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Abstract

Social media has a strong influence over many modern societies.
It has been documented, however, that social media’s influence
over many aspects of daily life, including diet, carries the potential
to be quite negative, and in some cases, quite harmful. This piece
aims to explore the extent of social media’s influence on the dietary
practices of young people (children aged 0-17) on a global scale.
Advertisements of unhealthy foods and drinks on social media
are repeatedly linked to higher unhealthy food and drink intake
amongst young people. However, exposure to the potential negative
consequences of unhealthy food and drinks equally leads young
people towards choosing healthier options, highlighting how
influential these advertisements are. Social media is also linked to
many health risk behaviours amongst young people, such as alcohol
consumption and eating disorders. Social media, therefore, has an
evident influence on the dietary practices of young people, but more
research will be required to reach more definitive conclusions.

Key definitions

Influencer - a (social media) user high in social standing who has the
power to affect their followers’ beliefs and purchasing decisions."
Non-core foods - foods outside of the five food groups of fruit,
vegetables, cereals, meat and alternatives, and milk and alternatives,
according to The Australian Guide to Healthy Eating.?

Introduction

Social media is a powerful tool that has gained prevalence over time,?
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greatly influencing modern communication dynamics across the
world and enhancing the building of global communities. However,
exposure to unhealthy food images on social media has been
documented to increase responses in the brain linked to memory,
reward, attention and decision-making.* This encourages people to
seek out and consume these unhealthy foods and therefore engage
in unhealthy dietary patterns. This piece aims to highlight the
dysfunction of social media amongst young people, to determine
whether social media heavily influences dietary practices.

Impact on young people

Consistent evidence indicates that unhealthy food and beverage
marketing through social media influences the food choices and
intake of young people.® Social media exposure has been observed to
increase intake of unhealthy snacks and sugar-sweetened beverages
in the diet of children and adolescents, and simultaneously decrease
fruit/vegetable intake, independent of age.* Furthermore, social
media was seen to be the most preferred channel for obtaining
dietary information for young people in Hong Kong.® This further
enhances young people’s desire for the food and beverages they see
on social media.

Engagement with food and drink advertisements on social media has
been seen to be linked to a high unhealthy food and drink intake,’”
with fast food ads on social networking sites holding the potential
to influence the purchasing likelihood, fast-food views and eating
habits of young audience members.? Evidence exists for a positive
relationship between greater engagement with food and drink
advertisements, but not exposure, and unhealthy diet. Statistically,
the strongest links were observed among students reporting liking



and sharing food or drink posts daily or almost daily.”

Additionally, adolescents who reported more engagement with
posts of non-core foods on social media were found to be much
more likely to report greater consumption of these non-core foods.’
Furthermore, a systematic review that found a link between social
media marketing exposure and diet-related outcomes noted that
young people were aware of the influence social media has on their
diet.® This suggests that young people may be easily swayed by the
temptations of the food adverts they see on social media platforms.

However, it has been documented that young people choose healthy
options when a sedentary or overweight influencer promoted
the unhealthy options.”®" This suggests that young people and
adolescents may only avoid unhealthy options if confronted by the
potential negative consequences of unhealthy food. This implies that
young people possess the capacity for independent dietary decision-
making; they may possess a degree of resilience against social media
influences.

Alongside this mentioned influence, many people may have limited
options as to where they source their dietary information. It has been
seen that professional athletes often have easy access to advice from
professionals around their diet and training (e.g. sports nutritionists,
strength and conditioning coaches, etc.). By contrast, many regular
gym users do not have easy access to this level of professional
advice (beyond personal trainers) and, in many cases, it is not free
of charge. This leads them to obtain a lot of information about
nutrition and supplements from the internet and social media." This
was fairly common during the COVID-19 pandemic. Less commuting
took place, and people enjoyed more leisure time. When this was
combined with increased online/social media workouts, they were
key drivers for the use of social media to obtain dietary information.™
This has been seen to be particularly harmful, given that many
younger social media users (particularly youths on TikTok) may be
exposed to content containing unsubstantiated health claims about
certain dietary products, such as muscle-building and weight-loss
supplements, which may be harmful and under-regulated.’

Associated health risks

Beyond these direct impacts on diets, social media use has also been
linked to many health risk behaviours amongst adolescents, including
increased alcohol and unhealthy dietary behaviours.> Additionally,
the strong desire to conform to societal ideals creates a greater
risk of engaging in unhealthy eating behaviours.'® This includes
disordered eating behaviours, which evidence has shown to have
significant links to social media use, particularly the promotion of
harmful and under-regulated products, such as the muscle-building
and weight-loss supplements that | have previously mentioned.""”
Additionally, a study found social media addiction to have a weak
positive relationship with eating disorders, notably bulimia and food
preoccupation.’™

Many social media influencers showcase highly edited images of their
bodies they claim to have achieved through diet, alongside exercise,
or even products they promote; exposure to this content is linked to
increased risk for disordered eating.” This is further enhanced by the
'healthy' #fitspiration trend, which may be triggering new surges in
disturbed eating pathology, resulting in a population of young people
in danger of corroded body image, and an increased likelihood of
partaking in compensatory disordered eating behaviours.”

Discussion

Limitations

There are many things to consider when assessing the strength of
this piece. Firstly, there is very little mention of the positive benefits
of social media, such as ease of communication, which can occur on
a global scale, and the ability to rapidly spread information between
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parties. Secondly, very little distinction was made between the effect
of social media on the dietary practices of young people of different
ages, such as 5-year-olds and 17-year-olds, which is a significant age
gap within which substantial development occurs for a child.

Additionally, whilst there was some mention of specific social media
platforms, such as TikTok, these mentions are infrequent. As a result,
the precise influence of individual social media platforms (e.g.
Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, etc) on the dietary practices of young
people is difficult to infer.

Conclusion

Overall, it is clear that social media carries an evident potential to
have a heavy (and quite negative) influence on dietary practices
amongst young people, due to the negative messages portrayed and
the somewhat aggressive promotion of food and beverage items.
Further research will be necessary, however, to obtain more definitive
conclusions around the true extent of social media’s influence on
dietary practices. Despite this, the discussed harmful impacts of
social media on dietary practices may warrant additional research
into interventions, such as the promotion of dietary advice based
on nutritional guidelines, or even the education of young people on
more appropriate usage of social media, as a means of mitigating the
negative influences of social media on dietary practices and easing
strains on global healthcare systems.
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