of e-

mails, but also the ability to interactive 

communication with other people. Such way of 

contact can facilitate social interaction, both 

with friends and strangers”. (17) 
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As the study of Rebeca Peebles (18) shows, it 

is the Internet which is a main space for 

development of the movement, and the 

performance of the virtual community is taking 

place through social media, blogs and online 

forums. 
 

According to the results of the study, the fact 

that you can find a community in the web that 

glorifies anorexia and which members support 

each other constitutes a factor that deepens the 

disease. These are exactly the websites devoted 

to Pro ana, which abound in messages that aim 

to motivate to continue to lose weight or keep 

it low. 
 

These websites are characterized by several 

important features, and the most important is a 

strong motivation for extreme weight loss. 

Interestingly, information on the negative 

health effects of such behaviors is not often 

included, which does not prevent simultaneous 

encouragement for starvation.  
 

The structure of the websites includes various 

"chapters", all aimed at intensifying loss of 

weight. There is, among others, so-called 

“Decalogue of Ana” which is a collection of 

numerous injunctions and bans that are meant 

to give you a sense of radical slimming, and 

among them dreadfully sound "maxims": 

Better to be skinny than healthy, Food is your 

enemy, Not eating and being skinny is a sign of 

will and success, Along with weight loss, self-

confidence increases, "Fu ... food, drink tea", 

"If the stress burns calories, I will be a 

supermodel" (19), etc. 
 

There are also links to websites informing 

about the caloric value of food products as well 

as websites devoted to diets and physical 

exercises. Not less widespread is a contact to 

Pro ana international websites. 
 

The next chapter is devoted to photos of 

extremely emaciated actresses and models, 

which are often so prepared that their heroines 

look slimmer than they really are (20). 
 

Martyna Stochel and Małgorzata Janas-Kozik 

referring to the research of Harshbarger and 

cooperators (21) pay attention to particularly 

dangerous content included in the "Tips and 

tricks" chapter. There are, among others:  

- diets and restrictive methods of calorie 

restriction, e.g. If you feel bad when you eat 

too little, eat only hard-boiled egg, apple and 

drink a glass of water, it will fill you up for the 

whole day. 

- ways to divert attention from the feeling of 

hunger and desire to eat: - e.g. If you feel that 

you would like to eat something, rinse your 

mouth with a strong mouthwash or brush your 

teeth. The food will not taste good then, so 

what eat for? 
- ways of cheating, related to food: Check the 

fridge when no one is around. Find products that 

you could eat and discard them, for example, 
three eggs and a piece of butter. If someone 

offers you something to eat, you can say that you 

ate three scrambled eggs and you are already 
full. If someone wants to check it out, the 

products will be missing, which will make your 
story credible. Do not forget about plates and 

cutlery!, as well as about cheating in the case of 

other situations, e.g. Before weighing, put coins 
into a bra and underpants, it will make you 

heavier. When weighing at the doctor's, usually 
you do not need to take off your underwear. If 

someone is watching you while eating, pretend 

you are eating. Then spit a food into a cup when 
you will be "drinking". Try not to swallow 

anything. Take some food in your mouth 

(remember and specify its taste, smell, etc.), then 
spit it out - you will feel more or less like you 

actually ate it, and the willingness for further 
portions will pass. Shut up in the room ensuring 

that you have a lot of learning. Then exercise 

until the evening 

- information on pharmacological drugs that 

help in losing weight, as well as descriptions of 

your own experience related to their use. 
 

An important element of websites is the so-

called pyramid of drastic weight loss, which 

consists of: water, pills, diet drinks, cigarettes, 

tea and occasionally food (22). 
 

Via the Internet the so-called Anas of a Month 

are chosen, that is those girls and young 

women who made the greatest "progress" in 

slimming. Their photos along with weight and 

body dimensions are placed on websites. Girls 

also often post photos on their blogs 

documenting progress in losing weight, publish 

supporting posts and exchange experiences. An 

important part of the Pro ana’s blog is an 

online diary that contains information related 

to the events of everyday life and an accurate 

description of what a given person ate during a 

day, including the calorie value of meals. 

People reading the blog have an opportunity to 

leave a comment, positive or negative, 

depending on how much its owner managed to 

limit the calories consumed within a day (23.) 

Participants of the forum have an opportunity 

to share their feelings and experiences, as well 

as find a partner in a hunger strike (24). 
 

Participants of Pro ana movement 

The Pro ana participants are primarily 

adolescent girls and young women between 13 

and 25 years of age (25) who have decided to 

lose weight (26). The Polish community, 
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similarly as in other countries, mainly consists 

of people who are in the age of adolescence 

(27). 
 

The overwhelming majority of people achieve 

BMI below the normal value (28), and almost 

half meet the weight criterion for anorexia 

(29). It is worth emphasizing, however, that 

various results have been obtained in various 

studies (30). 
 

Disease or a lifestyle? 

The Pro ana participants are defined as the 

virtual community (31). Lisa Hanson 

compares participants of the movement to 

communities focused on religion, and the 

Internet space to a kind of a confessional (32). 

As emphasized by Małgorzata Talarczyk and 

Katarzyna Nitsch, the embodiment of the 

disorder, especially in a dimension of religion, 

contributes to creating an atmosphere of 

sublimity and dedication to the cause (33). 

Regardless of existing definitions, attention is 

paid to the creation of its own symbols and a 

specific language. They play an important role 

in creating a sense of belonging to the 

community (34). 
 

Girls identifying themselves with Pro ana, 

called themselves "small butterflies" or 

"porcelain butterflies". A red bracelet 

resembling a thin string, worn on the right 

wrist has become their badge.  
 

Personification of ana plays an important role. 

It is most often expressed in characteristic 

phrases that are intended to emphasize a strong 

emotional relationship with ana, e.g "Ana- my 

only friend" (35). 
 

The opinions of researchers and clinicians 

regarding the assessment of the phenomenon 

of pro-anorexia are divided. Some see in the 

Pro ana community a safe shelter for people 

suffering from anorexia nervosa, others a 

serious threat, as well for those who are 

already ill as those who are healthy (36). 

Regardless of existing views, Pro ana certainly 

constitutes a threat to the mental and physical 

health of its participants. It also, not in a 

smaller degree, contributes to the disruption of 

social relations. As the women researchers of 

the phenomenon warn: "Pro ana is an 

introduction to a real, inevitable disease, and is 

mistakenly perceived as a 'cool' way to lose 

weight, a lifestyle. Pro ana ALWAYS (37) 

ends sooner or later with more or less mental 

problems. There is no option to hold this under 

control. It is simply impossible. You have to be 

really naive to believe that when professing the 

principles of pro ana leads to a satisfying lower 

weight, you suddenly forget about everything 

and return to a normal life. NO, it does not 

work that way. Changes in the psyche (which 

are very difficult to reverse or repair) develop 

very quickly even in people who consider 

themselves strong. You also can not forget 

about the physical consequences – pro ana 

completely, like anorexia and bulimia, destroy 

the body" (38). 
 

At this point, it is worth to quote a different, 

though somewhat controversial opinion 

represented by, among others, Karen Dias. 

Rejecting the medical approach to eating 

disorders, the researcher presents cyberspace 

as a place where people struggling with 

anorexia (including Pro ana), can find 

acceptance. The same, cyberspace becomes a 

place of a safe shelter (39). 

Similarly, Emma Rich, on the basis of 

interviews with patients diagnosed with 

anorexia nervosa, draws attention to the sense 

of profound loneliness of Pro ana people, 

resulting in seeking contacts and interpersonal 

relationships among their loved ones. It is the 

Internet that allows Pro ana participants to 

share information that could not be revealed in 

the real world (40).  
 

On-line environment is thus an alternative to 

the environment in the real world, where, apart 

from the approval of the unnaturally lean body, 

there is no acceptance for anorexia nervosa. 

 

Risks factors 

Similarly, as in the case of the already 

mentioned compulsive eating disorders, risk 

factors may also be indicated in the case of Pro 

ana behaviors. They include both personality 

and socio-cultural determinants. 
 

The personality factors include: negative self-

esteem, a tendency towards other compulsive 

behaviors, a tendency to suppress emotions, 

low level of autonomy, perfectionism or low 

resistance to stress. Another important factor is 

the so-called external placement of a sense of 

control (41). The Locus Of Control Theory 

was created by Julian Rotter and concerns the 

way people interpret events. People with an 

external location of control are convinced that 

life is controlled by factors independent of 

their conscious and deliberate influence: e.g. 

destiny, God, fate, illness, although they do not 

always have to be external factors. According 

to some opinions, there is a connection 

between the fact of sexual abuse in a childhood 

and the existence of eating disorders (42). 
 

Among the social determinants of eating 

disorders, the attention is paid to the two 

groups of factors. One is related to family 
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factors, to the other one can include social 

factors, inherent in a wider environment of an 

individual as well as in the culture, in which a 

life of an individual proceeds. 

 

According to some researchers, people with 

eating disorders (especially anorexia and 

bulimia) come from dysfunctional families, in 

which faulty behaviors prevail. There may be 

addictions, disturbances of interpersonal 

relations, emotional disturbances of family 

members, as well as, as Bohdan Woronowicz 

points out, the occurrence of appetite disorders 

(43). The mechanism of denial, preserved in 

such families, does not allow them to identify 

the problem (44) 

 

The socio-environmental factors associated 

with the culture of a "lean body" seem equally 

important (45). In the times of strong 

competition, in both professional and personal 

fields, there is a constant compulsion to create 

the most desirable social image. This applies to 

both competence and, above all, appearance. 

The constant search for "me - more attractive", 

"me-better", "me-admired” becomes a norm. 

Thus, the features associated with beauty and 

vitality grow into obsessively desirable ones. 

"Culture of thinness" exerts enormous 

pressure, leading to pathological concentration 

on diets. From this perspective, women are 

doubly exposed to the development of eating 

disorders. Their bodies are the object of both 

aesthetic and economic domination (46). Such 

thinking prevails in younger and younger 

people. Being "ana" makes it possible to 

achieve these characteristics both in the 

dimension of nutrition, as well as physical 

exercises. Pro ana is becoming a "cure" for all 

problems, a guarantee of a happy life, a life 

goal. 

 

The scale of the phenomenon 

Pro ana is the international phenomenon and 

its scale is difficult to estimate. However, 

everything indicates an upward tendency of the 

phenomenon. Because it is just the Internet 

which is the main, and in fact the only space 

for running of the movement, it is not 

surprising that a number of websites devoted to 

this phenomenon is growing very fast.  

 

One should take into account the fact that 

belonging to the community is also manifested 

in private blogs, Internet forums and various 

"unofficial" social networks, which causes 

camouflaging and distorting the real and 

already difficult to estimate data on a scale of 

the phenomenon. 
 

Regulations 

The world's largest organizations and medical 

associations struggling with eating disorders 

have adopted an unequivocal position on the 

phenomenon of pro-anorexia, which shows 

that websites promoting eating disorders, also 

as a "lifestyle", support health-threatening 

behaviors and neglect the serious 

consequences of starvation (47).  
 

It is not surprising then that in some countries 

some attempts are made to regulate the 

problem of promoting anorexia or other forms 

of starvation in media (48). In 2208 the 

National Assembly of France adopted a law 

imposing a penalty of 35,000 Euro and two 

years in prison for encouraging women to an 

extreme diet and 45,000 Euro and three years 

in prison if death is the result of anorexia (49). 

Similar legal solutions are also proposed in 

other countries. 
 

CONCLUSION 

The ideal of a slim figure is not a figment of 

modern times, however in recent years it is a 

body that has become such a strong means of 

expressing identity, a cultural requirement 

through which people perceive themselves and 

other persons (50). Losing weight as well as 

maintaining low body weight is one of the 

most important elements of life for many 

people. 
 

According to the promoted canons, attractive, 

which is above all slim body, is a prerequisite 

for success in every area of life. Such 

conviction is particularly strongly established 

among girls and very young women. "For 

youth, mass culture is a kind of "a well” from 

which they can draw all kinds of patterns, and 

since the cult of a body is so widely promoted 

by media, they adopt it to their system of 

values and on a basis of it, form their own 

identity. They submit to cultural and media 

messages, ascribing excessive value to the 

ideal of a beautiful, slim body, which is 

identified with attractiveness, happiness, a key 

to success and a good fortune, and more and 

more often with the ability to control one's 

own life" (51). In order to conforming to the 

ideal of a feminine beauty, disseminated in the 

mass media, they are ready to do almost 

anything (52), including dedication of one's 

own health. 
 

The most worrying is the fact that in some 

cases eating disorders become a conscious 

choice (53). This is the case of the Pro ana 

movement, where the participants of the 

movement try to give a new meaning to the 

concept of normal weight, in which thinness 
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should be accepted as a normal range, while 

they determine their health status as a lifestyle, 

demanding acceptance for their own choices 

(54). As Maciej W. Pilecki, Barbara Józefik 

and Kinga Sałapa draw attention, due to such 

"phenomena" eating disorders cease to be 

perceived as a disease, and they become an 

expression of personal transgression, self-

creation supported by other participants of 

such movements (55). 
 

The existing state shows how important role is 

played by preventive measures not only among 

young people, but also parents and in general - 

a wider social environment of a young person. 

Actions are required at many different levels to 

reduce the prevalence of disorders, such as 

information campaigns among children and 

adolescents, as well as among medical 

personnel (56). Certainly, it is necessary to 

educate and sensitize physicians, including 

primary care physicians, to the existing 

problem, changing eating habits and their often 

dramatic effects. No less important are the 

observations of families, relatives and all those 

in whose company an anorexic person lives, as 

well as their involvement in the subsequent 

treatment process. Promoting sensible 

nutritional education seems to be an equally 

important factor in preventing eating problems. 
 

As the Polish researchers emphasize, "it is 

necessary to limit the promotion of excessively 

slim figure in media, especially in professions 

where external appearance matters, i.e. model, 

actress. Only the joint effort of many people 

(doctors, psychotherapists, dietitians, parents, 

teachers, journalists) will allow the correct and 

quick diagnosis and effective therapy” (57) 

without which, a life of a young person can 

tragically end. It is difficult to deny it, even if 

for many people it is only a "harmless" 

lifestyle. 
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