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Abstract:  

Background: Food carries significant symbolic weight in our lives. The 

relationship between the body, food, and eating has developed and changed 

throughout history, as have certain ideals and concepts that can affect the 

relationship between food and the body, such as the thin ideal and weight stigma. 

As a result of the relationship between the body and food, together with the 

development of concepts and ideals concerning the body, the concept of diet 

culture has emerged.  

Objective: The aim of this study is to explore the experiences millennial women, 

that is women born between 1981 and 1996, have had with diet culture, and how 

those experiences have influenced their relationship with their bodies, food and 

eating.   

Methods: A qualitative study involving in-depth, one-on-one interviews with six 

millennial women, followed by a thematic analysis of the data.  

Results: Several key themes were identified in the data gathered in the interviews, 

including: 1. The thin ideal, 2. Mother’s influence, 3. Female peer influence 4. 

Male influence, 5. Positive reinforcement, and 6. Guilt and compensation. 

Conclusions: Diet culture can have adverse effects on women’s relationship with 

their bodies, food, and eating. The women in this study had experienced body 

dissatisfaction related to the thin ideal and had engaged in restrictive eating 

practices. Their relationship with food and their bodies were influenced by their 

social network, and they received validation and praise when they lost weight, and 

experienced guilt and shame when they ate what they deemed to be “bad” or 

“unhealthy” foods.  
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Preface 

Along with many other women, I have had a somewhat dysfunctional relationship with food 

and my body. Yo-yo dieting, body dissatisfaction and negative self-talk have had 

commonplace in my life, and the lives of my female friends and family members. These 

phenomena are so common that we rarely notice them, much less the detrimental effects they 

have on our relationship with food and our bodies.  

To all the women who have experienced a similar trajectory: You have permission to feed and 

move your body however you see fit. All the imperfections you see on your body make up a 

perfect whole that is wholly you. You have not failed to live up to society’s expectation of the 

ideal female body, society has failed you by creating unrealistic standards. Give yourself 

permission to accept your body as it is right now.  

I would like to say a big thank you to the women who participated in this study and 

courageously shared intimate details of their experiences with food and their relationship with 

their bodies. Sharing personal stories establishes common ground and empathy.  

A note on terminology: the words overweight and obese are arbitrary and used with the 

assumption that there is a certain point to which a body becomes too heavy. In this thesis I 

have intentionally avoided the use of both words with the exception of direct quotes, and 

instead use the word ‘fat’ as a neutral descriptor of larger bodies.  

 

Hannah Kristofers, Järvsö, December 2022  
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Introduction 

‘Tell me what you eat, and I’ll tell you who you are’ – Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin 

Food is a social marker, and our food choices can express identity, ethnicity, religion, kinship, 

status, emotions, and power. Social anthropologist Igor De Garine (2001, p. 487) writes in 

Views about food prejudices and stereotypes that ‘our food habits underline basic differences 

and even barriers between social classes, as well as reinforce stereotypes grounded on a 

variety of criteria: birth, wealth, education, ability and even intelligence’. Thus, the human 

relationship with food is a complex one, and as Claude Fischler (1988, p. 275) writes in Food, 

Self and Identity, it ‘runs from the biological to the cultural, from the nutritional to symbolic 

function, and thus linking the individual to the collective, and the psychological to the social’. 

Food is central to our sense of identity as we are constructed biologically, physiologically, 

and socially by the foods we choose to incorporate into our bodies.  

This complex relationship between food and the body has evolved throughout history and 

changing body ideals have impacted the relationship between food and the body. Millennial 

women, that is women born between 1981 and 1996, are a generation raised during the 

expansion of mass media, which aided the mass marketing of fad diets and the spread of 

images of the ideal female body, which to a large degree can be shaped and re-shaped through 

restrictive eating (Foxcroft, 2011). The late 1980s marked the beginning of the age of the 

buxom ‘Supermodel’, which then gave way to the waif-like ‘Heroin Chic’ style in the 1990s 

(Arnold, 1999). The mid-2000s saw these women come-of-age during the invention and 

proliferation of social media use, leading to the even more prevalent presence of ever-

changing body ideals and food trends. Largely a social construct, the ideal female body is 

influenced by media and cultural politics and seems to change from generation to generation 

(Gremillion, 2005). However, the symbolic weight that food carries, especially for women, 

can lead to problematic consequences, as there exists considerable gender-specific differences 

that affect the way in which people relate to and interact with food (Kiefer et al, 2005).  

As a result of the interconnectedness of the body and food, together with the development 

of body ideals and eating practices throughout the last 150 years, the concept of diet culture 

has emerged. Initially as a primarily popular cultural concept and a critical concept in anti-diet 

movements, it has later been explored in scientific literature (Jovanovski & Jaeger, 2022) to 

capture the sociocultural values, discourses and ideals surrounding cultural ideas about how 
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the body should be formed, shaped and re-shaped by food and restrictive eating. Previous 

studies have shown that women's experiences of body dissatisfaction are often more common 

and severe compared to men, indicating that diet culture directly impacts women as they are 

typically subjected to more severe appearance ideals and objectification (Faw et al, 2021).  

Being a relatively new field there is considerable lack of scientific studies that explore how 

diet culture effects food and eating behavior. Therefore, this study will explore the concept of 

diet culture and its influence on millennial women’s relationship with food, eating, and their 

bodies. Diet culture has been described as harmful because it can have a potentially 

detrimental effect on women’s relationship to their bodies and food, and can therefore be 

viewed as a contemporary women’s health issue as it is ‘characterized by a conflation of 

weight and health including myths about food and eating, and a moral hierarchy of bodies, 

and a culture of systematic patriarchy’ (Jovanovski & Jaeger, 2022, p. 9).                                                                                                                                  

Objective and research questions 

The overall aim of this study is to explore the experiences millennial women, that is women 

born between 1981 and 1996, have had with diet culture, and how those experiences have 

influenced their relationship with food.   

The following research questions are put forward: 

• How has diet culture affected women’s relationship with their bodies? 

• How has diet culture affected women’s relationship with food and eating behaviour? 

Background and theoretical perspectives 

The background will include an outline of the relationship between food and the body, 

followed by a brief history of dieting practices and body ideals from the Middle Ages until 

today. It then describes the role of the thin ideal, and the effects of weight stigma. The 

background study will conclude with an attempt to define the concept of diet culture and how 

the concept will be used in this study. 
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Food and the body 

‘By incorporating food into one’s body, that food is made to become self’ – Deborah 

Lupton 

It is easy to overlook the banal practices of eating as they are an essential part of everyday 

life. However, food and eating are central to our subjectivity and sense of self, as our food 

choices carry great social and cultural meanings. Thompson and Kaplan (2014) state in The 

Encyclopedia of Food and Agricultural Ethics that ‘our bodies are a product of 

simultaneously social and physical interactions with food’ (Kaplan, 2014, p. 1349), and that 

food circulates materially (in supermarkets, dinner tables, cafeterias, the digestive system) and 

symbolically (in TV shows, magazines, religious rituals) to produce our bodies as socially, 

politically, and physically constituted transitional entities’ (Kaplan, 2014, p.1350). 

Furthermore, sociologist Deborah Lupton (1996, pg. 1) puts forth in her book Food, Body and 

the Self that ‘food habits are not simply tied to biological needs but serve to mark boundaries 

between social classes, geographic regions, nations, cultures, genders, life-cycle stages, 

religions and occupations, to distinguish rituals, traditions, festivals, seasons and times of 

day’. She also writes that food can be categorized into several binary groups, such as good or 

bad, and healthy or unhealthy, and that each of these ‘binary oppositions’ has the potential to 

shape food preferences and beliefs in everyday life. Given the current emphasis in western 

societies upon the value of self-discipline, ‘bodies thus become potent physical symbols of the 

extent to which their ‘owners’ possess self-control(…) An overweight body speaks of 

gluttony, lack of self-discipline, hedonism, self-indulgence, while a slim body signifies a high 

level of control, an ability to transcend the desires of the flesh(…) The appearance of the body 

may therefore be a source of great pride and a sense of accomplishment, particularly if it 

conforms to the accepted norms of attractiveness and social acceptability, but also may be a 

site of anxiety and shame’ (Lupton, 1996, p.16).  

In relation to this, Lupton also puts forth the concept of ‘civilized’ and ‘grotesque’ bodies. 

‘Civilized bodies being socially acceptable and abiding to social norms and ideals, are self-

contained, self-disciplined, and pure. In contrast, ‘grotesque’ bodies lack self-control, and are 

‘unruly and animalistic’ (Lupton, 1996, p. 19).  
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Social modelling and eating behaviour  

The relationship between the food and the body, as well as certain eating behaviours must be 

understood in relation to social and cultural context. Theories of social modelling emphasize 

the role of others in relation to food choice and body ideals, especially for women as they 

have a higher tendency to conform to their social environment compared with men (Johnson 

& MacDonnell, 2010). A report in Appetite (Cruwys, Bevelander and Hermans, 2014), which 

reviewed sixty-nine experimental studies focused on the social modelling of eating, 

determined that social modelling is a major determinant whereby people use others’ eating as 

a guide for what and how much to eat. The report states that the significance of food goes well 

beyond simply satiating hunger and providing nutrients, and that people adapt their eating 

habits to that of their eating companions to establish a sense of affiliation and belonging.  

Parental authority has been shown to have a crucial influence on children’s eating behaviour 

by several different studies, as the immediate family is the primary social context in which 

children learn and develop social norms. One such study found that parental dieting 

behaviour, that is dieting, encouraging diet and weight-related comments, can have a negative 

impact on their child’s eating behaviour (Balantekin, 2019). Additionally, the study showed 

that daughters were more susceptible to their parents’ dieting behaviour, especially that of the 

mother. A similar study published in Appetite found that parental encouragement of dieting 

predicted a greater risk of dieting among young girls. Girls whose parents encouraged dieting 

were twice as likely to begin dieting by age 11, compared with girls whose parents did not 

encourage dieting (Balantekin et al, 2014). 

Another form of social modelling which affects food and eating behaviour is the impact of 

peers, as they are a central form of influence for primary and high school-aged children 

(Houldcroft et al, 2013). An Italian study, which explored the relationship between peer 

influence and adolescent girls’ body dissatisfaction and dieting, showed that girls who 

reported engaging in frequent conversations about their appearances with peers had higher 

levels of body dissatisfaction and dietary restraint (Matera et al, 2013). The study also showed 

that these same girls believed that they would be more popular if they were thinner. During 

adolescence, women are inclined to view their friendships as important resources during the 

development of their identity, and evidence indicates that the ways in which female friends 

talk about body-specific issues can play a crucial role in their mental and social health (Faw et 
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al, 2021). Furthermore, female friendships have been identified as a key source of food norms 

and body beliefs, potentially emphasizing the influence of diet culture (Faw et al, 2021). 

Additionally, there is a considerable amount of scientific research that suggests women of all 

ages and body types often engage in negative body co-rumination, or fat talk which can be 

described as ‘making disparaging comments about an individual's own body or discussing 

dissatisfaction around dieting or exercising in order to limit body image concerns largely 

stemming from diet culture’ (Faw et al, 2021, p. 409). 

A brief history of the relationship between eating habits 

and body ideals  

The relationship between body ideals and eating habits have changed throughout history. 

During the Middle Ages people had little cause to regulate their eating habits, as food supplies 

were unpredictable at best, and it was common to oscillate from feast to famine (Foxcroft, 

2011). During this time fat was typically viewed as a symbol of wealth and prosperity. To 

have ‘wealth and health, and to have sufficient food and be free of diseases that wasted the 

body, was something only a small portion of the population could attain’, making excessive 

feasting sign of wealth and status in the Middle Ages (Foxcroft, 2011, page 134). 

 

Food habits and body ideals remained much the same throughout the Renaissance, however 

dramatic shifts which changed the way people ate and how fat bodies were viewed in society 

began around the time of the Industrial Revolution. Developments in economic structure and 

food systems meant that more people had access to excess food, and therefore more people 

had the opportunity to become fat (Foxcroft, 2011). A show of elegance and refinement 

amongst the upper class became desirable during the nineteenth century, which included 

demonstrating self-control over one’s appetite (Stoll, 2019). After the industrial revolution, 

food supply became more plentiful for the general population, and with scarcity no longer a 

limiting factor of one’s diet, ‘voluntary self-restraint was needed, as eating became seen as a 

decadent and dangerous yielding to appetite and passion’ (Stoll, 2019, p. 426). This era also 

saw the rise in fad diets and crazes, including ‘munching parties’ where guests were said to 

spend five minutes chewing a single mouthful of food, supposedly to avoid weight gain 

(Foxcroft, 2011). This concept was popularized by American food writer Horace Fletcher 

who claimed that one should chew each mouthful of food a minimum of 700 times until it 
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there was no taste remaining in the mouth, and only then should one swallow (Foxcroft, 

2011). Another notable figure in the 19th century was undertaker William Banting, who 

popularized what was arguably the first low-carbohydrate weight-loss diet. His diet gained 

such immense popularity that the word “banting” was used as a verb which referred to 

dieting, and this legacy lives on today in that the Swedish word “banta”, derived from 

Banting’s surname, is the main verb for “being on a diet” (Foxcroft, 2011).  

 

Consequently, to be fat at the turn of the twentieth century was no longer associated with 

wealth and prosperity, rather with laziness, gluttony, and lack of discipline, and ‘constraints 

on overeating were slowly internalized as practices of self-control and moderation but were 

based on concerns about the appearance of delicacy and the avoidance of vulgarity rather than 

concerns about bodily size or physical health’ (Lupton, 1996, p. 21). With the rise of radio, 

print media, and the Hollywood movie industry, food and body related concepts expanded 

rapidly throughout the twentieth century, reaching an audience that had previously been 

oblivious to contemporary trends (Foxcroft, 2001, page 159). The dieting and beauty 

industries have soared, as has the market for slimming plans, drugs, foods, drinks and many 

weight loss related paraphernalia (Lupton, 1996). As the decades progressed, so too did the 

discourses pertaining food and the body. As seen in Appendix A, body ideals are transient and 

arbitrary, and have successively transformed into a contemporary thin ideal. 

The thin ideal  

The thin ideal has been described as the concept of the ideally thin female body, a concept 

which has been fortified by traditional and social media (Qi & Cui, 2018). As there are 

numerous examples of fat bodies being viewed differently in other cultures, the thin ideal is 

arguably endemic to western culture. Among women, internalization of the thin ideal is 

‘theorized to engender body dissatisfaction and subsequent disordered eating as individuals 

seek to achieve often unobtainable body and food related goals’, which can result in body-

checking, or the ‘repeated scrutiny of one’s body size, weight and shape’ (Dalley, et al, 2019, 

p.2).  

A study published in the Journal of Health Psychology, which explores the discursive 

construction of food and healthy eating in popular women’s magazines in New Zealand, 

identified multiple discourses including what the authors described as the ‘ideal feminine 

beauty discourse’ (Madden & Chamberlain, 2004, p. 584). The study puts forth that the ideal 
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feminine beauty discourse insinuates that one can achieve ideal feminine beauty through 

healthy eating and self-control, creating pressure for the female readers to monitor their diets 

to attain the socially prescribed thin ideal (Madden & Chamberlain, 2004). The consumption 

of a healthy diet, especially for women, is undertaken as much for aesthetic reasons as for 

weight management or health per se. The food one consumes has become a primary mean 

through which individuals attain the societal ideal of the female body, that is slender, 

attractive, and symbolizing the inherent characteristics of self-control and self-denial 

(Madden, & Chamberlain, 2004). 

Furthermore, results of another study published in the International Journal of Eating 

Disorders, which examined dietary restraint in 5-year-old girls, revealed that over half of girls 

who internalized the thin ideal showed signs of body dissatisfaction and almost a third 

showed dietary restraint (Damiano et al, 2015). Another similar study published in the 

International Journal of Research in Marketing revealed that women who were exposed to the 

thin ideal, specifically images of thin models, experienced self-esteem shifts that influenced 

their motivation to diet to lose weight (Klesse et al, 2012).  

 

In addition, women report different understandings of what constitutes ‘healthy food’ 

compared with men, as women in general have higher awareness and knowledge of nutrition, 

and men tend to be more pleasure-oriented in their eating habits than women (Kiefer et al, 

2005). A study conducted by Neumark-Sztainer and Hannan (2001), revealed that over one-

half of teenage girls use unhealthy weight control behaviours such as skipping meals, fasting, 

smoking cigarettes, vomiting, and taking laxatives, in comparison to less than one-third of 

teenage boys. Additionally, Linda Smolak (2001) writes in her article Body image in children 

and adolescence: Where do we go from here, that girls in the United States begin to express 

concern about their weight or shape by about age 6, and 40-60% of girls in primary school 

(ages 6-12) are concerned about their weight and have tried dieting.  

Weight stigma and the fear of fat 

Based on the thin ideal, the concept of weight stigma is described in literature as 

discriminatory ideologies directed towards individuals due to their weight and size 

(Himmelstein, et al. 2015). Weight stigma creates myths in society that pathologize and 

medicalize fat bodies. Evidence continues to show that fat people experience discrimination in 

the media, politics, employment, interpersonal relationships and especially the healthcare 
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system (Stoll, 2019). Perceived weight stigma is close to being as prevalent as reported cases 

of race and gender discrimination (Puhl et al, 2008). Troublingly, virtually no legal or social 

sanctions against weight stigma exist. Sociologists have paid considerably less theoretical and 

empirical attention to weight stigma compared to some other systems of oppression. Although 

sociologists have, through employing intersectional approaches, illuminated many oppressive 

systems such as racism, sexism and classism, they have been relatively silent in comparison 

when it comes to fatphobia and weight stigma (Stoll & Egner, 2020). 

A study which examined cortisol reactivity, which is the primary stress hormone, to 

manipulated weight stigma showed that experiencing weight stigma was stressful for female 

participants who perceived themselves as heavy, despite being considered a ‘normal’ weight 

according to the BMI scale (Himmelstein, et al. 2015). Discrimination based on weight is a 

stressful social experience, and elevated cortisol levels can have effects on every tissue and 

organ in the body (Sutin et al, 2015). A study published in Psychological Science found that 

weight discrimination was associated with an almost 60% increase in morality, which was not 

accounted for by the common physiological risk factors that are generally associated with 

high body weight (Sutin et al, 2015). 

Furthermore, there is consistent evidence that weight stigma is associated with disordered 

eating patterns, although evidence of the causal link is tentative (Vartanian & Porter, 2015). 

Nevertheless, binge-eating, skipping meals, and restrictive eating have been shown to have an 

association with weight stigma. 

The concept of diet culture 

‘The myth of normal is that we assume the conditions of society are healthy simply 

because we’re used to them’- Gabor Maté  

As a result of the interconnectedness of the body and food, together with the development of 

body ideals and restrictive eating practices, the concept of diet culture has emerged. This 

concept is not to be confused with the solitary practice of dieting, because as described in the 

relationship between food and the body in this thesis, diet culture regards much more than 

what and how much food one consumes (Jovanoski & Jaeger, 2022). 

For clarification, there is no single definition of diet culture, however it has been described as 

a set of values and beliefs that place importance on appearance and body shape, rather than 
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general well-being. In a recent publication, Jovanoski and Jaeger (2022, p. 1) describe diet 

culture as ‘health myths about food and eating, and a moral hierarchy of bodies driven by 

systematic and structural factors.’ For further clarification, diet culture promotes restrictive 

dieting, normalizes negative self-talk, and moralizes food, that is labels certain foods as either 

‘good’ or ‘bad’, making body shape and weight as being more important than overall health 

and wellbeing. Through the promotion of the thin ideal, diet culture normalizes restrictive 

eating and negative self-image. Thus, fat bodies are viewed as less valuable, less desirable, 

and less morally acceptable than thin bodies (Faw et al, 2021).  

Diet culture has been observed to exhibit characteristics which are similar to religious ideals 

and practices. As Emily Contois (2015, p. 118) puts forth in her article Guilt-Free and 

Sinfully Delicious: A Contemporary Theology of Weight Loss Dieting, ‘contemporary dieting 

theology constructs a system of belief around thinness as a form of salvation. It also 

establishes guidance on how life should be lived in the pursuit of thinness, through such 

prescribed habits as eating “good” foods, avoiding “bad” foods, and engaging in regular 

physical activity’.  

Our beliefs about food and the body are shaped by our culture, which we are constantly 

surrounded by and therefore do not consciously realize its presence. As we are immersed in 

and constructed by social forces, the set of beliefs surrounding food and eating that diet 

culture promotes can be described as harmful to people of all shapes and sizes, as it promotes 

the idea that fat is bad, and thin is good (Faw et al, 2014). 

Diet culture - from popular culture to a scientific concept 

The concept of diet culture has existed in popular culture for decades, creating a discourse 

surrounding the food and the female body (see Appendices B and C). In popstar Jessica 

Simpson’s 2012 Weight Watchers commercial, she states that the diet ‘put her on track to 

being the me I wanted to be’, and that she ‘started losing weight right away, and started 

smiling straight away’. Additionally, there has been a plethora of television shows which 

promote the concept of diet culture. The infamous Biggest Loser being one of the most 

prolific, running for almost 20 years in multiple countries, and having several spinoffs 

including Biggest Loser: Families, Biggest Loser: Couples, Biggest Loser: Battle of the Ages. 

Other shows with the same premise include Extreme Makeover: Weight Loss Edition, I Used 

To Be Fat, My 600lb Life, and My Diet Is Better Than Yours.  
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Food advertisements draw on the discourses of health, beauty, science, morality to attract the 

consumer in multiple ways. Messages such as ‘eating the right foods can leave you feeling 

invigorated and full of life’ and ‘eat yourself healthy’ imply that individuals are solely 

responsible for and completely control of their health and wellbeing (Madden & Chamberlain, 

2004, p.589).  

The use of social media has contributed to society’s idealization of thin bodies and the 

proliferation of diet culture, with celebrities and influencers using platforms to promote 

products such as Flat Tummy Gummies and SkinnyFit Detox Teas. Furthermore, the 

solicitation of nutrition and dieting advice by people who are not registered dieticians, 

nutritionists, or healthcare workers further contributes to the issue. Thus, the concept of diet 

culture has emerged in online communities consisting of fat activists, feminists, researchers, 

and body-neutral health care providers (Jovanovski & Jaeger, 2022). 

While there exists adequate research on the thin ideal and weight stigma, research on diet 

culture is scarce. A previously mentioned study by Jovanovski and Jaeger (2022) sought to 

define the term diet culture and identified the following three themes which are intended to 

characterize the term:  

• Myths about food and the body that revolve around the thin ideal and conflicting 

health messages.  

• A moral hierarchy of bodies which promotes weight stigma and the thin ideal. 

• A culture of patriarchy that intersects at systematic and structural levels, and drives 

diet culture. 

The article notes that diet culture has previously been discussed from different ideologies and 

disciplinary perspectives and the authors wished to present diet culture as a ‘polysemic and 

unified construct’ (Jovanovski & Jaeger, 2022, p. 9).  

Another relevant study is one which explored the relationship between body-related co-

rumination, friendship quality, and body dissatisfaction. While the study was not focused 

solely on diet culture, it did provide it’s own description of diet culture, stating that diet 

culture has several key facets (Faw et al, 2014). The first facet being the belief that weight is 

directly equated to health despite scientific evidence to the contrary, the second being the idea 
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that weight loss improves one’s social status, and the third being the moralization of food and 

bodies which impacts how individuals view themselves and others (Faw et al, 2014). The 

study also suggests that diet culture may create barriers in promoting positive long-term 

health for women. 

Jovanovski and Jaeger (2022) sought to define the concept of diet culture by interviewing 

people who self-identified as being a part of the ‘anti-diet’ movement, while Faw et al (2014) 

explored the relationship between co-rumination and body dissatisfaction with intuitive eating 

versus diet culture among female university students. Based on this, the concept of diet 

culture in this study is defined as myths about food and the body concerned with the thin 

ideal, a moral hierarchy of food and bodies, and a culture of oppression directed toward 

women. This study seeks to explore diet culture in and of itself, that is diet culture in relation 

to food and the body, and how it influences millennial women’s relationship with food, eating 

and the body.  

Material and methods 

Choice of method  

A qualitative method was chosen because the aim was to explore the experiences millennial 

women had with diet culture and acquire a depth of research. Qualitative research also 

provides a more dynamic approach to research and the opportunity to follow up answers 

given to questions in real time (Creswell et al, 2007). Furthermore, the study objective 

required the flexibility of a qualitative research design as the concept of diet culture was broad 

and to a certain extent undefined. The chosen method was in-depth, semi-structured 

individual interviews (Maxwell, 2013). This method was chosen as it is effective in exploring 

sensitive or personal topics which participants may not have been comfortable discussing in a 

group setting. In-depth interviews also allow for the discovery of new, relevant information 

that is important to the participants but had not previously been thought of by the researcher 

(DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006).  

Participants 

The participants were selected using non-random convenience sampling (Creswell et al, 

2007), due to the need to find participants who were most accessible and interested in sharing 
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their experiences and thoughts about this topic. They were found through personal 

connections to the researcher (friends of friends) and contacted via email, Facebook, and 

Instagram with a short message presenting both the researcher, the aim of the study and what 

would be required of them. After they responded and agreed to participate, they were sent the 

consent form to sign, and an interview time was scheduled. All participants were female, 

millennial, living independently and responsible for their own food consumption. This study 

focuses on millennial women because body ideals and trends relating to food and eating can 

change from generation to generation. A total of six participants were recruited, however one 

participant took part in an initial pilot interview to trial the questions that had been 

formulated. A lower number of participants is required to carry out qualitative research as the 

aim is to acquire a depth of information, rather than breadth (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 

2006). The pilot interview was deemed successful and subsequently five interviews were 

conducted and used for data collection and analysis.  

Table 1. Presentation of participants  

Participant Age, Nationality, Occupation 

Bell 35, Australian, Dietician/nutritionist 

Emmeline 34, New Zealand, Media account manager & part-time 

personal trainer 

Gloria 36, Swedish, studying full-time but previously worked 

in sales and marketing 

Roxane 35, Slovakian but recently moved to Sweden, 

Advertising  

Simone 29, Slovakian but has lived in Sweden for almost 10 

years, full-time mum but previously worked in 

international relations 

Implementation 

The participants were interviewed via Zoom and an interview guide was used, which was 

divided into three main themes with several sub-questions, including Food & the body, Food 

& eating during childhood & adolescence and Food & eating today (Appendix E), aimed at 

capturing these women’s experiences with diet culture and how these experiences have 

impacted their relationship with food and eating. Each interview ran for approximately 45 
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minutes. At the beginning of each interview, the women were asked if they were familiar with 

the term ‘diet culture’. After giving their answer the women were provided with the definition 

of diet culture that is used in this thesis for clarity and unity, that is ‘a set of beliefs and values 

that promote myths about food and the body that revolve around the thin ideal, a moral 

hierarchy of food and body types, and a culture of oppression directed toward women’ 

(Jovanovski & Jaeger, 2022).  

Data analysis 

The results were analysed using a thematic approach. This method was chosen for enabling a 

well-structured approach to analyzing a large data set while still producing a detailed and 

nuanced description of the data. The thematic approach is also relatively flexible and 

straightforward, making it appropriate for novice researchers with little (or no) experience in 

qualitative research. The analytical process began already during the data collection phase, as 

is common in qualitative research (Braun & Clarke, 2021), whereby the researcher noticed 

patterns in the information provided by the women during their interviews. All interviews 

were recorded and transcribed to protect against bias and to provide a record of the data 

collected. Once transcribed, the official analysis commenced by following Braun and Clarke’s 

(2021) six-phase guide. This involved reading the transcripts several times to familiarize the 

researcher with the data and generating the initial codes. The codes were reviewed and 

modified, and then grouped into overarching themes.  

Ethical considerations 

All participants gave written, informed consent (Appendix D) to participate in the study and 

were aware of their right to withdraw from the study at any time. The research was performed 

in accordance with the Swedish Research Council guidelines (2017). The names of the 

participants were changed in the presentation of results to maintain anonymity and 

confidentiality. Steps were also taken to avoid researcher bias and the indication of bias in the 

interview questions, as the research topic was of personal interest to the researcher. Due to the 

particularly sensitive and personal nature of the interview topic, extra care was taken to 

provide the participants with a safe and comfortable atmosphere to share their stories. The 

data collected was handled with the utmost respect and gratitude.  
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Results 

The result of the study is presented using the six themes that were generated in the analysis of 

the material, focusing on the women’s experiences of diet culture and how these have 

influenced their relationships with food and eating. The women spoke about how their 

relationship to food and eating has been affected by body dissatisfaction related to the thin 

ideal, influences and encouragement from family and peers during childhood and 

adolescence, validation and praise they have received from losing weight, and shame and 

frustration they have felt from eating what they perceive as ‘bad’ foods. 

Table 2. Overview of themes with exemplar quotes 

Theme Example quote 

The thin ideal I remember writing down in my journal or somewhere, 

‘Nothing tastes as good as being thin’ 

Mother’s influence I’d tell mum that I hadn’t lost any weight, and she’d say 

‘Well, you’re doing something wrong’ 

Female Peer influence I think we had a pretty toxic friendship group, and we 

encouraged each other… It was normal to go on diets 

together and be restrictive 

Male influence I never ate in front of boys, never. 

Positive reinforcement It was like a validation, I felt like I was hotter because I 

lost the weight. 

Guilt and compensation I would starve myself for eating badly, or just feel really 

bad about it. 

 

Theme 1: The thin ideal 

All women in the study expressed how their eating habits both today and during their 

upbringing have been affected by diet culture. Despite having awareness of the existence and 

unattainability of the thin ideal, each woman expressed having felt some degree of body 

dissatisfaction during their lifetime based on this. Gloria, who is 36 years old and Swedish, 

spoke about having moments of extreme body dissatisfaction: 
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“I never ever have felt satisfied. Maybe you look at old pictures and stuff, you 

realise you were in the ideal, but you were told you weren’t. You could never be 

enough, and it’s been torturing me my whole life (…) I can go through my whole 

body and say my arms are too fat, my side boobs are too fat, my legs could be 

more like this, like I could go through every piece of my body and find faults.” 

All women were aware that body ideals in society favoured thin women and most of the 

participants were aware that said ideals were largely unattainable, with Simone stating:  

“It’s always been a thin thing mostly for women, you know? I think everyone 

aspires to be thin.”  

The women spoke of their desire to be thinner, and how their eating habits became restrictive 

at different points in their lives to live up to said ideal, especially during adolescence.  Gloria 

said that she would try to avoid buying food from the school cafeteria and would eat a very 

small lunch or sometimes skip lunch altogether. Being in a larger body, she wished she was 

thinner and dieted often during her adolescence, only to become frustrated with herself 

because she “didn’t have the willpower” to continue with dieting long enough to lose weight. 

 Bell, who is Australian and 34 years old, was acutely insecure about her weight during high 

school and often ate very little each day:  

“I ate very little. I was always hungry. I remember like eating just a little snack 

bag of lollies or just a bread roll. The whole time I was just thinking ‘Eat less.’”  

She acknowledged that the standards imposed by the thin ideal are unrealistic and that her 

eating habits were unsustainable:  

“To meet these expectations, you have to exercise five times at least a week and be 

restrictive with food, like such tiny portions”. 

Simone also spoke about wanting to be thinner both as an adolescent and as an adult, although 

as an adult she is aware of the unhealthy standards put on women. She blames celebrity 

influence and social media, saying that people post photoshopped pictures. During her 

adolescence she wanted to be “skinny no matter what” and often ate very small and 

unfulfilling meals, skipped meals, or tried to avoid food for an entire day. 
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Simone had her first child 6 months ago and admits to worrying about her weight gain during 

pregnancy and post-partum. She said she didn’t want to restrict her food intake during 

pregnancy or while she was breastfeeding but has recently stopped so she can be “more 

controlling” with her eating habits and tried to keep calories down to a minimum:  

“I ate a lot today because something came over me, and by 3pm I had eaten so 

much I felt like I had my intake for the day. So, I’m trying not to eat anything else 

today. I don't want to overdo it because I will never lose weight”.  

Theme 2: Mother’s influence 

All women expressed having experienced diet culture during childhood and adolescence, 

witnessing negative body talk and weight stigma-related conversation from their immediate 

and extended family members. Some of the women had family members make direct 

comments on their bodies, often resulting in shame or discomfort and ultimately resulting in a 

drive to control their food intake to lose weight. The strongest family influence came from 

their mothers. They spoke of both direct and indirect weight loss encouragement, as well as 

witnessing their mothers engaging in negative body talk and restrictive eating. 

Emmeline described her mother’s fixation on her body and weight and said that she often 

cooked a separate meal for herself than what she did for the rest of the family for fear of 

gaining weight:  

“She was talking a lot about her body. She was always unhappy with it, saying 

she is too fat. And you know I would hear her and her friends talking about being 

fat and needing to lose weight.” 

Bell grew up in a large family and said that her family frequently made comments on her 

body, leading her to develop hyper-awareness of her appearance and thus leading to 

restrictive eating. She also spoke of her mother’s constant dieting talking and behaviour, and 

how this continues today, despite Bell now being a licenced dietician:  

“She’s still always talking about how she lost all this weight, and then telling me I 

should go on the same diet.  Once she just drank water for seven days. She spends 

so much money on dieting books and then gives them all to me. She tells me I need 

to trick my brain into eating a certain way.” 
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Gloria’s mother was also fixated on her own body and food intake, as well as Gloria’s, often 

encouraging her to lose weight:  

“I went to Weight Watchers when I was 16, my mum suggested it. My mum said 

she would give me 9000 (Swedish krona) if I lost 12kg.” 

Theme 3: Female Peer influence 

During adolescence another strong influence was from female peers. All women engaged in 

restrictive eating and negative body talk related to diet culture with their peers and were aware 

of the popularity of these activities among the “cool kids”. Emmeline, who attended an all-

girls private school in Australia, described negative body talk as being a common topic of 

conversation amongst their friends during adolescence: 

“I remember it was normal to say, ‘Oh I’m so fat I need to lose weight’, and then 

your friend would say ‘Omg me too, let’s go on a diet together’ or ‘let’s go for a 

run every day after school together so we can lose weight”. 

Restrictive eating also had commonplace within the friendship groups and was almost a 

bonding experience, or a “rite of passage” into adolescence. Continuing from the previous 

quote, Emmeline said:  

“We would skip lunch together at school. It was kind of like a social thing we did, 

we would talk about dieting or losing weight or whatever, and then we would 

exercise together and go on diets together.” 

All women spoke of food choices as being highly scrutinized. Belle described being 

extremely self-conscious of her weight and her food choices during high school, and how this 

was connected to her desire to “fit in” with the popular crowd at school:  

“I remember the popular girls saying ‘Oh no, I had something bad for lunch, now 

I have to do 20-star jumps’, and I think that was when I started to think about all 

this stuff. Like it was trendy to want to lose weight.”  

Gloria spoke about constantly comparing herself to others, both in terms of body size and 

food. She always felt like “the fat one” of the group and that she was obligated to make 

“good” food choices in front of her peers. She also spoke about the value of a smaller body:  
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“Two girls changed schools to my school and the first thing they taught me was 

that if you had size 34, you should have the tag hanging out so everyone can see 

how small you are, but if you had bigger than that you should cut of the tag so no 

one would ever know what size you were.” 

Gloria has also recently started studying again as an adult, and expressed that she has noticed 

old anxieties related to her body and food, and that her peers still influence her food choices 

and eating behaviour:  

“I’m having a really hard time eating around my classmates. I’m always looking 

and thinking ‘what are they eating? How much are they eating? Who is going to 

McDonalds?” 

Theme 4: Male influence 

The women were influenced by their male peers in that they wanted to be desirable by having 

thin bodies and making “attractive and feminine” food choices. Participants were acutely 

aware of their appearance in the presence of male peers, which affected their food choices and 

the way they viewed their own bodies. Emmeline described the anxiety she would feel if there 

was a social event coming up and she knew there would be boys present: 

“If there was a school disco or social event coming up on the weekend then 

maybe a few girls would not eat a day or two before so they could look skinny 

because we’d be meeting boys.”  

Gloria reflected on the men in her life, admitting that she felt uncomfortable eating around her 

father because he often made comments about her weight. She also spoke of the negative 

impact the boys she attended high school with had on her self-confidence and self-worth:  

“Size was very important… boys were all in consensus about what looked good. 

Like the thinnest girl was the most beautiful. And you knew that if you were fat 

and someone slept with you then they would get comments and teased.” 

Emmeline spoke about spending a lot of time with male peers despite attending an all-girls 

high school and being privy to their conversations about other girls’ bodies. This instilled a 

sense of acute self-consciousness in her while she was with boys, and that she developed 

bulimia as a result:  
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“I dated this guy for a while during high school and I became good friends with 

his friends. So sometimes I would get to listen in on their “boys’ talk”, you know? 

And they would talk a lot about girls’ bodies or just girls in general. Things like 

‘Oh she’s pretty hot but she’s got fat thighs, or she’s got nice tits but a kinda big 

stomach, or she would be hotter if she lost some weight’”.  

Bell spoke about eating in front of boys as being a source of anxiety because she was worried 

that she would make “unattractive” food choices or “look ugly and messy” while eating:  

“I remember on Friday nights we would go to the food court and get food. And 

that was a source of anxiety for me because I knew there would be boys there and 

that they would see me eat.” 

Theme 5: Positive Reinforcement  

The women received positive reinforcement after weight loss in the form of compliments and 

encouragement which become a form of validation. They described feeling more desirable in 

thinner bodies, and this feeling encouraged them to restrict and control their food intake. 

Emmeline spoke about starting sports at age 14 and naturally losing weight because she was 

moving her body more. She said she had not noticed the weight loss herself until people 

started giving her praise, and that this was when she first started to think about the connection 

between what and how much you eat and how that can affect body weight: 

“I remember that people commented on my weight loss, and I remember my 

mum’s friend saying, ‘Gosh you’ve got a nice body’. So, I got lots of compliments 

and it felt good. That actually sticks out as a pivotal moment in my life. Because 

after that I started exercising regularly and watching what I ate, and I don’t 

remember doing any of that before that moment, I was just a kid enjoying life, you 

know?”  

Gloria spoke about the complicated relationship she had with her mother growing up, 

often feeling like she was a disappointment because she was “never good enough”. She 

said that losing weight was always guaranteed to make her mother happy and proud: 
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“It was a way to be validated, especially from mum. Even if it was like 1kg then I 

could go to mum and tell her, and she’d be like ‘Oh you’re doing so great!’. I felt 

like I made her proud by losing weight.”  

Bell described receiving positive comments on her weight loss during adolescence, despite 

achieving said weight loss through restrictive eating and over exercising which made her feel 

constantly “worn out and foggy”:  

“I dropped down to 48kg and everyone was commenting on how great I looked. I 

was too thin and still growing, like developing, and I just got encouragement, no 

one was worried or anything.” 

Roxane expressed that despite being aware of the presence of diet culture and thin ideals 

in society, she still wishes to be thinner because she feels more accepted and “confident 

in herself” because of how people treat her when she is in a smaller body: 

“But when I lose weight, people react like I lose weight. They say, ‘You look 

good’. And of course, it feels good to hear it. It's like all your effort, you've done 

something and it's visible.”  

Theme 6: Guilt and compensation 

The women spoke of consuming food as being a transaction in that food types and meals had 

a value depending on whether they were “good” or “bad”. Consuming what they viewed as 

‘bad’ food resulted in feelings of guilt, shame and frustration, as well as restrictive eating and 

over-exercising as compensation. Bell describes how “eating cheat food” makes her feel: 

“I've always felt really guilty that I don’t have enough willpower to stick with the 

diet (…) I should know better, I shouldn't be eating this, I should have this 

instead, I'll think it's a waste of calories. Like I could have just had something 

else, something healthier. It’s actually really frustrating because then I can’t even 

enjoy the food I just ate.”  

Bell also described her mentality regarding following diets, that she would set strict rules for 

herself to follow and if she deviated from them, she would feel that the diet was “ruined”: 
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“If I go back for seconds or eat too much, I think ‘I’ve ruined this day, I’ll just 

start fresh tomorrow’ and I just eat everything that’s there even if I don’t want it, 

just so there’s nothing left in the house. Sometimes I’m literally to the point where 

I'll finish what's on my plate and then I feel sick, and I feel really guilty that I ate 

that much and now I feel so uncomfortable.”  

Emmeline also felt frustration after “breaking a diet”, and often felt obligated to 

compensate: 

“I would usually plan to not eat the next meal or for the rest of the day, or the next 

day. I felt like I had to make up for the bad food somehow, usually by not eating 

or by working it off with exercise.” 

Gloria spoke about being acutely aware of what others might think of her food choices, a 

feeling she has struggled with since high school. She is worried about being “judged” by her 

food choices and feels “embarrassed” when she makes ‘bad’ food choices at the 

supermarket:  

“I buy mostly unhealthy stuff but also healthy stuff to even it out because I feel 

like the cashier is going to look at me and think ‘of course you’re buying a frozen 

pizza, look at you’. But then she will see the apples and think the pizza is ok. And I 

always eat the unhealthy stuff first because that’s what I want, and then I eat the 

healthy stuff because it’s there, it’s convenient, or I won’t eat at all, and they go 

to waste.” 

Roxane spoke about her relationship with food as an adult. She frequently diets because she 

wants to maintain a low weight and is concerned about the 7kg she gained during covid. She 

is aware that on-and-off dieting isn’t beneficial for her health, but she doesn’t know any other 

way to control her weight. She spoke about feeling frustrated with her when she can’t stick to 

a diet:  

“I don't have a good relationship with food because I can go from one extreme to 

the other. I can do a fast where I don't eat for three days and then I can’t stop 

eating after that. And I’m thinking about food all the time. I’m always hungry and 

having to control myself so I don’t overeat (…) Yeah, I feel guilty about it…It 

made me wonder what was wrong with me. Why I overeat and why I have this 
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belly? So why I have a bad relationship with food? Why am I too much? Why 

can’t I stop eating? Or why do I go for sweets?” 

Simone wants to lose the weight she gained during pregnancy and usually plans what she will 

eat each day, trying to set a limit so she doesn’t eat:  

“Every day before I eat, I think about how much I need that day. If we have yiros 

or pizza I will do a check with myself, like ‘Do you really need that second piece?’ 

Or I think ‘Ok, I had pizza for lunch so maybe I should have something much 

lighter for dinner because I already used up the calories’, you know?” 

Discussion 

This study was intended to explore the experiences of diet culture among millennial women, 

and how these experiences had impacted their relationships with food, eating and the body. 

Based on the definition of diet culture as myths about food and the body, a moral hierarchy of 

food and body types, and a culture of oppression directed towards women, the main findings 

of the study were: 

• Women had experienced/are experiencing body dissatisfaction and desired to be 

thinner. 

• They had engaged in/are engaging in restrictive eating in order to be thinner. 

• They have been/are influenced by their social environment (family and peers). 

• They receive validation and positive encouragement when they lose weight. 

• They feel guilt and frustration when they indulge in “bad” foods. 

The findings of this study support much of the existing literature related to diet culture, as 

well as the overarching concept of diet culture that was used in this thesis. Myths about food 

and the body that are promoted by diet culture materialised amongst the women as body 

dissatisfaction and their desire to adhere to the thin ideal. As Lupton (1996, p.16) so aptly 

wrote, ‘a fat body speaks of gluttony, lack of self-discipline, while a thin body signifies a high 

level of control, an ability to transcend the desires of the flesh’. The concept of a hierarchy of 

food and body types was apparent in the way the women referred to certain types as being 
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“good” or “bad”, and in that they felt guilt after eating so-called “bad” foods. This concept 

was also apparent in how they felt more validated when they possessed a thin body. The 

culture of oppression which is associated with diet culture was evident in the women’s 

responses. They were aware that the thin ideal is directed towards them, with one of them 

referring to the desire to be thin as a “woman thing”. 

The results indicated that the women were affected by the thin ideal and felt pressure to be 

thinner, which is typical for women as they are subjected to more severe appearance ideals 

and objectification (Faw et al, 2021). All women who participated in the study had felt some 

degree of body dissatisfaction during their lives, which is a common effect of the thin ideal, as 

it can result in frequent scrutiny of body size and shape (Dalley, et al, 2019, p.2). The women 

were susceptible to indirect messages in popular culture that promoted the thin ideal, such as 

images of celebrities and images on social media, causing them to feel pressure to conform 

their diets to attain the socially prescribed thin ideal (Madden, & Chamberlain, 2004). The 

thin ideal related to the myths about the body, along with the moral hierarchy of bodies, 

which are perpetuated by diet culture as it causes women to believe that only by possessing a 

thin body can they be satisfied and healthy.  

The weight stigma related to the thin ideal is associated with unhealthy eating patterns 

(Vartanian & Porter, 2015), and women who were exposed to the thin ideal experienced self-

esteem shifts that influenced their motivation to diet to lose weight (Klesse et al, 2012). The 

results in this study exemplify these concepts as the women experienced the desire to be thin 

which then led them to exchange in restrictive eating to achieve said ideal. As stated in the 

literature, the internalization of the thin ideal is associated with body dissatisfaction and 

subsequent disordered eating as individuals seek to achieve often unobtainable body and food 

related goals (Dalley, et al, 2019, p.2). 

The women in the study were influenced by family members and peers, through ways such as 

parent-encouraged dieting and skipping lunch with female peers, which supports the theories 

related to social modelling presented in the background study. Previous studies have also 

shown that parental dieting behaviour can have a negative impact on their child’s eating 

behaviour (Balantekin, 2019), and that diet or fat talk with friends in high school, as well as 

body dissatisfaction, were such behaviors that largely stemmed from diet culture (Faw et al, 

2021, p. 409). This accounts for female friendships being identified as a key source of food 
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norms and body beliefs, which are potentially emphasized by the influence of diet culture 

(Faw et al, 2021).  

The influence of male peers was mentioned by five of the six women, and this impacted their 

eating habits in different ways, including feeling self-conscious about eating in front of men. 

The term male gaze was first coined by film theorist Laura Mulvey in her essay Visual 

Pleasure and Narrative Cinema and referred to the act of depicting women in film and 

literature in a way that satisfies a heterosexual male audience (Mulvey, 1975). The term has 

developed over time to refer to the concept of sexualizing and objectifying women in a way 

that satisfies and empowers men (Ponterotto, 2016). While this is an interesting topic, and 

potentially related to diet culture in the sense that both the male gaze and diet culture are 

oppressive for women, there is a lack of scientific literature regarding the topic and its effect 

on women or food outside of the realm of film and theatre.  

The women spoke of often feeling shame, guilt, and frustration with themselves after eating 

“bad foods” and feeling obliged to compensate for consuming these foods by restricting their 

food intake. This is directly linked to diet culture in the way it promotes the moralization of 

different foods types (Faw et al, 2021), and the concept that women should engage in the 

pursuit of thinness, through such prescribed habits as eating “good” foods, and avoiding “bad” 

foods (Contois, 2015). Lupton (1996) also spoke of bodies being either a source of anxiety or 

shame, or a source of pride and achievement if they conform to the norms of attractiveness. 

The women in this study also received praise and validation when they lost weight, supporting 

the concept that diet culture places importance on appearance and body shape, rather than 

general well-being (Jovanoski and Jaeger, 2022), and that thinness should be achieved at any 

cost (Faw et al, 2021). In their entirety, the results supported the concepts that Lupton (1996) 

put forth regarding ‘civilized’ and ‘grotesque’ bodies, as thin bodies were seen as socially 

acceptable and desirable, whereas larger, ‘grotesque’ bodies invoked feelings of shame and 

guilt.    

However, this study was not without its limitations. Firstly, the sample group was not 

representative, but one of convenience due to time and distant restraints between the 

researcher and the participants. No official definition of diet culture exists and very few 

previous scientific studies on diet culture have been conducted, giving the researcher no 

benchmarks to work with. Furthermore, being a relatively unknown topic, the interpretation of 

what diet culture is may have varied amongst the women, despite being given the definition 
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used in this thesis. Researcher bias was a threat throughout the design and implementation of 

the study because the topic was of personal interest to the researcher (Maxwell, 2013). A large 

portion of the interviews centered around experiences during childhood and adolescence, 

which may have been subject to recall bias (Creswell et al, 2007).  

Focusing on such a broad topic may also have diluted the results somewhat, as the study 

explored multiple facets of one concept. It is worth noting that some of the women in this 

study spoke about having engaged in eating behaviour that could warrant an eating disorder 

diagnosis, such as purging. Women with such disorders could potentially exacerbate various 

aspects of the definition of diet culture used in this thesis, and another approach could be to 

screen the participants and exclude those who have an eating disorder. It should be noted that 

different stories may have been told in different settings, that is in a group setting or with a 

different researcher.  

Future studies may benefit from focusing on just one facet of diet culture, such as myths 

revolving around food and the body, as focusing on diet culture as a whole can potentially 

yield more vague results. Focusing on women of different ages, that is not only millennials, 

could add advantage to future studies. Future research might also address women with 

specific body types, specifically women in fat bodies and their experiences of diet culture. 

Research using different schools of thought may also provide interesting results, such as diet 

culture through the lens of women’s studies.  

Exploring the concept of diet culture is relevant to the subject of food and meal science as diet 

culture influences eating habits and the way food is regarded. The consequences of diet 

culture include the moralization of different food types, and changes in eating patterns and 

food intake. Furthermore, as the literature suggests, the connection between food and the body 

is a crucial part of how humans interact with food.  

The results of this study indicate that diet culture can influence mental and physical health. 

Health is an amorphous, multi-factorial concept, and will look and feel different on every 

single body, and the factors that affect health are not limited only to what people eat or the 

shape of their bodies.  Furthermore, possessing a thin body should not in any way be an 

obligation or a measure of worthiness. Just as a fish cannot see the water it is swimming in, 

we humans cannot see the air we are breathing. The same can be said for culture, as it 

constantly surrounds us as we are breathing it in every day. Diet culture is like a net holding 
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up myths about and a hierarchy of food and the bodies, and a culture of oppression, patriarchy 

and capitalism which influences the relationship women have with their bodies and the food 

they eat.  

Conclusion 

The results of this thesis show that millennial women’s experiences with diet culture can 

affect their relationship with food, eating and their bodies by fostering myths about food and 

the body and creating a moral hierarchy of food and body types. The study revealed that diet 

culture materializes in the lives of millennial women through the immersion of the thin ideal, 

influence and encouragement by family members and peers, validation through weight-loss 

and guilt surrounding food choices. Due to this being a qualitative study, it is not intended to 

be generalizable, nor to show causality, but rather to contribute to the theoretical knowledge 

of diet culture. 
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Appendices 

A. Vintage dieting posters 

 

 

Taken from https://www.businessinsider.com/vintage-sugar-as-diet-aid-ads-2014-10?r=US&IR=T , 

https://rarehistoricalphotos.com/sugar-vintage-ads/ & https://time.com/4088772/sugar-information-history/  

https://www.businessinsider.com/vintage-sugar-as-diet-aid-ads-2014-10?r=US&IR=T
https://rarehistoricalphotos.com/sugar-vintage-ads/
https://time.com/4088772/sugar-information-history/
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B. Female Magazines ‘90s – ‘00s 

 

 

Dolly – April 1997, Allure – June 2000, Girlfriend – October 2000, Dolly – June 2001, taken from researcher’s 

personal collection. 

  



 37 (41) 
 

Kristianstad University | SE-291 88 Kristianstad | +46 44 250 30 00 | www.hkr.se  

C. Weight stigma on social media 

 

Clockwise from top left: @karinairby, @thebirdspapaya, @ariellanyssa, @_nelly_london, taken from Instagram 

with the permission of their owner. 
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D. Information Letter & Consent Form 

Invitation to participate in a qualitative study. Information and conditions are as follows, 

please read carefully and sign at the bottom: 

Title of study: “You are what you eat”: Investigating the effects of diet culture on millennial 

women  

Researcher: Hannah Kristofers -- 076-919 32 52; kristofershanna@gmail.com 

Supervisor: Maria Nyberg – maria.nyberg@hkr.se  

Purpose of study: The study is a part of my master thesis within the Master Program in Food 

and Meal Science at Kristianstad University in Sweden and aims to investigate the 

experiences of diet culture and their effects on food and eating habits of millennial women. 

Study procedures: The study will involve one-on-one interviews in which we will discuss 

topics such as your eating habits and relationship with food today and during your upbringing, 

as well as the relationship between body ideals and eating habits. The interviews will be 

carried out via Zoom at your convenience and will take approximately 45 minutes to one 

hour. The interviews will be recorded and transcribed. All information you share will be 

treated as confidential and only accessible by myself and my teachers at Kristianstad 

University. The interview data will be stored for the duration of my thesis studies (until 

January 2023). Participation in the interview is completely voluntary and risk-free, and you 

have the right to stop the interview at any time and/or withdraw participation.  

By signing the consent form, you are agreeing to the following statements: 

I have read the information letter and what my participation involves.  

I have had the purpose and nature of the study explained to me in writing and I have had the 

opportunity to ask questions about the study.  

I understand that even if I agree to participate now, I can withdraw at any time or refuse to 

answer any question without any consequences of any kind.  

I understand that all information I provide for this study will be treated confidentially. 

mailto:kristofershanna@gmail.com
mailto:maria.nyberg@hkr.se
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I agree to my interview being audio recorded and transcribed.  

I understand that in any report on the results of this research my identity will remain 

anonymous. 

I understand that I am free to contact any of the people involved in the research to seek further 

clarification and information. 

I understand that participation in the interview if voluntary, and I have not received any 

incentives to participate in the study.  

 

Participant’s name & signature: ______________________* Date:_________________ 

*By providing your consent, you are not waiving your legal rights or releasing the researcher 

and involved institution from their legal and professional responsibilities.  

 

I confirm that the participant was given information about the study, and an opportunity to ask 

questions. I confirm that the individual has not been coerced into giving consent, and the 

consent has been given freely and voluntarily. 

Researcher’s signature: ____________________________    Date:________________ 
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E. Interview Guide 

Initial Question: What do you associate to the term diet culture? Have you heard the term 

before? If so, in what context. Motivate your answer. 

Food & the body 

• What are your thoughts about body ideals in society and their relation to eating? 

• Do body ideals in society impact the way you eat? If so, in what way? Can you give 

me some examples from your everyday life? 

• How do you see the relationship between food and the body? Does it concern you? If 

so, why? 

• Have you ever changed the way you eat to change your body? Describe how, when & 

why? 

• If you have ever been on a diet, what diets have you tried? Can you name them? 

• What does it mean to be overweight? How do you know if a person is overweight? 

Food & eating during childhood & adolescence 

• Tell me about your relationship with food growing up? 

• Did adults in your home or your friends engage in any dieting or restrictive eating 

practices? 

• Did anyone during your upbringing comment on your food choices or eating habits 

(positive or negative) for any reason? 

• Did anyone during your upbringing comment on your body size (positive or 

negative)? 

• Do you remember when you learnt that what you eat can affect your weight/body 

size?  

Food & eating today 
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• How would you describe your eating habits today? 

• What is the greatest influence on your eating habits today? 

• Have your friends or family ever commented on your eating habits or body size? 

• Are you ever influenced by your friends or family’s eating habits? In what way? 

• What does healthy eating look like for you? What is unhealthy eating? 

• Do you believe that there are “good” and “bad” foods? What makes food “good” or 

“bad”? Where do you think these ideas came from? 

• What does uncontrolled eating look like for you? What does controlled eating look 

like? 


