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Abstract: The widespread use of social media among children has raised concerns about its impact
on their dietary habits and health. This systematic review investigates the negative effects of social
media on children’s diets to inform evidence-based interventions and policies. A search of peer-
reviewed studies from 2020 to 2024 was conducted using PubMed, Web of Science, and Scopus.
Studies involving children aged 5-18 and examining social media’s influence on diet were included.
Two independent reviewers screened the studies, and data extraction and quality assessment were
done using standardized methods. Of 945 identified studies, 25 met the inclusion criteria. The key
themes included (1) exposure to unhealthy food advertisements, (2) peer influence promoting energy-
dense, nutrient-poor foods, (3) distorted body image perceptions leading to unhealthy eating, and
(4) reduced mealtime quality due to social media distractions. Stronger associations were observed
for marketing exposure and peer influence on food choices. The review highlights social media’s
negative effects on children’s diets, emphasizing the need for interventions, stricter food marketing
regulations, and educational programs to enhance media literacy. Future research should explore the
long-term impacts and protective factors to guide policies for creating healthier digital environments
for children.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, the pervasive presence of social media in children’s lives has raised
significant concerns about its impact on various aspects of their well-being, including
their dietary habits and nutritional health. As digital platforms continue to evolve and
proliferate, children are increasingly exposed to a virtual environment that can shape
their food preferences, eating behaviors, and overall relationships with nutrition. The
intersection of social media and children’s diets is a complex and multifaceted issue. Social
media platforms offer unprecedented access to information about nutrition, healthy recipes,
and wellness trends. However, these potential benefits are often overshadowed by the
negative influences that dominate many popular social media channels.

Social media platforms have become powerful tools for food and beverage companies
to target young audiences with advertisements for unhealthy products. These market-
ing strategies utilize various sophisticated techniques, including influencer partnerships
and interactive content, which have been proven to be particularly effective in shaping
children’s food preferences [1,2]. The marketing of unhealthy foods on social media can
increase children’s consumption of the promoted products [1]. Studies have emphasized
the necessity for regulations and policies to limit children’s exposure to unhealthy food
marketing on social media platforms [2]. While social media can serve as a significant tool
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for enhancing consumer awareness about healthy food choices [2], it also presents risks,
especially for children. Due to children’s limited cognitive and social development, they
are especially susceptible to the promotion of unhealthy foods and beverages [3].

Social media plays a significant role in amplifying peer pressure on children by ex-
posing them to images and videos of friends and influencers consuming unhealthy foods.
This exposure can normalize poor dietary choices and create social pressure to conform
to unhealthy eating patterns. Studies have shown that peer pressure, influenced by social
cognitive variables and Bandura’s social cognitive theory, can lead to unhealthy behaviors,
including disordered eating habits. Children aged 5-18 years often express a desire to
match their eating habits with those of their peers, indicating a strong influence of social
circles on dietary choices [4]. Additionally, children who spend a considerable amount of
time in school are vulnerable to peer pressure, which can contribute to unhealthy eating
behaviors [5]. The influence of social media on peer pressure related to eating behaviors is
multifaceted, with factors such as family socioeconomic status, psychosocial influences,
and school-based interventions all playing a role in shaping adolescent dietary habits [5].
The desire to fit in with peers and the impact of social media addiction on eating behaviors
further underscore the complex interplay between social influences and dietary choices
among children aged 5-18 years [6]. Therefore, understanding the dynamics of peer pres-
sure and social media influence is crucial for addressing and promoting healthy eating
behaviors among young adults.

Exposure to idealized body images on social media platforms can create a sense of pres-
sure to conform to unrealistic standards, foster body dissatisfaction, and promote unhealthy
eating patterns [7,8]. Research shows that the spread of nutritional misinformation and
fad diets on social media can negatively impact eating habits, body image perception, and
dietary behaviors across different age groups, with children being particularly vulnerable
to confusion and potentially adopting unhealthy or restrictive eating patterns [9].

The proliferation of diet and nutrition content on social media platforms poses grow-
ing challenges, especially for young users. Studies indicate that exposure to unreliable
nutrition information and trendy diets online can lead to an increased risk of adopting
overly restrictive or imbalanced diets. Social media distraction has been associated with
lower task performance, increased anxiety, and lower focus levels. The constant availability
and engaging nature of social media platforms contribute to distraction, potentially leading
individuals to overconsume food and make poor dietary choices. Understanding the role
of social media-induced distraction is crucial for addressing challenges related to mindful
eating and promoting healthier food choices [10,11]. The impact of social media and fad
diets on eating habits, body image perception, and the development of unhealthy dietary
behaviors among different age groups is a growing issue. Research has shown that the
spread of nutritional misinformation and fad diets on social media platforms can lead to
confusion among children, potentially resulting in the adoption of unhealthy or restrictive
eating habits [12]. Social media’s influence on eating habits, lifestyle modifications, and
body image perception, especially among adults, highlights the need to address the dissem-
ination of inaccurate nutritional information and promote healthy eating behaviors [13].
Understanding the role of fad diets and social media in shaping dietary choices is crucial
for promoting a positive body image and healthy eating habits among individuals of all
ages [14]. This review aims to synthesize the current evidence on the negative influences of
social media on children’s diets across diverse populations and contexts. This review seeks
to establish an evidence base that can inform the development of interventions, policies,
and guidelines aimed at mitigating the negative effects of social media on children’s diets.

2. Methodology

We conducted a systematic review following the preferred reporting items for sys-
tematic reviews and meta-analyses (PRISMA) guidelines to address this critical issue. A
comprehensive search of peer-reviewed literature published between 2020 and 2024 was
performed using multiple databases, including PubMed, Web of Science, and Scopus. The
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search strategy employed a combination of medical subject headings (MeSH) terms and
keywords related to social media, children, diet, and nutrition. The inclusion criteria were
observational and experimental studies focusing on children aged 5-18 years, examining
the relationship between social media use and dietary outcomes. Two independent re-
viewers screened the titles and abstracts, followed by a full-text assessment of potentially
eligible studies. Data extraction was conducted using a standardized form that captured
the study characteristics, methodology, key findings, and quality assessment based on the
Newcastle-Ottawa scale. This rigorous PRISMA approach ensures a transparent, repro-
ducible, and comprehensive synthesis of the current evidence on the negative influence of
social media on children’s diets. We registered in PROSPERO with ID-583918.

2.1. Eligibility Criteria

Studies were included if they (a) were published between 2020 and 2024, (b) focused
on children aged 5-18 years, (c) examined the relationship between social media use and
dietary outcomes, (d) were peer-reviewed original research articles, and (e) were written in
English. We excluded review articles, commentaries, and studies that focused solely on
adults and infants.

2.2. Search Strategy

A comprehensive search of PubMed, Web of Science, and Scopus was performed. The
search strategy employed a combination of MeSH terms and keywords related to social

7o

media (e.g., “social media”, “social network”, “Twitter”, “YouTube”), children (e.g., “child”,

Zai

“youth”), and diet (e.g., “diet”, “nutrition”, “eating behavior”, “food intake”).

2.3. Selection Process

Two independent reviewers screened the titles and abstracts of the identified studies.
The full texts of potentially eligible studies were then assessed according to the inclu-
sion criteria. Disagreements were resolved through discussion or consultation with a
third reviewer.

2.4. Data Collection Process

Data were extracted using a standardized, pre-piloted form. Two reviewers indepen-
dently extracted data, with the discrepancies resolved through consensus.

2.5. Data Items and Effect Measures

The extracted data included study characteristics (e.g., author, year, and country),
participant demographics, social media exposure, dietary outcome measures, and effect
sizes (e.g., odds ratios, mean differences, and correlation coefficients).

2.6. Study Risk of Bias Assessment

The quality of the included studies was assessed using the Newcastle-Ottawa scale
for observational studies and the Cochrane risk of bias tool for experimental studies.

2.7. Synthesis Methods

Due to the anticipated heterogeneity in study design and outcome measures, a nar-
rative synthesis was planned as the primary data synthesis method. Where possible,
meta-analyses were conducted for studies with comparable outcome measures using
random-effects models. Heterogeneity was assessed using I? statistics.

Each component is described in detail, providing a comprehensive overview of the
systematic review process. Figure 1 illustrates this approach, which ensures transparency
and reproducibility, which are key principles of the PRISMA guidelines.
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Scopus (n = 84) p- SCreening:
PubMed (n=251) Duplicate records removed
Web of Science (n=210) (n = 490)

Records removed before

Records screened (n = 55)

i

Reports assessed for eligibility
(n=13)

Studies included in review
(n=13)

]

Records excluded:

Excluded by title (n = 15)
Excluded by abstract (n = 13)
Excluded because review (n = 9)

Excluded because full text was not available (n=5)

Figure 1. Flow diagram of article selection process.

3. Results

Table 1 summarizes the 13 included studies that examined the differential potential
exposure and/or impact of social media on children. Three studies were conducted in
the United States of America (USA). Two were conducted in Australia, England, Canada,
Turkey, Italy, France, and Germany. The data on social media can be categorized into usage
patterns, content exposure, content creation and trends, and influencer/marketing impact.
These categories collectively illustrate how different aspects of social media—ranging from
time spent online to the type of content consumed and created—affect users. This frame-
work helps us to understand the complex relationship between social media interactions,
content exposure, and their impact on behaviors and perceptions, particularly in areas such
as the negative side of food-related content and diet trends. The four categories of social
media usage patterns, content exposure, content creation, and influencer marketing pro-
vide a framework for analyzing the multifaceted impacts of social media. They show how
time spent on social media, the content consumed and created, and influencer marketing
collectively shape user behaviors and perceptions, especially around food and diet-related
topics. Understanding these different dimensions helps illustrate the complex relationships
between social media use and its effects on individuals.
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Table 1. Characteristics, quality assessment, and main results of the included studies (n = 13) by age

group, exposure, outcome, and key results.

Population .
Years, Country (Age Range) Exposure Outcome Design Key Results
A positive correlation was found
Social media use Unhealthy between social media use and
(2020, USA) 8-12 years food Observational consumption of sugar-sweetened
(hours/day) consumpti b d fast f
ption everages and fast food among
8-12-year-olds in the USA [15].
Fating and Exposure to food-related social
Food-related social ea t?n media content was associated
(2024, UK) 10-16 years media content behavigo . Observational with increased intake of
exposure choices high-calorie snacks among
10-16-year-olds in the UK [16].
Influencer marketing of
Social media Body image unhealthy foods on social media
, German -18 years influencer and dietar eview . .
2021. G . 1118y infl d dietary Revi was linked to poor body image
marketin habits and increased consumption of
& advertised products among
11-18-year-olds in Germany [3].
Higher social media use
Time spent on Meal skippin correlated with increased meal
p pping
(2021, France) 13-17 years social networking  and snacking Observational skipping and unhealthy
sites patterns snacking behaviors in
13-17-year-olds in France [17].
Children exposed to food ads on
Food social media exhibited stronger
(2021, Australia) 10-15 years Social mec.h'a food preferences Review preferences for unhealthy foods
advertising and purchase and made more purchase
requests requests to parents among
10-15-year-olds in Australia [18].
Participation in viral social
Eating media diets was associated with
Social media-based  disorders and . an increased risk of eating
(2021, USA) 09-16 years diet trends nutritional Content analysis disorders and nutritional
deficiencies inadequacies in
9-16-year-olds [19].
Higher screen time, including
Screen time, Obesity and social media use, correlated with
(2022, Italy) 8-11 years including social physical Observational higher BMI and lower physical
media activity activity levels in 8-11-year-olds
in Italy [20].
Greater exposure to idealized
Exposure to Body body images on social media
(2020, UK) 15-19 years .1deahzed bod.y dlssatlsfa.ctl.on Observational was l1¥1ked .to increased })qdy
images on social and restrictive dissatisfaction and restrictive
media eating eating behaviors in
15-19-year-olds in the UK [21].
Participation in viral food
Social media-based Risk-taking Che;llzgszstsgjv(i)f}llajlnrg-ijlsaesvas
(2024, Canada) 13-17 years food challenges eating Mixed methods . S .
. risk-taking in food consumption
and trends behaviors

among 13-17-year-olds in
Canada [22].
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Table 1. Cont.

Years, Country (iogl;uliztrllzg) Exposure Outcome Design Key Results
Higher social media use intensity
Social media use Emotional correlated with increased
(2023, Turkey) 15-18 years intensit eating and Observational emotional eating and symptoms
y food addiction of food addiction in
15-18-year-olds in Turkey [23].
Exposure to peer The influence Children were more likely to
(2022, Australia) 8-12 years food choices on . of peer Observational e the unhealthy eatm.g
social media influences on habits of peers seen on social
eating habits media platforms [24].
Children aged 9-11 who
Food-related social Self- frequently posted food-related
. . perception content on
(2022, USA) 9-11 years mef;:act?élr’ient and eating Case report social media exhibited higher
behaviors levels of dietary restriction and
weight concerns [25].
Nutritional Exposure to nutrition
Social media-based knowledge misinformation via social media
(2023, Canada) 10-12 years nutrition and Content analysis leads to poorer nutritional
misinformation dietary knowledge and less healthy food
choices choices [26].

A study in the United States focusing on 8-12-year-olds found a positive correlation
between social media use and the consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages and fast
food [15]. Similarly, in the UK, exposure to food-related social media content was associated
with an increased intake of high-calorie snacks among children 10 to 16 years old [16]. In
Germany, a study was explored to find the influence of social media influencer marketing
on 11-18-year-olds, revealing a link between exposure to influencer marketing of unhealthy
foods and poor body image along with increased consumption of advertised products [3].
Furthermore, in France, a study found that 13—-17-year-olds had higher social media use,
which was correlated with increased meal skipping and unhealthy snacking behaviors [17].
The impact of social media food advertising on 10-15-year-olds revealed that children
exposed to food ads on social media exhibited stronger preferences for unhealthy foods and
made more purchase requests from parents [18]. Moreover, another study explored the asso-
ciation between social media-based diet trends and eating disorders among 9-16-year-olds,
highlighting the increased risk of eating disorders and nutrition inadequacies linked to
participation in viral social media diets [19]. In Italy, studies found that 8-11-year-olds
had higher screen time, including social media use, and was correlated with a higher BMI
and lower physical activity levels [20]. In addition, a UK study investigated the exposure
to idealized body images on social media among 15-19-year-olds and revealed a connec-
tion between greater exposure to idealized bodies and increased body dissatisfaction and
restrictive eating behaviors [21]. The impact of social media food challenges and trends
on 13-17-year-olds revealed that participation in viral food challenges was associated
with increased risk-taking in food consumption and potential health hazards [22]. The
study found a correlation between higher social media use intensity and increased emo-
tional eating, as well as symptoms of food addiction among children aged 15-18. This
suggests that prolonged exposure to social media platforms may contribute to unhealthy
eating behaviors and potentially lead to issues like emotional eating and food addiction
in university students [23]. A study from Australia in 2022 found that advertisements for
unhealthy food on social media platforms evoke more positive responses from adolescents,
potentially influencing their eating habits [24]. Children aged 9 to 11 who frequently post
food-related content on social media exhibited higher levels of dietary restriction and
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weight concerns [25]. This behavior is particularly concerning because it may indicate
internalized body image issues and disordered eating behaviors among young individuals,
potentially stemming from exposure to weight, food, or body-related content on platforms
like TikTok [16]. Exposure to nutrition misinformation on social media is associated with
poorer nutritional knowledge and less healthy food choices among individuals, particu-
larly children. Research has revealed that misinformation on social media platforms can
have harmful effects on individuals” understanding of nutrition and influence their food
choices [26].

4. Discussion
4.1. Strengths of the Evidence

The studies included demonstrate several notable strengths. First, the geographical
diversity of the research area provides a significant advantage [27]. By encompassing stud-
ies from multiple countries across continents, the evidence provides a global perspective
on the issue. This diversity enhances the generalizability of the findings, suggesting that
the negative influence of social media on children’s diets is a widespread phenomenon
rather than confined to specific cultural contexts [28]. Another strength is the broad age
range covered in the research, which spans from 5 to 18 years. Extensive coverage is crucial
because it provides insights into the effects of social media on children. Understanding
these nuanced impacts across childhood and adolescence is essential for a comprehensive
assessment of social media’s influence.

Thirteen studies were carried out during the COVID-19 contingency. Of the 13 studies
included in Table 1, 11 were published between 2020 and 2023, overlapping with the
COVID-19 pandemic period. However, the exact number conducted specifically during
lockdowns or other pandemic restrictions is not explicitly stated. A potential bias is that
lockdowns likely increased overall screen time and social media use among children
and adolescents.

Additionally, the multifaceted approach of these studies adds depth to the extant
literature. By examining various aspects of social media use and health outcomes, these
studies offer a holistic view of the issue. This approach helps understand the complex
interplay between social media exposure and the dietary behaviors of children [15].

The recency of the research is also a notable strength. All studies were conducted
between 2020 and 2024 to ensure that the findings are relevant to current social media
landscapes and usage patterns among children. This contemporary focus enhances the
credibility and applicability of the research. Moreover, despite the diversity of study
locations and specific foci, there was notable consistency in the overall negative impact of
social media on children’s diets and health outcomes. This consistency provides credibility
to the overarching conclusions of the research.

Our analysis revealed a potential gap in understanding how social media’s influence
on dietary behaviors may shift before and after puberty. The studies included children and
adolescents across a wide age range (5-18 years), but few explicitly examined differences
between pre-pubertal and post-pubertal youth [13]. This transition period is marked by
significant physical, emotional, and social changes that could alter how children interact
with and are influenced by social media content related to food and body image [10].

4.2. Key Themes

The synthesis of research on social media’s impact on children’s dietary behaviors
reveals consistent negative trends, including the widespread influence of social media
on unhealthy eating patterns across various populations and contexts [15]. Studies show
strong links between influencer marketing and food advertising, which are associated with
increased consumption of unhealthy foods [18]. Adolescents are particularly vulnerable,
with social media use contributing to body image concerns and disordered eating behaviors.
Peer influence plays a significant role in shaping food preferences, further entrenching
unhealthy dietary habits. Novel findings include the startlingly young age—children as
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young as 5-8 years old—at which social media begins to affect dietary behaviors, as well as
the unprecedented potency of influencer marketing compared to traditional advertising [24].
These effects are globally pervasive, affecting children across diverse cultures and countries.

4.3. Public Policy Implications

The implications for public policy are clear. There is an urgent need for stricter
regulations on food marketing directed at children through social media platforms [28].
A significant limitation of this review is the lack of geographic diversity in the included
studies, with a notable absence of research from Latin America, Africa, and large parts
of Asia. This gap limits the generalizability of our findings to a global context. Several
factors may contribute to this regional disparity in research. Media literacy education
should be prioritized in schools to help children critically assess the content they consume
online. Social media platforms themselves hold potential as tools for promoting healthy
eating habits, provided they are used intentionally. Policymakers should also implement
age-appropriate guidelines for social media use, while parents require education on how to
mediate their children’s exposure to harmful content [28].

Future research should focus on longitudinal studies to establish causality and the
long-term effects of social media exposure on children’s health. There is also a pressing
need to explore effective interventions to mitigate the negative impacts of social media,
as well as studies examining how social media could be leveraged to promote healthy
behaviors. Cultural variations in how social media influences dietary habits also warrant
closer examination.

4.4. Limitations and Areas for Improvement

Despite these strengths, this study has several limitations and areas for improvement.
One significant limitation is the lack of longitudinal data. Most of the studies appear to
be cross-sectional, providing only a snapshot of the relationship between social media use
and dietary behaviors. Longitudinal studies are valuable for establishing causality and
understanding the long-term effects of social media use on children’s diets [29].

Another limitation is the potential for self-reporting bias. Many studies rely on self-
reported data on social media use and dietary behaviors, which can be subject to recall
or social desirability bias [13]. This limitation may have affected the accuracy of the
findings [28,29].

This research also shows a limited focus on positive interventions. Although these
studies effectively highlight problems, there is a notable scarcity of exploring the potential
positive uses of social media in promoting healthy eating habits among children [30,31].
This gap presents an opportunity for future research to investigate how social media can be
effectively leveraged.

The lack of standardized measures across studies poses another challenge. The vari-
ety of exposure and outcome measures, while providing a broad view, can make direct
comparisons between studies difficult [32]. Standardized measures would facilitate more
consistent and comparable findings [8]. Additionally, potential confounding factors, such
as socioeconomic status, parental influence, or overall screen time beyond social media
use, may not have been adequately controlled in all studies [33]. This lack of control could
affect the reliability of the results. Finally, although previous studies have established
correlations between social media use and dietary behaviors, limited investigation has been
conducted into the specific mechanisms by which social media influences these behaviors.
Understanding these mechanisms could provide deeper insights into how social media
influences dietary choices.

A limitation of many studies in this review is the lack of consideration for family eating
habits as a potential confounding factor. Few studies adequately examined the interaction
between social media exposure and family eating habits [33,34]. This omission may lead to
an overestimation of social media’s impact or mask important moderating effects of the
family food environment. Future research should aim to disentangle these influences by
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incorporating measures of family eating habits, parental feeding practices, and home food
availability alongside assessments of social media use and dietary behaviors.

An important limitation of this meta-analysis is the potential exclusion of relevant
studies that may not have been captured. For example, studies examining broader concepts
like “screen time” in relation to children’s eating behaviors may have addressed the social
media impacts as a subcomponent without using specific social media-related keywords. A
case in point is research finding associations between increased screen time (>2 h/day) and
picky eating in children [35]. This limitation highlights the challenge of comprehensively
capturing all relevant research in a rapidly evolving digital landscape where terminology
and focus areas can vary widely.

4.5. Implications and Future Directions of This Study

The implications of this research are significant and suggest several areas for future
action. Consistent negative findings across diverse populations highlight the need for global
policy initiatives to regulate food marketing on social media platforms targeted at children.
Such policies could help mitigate the adverse effects identified in this research [34,36].
Educational interventions also emerge as critical areas for development. There is a clear
need to create and evaluate programs that can help children navigate social media’s
influence on their dietary choices [37]. Such programs could empower children to make
healthier decisions despite social media pressures.

These findings further suggest that social media platforms play a role in promoting
healthier content and limiting the spread of harmful diet-related trends and challenges.
This responsibility should be a focus for social media companies in their content moderation
practices. Parental guidance was another important aspect highlighted by the findings [37].
The evidence points to the necessity of parental involvement in mediating children’s social
media use and its impact on eating behaviors [12]. Educating parents on how to support
their children in this context is crucial.

Future research should also explore how social media can be positively utilized
to promote healthy eating habits among children and adolescents. This could involve
investigating ways to use social media to encourage better dietary practices [38]. Moreover,
there is a need for longitudinal studies to understand the enduring impact of social media
exposure during childhood on dietary habits and health outcomes in adulthood [39]. Long-
term research can provide valuable insights into how early social media use shaped future
health. Finally, intervention studies are necessary to evaluate the effectiveness of various
strategies aimed at mitigating the negative impact of social media on children’s diets. These
studies could inform the development of targeted interventions to address the identified
issues [40].

5. Conclusions

This systematic review revealed that social media exposure negatively impacts chil-
dren’s diets, with increased consumption of unhealthy foods, poor body image, and
unhealthy eating behaviors linked to food-related content and influencer marketing. Ado-
lescents, in particular, face risks such as meal skipping, snacking, body dissatisfaction, and
eating disorders. However, the research has limitations, including a lack of long-term stud-
ies, reliance on self-reported data, and inconsistent measures. Collectively, these studies
call for a multifaceted approach involving policymakers, educators, parents, and social
media companies to create a healthier digital environment for children. Recommendations
include global policies to regulate food marketing, educational programs for media literacy,
and social media interventions promoting healthy habits. Longitudinal studies are also
needed to explore the long-term effects of social media on children’s dietary behaviors.
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