OVERSIGHT BOARD 
EATING DISORDER AWARENESS POSTS 
In Australia, the prevalence of eating disorders in youth aged 10-19 has risen by 86% since 20121. While social media is not the sole cause of an eating disorder, research has demonstrated that certain aspects of social media use are a major risk factor for these disorders, with adolescents and young adults disproportionately affected. We are writing on behalf of the National Taskforce for Social Media, Body Image & Eating Disorders, a coalition of leading experts from the body image and eating disorder sectors, including academics, clinicians, individuals with lived experience, and representatives from eating disorder organisations in Australia. Our mission is to drive evidence-based policies, platform accountability, and prevention initiatives to make social media safer for all users. Our full member and organisation list can be found below. 
 
Enforcement challenges in distinguishing between content promoting eating disorders and content raising awareness about eating disorders and discussing recovery and ways to address those challenges 
We agree that it is difficult for human reviewers to understand the nuances and differences between pro-eating disorder content versus recovery-focused content. This is because eating disorders are complex illnesses, and recovery is an individual journey - what is harmful for one individual may be helpful for another.  
In May 2023 and September 2024, Butterfly convened a roundtable of experts, individuals with lived experience, MPs, policymakers and social media experts to establish a Roundtable to provide recommendations for the Federal Government to take immediate action to support young people in Australia when it comes to body image and mental health issues exacerbated by social media. As a part of this, 21 recommendations across the themes of regulatory requirements, social media algorithms, social media platform functionality, interventions, training and resources, and research were presented, including determining what content on social media is harmful and can negatively impact relationships with food, eating, exercise and the body. This included:  
· ProED (i.e., pro-eating disorder content) - anything that glorifies or encourages eating disorders, extreme weight loss behaviours, and/or extremely low BMI, including subcategories such as pro-ana and pro-mia (Feldhege et al., 2021; Mento et al., 2021) 
· Extreme diet and weight loss content, for example: 
· Weight gain or weight loss supplement use or extreme diets (< 1,500 cal) 
· Extreme fitness programs/goals 
· Extreme before and after photos, weight loss journeys 
· Some food related trends (‘What I eat in a Day’, ‘Girl Dinner’) 
· Body measuring/checking/comparison trends e.g. the Headphones challenge, the A4 paper challenge, the thigh gap challenge 
· Misinformation relating to nutrition, fitness or at the very least claims presented as ‘science’ that promote disordered eating behaviours 
· Thin or ideal or fit images (i.e., thinspiration, fitspiration – defined as content that glorifies extreme thinness or muscularity which may be accompanied by dieting or excessive exercise regimes; Barron et al., 2021; Hendrickse, et al., 2020; Mulgrew et al., 2020; Vandenbosch et al., 2022) 
· Investing/engaging in appearance related activities or communication that promotes unattainable and non-inclusive beauty ideals (editing [i.e., face tune, filters], comments, likes) (Dane & Bahita, 2023; de Valle et al., 2021; Vandenbosch et al., 2022) 
· Weight stigmatising messaging - content that perpetuates fat phobia, weight stigma, and/or size discrimination through language, memes, jokes etc (Clark et al., 2021) 
· Objectifying images (e.g. highly sexualised) (de Lenne et al., 2021) 
· Appearance-based bullying/teasing 

Content that falls into the above categories should be removed and would not constitute ‘recovery-focused content’. Examples of positive, non-harmful content can be found in the social media channels of the organisations represented by members of the National Taskforce, which evolved from the Social Media Roundtable. For example, Butterfly has a large and engaged presence on Instagram, where content shared and produced offers alternatives to the dominance of appearance-based approaches to the representation of bodies, eating and movement. 
Butterfly’s content is evidence-based, takes a strength-based approach, promotes recovery, encourages help-seeking and breaks down stigma about eating disorders and body dissatisfaction. This type of ‘recovery-focused’ content includes regular  promotion of body neutral approaches, celebrates body functionality as opposed to body appearance, encourages movement for pleasure and relaxation as opposed to weight or body changes, highlights the benefits of self-compassion and kindness (to our own bodies and others), shares motivational lived experience stories, and includes real life photos that encompass the diversity of bodies, including varying sizes and shapes, ages, backgrounds and gender diversity. Butterfly also follows many advocates and professionals posting positive content that aims to improve relationships with food, exercise and the body.  
When sharing content from people with lived experience, content creators must abide by safety guidelines to ensure it is not triggering for users. This includes not mentioning specific metrics (e.g. weight gained or lost, BMI, measurements), not detailing eating disorder behaviours (such as calories eaten, diets followed, how the person purged or binged), and not sharing ‘before and after’ photos (as these encourage comparison and competition, and also perpetuate the false belief that you need to ‘look’ a certain way to experience an eating disorder).
 
We would recommend that the Mindframe Media Guidelines for the safe reporting and portrayal of eating disorders be circulated with social media policy teams.  
 
Studies on the effects of sharing or receiving information, resources or support on social media on people with or recovering from eating disorders, in particular young people 
While we know that some people with lived experience of eating disorders find that social media can provide community, encouragement, motivation and comfort during their recovery2, we also know recovery is a challenging time. This can be made even more difficult when receiving conflicting and confusing messaging about health, weight, food and exercise that promotes unrealistic appearance ideals, restriction and high engagement with exercise3 – all of which is frequently prevalent within social media content. Some people in recovery have identified that the appearance-focused nature of social media and recovery-focused accounts resulted in comparison, including a sense of competition and the potential for their own individual progress to be invalidated4, while others felt this provided inspiration for recovery5, illustrating the complex and nuanced experiences of eating disorder recovery and social media.  
It is well documented that pro-eating disorder content has a negative impact on people with eating disorders and those at risk of developing them, and that social media can be a space that entrenches eating disorder thoughts and behaviours, encouraging comparison and worsening of symptoms.6 However, research also suggests that censoring or removing triggering eating disorder content may ‘push behaviours underground’ into riskier and more unregulated platforms,7 and relationships with social media may change throughout the course of recovery. One study found that Instagram was harmful in the ‘early stages’ of recovery, but more helpful for those in later stages, where people had the ability to recognise the content was disordered and not helpful, and were able to unfollow the account due to the triggering nature of the content.8  
While research has established a relationship between types of social media engagement and poor body image, online environments can alternatively provide positive opportunities. These include improving access to mental health services, enabling positive connection among peers9, mitigating social isolation and loneliness10, and operating as sites of resistance to harmful narratives (such as diet culture and weight stigma discourses). 
Insights into how social media companies prevent or mitigate potential harms from content promoting eating disorders, besides removal 
We would recommend that any content that depicts eating disorders or disordered eating is not suggested or shown to users under 18, and that this content is not displayed or promoted in the ‘explore’ page. Although Meta currently offers localised Helpline information when searching for ‘eating disorders’ within the platform, this could be strengthened by ensuring any content that discusses eating disorders is labelled with an automated, individual disclaimer on the post itself (such as ‘this content may be triggering for people experiencing or with a history of eating disorders’) and support information (including local eating disorder specific helplines, such as the Butterfly National Helpline in Australia). YouTube currently does this on videos relating to eating disorders, and also provides a disclaimer that content is ‘From a channel with a licensed health professional in Australia.’ We would also recommend external training for content moderation teams to help them to understand harmful vs non-harmful content.
 
Sincerely,
Dr Hannah Jarman (Chair), Deakin University
Dr Jasmine Fardouly, UNSW, Sydney
Associate Professor Marilyn Bromberg, The University of Western Australia
Dr Sarah Trobe, National Eating Disorders Collaboration (NEDC)
Jade Gooding, Australia & New Zealand Academy for Eating Disorders (ANZAED)
Varsha Yajman, Mental health youth advocate
Dr Siân McLean, La Trobe University
Melissa Wilton, Butterfly Foundation
Dr Jim Hungerford, Butterfly Foundation
Professor Susan Rossell, Swinburne University
Belinda Chelius, Eating Disorders Queensland
Jane Rowan, Eating Disorders Families Australia
Prof Ivanka Prichard, Flinders University
Prof Marika Tiggemann, Flinders University
Associate Professor Kate Mulgrew, University of the Sunshine Coast
Zoe Bradbury, Butterfly Foundation
Dr Amy Slater, Centre for Appearance Research
 
References
1 Butterfly Foundation, Paying the Price 2024.  https://butterfly.org.au/who-we-are/research-policy-publications/payingtheprice2024/ 

2 Wenig V., Janetzke H. (2022). “That you just know you’re not alone and other people have gone through it too.” Eating disorder recovery accounts on Instagram as a chance for self-help? A qualitative interview study among people affected and self-help experts. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 19, 11334 
3. Nikolova, I. LaMarre, A. 2023. “If I unfollow them, it’s a dig at them”: a narrative analysis of Instagram use in eating disorder recovery. Psychology of Women Quarterly. Vol 47. No. 3. 2023. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/03616843231166378 

4.Au E. S., Cosh S. M. (2022). Social media and eating disorder recovery: An exploration of Instagram recovery community users and their reasons for engagement. Eating Behaviors, 46, 101651. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eatbeh.2022.101651 
 
5 Saunders J. F., Eaton A. A. (2018b). Social comparisons in eating disorder recovery: Using PhotoVoice to capture the sociocultural influences on women's recovery. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 51(12), 1361–1366. https://doi.org/10.1002/eat.22978 

6 Nikolova, I. LaMarre, A. 2023. “If I unfollow them, it’s a dig at them”: a narrative analysis of Instagram use in eating disorder recovery. Psychology of Women Quarterly. Vol 47. No. 3. 2023. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/03616843231166378  

7 Casilli A. A., Pailler F., Tubaro P. (2013). Online networks of eating-disorder websites: Why censoring pro-ana might be a bad idea. Perspectives in Public Health, 133(2), 94–95. https://doi.org/10.1177/1757913913475756 

8 Nikolova, I. LaMarre, A. 2023. “If I unfollow them, it’s a dig at them”: a narrative analysis of Instagram use in eating disorder recovery. Psychology of Women Quarterly. Vol 47. No. 3. 2023. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/03616843231166378 

9 Connection, Creativity and Drama: Teen Life on Social Media in 2022. https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2022/ l l /16/connection-creativity-and-dramateen-life-on-social-media-in-2022/  

10 Myntti, W., Spicer, J., Janney, C. A, Armstrong, S., & Domoff, S. (202 l, September 23). The Role of Social Media in Adolescent Loneliness and Mental Health Problems: Current Evidence and Suggestions for Future Work. https://doi.org/l 0.3l 234/osf.io/xewc8 
