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Why Do Teenagers Develop Eating Disorders?
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Abstract: Why do teenagers develop eating disorders? First, teenagers are exposed to contents on social media
which can promote unhealthy eating habits. Second, parental communication can have a powerful impact on
how young people view their bodies and eating habits. Third, besides the mentioned factors, perfectionism is the
desire to want to take control of everything, which can contribute to strict control over their weight. This paper
will discuss how these factors play a role in the development of eating disorders and what can be done to lessen

their occurrence and promote healthy eating behaviors and positive, realistic body image in teenagers.
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1. Introduction

Have you ever experienced or witnessed someone else going overboard with their diet in an attempt to get a
thinner body, or eating too much even when you're already full? These could be signs of eating disorders. When
you think of eating disorders, teenagers often come to mind. The National Institute of Mental Health has
reported a 2.7 percent lifetime prevalence of eating disorders among U.S. adolescents aged 13 to 18 [1]. The
prevalence prompts the study in this article to further explore the factors that influence eating disorders in the

hope of to inform more studies and patients in the future.

2. Rationale
2.1. Social Media

According to Search Logistics, teens aged 13 to 18 years old spend an average of 3 hours a day on social
media [2]. A common activity for teenagers on social media is to compare themselves with peers. Research finds
that unhappiness often comes with comparison and when teens compare their pictures upward, which means
they look for better pictures on the social media, can lead to negative evaluations of themselves [3]. For
example, a girl may see a beautiful bikini on social media and buy it. Then she finds that the model on social
media wears it better than herself from which she forms body dissatisfaction. She may control her diet to get
closer to the good figure she sees on social media, which can eventually increase the risk of her picking up
irregular eating habits, and in turn, developing eating disorders.

In addition, in social media, people post photos that are embellished and photo-edited to show a better side
of themselves. Through photo shop, people may feel that they are closer to the society’s definition of beauty [4].
The edited photos might contribute to teenagers to find the difference between the imperfect self in reality and
the seemingly perfect body in social media, which may lead to greater body dissatisfaction [5].

Teenagers may be exposed to content that glorifies eating disorders, social media groups in particular, such
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as those promoting eating disorders, can influence how young people perceive them. Social groups are described
in the Social Identity Theory, a social psychological analysis of the role of self-conception in group membership,
group processes, and intergroup relations [6]. For example, when people in the group view eating disorders
positively, it leads one to recognize that eating disorders can bring positive effects, and spread this view to
others, that is, other people in the group [7]. When allowed to be a part of one of these groups, adolescents are

more likely to develop eating disorders to conform to the body image of those already in the group [8].

2.2. Family Dynamics

After entering adolescence, the relationship between teenagers and their parents play a crucial role in their
mental health, as unhealthy family dynamics can present a significant risk throughout the teenagers’
development. Family closeness can greatly affect the likelihood of a young person developing an eating disorder
because the positive relationship is more likely to provide teenagers with a good state of emotion [9]. Family
intimacy, such as being able to communicate freely about problems in the family, reflects the family system’s
healthy functioning and determines whether the teenagers in the family are at risk for developing an eating
disorder [10].

Moreover, parents’ understanding of their children’s perspectives can affect the chances of adolescents
developing eating disorders. Studies have found that adolescents with eating disorders felt that there was a
problem in the family more than their parents, reflecting different perspectives in a family [11, 12]. This
highlights the importance of understanding families as a whole, which can provide support to the patients [13].

Parents' behaviors may also contribute to modeling behavior of young people [14]. If parents do not have
good eating patterns, teenagers can more easily imitate their parents' behaviors and start bad eating habits.
Parents should strive to support and accept the teenager as an independent individual. When teenagers receive
unconditional love from their parents, they will manage their eating habits for health rather than approaching the
ideal thinness. On the contrary, parents’ judgment and non-acceptance lead to the estrangement of family

relations, which might contribute to parents’ neglecting of the adolescents’ illness and can prolong the disorder.

2.3. Perfectionism

Understanding these family dynamics is crucial, as well as other psychological factors influencing teenagers'
well-being, such as perfectionism. Perfectionism is defined in psychology as “the tendency to demand of others
or of oneself an extremely high or even flawless level of performance, in excess of what is required by the
situation” [15]. Perfectionism often leads to teenagers having high standards for all aspects of themselves,
including their bodies, which makes them want to control their body shape, and might contribute to a greater
risk of developing eating disorders [16].

Teenagers also have developed self-efficacy, which is the “belief in his or her capacity to execute behaviors
necessary to produce specific performance attainments” [17—19]. When things do not go according to their
expectations, self-criticism will arise, and teenagers will develop the insecurity of unable to control their lives
[20]. The feel of failure impacts their life dissatisfaction, which further aggravates their eating habits to control
their life situations [21].

Along with self-criticism, when teenagers achieve their goals, the satisfaction of having achieved them is
easily replaced by the pressure to achieve the next goal, leading them to lose sight of their achievements. This
frequent frustration and lack of self-affirmation can also make teenagers more prone to eating disorders [22].
This is because they might end up pushing themselves further for affirmation, which might lead them to have

uncontrollable eating habits or vicious eating cycles.

3. Discussion

This research paper discussed three factors related to eating disorders: social media, family dynamics, and
perfectionism. Social media has exposed teenagers to unhealthy online groups or seemingly perfect content,

leading them to restrict their diet to achieve their ideal body shapes. Low levels of understanding, support and
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closeness in a family can lead to adolescents’ estrangement from the family and reluctance to communicate,

which further worsens the eating disorder. Perfectionism causes teenagers to have high requirements for their

body shape and the completion of goals, resulting in serious control over their diet, which gives them an illusion

that they seem to control their life. Eating disorders are complex, and this article only discusses three factors.

For instance, this paper does not discuss the physiological factors. Future studies can study eating disorders

more comprehensively through experiments and further research. It is hoped that future studies can further

explore the eating disorders of adolescents, and try to minimize the occurrence of eating disorders on young

people as much as possible.
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