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Dieting was for men 
historically, to exercise 
control over the body 
while women were 
exclued. Today the 
socially constructed ideals 
of the female body largely 
motivate diet trends. 

Capitalism drives the pursuit 
for continual self-improvement, 
and dieting is marketed for middle 
to upper class people. The ability 
to “eat clean” and access “health 
foods” signifies wealth 
and generates demand for 
such products. 

The notion of individual choice and the 
ability to control one’s body through diet 
influences food choices. Individualism 
also influences career choies. Combined 
with the growing trend towards 
entrepreneurship, it encourages 
self-emplopyment. 

The lack of regulation around social 
media platforms has created an 
environment in which anyone can be 
an “expert” in their field. Number of 
followers, or relative popularity, is 
now the benchmark for assessing the 
validity of information.

The amount of information available to 
consumers creates numerous options in 
both the way in which they may choose to 
eat, and the variety of products available 
to them. 

The influx of information from 
many sources, and underlying 
root causes impact the choices 
consumers make in the 
supermarket and the way in 
which they choose to eat. 

When consumers buy into a 
particualr diet trend, or follow an 
influencer who is promoting specific 
products, their buying power 
influences the products that are 
available on the market. 

Food choices based on the 
popularity of an influencer 
or diet trend have the 
potential to impact 
physical and mental health, 
in both positive and 
negative ways. 

ROOT CAUSES OUTCOMES BEHAVIOURAL SYMPTOMS

#HEALTHY

WHAT FACTORS INFLUENCE FOOD CHOICES IN THE AGE 
OF SOCIAL MEDIA?
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Eating disorder
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Agency of health 
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Easily influenced 
Lack of regulation
Many truths around health

Diets make you healthy 
Health sells  
Health = Fitness 
Feed your body to stay healthy

Eat healthy to stay healthy 
Health is wealth 
You are what you eat

- Gets likes, 
followers
- Inspired #fitspo
- Followed Kayla
- Sees friends 
are like it
- Anxiety

- Gets hate comments
- Creeps Kayla's feed
#fitsfam
- Motivated
- Sees similar posts

-  Anxiety
- Starts following diets
 & workouts #fitsfam
- Shares with friends
- Friends tell her 
she looks good
- Continues not eating

- Brand o�er
- Di�culty balancing
- Lies to parents 
  about lunch

- Sponsored post
- Gives up
- Looking for the next thing
- Post excitement

Post 1 Sponsored Post

Time

Kayla

Kriti

Karen

- Creates Post
- New mom stress
- Unaware
- New post excitement

A�uent

Impressionable 

Marginalized 

Subscription 
Boxes

Meal Kit Com-
panies

Traditional 
Media

YouTube
Instagram

The “Gwyneth 
Paltrows”Retailers

Wholesalers
Distributors

Local 
Vendors

Medical Professionals
Dietitians  

Scientists
Agri-food Canada 

Researchers

Regulators
Food Inspection 

Agency 

Consumers Social Media 
Influencers
@kayla_itsines

Producers 
Farmers

Indie Health 
Brands 

Bob’s Red Mill
Corporations 

“The Big 10”
Brands

Nature Valley Commodification 
of Health  

Misguiding 
Information Food Choices Social Media 

LITANY

CAUSES

MYTH / METAPHOR

WORLDVIEW

18
62

18
86

18
70

William Banting 
creates “banting” 
(known today as 
dieting). 
For men only.

Anna Kingsford 
publishes one of 
the earliest diet 
programs for 
women.

19
20

Gayelord Houser 
uses celebrities 
to sell weird diet 
and health fads.

19
48

Esther Manz 
starts TOPS 
(Taking O� 
Pounds 
Sensibly).

19
72

Robert Atkins 
popularizes low 
carb, high 
protein diet with 
Atkins Diet.

19
88

Oprah Winfrey 
popularizes the 
Liquid Diet on 
her national 
talk show. 

Rachel Gleason 
encourages her 
female patients 
to try banting to 
build muscle.

18
96

Boston Daily 
Globe reports 
dieting has 
become the craze 
among women.

19
44

Ancel Keys 
starves men for 
the Minnesota 
Starvation 
Experiment.

19
60

Ancel Keys finds 
Mediterranean 
Diet as 
healthiest diet 
plan to avoid 
heart disease. 

19
81

Judy Mazel’s 
Beverly Hills Diet 
becomes popular 
outside of 
Beverly Hills.

19
95

Barry Sears 
creates the 
balanced 
Zone Diet. 

20
00

The Subway Diet 
popularizes a 
diet consisting 
of sandwiches 
from Subway. 20

06

Beyonce 
advocates for 
The Master 
Cleanse, a 10 
day liquid 
lemonade diet. 

20
12

Diet companies 
begin using 
Instagram to 
advertise their 
products. 20

15
+

#health and 
#diet have over 
154 million 
posts combined 
on Instagram. 

Historically, diet adverstising targeted men and was seen as a 
disciplinary practice to show power and self control. Diet plans 
were printed in newspapers and magazines. Women began 
writing into magazines demanding diet plans for women, not 
just men. Dieting became an e�ort in the fight for gender 
equality during 1st wave feminism. Today, social media escalates 
diet advertising like never before, reaching people of all 
genders, ages, and body types. This list is not exhaustive, but is 
a snapshot of some diet trends that have become popularized 
over the past 200 years.

A 2017 study examined health and 
hashtags on the digital media platform 
Instagram. The study concluded that 
#health on digital media platforms can 
be grouped into 4 categories: food, 
fitness, fashion, feelings. At that time, it 
found that the following percentage of 
posts with #health can be broken down 
into these categories:

Other - 24%

Fashion - 7%

Feelings - 14% Fitness - 23%

Food - 32%

Kayla (a social media influencer), Karen (a middle class new mother), and Kriti (a racialized first generation Canadian) follow di�erent journeys after 
interacting with a #healthy social media post. The journey map explores their experience over time as Kayla grows in popularity. Kayla’s emotional 
trajectory is largely influenced by how well her post is performing with her followers. Kriti and Karen are impacted by their interaction with Kayla’s post, 
but their journeys are very di�erent based on their social standing and ability to control their own diet. 

+

- 

Kriti’s journey is articulated by reinforcing loop that results in negative physical and mental impacts after interacting with 
Kayla’s posts, as an impressionable actor with limited ability to control her own diet. Karen’s journey is explained by a 
balancing loop in which the potential impacts to her mental health are mitigated by her ability to access other resources and 
control her diet, meaning her physical health is not negatively impacted.

After examining this system, it became clear that there is still a lack of 
scientific evidence on this topic and in this space in general since social 
media is still relatively new and its impacts are still not entirely known. In 
order to ensure that social media does not continue to play into the 
exploitation of individuals, a main intervention point would be to regulate 
social media platforms holistically and regularly. In line with Facebook 
choosing to ban known white supremacists, for example, only those 
individuals or brands who have o�cial medical or nutritional certification 
should be allowed to post health and diet recommendations. 

Additionally, since this system is relatively unexplored, there is an 
opportunity to look at foresight signals, trends, and drivers of change to 
have a better understanding of what the future could hold. Currently, there 
are a number of signals that are blending the lines of health and technology. 
We have chosen the following three signals that could be used as future 
intervention points to mitigate social media’s negative impacts on 
individuals’ physical and mental health: 

Smart pills have the potential to have massive impacts on how we 
understand and interact with our bodies. Some digestible smart pills can 
monitor stomach acid to detect when a pill has been taken. Other digestible 
smart pills can be used in conglomeration with a smartphone app that can 
detect when a person is at risk for infection. In terms of diet and overall 
health, these new technologies could be used to ensure that individuals are 
getting enough of the nutrients that one’s body specifically needs. This 
would reduce the negative physical and mental health impacts that are a 
byproduct of poor nutritional choices. 

Gene-Based Healthcare 

There are signals that indicate that traditional healthcare is shifting to be 
more personalized, precise, and proactive. Companies like 23andMe are 
using technology to further explore DNA and how we can use our unique 
genetic makeup to better understand our health. Further extrapolations 
indicate that diet and exercise plans could be prescribed to an individual 
based on their genes. This hyper-personalization reduces the risk of 
individuals making health choices that are not right for their bodies’ needs. 

Technology for Mental Health 

Signals indicate that technology, specifically artificial intelligence, is being 
used to diagnose and treat mental health issues. This could lead to a 
decrease in the number of suicides, as the technology can be used as a 
detection method. It also decreases the stigma surrounding mental health 
as this technology is making mental health diagnoses more accessible. It is 
clear that diet and health advertising on social media has a negative 
impact on the mental health of individuals, but with the advancements of 
using artificial intelligence to detect, diagnose, and treat mental health 
issues, technology could be used in a positive way to support mental 
health issues. In this case, technology is a bit of a paradox; it is both the 
problem and the solution. 

Social media allows individuals to connect with others in new ways. Hashtags and interests groups can create a sense of an 
online community. However, unregulated platforms allow anyone to post and be seen as experts on a topic, even with no 
scientific or medical evidence. This can pose a risk to the physical and mental health of users, as they are viewing information 
that is not necessarily accurate. Since younger generations of people use social media as a part of their everyday lives, they 
are at the most risk for consuming misguided health information as it continues to be posted by non-experts. 

In order to better understand the problem, a causal layered analysis 
explores the underlying myths and metaphors that are prevalent in this 
system. Moving from the surface level litany and working down to the 
underlying myths and metaphors made it is clear that this is complex 
problem that has been entrenched in North American society for 
centuries. It is only in the past ten years with the influence of 
technology and social media that the problem of misguided diet trends 
has permeated into many aspects of day to day life.

Emerging

Unbalanced

Broken 

Alliance

Consumers find themselves at the centre of a system of actors that all have the potential to influence their food choices. The relationships between 
consumers and many of the actors who are providing fact-based information on food and nutrition are broken, usually as the result of accessibility. The 
unbalanced relationship between consumers and social media influencers grows stronger. Social media influencers hold the power in the relationship as 
they are the “knowledge keepers” in the eyes of the consumer, yet the information they are sharing in many ways is largely influenced by other actors in 
the system who are focused on profit. As the desire to live well continues to grow we see actors in the system respond with new products and services 
further commodifying health.

The factors that influence food choices 
in the age of social media can be 
summarized and explained in a series 
of reinforcing causal loops. These 
connected loops show that health is 
impacted by much more than simply 
the food we put in our bodies. In a 
system where being #healthy is often 
confused with actual health, we would 
argue that the information consumers 
choose is just as important as the food 
they choose to fuel their bodies in their 
quest to live well. 

2.6 
In a study of American undergraduates, researchers found 
that students who spent the most time checking social 
media throughout the week had a 2.6 times higher rate of 
reporting eating disorder or body image concerns. 

725,000
It is estimated that over 725,000 Canadians would 
meet the criteria for an eating disorder. 

12.8%
12.8% of female dieticians self-reported some form of 
orthorexic behaviour, which is a fixation on eating only 
biologically pure food.   

Over the past ten years, health and diet culture has permeated what seems like every 
aspect of our lives, with support from the reach of social media. The hashtag health 
(#health) currently has over ninety-six million posts on Instagram. However, the history of 
dieting being advertised to consumers dates back to the 16th century. Since then, diet 
gurus have utilized celebrity spokespeople and other marketing tactics to sell the idea of 
health to average consumers. A rising interest in personalized health and precision 
medicine is allowing individuals to make health choices in new ways.

Social media is allowing the diet gurus of the 21st century to thrive in this environment, 
where individuals are able to find no shortage of health and diet trends that they can 
choose to apply to their life. 

This system aims to explore the intersections of health and social media. More specifically, 
we chose to unpack this system in order to understand the factors that influence food 
choices in an age of social media, as well as how physical and mental health are a�ected. 
The wickedness of this problem is entrenched in centuries of capitalist market principles 
where companies take advantage of the feelings we have about our bodies and sell us diet 
plans to ‘fix’ ourselves. The problem then escalates tenfold when social media is the 
avenue through which health is advertised. This systems map demonstrates that the 
commodification of health has detrimental impacts. 
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