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Pressure to Be Perfect
• Perfect body

• Perfect diet

• Perfect productivity

• Perfect relationships

• Perfect parent

• Perfect child

• Perfect homes

• Perfect worker

• Perfect neighbor

• Perfect friend

• Perfect citizen

• Perfect …



              

What is diet culture?
• A system of social beliefs and 

expectations that promotes 
thinness and weight loss above 
all else.

• Beliefs that weight-loss and 
thinness are the ultimate health 
goals.

• The belief that someone’s value is 
dependent on their body size





Some Harmful Diet-Culture Beliefs
Thin is the only healthy body type 
and thinness equates to health
A person’s health status can be 
discerned visually
Fitness and fatness cannot co-
exist
BMI as a measure of health is good and 
accurate medicine
Higher weight is a sole cause of 
many medical issues
All bodies utilize energy the 
same way
Weight loss is a sole cure for 
illness and appropriate medical 
adviceMedical doctors are, by default, 
experts in nutrition



Diet Culture and Weight 
Bias
Can interfere with prompt diagnosis 
and treatment of eating disorders. 
Excessive value placed on weight loss, 
as well as the conflation of health and 
weight by providers and society, can 
delay eating disorder recognition and 
impede treatment. 

Academy for Eating Disorders 
(2021)



Weight stigma predicts 
disordered eating
“A narrative review found a consistent relationship between greater weight stigma and 
more disordered eating cognitions and behaviors.”

“the study revealed that weight stigma predicted disordered eating behaviors in both 
weight spectrums during the pandemic. Experiences of weight stigma and the 
perceived increase in weight stigma significantly increased the likelihood of engaging 
in binge eating, food restriction, and purging among individuals with overweight. 
Furthermore, the internalization of weight stigma was longitudinally associated with 
all examined eating behaviors, regardless of anthropometric status.”

Levinson, J. A., Kinkel-Ram, S., Myers, B., & Hunger, J. M. (2024). A systematic review of weight stigma and 
disordered eating cognitions and behaviors. Body image, 48, 101678.

de Macêdo, P. F. C., Brito, E., de Magalhães Cunha, C., de Farias Costa, P. R., Araújo, M. D. P. N., Martins, P. C., & 
de Santana, M. L. P. (2024). Weight stigma is a predictor of disordered eating in Brazilian college students 

during the COVID-19 pandemic: A 16-month cohort follow-up. Appetite, 192, 107084.



Diet culture isn’t just about food
• It is the representation of idealized physical traits: thin, fit, white, 

blond straight hair, light colored eyes, and able body.

• Diet culture sells
• Miracle products to achieve ideal body

• Miracle cures to heal or prevent diseases

• Reinforces the ideal for gendered norm: 
• Thin women

• Muscular men

• Androgenous non-binary people



              

What diet culture looks like in our 
society



              

Social Media and Body Image Dissatisfaction
• Body image dissatisfaction and eating disorders are rising

• 95% of teens in the UK would change their appearance

• Body image is one of the top 3 anxieties in Australian youth.

• Fit/thin body ideal on social media is linked to low body image satisfaction 
and disordered eating

House of Commons. Changing the perfect picture: an inquiry into body image. London: UK Parliament; 
2020 [cited 2021 1 June]. Available from: https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/5357/ 

documents/53751/default/. Tiller E, Fildes J, Hall S, Hicking V, Greenland N, Liyanarachchi D, et al. Youth 
survey report 2020. Mission Australia. 2021.

Dane A, Bhatia K (2023) The social media diet: A scoping review to investigate the association between 
social media, body image and eating disorders amongst young people. PLOS Global Public Health 3(3): 

e0001091. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0001091

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0001091


              

Social Media: A Daily Essential
• Customize how one views society 

• Idealized, curated version of life, highlighting filtered 
photos and edited images
• 70% of women and 50% of men (aged 18–35) report 

regularly editing their photos

• 91% of US adolescents are on social media
• 50% check their social media once per hour
• Spend an average of 5 hours/day on social media

Dane A, Bhatia K (2023) The social media diet: A scoping review to investigate the association between social 
media, body image and eating disorders amongst young people. PLOS Global Public Health 3(3): e0001091. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0001091

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0001091




Diet Culture and TikTok

• 63% of teens use TikTok
• 57% report using it daily 

• A research analysis of 250 videos using the most 
popular dieting hashtags found almost half  portrayed 
“body checking” and negative body image 
• Over half promoted dietary advice 

• 6.4% promoted eating disorder behaviors 
• 64% of individuals claimed to be expert

• TikTok algorithm updates based on content interaction



              

Diet culture Sells
• Weight loss industry reached $90 billions revenue

• Health and Fitness club reached $147 billons revenue

• Influencers/content creators get paid to create ads for companies

https://www.statista.com/statistics/242190/us-fitness-industry-revenue-by-sector/
https://blog.marketresearch.com/u.s.-weight-loss-industry-grows-to-90-billion-fueled-by-obesity-drugs-

demand#:~:text=Top%20Weight%20Loss%20Industry%20Stats,to%20%2493.8%20billion%20in%202024.

https://www.statista.com/statistics/242190/us-fitness-industry-revenue-by-sector/


              

Advertising on Social Media
▪ By 2025 in the U.S, companies are expected to spend $82 billions advertising 

on social media
▪ 90% of companies advertise on social media



              

Take your phone out, how long do you have to scroll on 
social media to find a diet culture related post or ad?



The Diet Culture Experience

























Teens and Social Media: 
It’s Complicated



Teens Concerns with Social Media
• Pressure to comply
• Comparison
• Self-conscious about posting
• Seeking approval through likes and 

comments
• Feeling left out
• Impersonation
• Privacy
• Harassment
• Public humiliation
• Feeling smothered



The Impact of these Messages

 Exposure to these messages puts people at risk 
for: 
• Body dissatisfaction
• Low self-esteem
• Steroid use
• Muscle dysmorphia
• Depression
• Stress
• Eating disorders

• Body dissatisfaction is the best-known contributor 
to the development of an eating disorder.



              

Comparison is the thief of joy
• Social media is where people share their highlight real.

• Comparing ourselves to others can leave us feeling:
• anxious
• Frustrated
• Depressed
• Feeling worse about ourselves
• Fear of missing out (FOMO)



Are They Selling Me Something?
• Investigate who is sharing the information

• Are they a trusted source? (medical provider, dietitian, 
etc.)

• Is the claim reasonable? 
• Are they promising an easy fix? 
• Could their statement be proved? 

• Evaluate the post for authenticity 
• Watch for words like “partnership”, “ad”, “sponsored”, 

“collab”, “gifted”, “ambassador”, “ad content” or thanking 
a brand in the post or in the comments 

• Links to a certain product
• Filters 



Curating Your Social Media

• Curate your algorithm
• Like/share/watch photos and reels of things you like
• Pick a “pallet cleanser” 
• Engage with content that make you happy

• Engage with body acceptance content:
• @bodyuprogram
• @eatingdisorder.dietitian
• @drjessicaknurick



• Sense of community/feeling validated

• Express their creativity

• Finding support

• Keeping up with friends and family

• Photos of cats

Plaisime, M., Robertson-James, C., Mejia, L., Núñez, A., Wolf, J., & Reels, S. (2020). Social Media and Teens: A Needs Assessment Exploring the Potential 
Role of Social Media in Promoting Health. Social Media + Society, 6(1). https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305119886025

Goodyear VA, Wood G, Skinner B, Thompson JL. The effect of social media interventions on physical activity and dietary behaviours in young people 
and adults: a systematic review. Int J Behav Nutr Phys Act. 2021;18(1):72. Published 2021 Jun 5. doi:10.1186/s12966-021-01138-3

Chung A, Vieira D, Donley T, et al. Adolescent Peer Influence on Eating Behaviors via Social Media: Scoping Review.  J Med Internet Res. 
2021;23(6):e19697. Published 2021 Jun 3. doi:10.2196/19697

Benefits of Social Media



Internalized Weight 
Stigma

Long-term exposure to weight 
stigma leads to:
• Increased depression
• Binge eating behaviors
• Increased caloric intake
• Decreased physical activity
• Increased cortisol reactivity
• Decreased weight loss
• Poor success following weight 

loss surgery
• Increased HbA1C
• Predicts eating disorders, 

disordered eating, body image 
disturbance



Weight Stigma is 
Deadly
Those who have experienced 
weight discrimination have a 
60% greater chance of dying. 

(Sutin, Stephan, & Terraciano, 
2015)



You see person with a grocery cart 
containing a variety of foods, 
including donuts and chips. 



Stigma and 
Oppression 
are Trauma

Cheng and Mallinckrodt (2015) studied the 
impact of racial/ethnic discrimination.

They found:
• Increased risk of PTSD symptoms
• Increased maladaptive alcohol use



Trauma Informed Care 
for Eating Disorders

“We believe body trust is a birthright – 
you come into the world with it and 

somewhere along the way it gets 
hijacked, by the culture, your family, 

and the medical establishment to 
name a few.”

Hilary Kinavey and Dana Sturtevant 
BeNourished



Weight-Inclusive 
Treatment is 
Care for all 
bodies
There isn’t a different set of 
rules for people based on 
size, age, ability, race, and 
gender









              





              



Body Acceptance

Body acceptance is a shift in perspective, from body 

hatred, disgust, and dislike, to body appreciation and 

respect.

 It is honoring and accepting the body as it is, neither 

positive or negative.

What is body acceptance? 

Body PositivityNegative Body Image Body Acceptance

Body Image Continuum 



Why promote body acceptance?

• Decrease dieting
• Increase mental wellbeing
• Protective of eating disorders 
• Less likely to be influenced by 

external pressure to change their 
body



Body Acceptance
• Promotes self respect and 

encourages body appreciation 
• Health is possible at any size 
• Focus on well-being not 

appearance 
• Celebrates all types of bodies
• Rejects perfectionism 
• Beauty is one size, gender, shape, 

race, or social economic status 
• Encourages intuitive/authentic 

eating 

Diet Culture 
• Promotes self-criticism and 

shame
• Thinness is the only acceptable 

body type 
• Weight loss focused 
• Health is determined based on 

appearance and weight  
• Promotes conforming to 

societal expectations to be 
accepted 

• Unrealistic beauty standards
• Encourages weight loss in any 

means necessary 



Body Acceptance in Practice

•Acceptance of one’s body without 
judgement

•Emphasis on the person rather than the 
appearance

•Understanding that we may not always 
like our body

•More inclusive of diversity including 
disability

Mulgrew, K. E., & Hinz, A. (2024). What is body neutrality and how is it different to existing body 
image concepts? An analysis of experts and general community responses. Body Image, 51, 
101780. Pellizzer, M. L., & Wade, T. D. (2023). Developing a definition of body neutrality and 
strategies for an intervention. Body Image, 46, 434-442



How to Demonstrate Body Acceptance  

• Model healthy, balanced, and flexible dietary & exercise patterns

• Discourage the idea that a particular diet, weight, body size will lead to 

happiness

• Encourage students of all sizes are encouraged to participate in school 

activities 

• Utilize terms like “bigger” or “smaller” bodies rather than skinny or fat 

• Avoid labeling foods as bad and good

• Avoid discussing personal diets around students

• Abstain from “fat talk”; focus on accomplishments instead of appearance



How can showing more inclusivity change 
diet culture? 

• Body dissatisfaction impacts everyone regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, 
socio economic status… 

• Disrupts Fatphobia 

• Challenges Beauty Standards Rooted in Exclusivity

• Promotes Body Acceptance

• Breaks the Cycle of Comparison

• Inclusive Representation Drives Social Change
• Media does not often represent groups outside of white fit males and 

females



Be the Change
• Be mindful of fat talk
• Avoid labeling food as good vs. bad
• Discourage the idea that a particular diet, 

weight, body size will lead to happiness
• Create healthy boundaries
• Become a critical viewer: most media images 

are altered
• Learn to challenge thin ideal thoughts and 

conversations
• Honor your own hunger and cravings 
• Talk about your body in a neutral way
• Speak up! 



Body Acceptance in your Workplace

• Avoid discussing diets/weight loss 

• Use inclusive images in presentations 

• Challenge stereotypes and biases 

• Encourage open dialogue and create a welcoming environment

• Body inclusive furniture 



• Provide training on evidence-based treatments 
and ongoing consultation and support
• 500+ professionals trained across the state
• Focus on reaching providers working in 

community mental health and/or rural 
settings

• Over 30 trainings available online  

Ultimate goal: High-quality treatment options for people in Missouri in their 
community



              



• A brief, evidence-based tool 
designed for providers to assess 
eating disorder risk in youth ages 
7–17.

• Providers receive immediate email 
results outlining the patient’s risk 
level

The Stanford-Washington University Eating 
Disorder (SWED) Youth Screener





Contact
Dr. Jenny Copeland

jecopeland@freemanhealth.com

FOR QUESTIONS

Contact
Marie-Laure Firebaugh, LMSW

mcallewaert@wustl.edu
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