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Research in health and physical activity 
Does social media influence people’s beliefs in relation to body ideals and diet?

Abstract 
The purpose of this article is to explore the effect of social media in relation to body ideals and diet. It has been said that the use of social media can be used to gain gratification to boost confidence and can lead to body dissatisfaction (Fardouly, Diedrichs, Vartanian and Halliwell, 2015). Appearance comparisons are made and play a role in Social media and individuals’ relationships with body image, research has proven it can have a negative effect on self esteem as it can often promote unrealistic ideals that are somewhat unachievable (Fardouly and Vartanian, 2016) . Social media is an outlet for influencers and one in four Facebook posts are advertisements which are often weight loss product related (Leahey, LaRose, Fava and Wing, 2010). Research conducted by (Perloff, 2014) found that there was pressure to conform and that individuals desired under influencers to look like their peers. A research article carried out in America found that 80% of 18 to 29-year olds were wireless internet users with social media platforms. The study also found that women were more likely to use social media apps (Perloff, 2014). The core components as demonstrated by social media promotional images tend to be thin in body size, curvaceous but slender and demonstrating unrealistic thinness (Tiggemann, 2011). Self-objectification is the process in which individuals view their bodies as objects to be looked at. Hence the desire to strive for perfection (Rodin et al. 1985). There is a proven link between social media and eating disorders. There have been a variety of different social media campaigns aiming to stop the unrealistic airbrushed images with unfiltered images hash tagged as body positivity to show real life images. Online retailers have also started to follow suit advertising with real, unedited people. The aim of this has been to reduce unhealthy and unrealistic perceptions of the perfect body and to minimise the risk of eating disorders (Levine and Harrison 2009; Stice et al. 2006). The following research article is going to highlight the impact of social media in relation to body ideals and diet through research carried out prior to this article.

Introduction
Social media is a platform that you cannot escape in the modern day with over 3 billion users accessing a range of different networks such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and snapchat. Statistics show that 49% of the world’s population has an active social media account and users spend an average of 2 hours 29 minutes online each day. This figure is increased to 63% of the population when eligible only individuals are using networks meaning individuals over 13 years of age (Social Media Users — DataReportal – Global Digital Insights, 2020). A theory be Perloff demonstrated that social media is the current days playing field of todays youth and it is where attitudes are formed, and body image concerns are often cultivated (Williams and Ricciardelli, 2014). A range of psychological issues have been detected following the use of social media. There is a link between usage and a distinct drive for thinness, a desire to build muscle and an increased body image concerns (Popkin, D'Anci and Rosenberg, 2010). A study carried out by (Tiggemann & Miller, 2010, Tiggemann & Slater, 2013) investigated 300 students from an Australian university between the ages of 18-25 they were surveyed with questions relating to social media and body image. The sociocultural attitudes towards appearance questionnaire was used. The results found that they felt pressure to lose weight and to be more attractive. The biggest correlations were found between Instagram use and body image (Lee et al., 2014). Research has therefore been carried out to first-hand assess the impact of social media of body image and diet. A study by (Bessenoffs, 2006) carried out a study in which students were socially compared after being shown pictures of thin women in online promotional blogs versus promotional blogs that did not use pictures of women. The group of students that observed the blogs with the images of ‘thin’ women experienced higher levels of body dissatisfaction and lowered mood. Scholars have found that over the years western ideals of have changed and different body types come into fashion leaving individuals with a constant battle to change their body shape. These ideals portrayed on social media are usually of individuals of below average body weight (Luff & Gray, 2009). A study from (Ghaznavi and Taylor, 2015) looked at the effects of twitter and Pinterest. The study found that the visual nature of the sites could lead to individuals resorting to extreme measures to lose weight and strive for the perfect body as portrayed by social media. 

Methods
Students at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David undertook research to determine the influence of social media on people’s beliefs in relation to body ideals and diet. A small-scale research project was carried out to determine whether social media had a negative or positive effect. Data was collected using survey monkey on a social media platform so that the target audience was reached. The network of choice was Facebook so that the survey could be shared to ensure enough responses were received. There was a target audience, and this was explained on the post. The age range for the research was between 18-30 and both male and female users were invited to complete the questionnaire. It was also explained beforehand that confidentiality would always be maintained during this research project. 2 surveys with 9 questions on each were asked relating to the effects of social media in relation to body ideals and diet. The response limit was capped at 50. The results were then analysed in relation to current literature. The limitations addressed in the research proposal did not cause a problem. There was concern that people may be too busy to complete the questionnaire. Responses were received in a timely manner ready for analysis. 

Results
The survey was posted on Facebook and shared to Instagram story to reach the target audience. Once results reached the capped limit of 50 the survey was stopped, and the results were able to be analysed in relation to current literature. The results were much as expected and there was a strong correlation with previous research suggesting a negative effect on nutritional habits and the effects on body image. The first survey found that the average score of self-esteem between 1 and 10 was at a 7. 25% of participants were at this level with this being the most common answer. When questioned whether they were happy with their bodies 70% were unhappy and only 30% happy. 78% of individuals were worried about how others perceived their bodies. 60% agreed that social media has influenced how they feel about themselves. 56% felt the pressure to fit into cultural ideals. 60.78% of individuals surveyed agreed that social media is detrimental to the mental health of young adults. When questioned about what has a detrimental effect on mental health respondents answered that clothing sizes, adverts, confidence, and the stress of dieting personally affects them. 82.35% of individuals surveyed agreed that self esteem affects their mood and only 17.65% answered that is has no effect. The question ‘has social media ever left you feeling pressured to fit in to a culturally 'ideal' look (e.g. thin and elegant for females, and strong and muscular for males)?’ was asked 56.89% the majority answered yes with 43.14% stating that has never affected them. The second survey comprised of 88% females and 12% males. 68% were between 18-24 and 32% between 25 and 30. 100% of the participants used social media, hence using the platform Facebook. Over 49% also used social media for over 4 hours per day. Instagram was the most popular choice of social media platform with 66% using the app on their mobiles. Nobody disagreed that social media has a negative effect on young people’s mental health. The participants were asked if there were more positive effects of social media than negative.  35% disagreed and only a small majority of 7% agreed. Social media is known to have an influential effect on its users. 49% of participants surveyed agreed that it has a moderate effect with only 7% answering that is has no influence at all. 

Discussion 
The results were as expected with social media having an impact on mental health. The majority of participant agreed that social media has a negative effect on their mental health. 60% had been affected. The results have show that it is easy to believe that your own life is inadequate to the perfect images portrayed online with social media showing only the highlights of peoples lives and not including the low points (Canady, 2018). The amount of time spent on social media leaves individuals warped with constant images of perfection. The results concluded that individuals spent 4 hours a day online. The study has found a correlation between time spent online and feelings of low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction and pressure to fit into cultural ideals. With no participants believing that social media is not detrimental to mental health. It leads you to believe that social media addiction is prevalent in todays world and there is a constant fear of missing out and not fitting into the social norms (Canady, 2018). Social comparison as defined by (Festinger, 1954) is a ‘form of sociological self esteem where we derive our sense of self through comparing ourselves to others’. With 56% of respondents feeling the pressure to fit into cultural ideals from browsing social media daily it is not surprising that feelings of self-worth were low a direct result of browsing social media. Instagram is known to be the most harmful social media platform when it comes to young people’s mental health. This is because it is a picture only platform where photos are always edited and airbrushed before publishing. If 4 hours a day are spent looking at these perfect pictures it has been found that mental health is affected (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017).




Conclusions 
To conclude, mental health is prevalent in today’s world and is spoken about more than ever in the aim to reduce the stigma and is apparent that social media has a negative effect on mental health. The research conducted on Facebook has reiterated previous research articles and this current research has proven there is still a strong correlation between body ideals and dieting and social media use. Self-objectification is a common occurrence in relation to social media usage (Schaefer and Thompson, 2018). Therefore, there is growing correlation between dieting and following nutritional supplement trends from online. The growing feeling of needing to conform comes from seeing these picture-perfect bodies that appear to be flawless. The ages that seem to be mostly affected from the research are people between the ages of 18-24. This is the generation that has higher usage of social media, mostly using Instagram which is known to have the most influential effect on body ideals. The research reflected this with 68% of active respondents being between 18-24. With 49% surveyed agreeing that social media has a detrimental influential effect it is apparent that changes to flawless images online need to be made and advertisements showing perfection should be discouraged.
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