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Gen Z teens dieting and worrying about
weight more than previous generations

December 4 2020, by Francesca Solmi
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The proportion of teenagers who are overweight or obese has risen over
the past 30 years. In parallel, there has been an increase in societal focus
on weight loss and dieting—namely in the form of "anti-obesity" public

health campaigns, the expansion of the weight-loss and fitness industry,

and weight-focused media content—from TV shows to social media
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trends. We know that these messages have not translated in a decrease in
the prevalence of obesity, which has remained relatively stable over the
past 15 years. However, what we don't know is whether dieting
behaviors and weight concerns have increased—and what impact this
might have had on teenagers' mental health.

Our study found that teenagers born in 2000-2002 (often called
"Generation Z") are more concerned about their weight and losing
weight than previous generations. We also found that Gen Z teenagers
who dieted and thought of themselves as being overweight had greater
symptoms of depression than those who did in previous generations.

Dieting and exercise

To conduct our study, we used data from 22,503 adolescents who took
part in three large UK general population cohorts. This included the
British Cohort Study of people born in 1970, the Avon Longitudinal
Study of Parents and Children, which looked at children born in
1991-92, and the Millennium Cohort study of children born in
2000-2002. In 1986, 2005, and 2015, when participants were aged
14-16, these studies collected information on weight loss behaviors and
weight perception in early adolescence.

We found that compared to teenagers from 1986 and 2005, more teens
in 2015 were trying (or had tried) to lose weight by dieting or exercising,
or described themselves as overweight. Although these behaviors were
more common in girls, their prevalence increased more in boys over
these 30 years.
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Weight loss behaviours.

Behaviours aimed at weight loss were more common in females in 1986, 2005, and
2015, but their prevalence* has increased more in males over the decades.

Q Females dl‘u‘lales

DIET EXERCISE WEIGHT LOSS
BEHAVIOURS
Lifetirne dieting Lifetirme exercise
has remained for weight loss has Current dieting
stable in fernales, increased similarly has increased
but has doubled in fernales and in both females
in males. males. and males.
66.3%
59.2% s P
> — 0 55.1% 54.9% 52.8%
T —— S
34.6% »= 31.8%
8.8%
4.9%
1986 2015 1986 2015 2005 2015

*Prevalence displayed on the y axis.

Changes in weight loss behaviours. Credit: Francesca Solmi and Praveetha
Patalay, Author provided

We also observed that more teens in this generation were exercising to
lose weight. This is interesting, because we know from other research
that the proportion of young people engaging in physical activity has
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remained relatively stable. So although today's teens aren't necessarily
exercising more than past generations, our findings suggest that teens

today are increasingly exercising with the aim of losing or controlling
their weight.

Finally, we found that adolescents who were trying to lose weight or
described themselves as overweight had greater symptoms of depression.
For girls in particular, these symptoms have become more severe in Gen
Z. compared to prior generations.

Crucially though, none of the differences that we observed in this study
were explained by higher BMI in the more recent cohorts.

Weight worries

It's well known that pressures to lose weight and weight stigma are
associated with increased risk of body dissatisfaction and dieting. Our
study adds to existing evidence that making weight loss the main focus
of public health campaigns might create more harm than good by
increasing mental health problems in teenagers.
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Weight-loss behaviours, weight
perception, and depressive symptoms.

Compared to 1986, in 2015 females who had dieted or exercised to lose weight and
those who described themselves as overweight had greater depressive symptoms*.
The same pattern was not observed in males.
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*¥ axis represents the mean difference in standardised depression scores for adolescents ‘'with’ vs. ‘without’ the behaviour.

More teens showed depressive symptoms. Credit: Francesca Solmi and
Praveetha Patalay, Author provided

Public health campaigns aimed at reducing the prevalence of obesity
often focus on calorie labeling and exercise as means to achieve or
maintain a healthy weight. Yet evidence suggests that dieting is
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ineffective for long-term weight loss.

Obesity is also known to be influenced by a number of social
determinants such as being from a socio-economically disadvantaged
background. Framing weight loss as a personal responsibility, as it has
been done so far, is therefore not only ineffective, but also dangerous.
Pressures to lose weight can lead to internalizing weight stigma, body
dissatisfaction, and disordered eating behaviors, all known to increase
mental health as well as physical health problems.

Praising young people for weight loss or showing concerns for them
depending on their BMI ignores the fact that disordered eating behaviors
and body dissatisfaction are associated with negative mental health
outcomes at all levels of BMI, which is what we observed in our study.

It's therefore crucial that good physical and mental health are promoted
above healthy weight and weight loss—and that children are taught to
enjoy exercise as a time to learn new skills, and spend time with friends,
as opposed to as justification for eating. It will also be important for anti-
obesity campaigns to consider how they can prevent adverse mental
health outcomes or disordered eating when they're designed.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation

Citation: Gen Z teens dieting and worrying about weight more than previous generations (2020,
December 4) retrieved 1 February 2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-12-gen-teens-

dieting-weight-previous.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private

6/7


https://www.cochranelibrary.com/cdsr/doi/10.1002/14651858.CD001871.pub4/full
https://www.karger.com/Article/FullText/343611#:~:text=Between%201995%20and%202007%2C%20the,to%2017%25%20%5B30%5D.&text=Studies%20also%20suggest%20widening%20inequalities,2000s%20%5B35%2C36%5D.
https://www.karger.com/Article/FullText/343611#:~:text=Between%201995%20and%202007%2C%20the,to%2017%25%20%5B30%5D.&text=Studies%20also%20suggest%20widening%20inequalities,2000s%20%5B35%2C36%5D.
https://bmcmedicine.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12916-018-1116-5?optIn=true
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/obr.12935
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/JPMH-11-2013-0071/full/html?casa_token=UPmgwqUk9JUAAAAA:LSqjWGyFGeKYk4FNL_r-R3Y2fbdsH6hyQnRnMFdU4xtxHMcrn-fj3fPxnkMKA4rgVMGZjHGn6ZGF3BUELKA7-4kLk4X91LOmc6M5moXQ88h0R-JcMxc
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/JPMH-11-2013-0071/full/html?casa_token=UPmgwqUk9JUAAAAA:LSqjWGyFGeKYk4FNL_r-R3Y2fbdsH6hyQnRnMFdU4xtxHMcrn-fj3fPxnkMKA4rgVMGZjHGn6ZGF3BUELKA7-4kLk4X91LOmc6M5moXQ88h0R-JcMxc
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27341841/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5183523/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1207/s15374424jccp3504_5
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/gen-z-teens-dieting-and-worrying-about-weight-more-than-previous-generations-150297
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-12-gen-teens-dieting-weight-previous.html
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-12-gen-teens-dieting-weight-previous.html

MedicalZpress

study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

17


http://www.tcpdf.org

