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Learning Objectives

• Critically review current evidence on role of social media use in 
adolescent nutrition.

• Debate the value and limitations of current food and nutrition-
driven interventions on influencing adolescent health and nutrition 
outcomes.

• Inspire action on incorporating digital technologies for improved 
adolescent nutrition action.



Adolescents Today

• 95% have access to smart phones

• 45% say they are online almost 
constantly

• Majority of both boys and girls play 
video games, but gaming is nearly 
universal for boys

(Pew Research Center, 2018)





Most popular social media platforms among 
adolescents



Mobile social gaming 
is profitable

• Facebook takes 30% income 
generated from payments in games 
such as Farmville and Zynga Poker). 

• By the end of 2014, Facebook
reported that 510 million people a 
month were playing social games

• Over 100 million playing daily



Social Media Use and Brain 
Changes

• Dependence: like drug addition. Clear 
degradation in the white matter in the regions 
that control emotional processing, attention 
and decision-making

• Immediate rewards with very little effort 
required: brain rewires itself making you 
desire these stimulations resulting in more 
neurological excitement after each 
interaction

• Multitasking online reduces ability to filter 
interferences and information to memory; 
i.e., phantom vibration syndrome

• Increased dopamine secretion related to 
speaking to own views instead of listening to 
others (80% is self involved on social media 
communication)





Teens have mixed 
views on the 

impact of social 
media on their lives



Roles of cyberbullying, sleep, and physical activity in mediating the effects of social media use 
on mental health and wellbeing among young people in England: a secondary analysis of 
longitudinal data
Viner, et al (2019)

• Mental health harms related to 
very frequent social media use in 
girls might be due to a combination 
of exposure to cyberbullying or 
displacement of sleep or physical 
activity, whereas other mechanisms 
appear to be operative in boys. 

• Interventions to promote mental 
health should include efforts to 
prevent or increase resilience to 
cyberbullying and ensure adequate 
sleep and physical activity in young 
people.



Adolescents and Social Media Use

WHAT WE KNOW
• They are constantly trying to 

define themselves.
• They crave positive feedback 

to help them see how their 
identity fits into their world.

• They use social media for this 
feedback... but they are 
looking in a dangerous place. 

HARMFUL EFFECT
• Possibility of a very public 

rejection because negative 
feedback is there for anyone 
and everyone to see. 

• Adolescents ask for feedback 
without learning first that not 
everyone will respond in a 
supportive way.



Social media use by teens linked to 
internalizing behaviors (Riehm et al., 2019)

Question:
Is time spent using social media 

associated with mental health problems 
among adolescents?

Findings:
In this cohort study of 6595 US 

adolescents, increased time spent using 
social media per day was prospectively 

associated with increased odds of 
reporting high levels of internalizing and 
comorbid internalizing and externalizing 

problems, even after adjusting for 
history of mental health problems.

Meaning:
Adolescents who spend more than 3 

hours per day on social media may be at 
heightened risk for mental health 

problems, particularly internalizing 
problems.



Social Media Influence on Adolescent 
Nutrition

Higher risk of eating Disordered eating
Body Image 
concerns

Food intake and 
consumption habits

Exercise Sexuality

Sleep disorders
Information seeking 
behavior

Mental well-being, 
depression and 
addiction



The use of social media in nutrition interventions for adolescents 
and young adults (Chau, Burgermaster and Mamykina (2018)

Social media is a promising feature 
for nutrition interventions for 
adolescents and young adults.

16 studies included social media in a 
nutrition intervention for these age 
groups; a majority had at least one 

significant outcome.

Intervention features included: social 
media; communication; tracking 

health; education; tailoring; social 
support; and gamification.

Most studies utilized basic social 
media features and did not evaluate 

the efficacy of social media 
individually



Social media use linked to teen disordered eating behaviors
(Wilksch, O'Shea, Byrne and Wade, 2019)

Adolescents who are 
active on social media 
may be more likely to 
exercise excessively, 
skip meals or develop 
other forms of 
disordered eating

45% of the boys and 
51.7% of girls were 
reported for behavior
related to disordered 
eating. 

Most common 
behaviors: meal 
skipping and strict 
exercise to lose 
weight or prevent 
weight gain.

The study focused on 
two main issues 
related to disordered 
eating: 

How teens thought about 
their bodies and about eating

Whether teens exhibited 
disordered eating behaviors
like skipping meals or 
exercising excessively.

When it came to 
“cognition,” or how 
often teens worried 
about things like their 
shape or eating 
habits:

girls who used Snapchat were 
39% more likely to report 
these issues than girls who 
didn’t use that platform. 

Tumblr was associated with a 
43% higher likelihood of 
eating-related cognition 
issues.



Developmental Continuum of Eating Habits 
and Disorders



The Progression



Trigger Phrases over Social Media

“Oh, your going to 
eat that?” “I look/feel fat.”

“I shouldn’t eat 
this/that…”

“I won’t be able to 
eat tomorrow after 
eating that…”

“You should start 
working out…”

“You look so great 
now that you have 
lost weight!”



Consumption of Health-Related Content on Social Media Among 
Adolescent Girls: Mixed-Methods Pilot Study (Leary, et al, 2019). 

• Objective: This mixed-methods study (qualitative and quantitative) assessed health behavior 
attitudes and practices as well as social media use among adolescent girls. Additionally, similar 
practices and behaviors of adults who regularly interact with this population were studied.

• Results:
• Although adolescents may see health-related content, most do not follow health-related pages 

or share such pages themselves, and fewer are actively searching for this information. 
• Adolescents tend to trust information from familiar sources, and the participants reported that 

they do not follow official news accounts. 
• Adults considered modeling and discussing healthy behaviors important and reportedly 

expected adolescents to see some level of health-related, especially fitness-related, content 
on social media.

• Conclusions: Education interventions are warranted for both adolescents and adults with whom 
adolescent girls regularly interact, in the areas of sedentary behavior to guide them to access 
reliable online health-related information and be judicious consumers of online health information.



Social media use for nutrition outcomes in young adults: a mixed-
methods systematic review (Klassen et al., 2018).

Information-dissemination is now an 
acceptable use of social media by 
young adults. 

Using social media effectively for social 
support, either via private groups or 
public pages, requires careful 
evaluation as its effectiveness is yet to 
be demonstrated in experimental 
designs. 

Concerns about public social media use 
may be a contributing factor to poor 
engagement with social media in 
research intervention studies aimed at 
influencing weight. 

Future research should consider how to 
best engage with young adults using 
social media, how to more effectively 
use social media to support young 
adults and to facilitate social and peer-
to-peer support in making healthier 
choices.



Adolescents’ Use of Digital Technologies and Preferences for Mobile 
Health Coaching in Public Mental Health Settings (Aschbrenner, et al, 
2019). 

Of 121 survey respondents (mean age 
15.2, SD = 1.5), 92% had a cell phone, 79% had 
a smartphone, 90% used text messaging, and 
98% used social media. 

Focus group interviews revealed that 
adolescents were interested in receiving 
strengths-based mobile health coaching, and 
they preferred structured online peer-to-peer 
interactions in which a professional moderator 
promotes positive connections and adherence 
to privacy guidelines.



What adolescents are looking for in the 
region?

• Health
• Convenience, Speed and Flexibility
• Technology

• Estimated to grow at 13% to reach $365 billion worldwide by 2022 (UBS 
Evidence Lab, 2018). 

• Food delivery may introduce great innovation such as robot cooks and drone 
delivery, in parts, replacing the need to cook.

• Super-casualisation
• More casual environments, service styles and dining at your convenience 

are, in parts, replacing the older white tablecloth three course meal 
experience.



Chef Watson





Defining the Medium when it 
comes to Nutrition Information

El-Kour, Hogg and Sewell, 2018 



Is Facebook the message of social 
connections?

El-Kour, Hogg and Sewell, 2018 



Is Facebook the 
medium or the 
message?

Variable B SEB β
Intercept 0.817 0.154
Facebook use 0.231 0.056 0.267*
Food consumption 
behavior

0.274 0.045 0.422*

Risk perception 0.123 0.045 0.171*

Note. *p<0.05; B=unstandardized regression coefficient;
SEB = Standard error of the coefficient;
Β = standardized coefficient

The multiple regression model statistically 
significantly predicted exposure to 
nutrition misinformation, F (3,162) = 
41.651, p<0.001, adj. R2= 0.425. All three 
variables added statistically significantly 
to the prediction, p<0.05.



Scatterplot of exposure to nutrition 
misinformation score against 
Facebook use score with 
superimposed regression line.

El-Kour, Hogg and Sewell, 2018 (In Print)



Scatterplot of exposure to nutrition 
misinformation score against food 
consumption behavior score with 
superimposed regression line.

El-Kour, Hogg and Sewell, 2018 



Scatterplot of exposure to nutrition 
misinformation score against risk 
perception score with superimposed 
regression line.

El-Kour, Hogg and Sewell, 2018 



Facebook as the medium used to deliver the 
nutrition misinformation message has a significant 
effect on how the content is received and digested

El-Kour, Hogg and Sewell, 2018 
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El-Kour, Hogg and Sewell, 2018 



How might identifying which medium affect how 
we receive and act on the  message?



Is Smartphone technology the medium or is it the 
message of a new lifeline for Syrian Adolescent and 
Young Refugees?



Is WhatsApp the medium or is it the 
message of audio storytelling for low-
literate adolescent and young refugees?



Facebook Social Features and Trust

92 92.5 93 93.5 94 94.5 95 95.5

The number of likes

The number of followers

The number of fans

The number of comments

The number of shared posts

The number of urls

The number of images

The number of hash tags

The number of videos

Use of GPS to indicate location of the post

How much do you trust each of the following Facebook features on providing you with credible nutrition information.

Total

El-Kour, Hogg and Sewell, 2018 



El-Kour, Hogg and Sewell, 2018 



What factors impact the eating behaviors of female Arab millennials 
who use social media daily? (El-Kour and Sewell,2016) 

A platform for food ideation 
Food at the center of the 
social experience and the 
social media engagement

An expression of sharing 
and caring

Skill-building effect Enhancer for creativity

Primer for greater food 
intake (especially intake of 
unhealthy food that is high 
in fat, sugar, and calories)

Venue to celebrate 
achievement with others, 
including family and friends

Trigger for food craving
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