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Abstract

Diet culture, with its emphasis on thinness, restrictive eating, and moralizing food, is increasingly
pervasive globally, including in India. This study explores how exposure to diet culture influences
body image satisfaction, self-esteem levels, and overall well-being. Through a survey of 78 Indian
females across India, this research aims to understand the specific ways in which diet culture
manifests within the Indian context and its consequences for women's psychological and emotional
health. Among the 78 participants, 33% linked self-worth to appearance, 47.4% experienced
disordered eating behaviors, and 65.4% perceived social media as significantly contributing to
negative body image. Despite these challenges, only 30.8% had sought professional help for body
image or eating concerns. The findings highlight the need for greater awareness of the harmful effects
of diet culture and the promotion of body positivity and healthy relationships with food.

Keywords Diet culture, body image, self-esteem, Indian women, restrictive eating, weight loss,
fad diets.

1. Introduction

Body image issues are common among Indian women, & are influenced by a number of
factors including social, cultural & media pressures. While both sexes experience body
dissatisfaction, women exhibit higher rates and a stronger association between body dissatisfaction
and self-worth. A significant correlation exists between body dissatisfaction and detrimental
psychological health outcomes, including elevated risk of depressive and anxiety symptoms, and
reduced self-esteem.

[1] Within the context of the Digital Age, platforms like Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and
Snapchat have achieved widespread adoption, effectively embedding themselves within the social
infrastructure. The prominent presence of celebrities, athletes, and fitness models on social media
platforms, coupled with the display of their idealized physiques, fosters aspirational body image
ideals among the general public. While these platforms enhance connectivity, they may exert a
detrimental influence on adult self-perception, self-esteem, and self-image.

[2] Diet culture represents a socially constructed system of beliefs, norms, and values that
propagate an idealized aesthetic, thereby establishing expectations related to beauty, health, success,
and productivity within both digital and physical environments. In the context of diet culture,
aesthetic considerations extend beyond mere physical attributes to encompass a multifaceted
presentation of self. These aesthetics manifest across several domains, including: morphological
features (facial and bodily contours, weight), stylistic choices (fashion, hair, makeup), socioeconomic
indicators (wealth, investments, professional status, educational attainment, domestic and vehicular
possessions, travel experiences), and per formative health engagement (nutritional practices, exercise
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regimens, participation in influencer-driven communities, and the production of health and fitness-
related social media content).

[3] Intoday's society, diet culture has become deeply ingrained, promoting a narrow ideal of
beauty centered on thinness and often equating moral worth with food choices. This pervasive culture
influences how individuals perceive their bodies and can significantly impact their self-esteem and
overall well-being. Prolonged adherence to improperly executed dietary regimens can induce
nutritional deficiencies, thereby disrupting normal metabolic pathways and increasing the risk of
associated morbidities.

[4] Driven by socio-cultural pressures to conform to particular body shapes and images,
Indian females may engage in the adoption of restrictive dietary practices and fad diets, which can
precipitate a range of adverse physical, mental, and emotional health outcomes. Despite initial
efficacy in achieving weight reduction, these diets are associated with a disproportionate loss of lean
muscle mass, rather than adipose tissue, which may contribute to adverse long-term outcomes.

[5] While research on diet culture's effects has been conducted in Western contexts, there is a
growing need to understand its specific manifestations and consequences within diverse cultural
settings. This study focuses on adult Indian females, exploring how diet culture influences their body
image and self-esteem. India, with its own unique cultural norms and beauty standards, presents a
valuable context for investigating the interplay between global diet culture trends and local
influences. This research aims to contribute to the existing body of knowledge by providing insights
into the specific ways in which diet culture affects Indian women.

2. Aim

To examine the prevalence and impact of diet culture on body image and self-esteem in adult Indian
females.

3. Objectives

To assess the level of exposure to diet culture among adult Indian females.

To investigate the relationship between exposure to diet culture and body image satisfaction.
To explore the link between exposure to diet culture and self-esteem levels.

To identify specific manifestations of diet culture within the Indian context.

To understand the perceived impact of diet culture on the overall well-being of Indian
women.

SAEI N

4. Methodology

4.1 Participants The study involved 78 adult Indian females aged 18-60 years, recruited from
various regions across India through online platforms and simple random sampling. The sample
represented diverse socioeconomic backgrounds and educational levels.

4.2 Procedure A cross-sectional survey design was employed. Participants completed an online
questionnaire that included questions for measuring body image satisfaction and self-esteem. The
questionnaire also included items assessing exposure to diet culture, engagement with social media
content promoting restrictive diets and questions exploring participants' perceptions of diet culture
and its impact on their lives.

5. Observation & results
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5.1 Demographic details: The below pie charts displays the demographic breakdown of survey
respondents, showing the proportion of each group within the total sample.

Age

78 responses

® 1825
® 25-35
©® 3545
® 4555
® 55-60

Fig 1: Age of the participants

Educational Qualification
78 responses

@ 10+2
@ Graduate
@ Post- graduate

Fig 2: Educational qualifications of the participants
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Marital Status

78 responses

@ Married
@ Unmarried

Fig 3: Marital status of the participants

Occupation

78 responses

@ Student

@® Homemaker

@ Business Owner
@ Professional

@ Other

Fig 4: Occupation of the participants

5.2 Body Image and Self-Esteem: The below pie charts displays the distribution of responses
regarding body image and self-esteem among survey participants.

To what extent do you agree with the statement: "My self-worth is directly linked to my physical
appearance?"

78 responses

@ Strongly Disagree
@ Disagree

@ Neutral

® Agree

@ Strongly agree

?
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Fig 5: Self-Worth and Physical Appearance: Female Perspectives

How often do you engage in negative self-talk about your body shape or size?

78 responses

@ Never

@ Rarely
@ Sometimes

@ Often
@ Very often

Fig 6: Proportion of female respondents engaging in negative self-talk about their body shape
or size

How often do you compare your body to those portrayed in media (e.g., social media, magazines,

television)?
78 responses

@ Never

©® Rarely

© Sometimes
@ Often

@ Very often

Fig 7: Frequency of Comparing Body to Media Portrayals
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Do you believe that the ideal female body type portrayed in Indian media is realistic and

achievable?
78 responses

® Yes
® No
@ Unsure

Fig 8: Female Respondents’ Beliefs on the Realism and Achievability of the Ideal Female Body
Type in Indian Media

To what extent do you believe that social media contributes to negative body image in Indian

women?
78 responses

@ Not at all
@ Slightly

@ Moderately
@ Significantly

e @ Very significantly

‘ @ Very Moderately

Fig 9: Perceptions of Social Media’s Impact on Negative Body Image in Indian Women

How often do you engage in activities that promote body positivity and self-acceptance?

78 responses
@ Never
24.4% ® Rarely
@ Sometimes
128% @ Often
@ Very often

Fig 10: Body Positivity Activities by Female Respondents
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5.3 Eating habits & relationship with food: The below pie charts visualizes survey results on eating
habits and relationship with food.

Which of the following best describes your current relationship with food?

78 responses

@ Healthy and balanced

14.1% @ Restrictive and fearful

) Obsessive and controlling

@ Unconcemed and indifferent

@ Neutral, nothing specific

@ Swings between restricted and
mindlessly eating

@ One meal proper food and the other
meal single pot meal

Fig 11: Current Relationship with Food

How often do you feel pressure to restrict your food intake due to societal expectations?

78 responses

@ Never
® Rarely
@ Sometimes
@ Often
@ Very Often

Fig 12: Proportion of female respondents reporting feeling pressure to restrict their food
intake due to societal expectations.
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Have you ever experienced disordered eating behaviors (e.g., binge eating, purging, excessive

exercise)?
78 responses

® Yes
@ No

Fig 13: Disordered Eating Behaviors Among Female Respondents.

How often do you experience feelings of shame or guilt related to your food choices?
78 responses

@ Never
@ Rarely
@ Sometimes
@ Often

26.9% A @ Very often

Fig 14: Distribution of Shame or Guilt Related to Food Choices Among Female Respon

dents.

How often do you prioritize weight loss over overall health and well-being?

78 responses

@ Never
@ Rarely

@ Sometimes
38.5% @ Often
@ Very often

Fig 15: Prioritizing Weight Loss vs. Overall Health and Well-being: A Perspective from
Respondents.
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To what extent do you agree with the statement: "Certain foods are 'good' and others are 'bad’ when

it comes to weight loss".
78 responses

@ Strongly Disagree
@ Disagree

@ Neutral

® Agree

@ Strongly agree

‘

Fig 16: Female respondents’ agreement with the statement: "*Certain foods are 'good* and
others are 'bad" when it comes to weight loss™.

How confident are you in your ability to resist the pressures of diet culture?

78 responses

@ Very confident
@ Somewhat confident

@ Neutral
@ Somewhat unconfident
A @ Very unconfident

Fig 17: Confidence in Resisting Diet Culture Pressures by the (female respondents) .
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To what extent do you believe that the emphasis on thinness in Indian culture negatively impacts

your relationship with food?
78 responses

@ Not at all
@ Slightly

Moderately
@ Significantly
@ Very significantly

Fig 18: Impact of Emphasis on Thinness in Indian Culture on Relationship with Food (Female
Respondents)

Have you ever sought professional help (e.g., therapist, nutritionist) for body image or eating
concerns?

78 responses

® Yes
® No

Fig 19: Help-Seeking Behavior for Body Image or Eating Concerns among Female
Respondents.

6. Discussion

This research survey explored body image perceptions, eating behaviors, and the influence of
diet culture in Indian women among 78 adult Indian women aged 18-60, residing in various parts of
India. The diverse age range, educational backgrounds, marital statuses, and occupations of the
participants provide a multifaceted perspective on these complex issues.

6.1 Demographics and Participant Characteristics

The sample comprised predominantly post-graduate (79.5%) women, reflecting a higher
education level within the participant group. The age distribution skewed towards younger adults,
with 46.2% in the 25-35 age group and 30.8% in the 18-25 age group. A near-even split between
unmarried (55.1%) and married (44.9%) participants was observed. Occupationally, professionals
constituted the largest group (50%), followed by students (15.4%), homemakers and business owners
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(20.6%), with the remainder categorized as "others.” This demographic diversity allows for a nuanced
understanding of body image and eating habits across different life stages and social roles.

6.2 Self-Perception and Body Image

A significant portion of the participants (33%) agreed that their self-worth is linked to their
physical appearance, highlighting the societal pressure on women to conform to beauty standards.
However, a substantial proportion (43.3% combined) disagreed or strongly disagreed with this
statement, suggesting a growing awareness of the importance of self-acceptance beyond physical
attributes. Negative self-talk about body shape and size was prevalent, with 48.7% engaging in it at
least sometimes. While a considerable number (38.5%) claimed to never compare their bodies to
those in media, a significant proportion (46.4% combined) admitted to doing so at varying
frequencies, indicating the pervasive influence of media portrayals on body image. A large majority
of participants (79.5% combined) did not believe that the ideal female body type portrayed in Indian
media is realistic and achievable.

6.3 Influence of Media and Socio-cultural Factors

The survey revealed a strong perception that social media significantly contributes to negative
body image in Indian women, with 65.4% acknowledging its influence (combining "significantly”
and "very significantly™). This finding underscores the need to address the impact of social media on
body image and promote healthier online interactions. The emphasis on thinness in Indian culture was
also perceived as having a negative impact on the relationship with food by a significant majority
(61.8% combined). These results highlight the powerful role of socio-cultural factors in shaping body
image perceptions and eating behaviors.

6.4 Eating Behaviors and Dietary Patterns

The majority of participants (61.5%) described their relationship with food as healthy and
balanced. However, a concerning proportion (34.7% combined) reported restrictive, obsessive, or
indifferent eating patterns, suggesting potential struggles with food and body image. Pressure to
restrict food intake due to societal expectations was experienced by a significant proportion of
participants (64.1% combined), highlighting the pervasive influence of diet culture. While 52.6%
reported never experiencing disordered eating behaviors, a substantial 47.4% acknowledged having
experienced such behaviors, raising concerns about the prevalence of disordered eating among the
participants. Feelings of shame or guilt related to food choices were also reported by a significant
portion of participants (40.8% combined), indicating a potentially unhealthy relationship with food. A
considerable proportion (49.7% combined) admitted to prioritizing weight loss over overall health
and well-being at least sometimes, further emphasizing the societal pressure to achieve a specific
body type. The prevalent belief in "good" and "bad" foods (55.1% combined) reflects a potentially
restrictive and unhealthy approach to eating.

6.5 Confidence and Help-Seeking Behavior

While a considerable proportion (52.7% combined) expressed confidence in their ability to
resist diet culture pressures, a significant number remained unsure or lacked confidence. A striking
finding was the low percentage (30.8%) of participants who had sought professional help for body
image or eating concerns, despite the prevalence of challenges related to these issues. This suggests a
potential stigma associated with seeking help or a lack of awareness about available resources.
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7. Conclusion

This research underscores the multifaceted challenges faced by adult Indian women regarding
body image and eating behaviors due to the influence of the diet culture. The findings reveal a
complex interplay of personal perceptions, socio-cultural pressures, and media influences that
contribute to these challenges. While a significant number of participants demonstrated a healthy
relationship with food and a positive self-image, a substantial proportion reported struggles with
negative self-talk, body comparison, disordered eating behaviors, and the influence of diet culture.
The pervasive impact of social media and the emphasis on thinness within Indian culture emerged as
significant contributing factors to negative body image and unhealthy eating patterns. The relatively
low rate of help-seeking behavior, despite the prevalence of these issues, suggests a need for
increased awareness and reduced stigma surrounding mental health and body image concerns.

This study highlights the importance of promoting body positivity, self-acceptance, and
healthy relationships with food among Indian women. Further research exploring these issues in
diverse populations and developing effective interventions are crucial for addressing the complex
challenges related to body image and eating behaviors in India. Ultimately, fostering a culture that
values health and well-being over unrealistic beauty standards is essential for empowering women to
embrace their bodies and prioritize their overall well-being.

8. References

1. Faw, M. H., Davidson, K., Hogan, L., & Thomas, K. (2020). Corumination, diet culture,
intuitive eating, and body dissatisfaction among young adult women. Personal
Relationships, 28(2), 406-426. https://doi.org/10.1111/pere.12364

2. Lenza, C. (2019). Eating Disorders in “Millennials’: Risk factors and Treatment Strategies in
the Digital Age. Clinical Social Work Journal, 48(1), 46-53. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10615-
019-00733-z

3. Doyle, L. (2024). The “insider’ club of “diet culture’: what is the role of social media in
creating the “picture perfect’ based on filtered lifestyles? [Doctor of Philosophy]. The
University of Sunderland.

4. Vidianinggar, M., Mahmudiono, T., & Atmaka, D. (2021). Fad diets, body image, nutritional
status, and nutritional adequacy of female models in Malang City. Journal of Nutrition and
Metabolism, 2021, 1-5. https://doi.org/10.1155/2021/8868450

5. George, S. (2023). Influence of social media and self-image in the practice of fad diets
[Bachelors Project]. St. Teresa’s College.

Kesari Mahratta Trust — (Copyright-2025) Volume-l, Issue-I, March-2025 12| Page


https://doi.org/10.1111/pere.12364�
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10615-019-00733-z�
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10615-019-00733-z�
https://doi.org/10.1155/2021/8868450�

	6.2 Self-Perception and Body Image
	6.3 Influence of Media and Socio-cultural Factors
	6.4 Eating Behaviors and Dietary Patterns
	6.5 Confidence and Help-Seeking Behavior

