Social media’s muscle obsession sparks rise in disordered eating among young men
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The allure of the perfect muscular body has never been more pronounced, particularly on social media platforms where influencers and celebrities showcase their physiques to millions. This obsession with an idealized form is signalling a concerning trend: a rise in a specific type of disordered eating known as muscularity oriented disordered eating (Mode). Unlike traditional eating disorders such as anorexia or bulimia, Mode predominantly affects young men and manifests through unhealthy behaviours centred on muscle gain. This includes an extreme focus on protein intake, rigorous dietary restrictions, and excessive self-scrutiny regarding muscle development.
Research indicates that the increasing prevalence of Mode parallels the rapid ascendance of visual social media content, particularly on platforms like Instagram and TikTok. Users encounter an overwhelming number of posts that glorify muscular physiques, presenting a distorted view of health where body image trumps well-being. Notably, a study from the University of Vermont found that TikTok promotes a plethora of weight-loss narratives, which can lead to disordered eating and dissatisfaction with one's body. These research findings underscore that young users are often inundated with unrealistic portrayals of nutrition and fitness, pushing them towards unhealthy aspirations.
Several factors contribute to the gravitation towards Mode, particularly among college students who are newly responsible for their diets and frequently consume fitness-oriented content. Studies demonstrate that young men who follow stringent muscle-building diets—including the extensive use of supplements like whey protein and anabolic steroids—are at heightened risk. Alarmingly, research shows that upwards of 80% of male college students report using protein supplements, while approximately 82% of anabolic steroid users hail from this demographic. These substances can lead to detrimental physical and psychological health effects, such as mood swings, sexual dysfunction, and heightened anxiety or depression.
The implications of Mode are broad and often devastating. It not only encourages harmful dietary practices but is also linked to patterns of binge eating and orthorexia—an unhealthy obsession with "clean" eating. Additionally, social isolation becomes a significant concern, as many individuals withdraw from social activities to adhere to their strict fitness and dietary regimens. In a study involving male bodybuilders, many reported feelings of guilt and disappointment if they deviated from their extreme diets, illustrating how personal relationships and responsibilities can be overshadowed by the relentless pursuit of an ideal body.
The societal pressure emanating from social media complicates this landscape further. As studies reveal, posts featuring toned bodies can alter the perception of self-worth and contribute to unhealthy body-image issues. Young men are increasingly pressured to mirror these ideal bodies, creating a cycle of self-objectification and harmful lifestyle choices. The phenomenon of influencers promoting extreme fitness regimens as aspirational goals endorses an environment where unsustainable eating habits are normalised, often without the scrutiny they warrant. This not only harms physical health but also risks significant mental health repercussions, such as anxiety and increased feelings of inadequacy.
Conversely, while social media can perpetuate harmful body standards, it also offers a platform for promoting body positivity and inclusivity. Experts argue for the necessity of cultivating a healthier fitness culture that recognises Mode as a legitimate public health concern. Efforts are needed to educate both users and creators about the potential dangers of promoting extreme fitness ideals. Schools, colleges, and the fitness industry must strive to mitigate the risks of disordered eating while encouraging responsible health practices.
In summation, the push for the perfect muscular physique on social media is contributing to a new wave of disordered eating that predominantly targets young men. As platforms continue to be awash with idealised images, there is an urgent need for a collective reevaluation of content that glamorises extreme dietary and fitness habits. Recognising the implications of Mode and fostering discussions around body image can pave the way for a healthier, more inclusive narrative regarding fitness and wellness.
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