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Foreword 

Social media has emerged as a significant contributor in influencing 
dietary choices, providing global users with easy access to information about 
nutrition through various Platforms. They connect users with health experts, 
influencers, and organizations, raising awareness about healthy living. With 
billions of active participants, these platforms play a crucial role in sharing 
important health information and promoting positive changes in eating 
behaviors. 

A recent survey has revealed that India had 862.08 million social media 
users as of 2023, which equals 59.90% of the country's population. India is 
also the country with the second-largest number of social media users in the 
world. China tops the list with 1.07 billion users. The United States is on the 
third spot with 308.3 million users. It is expected that around 1.3 billion 
Indians will use social media platforms by 2029 and will lead the list pushing 
China to the second spot with 1.27 billion users. 1.24 billion people in India are 
on the internet as of 2024. That means 69.5% of Indian internet users are also 
expected to use social media. Reports from GWI suggest that an average social 
media user visits around 6.7 different social platforms every month. They also 
spend around 2 hours and 20 minutes daily on these platforms. 

This significant number emphasizes how crucial social media is as a 
primary resource for consumers looking for diet and health information. 
Particularly since the COVID-19 pandemic, food and nutrition-related topics 
have attracted a lot of attention, and many people use these platforms for 
health management, curiosity, or interest. 

According to Datareportal , most users of prominent platforms, like 
Facebook, Instagram, and Facebook Messenger, are aged from 18 to 34 years. 
Around 72.9% of social media users are in the age group 18-64 years (Male 
49.3% and Female 23.6%). 25.2% (Male 17.9% and Female 7.3%) are in the 
age group 35-64 years. The penetration is only around 1.8% in age group 65 
and above. 

Nevertheless, this accessibility carries certain risks. While trustworthy 
accounts provide science-based recommendations, the prevalence of 
misinformation emphasizes the necessity of critically assessing sources. When 
utilized wisely, social media can serve as an important tool for public 

==============�S=�============== 



SCROLLING TO HEALTH: EVALUATING NUTRITION GUIDANCE ON SOCIAL MEDIA

6



~~~~~~~~~~~

7



~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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progressive digital infrastructure but also warrants concern regarding the 
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dietitians and certified nutritionists, these individuals may lack the expertise 
necessary to provide sound nutritional advice. Research suggests that approximately 
40% of individuals follow health advice from influencers without verifying the 
information, demonstrating a concerning trend (Gupta & Mehta, 2021). 

3. Echo Chambers and Confirmation Bias: Social media algorithms prioritize
content that resonates with users' existing beliefs. This can lead to the reinforcement
of false or misleading concepts as users are shown more similar content.

4. Viral Trends and Sensational Headlines: Attention-catching titles or exaggerated
claims are more likely to go viral, often without proper scientific validation. Such
trends can foster widespread misinformation.

s. Misinterpretation of Research: In some cases, research findings are
misrepresented or taken out of context, leading to the spread of inaccurate health
advice. Even well-intentioned individuals may accidentally share false information if
they do not fully comprehend the studies they cite.

6. Student-Driven Misinformation: A study conducted by Priyanka Harjule (2023)
indicated that 62.4% of students share misinformation, driven by factors such as self­
expression, socializing, and the nature of the information itself. Students who engage
with social media for more than 12 hours are at a heightened risk of disseminating
inaccurate information.

Social media plays a significant role in shaping health-related decisions. 
While evidence-based information is vital for encouraging healthier 
choices, the vast reach of these platforms also facilitates the rapid spread 
of inaccurate and misleading information. A recent study by Dennis et al. 
(2024) reported that content posted by influencers and brand accounts 
tends to have the lowest accuracy, whereas posts from qualified 
nutritionists are held to higher standards. Similarly, Dennis et al. (2023) 
also found that much of the online nutrition-related information is often 
inaccurate and of poor quality. This puts consumers seeking health and 
nutrition advice online at a considerable risk of being misinformed. 

To ensure that social media becomes a reliable source for health and 
nutrition guidance, it is imperative to prioritize evidence-based practices 
and encourage critical evaluation of shared content. This approach can 
help mitigate the risks associated with misinformation while promoting 
informed and healthier decisions. 
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A study conducted in 2023 (Kreft et al., 2023) revealed that 96% of participants turned 
to YouTube for nutrition information, with "What to Eat in a Day" content being the 
most favored (83%). However, only 17% of participants actively sought nutrition 
information on social media, while 54% engaged passively when such content 
appeared in their feeds. Registered dietitians were trusted most for accurate 
information (64%), and relatability (87%) was a key factor in choosing to follow 
influencers. Yet, only 16% trusted the claims made by social media health influencers. 
Despite 91 % of participants understanding the concept of evidence-based nutrition, 
77% struggled to evaluate the accuracy of social media nutrition content, with females 
reporting significantly more difficulty than males (Kreft et al., 2023). 

This trend raises concerns, as social media content often inspires individuals to 
replicate influencers' eating habits without considering their unique dietary needs. 
Such content frequently promotes fad diets advocating drastic changes, including the 
elimination of entire food groups. When followed without medical or professional 
supervision, these diets can lead to long-term nutritional inadequacies and serious 
health issues. 

2. Increased Risk of Chronic Diseases: Misleading information regarding the
advantages of certain diets, such as extreme low-carb (Keto diets) or high-fat diets,
may elevate the likelihood of developing chronic diseases like heart disease, diabetes,
and gastrointestinal problems. Research presented at the 2018 European Society of
Cardiology Congress indicated that those adhering to low-carb diets had an elevated
risk of premature death, especially from coronary heart disease, stroke, and cancer.
This highlights the dangers of adopting such diets without expert guidance.

3. Psychological Impacts: False assertions about quick weight loss or "miracle" foods
can lead to body image issues, disordered eating patterns, or anxiety surrounding food.
Social media influencers promoting unrealistic body standards can intensify these
psychological effects. Findings from 50 studies across 17 countries suggest that using
social media is associated with body image issues, eating disorders or unhealthy eating
patterns, and negative mental health, primarily through the processes of social
comparison, internalization of the thin or fit ideal, and self-objectification (Alexandra
Dane and Kamal Bhatia, 2023).

In 2019, Rounsefell et al. emphasize that being exposed to specific kinds of nutrition
guidance on social media is associated with a rise in disordered eating behaviors
among younger individuals. A review carried out by the Department of Biomedical
Informatics, Columbia University where they compiled the resources gathered from
PubMed, CINAHL, EM BASE, PsycINFO, and ACM Digital Library concluded that the chief
outcome of following social media as a source of nutrition information runs the risk of
adolescents and young adult centred societies being misled in a manner that they
consume the wrong set of nutrients and get impacted psychologically by idealized ( in
some cases edited) images of fit bodies(Chau et al., 2018).
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4. Financial Consequences: Incorrect information about costly "superfoods" or
"supplements" could lead individuals to invest money in products that offer little or no
actual health benefits.

5. Confusion and Anxiety: Constant exposure to conflicting and incorrect nutrition
advice can create confusion and anxiety about food choices, causing individuals to
make uninformed dietary choices.

6. Exacerbation of Chronic Conditions: People with existing health conditions ( e.g.,
diabetes, heart disease) may follow misleading advice that worsens their condition,
such as incorrect recommendations on blood sugar control or cholesterol
management. For example, recommendations that advocate for the complete removal
of carbohydrates could result in perilous swings in blood sugar levels for those with
diabetes. Misinformation about dietary supplements might also result in dangerous
interactions with medications that have been prescribed.

The Recommended Dietary Allowances (RDA) issued by the ICMR-National Institute of
Nutrition (NIN) are grounded in thorough research that considers aspects like body
weight, age, and activity levels, specifically for the diverse Indian population.
Dietitians rely on these guidelines to customize nutritional suggestions, ensuring that
individual needs are adequately addressed. Regrettably, social media influencers
frequently ignore these critical details, offering generalized guidance that fails to
recognize the vast variety in health profiles, particularly in a diverse nation like India,
where lifestyles, genetic backgrounds, and health situations can be quite different.

Recommending a specific product without factoring in aspects like RDA values,
personal health issues, allergies, or intolerances may lead to unintended and
potentially harmful side effects. This concern is particularly relevant for seniors, whose
digestive systems and metabolism may not handle certain ingredients or supplements
well, thereby increasing the risk of negative reactions. Thus, it is crucial for individuals
to critically assess the origins of nutritional information they come across online,
making sure the guidance they adhere to is trustworthy and backed by scientific
evidence.

Few Examples of the Negative Impact of False Information 
on Health are Discussed Below: 

✓ Many social media influencers and online wellness accounts promote supplements or
natural remedies with claims like "boosts metabolism," "fights cancer," or
"prevents aging." These claims are often unproven and may encourage consumers
to forgo medical treatment or healthy dietary practices in favor of ineffective products.
Studies indicate that the promotion of certain dietary supplements on social media
does not always align with evidence-based practices, leading consumers astray
(Kumar &Singh, 2022).

✓ Some of the influencers emphasized usage of spinach in diet for the treatment
of Iron Deficiency anaemia but they do not know the fact that spinach contains
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trace levels of iron and it is not the rich source. The rich source of iron is Bathua leaves, 
Amaranth leaves etc. Besides there are absorption factors. 

✓ False claims about certain "superfoods" can lead individuals to neglect the
importance of a balanced diet. Promoting one food, like spirulina, as a cure-all might
make people overlook other essential nutrients and health practices.

✓ Unverified or fraudulent cancer treatment methods, such as herbal remedies or
untested therapies, can delay individuals from seeking proper medical care. This
can result in the progression of the disease, potentially leading to worse outcomes and
lower survival rates.

✓ Claims like depression (mental health conditions) can be "cured" by diet
alone or through unverified "natural remedies" can prevent people from
accessing effective therapies, leading to worsening symptoms and prolonged
suffering.

✓ Quick fixes for weight loss, such as the use of products or unrealistic fitness
regimens, can result in unhealthy weight loss methods (e.g., starvation or excessive
exercise), which may lead to eating disorders, metabolic damage, and long-term
health complications.

✓ Advocating Detox trends in social media which promise to "cleanse" the
body and promote rapid weight loss can misguide the users as the body's natural
detoxification system (liver, kidneys, etc.) does not require special diets or expensive
products, and the emphasis on "cleansing" can promote unhealthy dietary habits or
fasting practices. A survey conducted by the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health
found that while keto dieters initially lost weight, many regained it after stopping the
diet, emphasizing the potential dangers of following trends without understanding the
science behind them. In 2019, BMC Public Health published a study showing that many
individuals who followed detox diets experienced electrolyte imbalances, fatigue, and
other health issues, often as a result of misleading claims spread by influencers.

These examples demonstrate the serious consequences of following 
false health information, highlighting the importance of relying on 
credible, evidence-based sources for health and wellness advice. 
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5. Press and News Media Role in Ensuring Science-Based Information
The press and news media, as the fourth pillar of Indian democracy, 
must work in collaboration with the government to address the 
spread of misinformation on social media. By thoroughly analyzing 
and exposing misleading information, they can play a critical role in 
educating the public and ensuring accountability. This joint effort 
can help maintain trust and integrity in the information ecosystem 

while empowering citizens with accurate knowledge. 

6. User's Role in Ensuring Science-Based Information

"Let us realise that social media can be a useful tool for information sharing, but 
it should not be solely relied upon, for evidence-based knowledge. One will have 

to do their part from their own end to ensure that the information provided to 
them is legit and ready to follow." 

Ms. Zikra Syed, 
Post Graduate Diploma in Dietetics and Applied Nutrition 

College of Home Science Nirmala Niketan 

People who use social media for getting information have to use this tool very 
carefully. They should: 

• Verify information, checking the credibility of sources, and being sceptical
of popular but unverified claims.

• Report misleading or false content, helping to prevent its spread to a
wider audience.

• Check the facts before sharing the information further.

"By fostering critical thinking skills and striving for reliable information, users 
can scroll into a journey of health for enhanced health outcomes and avoid 

confusion." 
Ms. Tanvi Jayant Chipkar, 

Research Scholar (UGC-JRF)- Food and Nutrition 

By taking these steps, it can be ensured that social media becomes a 
platform where science-based nutrition information is widely accessible, 
promoting healthier choices and minimizing the harm caused by 
misleading claim. 
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7. Key Points / Recommendations--------------------------
Key Points 

• The Dual Role of Social Media: Social media influences dietary habits among
various age groups, providing opportunities for disseminating credible nutrition
guidance while also posing risks from misinformation.

• The Significance of Evidence-Based Information: Recommendations backed by
scientific research are crucial for making well-informed health choices,
safeguarding public health, and minimizing the adverse effects of misinformation.

• Dangers of Misinformation: Incorrect nutrition guidance can lead to deficiencies in
essential nutrients, the onset of chronic illnesses, mental distress, financial
repercussions, and confusion regarding healthy eating practices.

• Factors Contributing to Misinformation: Elements such as influencer culture,
sensational reporting, lack of regulation on platforms, echo chambers, and the
misinterpretation of scientific findings contribute to the proliferation of false
information.

• Tackling the Challenge: Solutions entail verifying claims, encouraging the
dissemination of expert-driven material, utilizing fact-checking resources,
regulating social media platforms, and enhancing public awareness.

Recommendations 

• For Social Media Platforms: Regulate content related to nutrition, improve
algorithms to promote evidence-based information, and cooperate with health
organizations to boost credible messaging.

• For Content Creators: Verify the facts and share evidence-based information only.
• For Experts and Organizations: Proactively share trustworthy content, collaborate

with influencers, and spearhead public awareness campaigns to combat
misinformation.

• For Governments: Implement guidelines on health-related content to limit the
spread of misinformation.

• For Users: Assess contents critically, give preference to sources based on evidence,
and report misleading claims.

Conclusion 
While social media serves as a strong instrument for distributing nutrition 
advice, it is equally susceptible to spreading harmful misinformation. This 
dual nature necessitates a united effort from content creators, users, 
professionals, platforms, academia (nutritionists, dietitians, medical 
community, R&D organizations, health organizations) and government to 
ensure that reliable, evidence-based information prevails in online 
environments. By means of guidelines, education, and collaboration, it is 
feasible to cultivate a more informed and healthier society while 
addressing the threats posed by misleading content. 
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