
 
 

“Diet Culture” 
 

What are people talking about when they reference “diet culture”? Diet culture is a term 
used to describe the culture we all inhabit, where thinness is equated with health and 
virtue, and we’re told that a person’s value is tied to their body size. Diet culture tells 
everyone living in it -- from adults to kids -- that we should spend tremendous amounts 
of time, energy, and money working to achieve its unrealistic appearance ideals in order 
to be happy and successful. 
 

In our podcast episode #6, “How do I protect my family from the $70 billion dollar diet 
industry?” Dr. Rachel Rodgers points out that the appearance ideals promoted by diet 
culture are unrealistic for the vast majority of individuals to achieve through healthy 
means. Diet culture gives us only one picture of health, despite the fact that people 
naturally have a diverse range of appearances and body types. On top of that, it also 
suggests that our bodies are easily modified, as long as we work hard enough or spend 
enough money. Even though research shows that a large part of weight and body 
shape are actually beyond our control, diet culture tells us that not having its idealized 
body is the result of personal failure. 
 

Young people are particularly vulnerable to this messaging from diet culture. These 
beliefs and ideas show up everywhere -- in fashion and fitness magazines, but also in 
children’s and teen TV shows, social media accounts, messaging from teachers and 
classmates, recommendations for healthy eating, and even unintentionally from us, their 
parents.  
 
When discussing with Dr. Rogers what parents can do to help buffer kids against the 
impact of diet culture, we learned that an important step involves examining our own 
relationships with diet culture. In what ways do we unintentionally buy into diet culture 
messaging? How do we talk about our bodies in front of our kids? Are we attuned to our 
body’s internal cues? Do we comment on the bodies of celebrities or people we know 
(whether positively or negatively)? One of the best ways to help buffer our kids against 
diet culture is by beginning to do the work ourselves, by considering our own 
relationship with our bodies, food, and exercise and the behaviors we are modeling for 
our kids. 
 

In fact, there’s research behind the idea that parents can accidentally amplify the impact 
of diet culture on our kids. We unintentionally turn up the volume on diet culture by 
making comments about bodies, weight, and shape - our own bodies, our children's, or 
even celebrities’. Whether negative OR positive, these comments reinforce the idea that 
our appearance and bodies are central to our identities, and that there is an appearance 
ideal we should strive to meet.  
 

Research shows that parental conversations with kids focused on size and weight are 
associated with increased risk of eating disorder behaviors as teens. Another study  



 
 
 
found that childhood comments from parents about their weight had an impact on 
women’s body dissatisfaction well into their 20s and 30s (no matter their body size).  
 

On the other hand, there are actions we can take to protect our children against diet 
culture as well. One step is to increase thoughtful conversations about media with your 
kids. Whether you're watching TV with your kids or walking past a billboard, you can 
begin a discussion about what you're seeing in a way that encourages your kids to view 
it through a critical lens. For example, simply making observations about images you 
see in the media that are unrealistic or obviously edited can promote media literacy. If 
your kids want to talk more, you can move into helping them think about who creates 
these images, what messages they send, and the impact. As another past podcast 
guest put it, who’s making money off of making you feel bad?  
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