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Abstract

Dieting, a long-held standard for successful weight loss, health maintenance, and beauty

attainment, is a potentially harmful practice that not only hints at a societal requirement of a

certain body type in order to fit into American culture. While diets affect millions of people

across the United States, women are especially targeted due to years of gender norms that expect

women to look a certain way in order to be considered attractive. Movies, television, social

media, and culture reinforce the idea that fat bodies are bad and there is one perfect body type

that everyone must pursue. The body positive movement has helped to bridge gaps between

culture and plus sized people, but still has progress to make in unconditional acceptance of all

people and bodies. This thesis examines dieting in the context of American culture, and how the

practice is used to control women and their bodies. Although the body positivity movement has

potential to challenge these standards, there is still an overarching ideal of a favorable body

shape and size. In conclusion, increased diversity is an effective solution, albeit difficult to

achieve. This diversity, in order to be effective, must be in more than just body type, and must

include categories of race and ability level as well.
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Process Analysis Statement

Ever since I started school as a freshman at Ball State in August of 2017, I have been

constantly– but only slightly– aware of my thesis. It has stuck in the back of my head since I first

knew I had to write it. I’ve never had a clear idea of what I wanted to write my thesis on, but for

the last three and a half years, I’ve kept a running list of thesis topic ideas on my phone. In

classes, after reading books, after watching movies, after having inspiring conversations, I’d add

another topic. This topic never made the list. When the time came around for me to decide on my

thesis topic and begin working, I somehow knew, with the clarity I’d been lacking the last few

years, what I wanted to write my thesis on.

In the simplest terms, this paper explores dieting. This includes why people diet, how

people learn about dieting and specific diets, as well as information about the effectiveness of

dieting and its promotion of a healthy and sustainable lifestyle. Furthermore, I will be exploring

why women are more likely to diet, how diets target women, who profits from women’s negative

self-perception of their bodies, as well as exploring body positivity and what society says about

fat bodies.

This project is important because it addresses issues of dieting that may not be widely

understood. As the public eye becomes more accepting of all body shapes and sizes, it is

important to refocus the importance on weight for the purposes of health rather than aesthetics.

Diets are in part very appealing because for years, the ideal body type has been vastly different

than the average American woman. As more people are seeing more diverse body types in

advertisement, media, and entertainment, the acceptance of all people becomes more possible

and likely.
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The intended audience of my project is wide, including anyone who has struggled with

fad diets and dieting, but specifically women: adolescents and young adults. The average age of

someone beginning to diet was 14 years old in 1972 but decreased to 8 years old in 1990 (Cogan,

1999). The alarming rate at which this age decreased is what motivates me to write this for the

benefit of young men and women. In this paper, I intend to debunk harmful claims diets make, as

well as point out how diets are not sustainable for a healthy lifestyle or overall weight loss.

In my research of this topic, I was constantly shocked to find the possibly hundreds of

facets that come with this issue, and unfortunately had to leave behind many rabbit holes that,

while interesting and possibly important, were not vital to my key point that diets are ineffective.

I never could have guessed the immense amount of research that backed this thesis, and I was

incredibly encouraged throughout the thesis writing process to find that there were a multitude of

research papers, blog posts, articles, books, and videos concluding the same fact: diets hurt us

more than they help us. This is not to say that all diets are bad, as those with certain food

intolerances and allergies are required to take up specialized diets in order to alleviate sickness

related to certain foods and food groups.

A large part of the inspiration for this paper came from one class I took in the fall

semester of my senior year– Communication and Popular Culture. One of the final weeks of the

class was titled “Fatness.” In my four years at Ball State, I had never so openly discussed fatness

and its intersection with pop culture and American society in the way we did in that single class,

and in the matter of my hour and fifteen-minute class I learned a lot about what it means to be fat

in American society and beyond. This class discussion led me to feel confident in my first thesis

meeting that I wanted to write my thesis on dieting, body positivity, and fatness in the United

States.
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Coming to terms with my weight and body image has been a life-long struggle, and while

I hold a much healthier relationship with my body than ever before, there are still days that I find

myself crushed under the weight of society’s expectations of my figure, body, weight, fitness,

and beyond. I am so grateful for those in my life, both near and far in terms of relationship and

geographical location, that have helped me to love myself for who I am and reject the lies of an

exclusively thin-positive society and diet culture.



4

Do or (Die)t: How Diet Culture Harms Women

When Jennie started The Bulletproof Diet, she was just under 200 pounds. After 18

months, she had lost 45 pounds. Although she felt that losing so much weight was a great

accomplishment, at the end of those eighteen months, she began fainting frequently– on a Las

Vegas vacation, when exercising, when grocery shopping, and in any kind of heat. To combat

this, she kept sugary foods in her purse, and eventually abandoned the diet altogether, after

discovering that unrestricted eating made her feel normal again. Within the next six months,

she’d gained all the weight back. In regard to the diet, she posted online:

I want to know what it is that I need to stop feeling this way. Maybe I'll be fat forever. I

guess that's okay, if only I could stop feeling so terrible about myself. It's weird, but I

can't seem to figure out who to blame. Myself, for failing to diet properly? The diet books

and diet advice forums, for not being realistic? The diet itself, for making me so ill?

Society, for teaching me that a woman's worth is inversely proportional to her pants size?

(Belluz, 2016).

Jennie is just one example of these millions of people that try to lose weight yearly.

Between 2013 and 2016, 49% of Americans tried to lose weight (Martin, et. al., 1). Dieting is a

dangerous habit that, without proper education and understanding of nutrition, can lead to poor

physical, mental, and social health. This paper will help to point out the dangers of dieting, as

well as point out their ineffectiveness. In the analysis of each diet and diet culture as a whole,

health communications will hopefully move toward more effective strategies for accurate and

beneficial health communication.

Throughout the course of the project, “diet” will be used to refer to regimented eating

plans. These may include heavy restriction of entire food groups, often the “grains” and “fats”
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food groups are important parts of a healthy overall diet (United States Department of

Agriculture). There are many definitions of “diet.” A diet can be “food and drink regularly

provided or consumed,” “habitual nourishment,” or “a regimen of eating and drinking sparingly

so as to reduce one's weight” (Merriam-Webster). For the purposes of this paper, diets will be

referred to within the context of the latter definition, as an important aspect of the diets I am

studying is the goal of weight loss. These diets do not lead to long-term, sustainable weight loss

or an improvement of overall health, and therefore are not effective in promoting a healthy

lifestyle. Diets overall cannot be used to sustainably improve one’s health for many reasons, and

their use in younger individuals and adolescents is especially dangerous, because it can lead to an

increase of eating disorders, which can cause severe mental trauma and lead to a long road to

recovery (Lwin, 2009).

Dieting for health reasons is necessary in many circumstances, especially in cases in

which it is recommended and supported by a licensed medical professional. When dieting is

monitored by a medical professional, it can be practiced safely and have many benefits, but

dieting has become so common that many people begin dieting without any medical

recommendation. For the purpose of this paper, the main focus will be on those who diet without

medical consultation or aid. Dieting for aesthetic purposes typically is not preceded by a medical

diagnosis or recommendation. While many diets do cause weight loss to occur, this is not

typically a sustainable weight loss, and following the diet, weight either goes back to the original

value or even increases (Van Dyke & Drinkwater, 2013). Diets can be and are prescribed by

medical professionals for many reasons, and while this is a very important portion of what

dieting is, this paper will be focusing on dangerous dieting and eating habits that stem from a

desire to fit into culturally normative beliefs.
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Who Diets?

According to a study through the Center for Disease Control and Prevention from

2013-2016, 49.1% of adults in the United States tried to lose weight, with a higher percentage of

women (56.4%) attempting to lose weight than men (41.7%) (Martin, Herrick, Sarafrazi, &

Ogden, 2018). Cultural pressure of the ideal body weighs down on women of all shapes and

sizes– although the majority of women who attempted to lose weight were overweight or obese,

a still concerning 35.6% of women were either a normal weight or underweight (Martin, Herrick,

Sarafrazi, & Ogden, 2018). While some argue there are more reasons for dieting than just losing

weight, such as improved overall health, these statistics negate that argument– in the study,

participants were not asked if they had dieted (which could be done for a number of reasons,

including medical recommendation), but rather, if they had tried to lose weight, which for a

normal or underweight person is unnecessary. Although the study by Martin, Herrick, Sarafrazi,

& Ogden cites BMI as the determinant for weight categorization, the requirements of being

overweight and obese are questionable (2018). Since its first use in the nineteenth century, Body

Mass Index (BMI) has been the wide-held determinant of health in regard to body weight and

height (Ekyonen, 2008). Although it is standard practice in determining fatness, BMI fails to

account for muscle and bone mass. Therefore, although the percentage of American adults who

are obese is 55%, this number fails to take into account people who may be more muscular,

leading someone who is muscular to believe that they are overweight or obese (Cogan &

Ernsberger, 2002, Burkhauser & Cawley, 2008).

Women are more likely to diet, according to a 2018 data brief for the National Center for

Health Statistics in which 55% of female participants tried to lose weight in 2013 to 2016,

compared to the 42% of male participants that had dieted (Martin, Herrick, Sarafrazi, & Ogden).
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This study of dieting and diet culture explores why women are more likely to diet and develop

eating disorders. Differing trends have emerged in more than just dieting for weight loss– men

and women differ in their motivations to lose weight through exercise; women are more likely to

report motivations to exercise as losing or maintaining weight loss, while men are more likely to

spend time exercising for competitive or social purposes (Craft, Carroll & Lustyk, 2014).

Why Do We Diet?

The primary reason to diet is to lose weight, but the motivation to lose weight stems from

two reasons– the first being improved health, and the second being aesthetic purposes, typically

derived from cultural preferences of body type.

Being overweight in America is by no means an easy burden to bear, in more than just

societal pressures and criticism. In 49 states, it is perfectly legal to fire someone from a job

because of their weight. According to a 2015 study, women who are overweight and obese face

the toughest consequences due to weight discrimination– obese women are more likely to be

hired less, take bigger pay cuts, and work more physically demanding jobs (Shinall). In 2010,

former Hooters waitresses Cassandra Smith and Leanne Convery filed lawsuits a month apart

against the Roseville, Michigan, branch of the restaurant after they were informed on separate

occasions by management that they would be fired if they did not lose weight in 30 days. In

2013, 22 waitresses of the Borgata Hotel Casino & Spa in Atlantic City, New Jersey, testified

that their employer prohibited them from gaining more than seven percent of their body weight,

facing dismissal if they were found to be over seven percent at the mandatory weigh-ins. Atlantic

County Superior Court Judge Nelson Johnson ruled that the company did not violate any sex

discrimination laws (Martin, 2017). These cases send the message, to women especially, that to
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be overweight is not only bad, but also that being overweight makes you unemployable, pays

less, and requires you to work harder in a system that already oppresses women.

Characters in movies (Just Friends, Sex and the City, Bridget Jones’s Diary, Love

Actually) and television (New Girl, Friends, Pretty Little Liars, How I Met Your Mother, That

70’s Show) tell us that thin is good and right, and getting thin is an important part of a character’s

development into a better person with a better life. Furthermore, especially for women, if a

character is in any way deemed to be chubby, heavy, or straight-up fat, they lose any beauty or

sexual appeal by the rest of the characters. In these examples, thin actors and actresses are put in

fat suits (or worse, deemed “fat” at a size 8, as was the case in Love Actually) to show that either

being fat was just a dark period in the character’s life that they had to overcome to be the healthy

and attractive person they are today, or that their weight was a difficult obstacle their partner had

to overcome to love them. Certain movies don’t prescribe to this notion, for example, in the

movie Pitch Perfect, the character Fat Amy is not consistently ridiculed or looked down on for

being overweight. She is, however, constantly cracking jokes, and is applauded as one of the

funniest characters in the movies. In the case of the movie Wall-E, when mankind is forced off

the earth because of pollution, everyone becomes obese, lazy, and stupid. Although this may not

have been the initial intent of filmmakers, this and countless other examples in television and

film point to the connotation that to be obese or overweight is to be at best, comic relief– causing

those who are overweight to feel that they need to be funny to have value– and at worst, dumb

and lazy.

The social expectation of the ideal body varies for men and women, which explains

differences in how men and women attain the “ideal body.” Overall, the ideal body is a cultural

phenomenon, and changes across different countries and cultures. In the Ivory Coast, for
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example, looking plumper is valued because it signifies that one has enough money to eat well

(Guerrero, Andersen, & Afifi, 2018). As previously stated, this standard is by no means only in

place for women but is exceedingly more common. For men, the “ideal body” includes being

muscular all around, with little to no body fat. Because of this, men are more likely to increase

exercise for weight loss and ideal body attainment. For women, the current ideal body type may

include a slim waist, larger bust and hips, and a flat stomach, but the ideal body type has changed

over time. In the 1990’s, an all-around stick-thin figure was ideal, with celebrities such as

Cameron Diaz, Jessica Alba, and Angeline Jolie donning low-rise jeans, exposed collarbone and

skin-tight tops that showcase their tiny figures. Generational differences show how body shape

and size expectations have changed, as seen in a 2019 study. Participants shared ways that their

parents had regulated their weight. One participant said that her mother frequently told her, “It’s

better to be depressed skinny than happy fat,” while another participant told researchers that her

father offered me money on multiple occasions as incentive to lose weight (Rubinsky, 2019). In

today’s day and age of readily available media and as images of these women surface in

magazines, articles, social media posts, movies, television, advertisements, and beyond, one

message remains for the women viewing: that in order to be happy, successful, and attractive,

you must have a certain figure.

According to Rounsefell et. al, exposure to thin-body idealization on social media can

lead to body dissatisfaction, dieting and restricting food, and overeating (2020). This exposure

only perpetuates the need for diets, and while there was evidence that this exposure can lead to

healthy food choices, the motivation for the healthy choices can quickly dissipate into an

unhealthy need to look like the women in media by any means.
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How Do We Diet?

As it has been shown thus far, the desire for weight loss can lead to dieting, and the

choice of a specific diet program or plan greatly affects the perpetuation of diet culture. Certain

diets, such as gluten-free and keto, were originally developed as forms of alternative medicine

for specific disorders and diseases but have since been developed for the use of weight loss not

associated with any disorder or disease. The gluten-free diet was created for individuals with

Celiac disease or non-Celiac gluten sensitivity (NGCS). In a 2017 article, it was written, “65%

of American adults think gluten-free foods are healthier, and 27% choose gluten-free products to

aid in weight loss” (Jones). Celebrities following the diet without celiac disease or NGCS have

complicated the public opinion that the diet is a sustainable method of weight loss, with thin

celebrities such as Miley Cyrus, Victoria Beckham and Gwyneth Paltrow endorsing the diet

(Bijlefeld and Zoumbaris, 2014). Following a gluten-free diet can increase the risk of nutritional

deficiencies, as gluten-free foods are typically lower in fiber, zinc, iron and potassium, as well as

B vitamins and trace minerals. Often when eating gluten-free, grains or starches are omitted

entirely (Jones, 2017). Because the diet is so restrictive, relapse and regaining of original weight

is much more common. Those following a gluten-free diet shed significant initial pounds due to

the fact that they are eating less processed refined grains, and if they were to give up the diet,

they run the risk of regaining the weight because of the restrictive and unrealistic nature of the

diet. Ultimately, eating gluten-free poses a risk to those not recommended to do so by medical

professionals, as is the case with many other mainstream diets promoted by celebrities and diet

culture.
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Who Profits from Dieting?

Dieting is by no means a charitable enterprise. As is the case with many trends in

American culture, there are millions of dollars of monetary profit perpetuating the need for

dieting in a country where dieting is unnecessary and ineffective. In 1991, the annual amount of

money spent on dieting products, programs, and services was $33 billion (Wolf). Companies that

offer weight loss programs are cash cows, bringing in billions of dollars a year. Weight Watchers,

one of the largest weight loss programs in the United States had an annual income of $1.38

billion in 2020 (MarketWatch.com, 2021).

Others who profit from diet culture are other dieting companies, authors and publishing

companies, as well as food retailers that specialize in diet-specific products. Eating gluten-free,

vegan, and dairy-free does not come without a price– for example, gluten-free goods are on

average 236% more expensive than gluten-containing goods (Bijlefeld and Zoumbaris, 2014).

There are more than just gluten-free goods, though– buzzwords like “vegan,” “keto,” “organic,”

“all-natural,” and “sugar-free” are less informational and even less credible, and more of a

strategic marketing technique, as they are typically unregulated terms (Tarantino, 2019).  This

creates an opportunity for companies to profit from dieting because of a culturally charged desire

for thin bodies and an expectation that one must not only diet, but also purchase these “health

foods” to be healthy, thin, and desirable.

A final group that profits from diet culture is retail companies. Aerie, American Eagle’s

underwear brand, has recently risen to pass another notoriously popular underwear brand–

Victoria’s Secret. Victoria’s Secret has been accused of failing to cater to its mostly female

audience in advertisements and sizing. In their stores and promotional materials, models are

dressed in revealing lingerie and more provocatively posed than models posing for Aerie. Aerie
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also has made diversity a priority in their models, advertisements, and social media promotions,

including models of different shapes, sizes, race, and ability level, as well as featured women as

“Role Models” who are social activists, athletes, singers, and more. Aerie’s new marketing

strategy is not without a strong financial benefit to the company, with Aerie reporting a 38%

increase in sales in their first quarter of 2018, while Victoria’s Secret has been facing decreased

sales since Aerie’s rise (Hanbury, 2018).

Social Media’s Idealization of Thin Bodies

Social media’s idealization of thin bodies is commonly cited as one reason that people

feel the need to diet. Studies have shown that the idealization causes negative body image, which

in turn can lead to eating disorders and disordered eating behaviors, low self-esteem, depression,

poor quality of life, and constant yo-yo dieting (Rounsefell, et. al., 2020). This type of dieting

involves one constantly switching dieting methods and experiencing weight fluctuations, which

increases one’s risk for death and cardiovascular disease (Cogan & Ernsberger, 2002). Eating

disorders can be extremely detrimental to one’s health and are typically more common in

women, because women are more likely to internalize messages of ideal body types (Polivy,

2004).

Celebrities and social media influencers are strong contributors to the issue of the

promotion of an ideal body on social media. With celebrities and influencers promoting products

such as flat tummy gummies and SkinnyFit Detox tea, viewers are led to believe weight loss is

easily attainable by miracle products and that these people with conventionally attractive bodies

were able to attain their figures by drinking tea. In reality, these influencers didn’t achieve their

“perfect” body by using the products they are promoting. The positioning of these people as

influencers to culture and public thought can create a problem in that influencers are just regular
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people who have been chosen to represent an issue, regardless of their qualifications or ability to

do so (Salem, 2020). Celebrities and influencers claiming to be nutritionists or diet experts are

placed on a pedestal of health and culture, with those interacting with their social media accounts

expecting them to teach us about dieting and reversing discrimination against fat people,

commonly referred to as fatphobia. Those claiming to be nutritionists can falsely lead people to

believe they are educated, when in reality “nutritionist” is an unregulated term similar to but

wholly different from a “registered dietitian,” which is a regulated term recognized by the

Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. Not all celebrities and influencers on social media are only

promoting thin bodies– in recent years, the body positive movement has gained traction, as well

as millions of followers’ worth of support– on Instagram, there are currently over 7 million posts

using the hashtag “#bodypositivity.” The movement is still being met with some resistance from

a culture that loves the ideal thin body, and this can be seen in the case of Gymshark. Gymshark,

an athletic attire brand, posted a photo to their Instagram account of a woman wearing their

product and showcasing her stomach fat. When commenters showed their disgust in the

comments, the company responded with comments of their own such as “you know where the

unfollow button is” and “We won't be changing our approach of celebrating bodies and

communities of all kinds” (Wiltsher, 2020). The body positivity movement, however, is not

without its flaws– there are many reasons why it could be changing into a movement that further

puts down others outside of itself.

Body Positivity: Supportive or Suppressing?

The body positivity movement proclaims that everybody and every body deserves love

and respect. Celebrities have recently jumped onto the trend to show support and challenge the
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notion that there is one right body type. Singer Lizzo posted a video to her TikTok account in

2020 explaining her workout routines. In the video, she says,

So, I've been working out consistently for the last five years. It may come as a surprise to

some of y'all that I'm not working out to have your ideal body type. I'm working out to

have my ideal body type. And you know what that type is? None of your f*ing business

(Lizzo, 2020).

After gaining a following on TikTok in 2020, Lizzo surprised followers when she shared that she

follows a vegan diet and consistently works out. Lizzo, who recently rose to fame with songs

“Truth Hurts,” “Juice,” and “Good as Hell,” is unashamed of her size as a fat woman. Instead of

letting the media shame her for what she looks like, she uses her platform to share her life as a

plus-sized woman in the public eye, achieving health at every size, and supporting body

positivity. The video, which has 17.6 million views on TikTok, was praised by media sites, other

celebrities, and her followers.

In an interview with David Letterman on his Netflix special, My Next Guest Needs No

Introduction, Lizzo claims she doesn’t want to be known as a body positivity activist, saying,

“I’m sick of being an activist just because I’m fat and Black. I want to be an activist because I’m

intelligent, because I care about issues, because my music is good, because I want to help the

world” (Salem, 2020). Not even six months later, Lizzo was facing heavy backlash from

followers for doing a 10-day juice cleanse detox.

Lizzo’s rise and fall in the eyes of this movement reveal a dangerous double standard that

is becoming ever-present in the body positivity sphere. Body positivity, a movement that exists

to help people accept their bodies as they are, is facing a harsh reality that it is not the acceptance

of all bodies, but rather the preference of big ones. This is supported by the testimony of model
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Lexi Eleni Placourakis, who reported that one client asked her to gain weight for a shoot, while

others have put her in “padding” to achieve an hourglass body shape (Ho, 2019). While there is

seemingly a preference for larger models, thin-body idealization still runs rampant, as the

majority of plus-sized models fall in the 14-16 size range, similar to straight-sized models being

limited to sizes 0-2. In her video exploring body positivity, Cassey Ho found another similarity

in top plus size models– a lack of diversity. Many of the most popular plus sized models she

looked at were white, with skinny faces and necks, an hourglass shape, and high cheekbones

(2019). Furthermore, women being asked to wear padding in hip and breast areas are enforcing a

curvy body type, insisting that if you’re going to be fat, you should at least have a big butt and

boobs, resulting in a more socially acceptable hourglass shape.

Conclusion

Diets are unattainable, unsustainable and potentially dangerous attempts at regulating

body weight when they are not preceded by a medical recommendation. Although proven to be

ineffective and potentially harmful for risk of eating disorders, cardiovascular disease and

heightened mortality rates diets are still very common in the United States. Women are most

likely to diet because of societal pressures that assert that women must look a certain way to hold

value in American culture. This notion is enforced by music, television, movies, and social

media. There are many ways that Americans diet, from paid commercial weight programs such

as Weight Watchers or Atkins to diets made popular by celebrities and influencers, such as the

gluten-free diet.

Social media further reinforces stereotypes about what bodies are good and beautiful.

Influencers on social media promote ineffective weight loss products and can further damage the

perceptions of the practicability of weight loss. Body positivity, a social movement that has
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recently gained traction, holds potential for bringing marginalized people into popular culture,

but still has flaws that can reject people from participating in body positivity.

The bottom line is that in order for there to be full acceptance of all bodies, there cannot

be an ideal body type. Therefore, the most key part of the solution to this issue is diversity. In

order for all bodies to be accepted, the public must be able to see a wide variety of bodies in

advertisements, social media, movies and television, as well as occupations, and politics, and

more. Furthermore, organizations should be including more body types in their promotional

materials for the sake of inclusion rather than an attempt to make more money with false

advertising that doesn’t provide inclusive sizing. Furthermore, organizations need to allow

models to pose in their real bodies, without retouching, in order to bridge the gap between those

posing in the advertisements and those seeing the advertisements.
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