
  

 Copyright © 2026 University of Ghana College of Health Sciences on behalf of HSI Journal. All rights reserved.                                                                                        

This is an Open Access article distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License. 

V
isit o

r d
o
w

n
lo

ad
 articles fro

m
 o

u
r w

eb
site h

ttp
s://w

w
w

.h
sijo

u
rn

a
l.u

g
.ed

u
.g

h
 

    Send us an email: hsijournal@ug.edu.gh 

 Visit us: https://www.hsijournal.ug.edu.gh 

share 

 

 

  

 

Impact of social media on dietary choices among 
university students: a cross-sectional study of peers, 

influencers, and food advertisements 
 

Victoria A AGYEKUM ¹, Samuel SACKAR ², Portia NKUMSAH-RIVERSON ²,  

Joana AINUSON-QUAMPAH ²* 

 
1Department of Nutrition, College of Agriculture, Biotechnology, & Natural Resources, University of Nevada, Reno;  

2 Department of Dietetics, School of Biomedical and Allied Health Sciences, College of Health Sciences, University of 

Ghana 
 

Received December 2025; Revised February 2026; Accepted March 2026  
 

 

Abstract 

 

Background: Social media platforms are widely used by young adults and are commonly associated with dietary choices through frequent 

exposure to food-related content from peers, influencers, and advertisements.  
 

Objective: This study examined the association between food-related social media exposure and perceived dietary choice tendencies among 

undergraduates at a public university in Ghana. 
 

Methods: A cross-sectional survey was conducted among 947 undergraduate students at the University of Ghana using an online, semi-
structured questionnaire. Primary exposures were food-related social media content by: advertisements, influencer posts, and peer posts, 

measured as binary perceived influence items. The primary outcome was self-reported dietary choice (junk versus healthy foods). Data were 

analysed using chi-square tests and multivariable binary logistic regression in SPSS. 
 

Results: Mean age was 21.61 ± 2.73 years. Participants perceived food-related content on social media from peers (60.9%) and advertisements 
(58.9%) as more influential than that from influencers (38.4%). Age (p = 0.021) and course of study (p < 0.001) were associated with dietary 

choices on social media. Younger participants and medical students reported more junk food choices. Students who wished to taste advertised 

foods had about twice the odds of choosing junk foods (cOR = 2.05, 95% CI: 1.52 – 2.76, p < 0.001), and those who believed adverts 
influenced their food choices also had 1.8 times the odds of junk-food selection (cOR = 1.82, 95% CI: 1.40 – 2.36, p < 0.001). 

Conclusion: These findings demonstrate the role of everyday social media environments in shaping perceived food choice tendencies among 

young adults. The results further indicate opportunities to use digital platforms to support a healthier dietary lifestyle within university settings. 
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INTRODUCTION 

ocial media (SM) platforms, defined as internet-

based tools that enable rapid, real-time content 

sharing [1], have become integral to daily life, particularly 

among young adults, including university students [2,3]. 

Most university students maintain at least one SM account 

[4,5], using these platforms to build and sustain 

relationships with friends and strangers, seek 

entertainment, and follow trends set by peers, Social Media 

Influencers (SMIs), and role models [4,6]. These 

interactions expose users to new dietary patterns, food 

products, and recipes, often influencing their lifestyle 

choices as they adapt to modern SM trends [6]. Food, a 

fundamental aspect of human life, is prominently featured 

on SM platforms through food images and advertisements, 

and recipes frequently appear in SM feeds, dietary choices 
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(DCs), and an increasing inclination to consume these foods 

[7,8]. Young adults, particularly university students, face 

ongoing challenges in making healthy food choices [9] as 

such decisions are influenced by environmental factors, 

including personal ideology, sensory appeal, familiarity, 

social interactions, and SM content, all of which can foster 

addictive or unconscious consumption of frequently 

promoted foods [8,9]. Food and beverage companies 

exploit poorly regulated SM content to promote unhealthy 

products that target young adults’ social vulnerabilities 

through image-based marketing strategies and tactics 

[10,11]. Tactics such as peer ambassadors and celebrity 

endorsements create illusions of health, beauty, and 

success, driving the purchase and consumption of these 

products [11]. These marketing efforts have been associated 

with dietary habits over time [11]. Health issues, including 

diabetes mellitus, cardiovascular diseases, hypertension, 

and obesity, are increasing due to unhealthy DCs [12,13]. 

Dietary preferences shaped by social media content can 

gradually develop into long-term food habits which 

significantly influence health outcomes [14,15].  

Although some studies indicate that social media platforms 

serve as sources of health-related information, promoting 

students’ overall health [16] and encouraging healthier diets 

[17], other research highlights negative effects. For 

instance, individuals exposed to food-related Instagram 

posts have been found to consume fewer fruits and 

vegetables and exhibit higher body fat, cholesterol, and 

blood glucose levels [18]. Additionally, research revealed 

that food advertisements were significantly associated with 

students’ food choices [19]. Again, individuals with poor 

nutritional status were more likely to choose sugar-

sweetened beverages over fruits and vegetables [19]. 

Similarly, exposure to food-related Twitter posts has been 

linked to behaviours associated with obesity and type 2 

diabetes [7, 20]. Consequently, social media platforms are 

strongly associated with many individuals’ health-related 

decisions and behaviours [7]. However, there is limited 

research on the influence of social media (SM) on the 

dietary choices of university students in Ghana and across 

Africa. Given the rising prevalence of obesity and 

noncommunicable diseases linked to poor dietary choices, 

coupled with the rapid expansion of SM use over the past 

decade, there is an urgent need to explore this relationship. 

This study aimed to examine the effects of SM 

advertisements, peers, and influencers on the food choices 

of university undergraduates in Ghana. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Study design and area 

This study was a cross-sectional, descriptive online survey 

conducted among undergraduate students of the University 

of Ghana (UG), Korle-Bu campus (one of its satellite 

campuses). The Korle-Bu campus is based at the Korle-Bu 

Teaching Hospital, the country’s largest referral centre. 

Schools on the Korle-Bu campus comprise the School of 

Biomedical and Allied Health Sciences (SBAHS), the 

University of Ghana Medical School (UGMS), and the 

University of Ghana Dental School (UGDS). SBAHS also 

houses the departments of Dietetics, Medical Laboratory, 

Physiotherapy, Radiotherapy, Respiratory Therapy, 

Occupational Therapy, and Audiology, Speech and 

Language Therapy (ASLT). All these schools are 

subsidiaries of the College of Health Sciences. 

Study Population 

The study population comprised all registered 

undergraduate students in the College of Health Sciences. 

Participants included enrolled undergraduate students (both 

male and female, residential and nonresidential) who used 

at least one social media platform. Students unwilling to 

participate, or who did not give their consent, or who had 

no internet connection during the study period, were 

excluded from this study.  

Sampling Technique 

The total enumeration sampling technique was employed in 

this study. This was appropriate due to the high attrition rate 

associated with online data collection. All eligible 

undergraduate students on the Korle-Bu campus of the 

College of Health Sciences were invited to participate in the 

study via an online survey. A total of nine hundred and 

forty-seven (947) students completed the survey.  

Questionnaire 

The questionnaire used in this study was adapted from two 

validated instruments: the Children’s Healthy Eating 

Socialisation Questionnaire, developed by Ragelienė & 

Grønhøj [20] and the Like and Share Questionnaire 

developed by Baldwin et al. [21]. Both instruments have 

been widely applied in studies on the perceived influence 

of social media on food choices and have demonstrated 

strong internal consistency. For the study, selected items 

were modified to suit the context of university students in 

Ghana, focusing on social media platforms rather than 

general media perceived influences. Examples of 

modifications included replacing references to 

“children/adolescents” with “students,” adapting 

“television and YouTube” to “social media platforms,” and 

adding examples of relevant popular foods (e.g., fried rice, 

pizza). Questions were also shortened to improve clarity 

and completion time in the online format. A pretest was 

conducted among 50 undergraduate students from the 

School of Nursing and Midwifery, College of Health 

Sciences, on the Legon campus of the University of Ghana. 

This was done to evaluate clarity, comprehension, and 

cultural appropriateness. Feedback indicated that a few 

terms (e.g., “influencers”) required short explanations, and 

redundant items on social media frequency were removed. 

Minor wording adjustments were made, but no major 

changes were required. The questions were then uploaded 

to Google Forms. The online questionnaire used in this 

study consisted of four sections. Section 1 collected 

information on sociodemographic characteristics, including 

age, gender, department, level of study, and course of study 
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for the participants. Sections 2 and 3 consisted of closed-

ended questions with “Yes” or “No” answers. The questions 

in these sections collected data on food-related social media 

exposure through advertisements, influencers, and peers, as 

well as on participants’ perceived influence of these posts 

on their dietary choices. The last section collected data on 

the kinds of food choices made on social media when 

deciding to eat. These were categorised into two: healthy 

and junk foods. Reliability testing of the pretested 

instrument produced Cronbach’s α values of 0.82 for the 

advertisement section, 0.80 for the influencer section, and 

0.78 for the peer section, indicating satisfactory internal 

consistency across domains. The final question on food 

choice (“What are you likely to choose on social media?”) 

was treated as a single outcome variable, and thus, 

Cronbach’s α was not applicable.  

Data collection procedure 

The questionnaire was administered in English, as all 

students are proficient in the language. The validated and 

modified questionnaire was used to collect data from 

participants via Google Forms. The various course 

representatives of the target population were contacted to 

make questionnaires available to students via WhatsApp 

class pages and/or class emails. Informed consent was 

obtained electronically before the start of filling out the 

questionnaire. Participants were informed that the study 

was voluntary and that they could withdraw at any time. No 

personally identifiable information was collected, and 

responses were recorded anonymously. Ethical approval for 

the study was obtained from the University of Ghana, 

Ethical and Protocol Review Committee of the School of 

Biomedical and Allied Health Sciences (EPRC-SBAHS) 

with reference number SBAHS/AA/DIET/10731 

531/2021-2022 

Exposure and outcome measurements 

We measured three primary exposure constructs related to 

food-related social media use: a) exposure to food-related 

advertisements, b) exposure to food-related influencer 

posts, and c) exposure to food-related peer posts. Each 

construct included two items; one assessed exposure (e.g., 

seeing or following food content), and the other assessed 

perceived influence on food decisions. These items 

included “Do you see food and/or drink products shown in 

advertisements on social media?” and “Do you believe 

social media adverts influence your dietary choices?” 

(food-related advert exposure and influence); “Do you 

follow social media influencers?” and “Do influencer posts 

influence your dietary choices?” (food-related influencer 

exposure and influence); and “Are you exposed to food-

related posts shared by your peers on social media?” and 

“Do foods posted by your peers influence your dietary 

choices?” (food-related peer exposure and influence). For 

regression modelling, the perceived-influence items (one 

for each source: adverts, influencers, peers) served as the 

primary exposure variables, as they most closely reflect the 

behavioural pathway of interest. The primary outcome 

variable was dietary choice. Dietary choice was measured 

using a single categorical item presented after the exposure 

questions: “Which type of food are you most likely to 

choose on social media when deciding what to eat?” 

Respondents selected either healthy foods or junk foods, 

and examples for each category were provided in the 

questionnaire. Healthy foods were defined as nutrient-

dense items commonly promoted in dietary guidelines 

(fruits, vegetables, whole grains, legumes, lean proteins, 

and home-cooked meals). Junk foods (energy-dense, 

nutrient-poor) included fried fast foods, pastries and 

confectionery, ultraprocessed foods, fried snacks, and 

sugar-sweetened beverages. The responses were in a binary 

format, as the study aimed to determine whether perceived 

social media influence students’ food choices.  

Data analysis 

Data were analysed using the Statistical Package for the 

Social Sciences (SPSS) version 27.0. Sociodemographic 

characteristics were analysed with descriptive statistics and 

presented as percentages and frequencies in tables. Chi-

square analysis was used to assess the bivariate associations 

between social media use and dietary choices. Statistical 

significance was set at a p-value < 0.05. Cramer’s V was 

used to quantify the strength of the significant associations. 

Multivariable binary logistic regression was then used to 

assess whether food-related social media exposures 

predicted choices of junk food or healthy food. Two models 

were analysed to produce the odds ratios (ORs) with 95% 

confidence interval (CI); model 1, that is, the crude odds 

ratio was unadjusted, and model 2, that is, the adjusted odds 

ratio (AOR) was adjusted for age group, sex, course of 

study, and living situation. These covariates were selected 

a priori based on theoretical relevance and prior literature 

on dietary behaviours. Model discrimination was assessed 

using receiver operating characteristic (ROC) analysis 

based on predicted probabilities from the fully adjusted 

logistic regression model. Model fit was assessed using the 

Hosmer–Lemeshow goodness-of-fit test. 

RESULTS 

Sociodemographic characteristics of participants 

Sociodemographic characteristics of the study participants 

are shown in Table 1. The study involved 947 

undergraduate students at the Korle-Bu campus of the 

University of Ghana. The average age was 21.61 ± 2.73 

years. There were more males (56.6%) than females 

(43.4%) in the study, with nearly all participants (90.2%) 

aged between fifteen and twenty-four. Most participants 

were single (98.7%), from the medical school (45.9%), at 

level 300 (21.9%), and lived in campus hall rooms, either 

alone or with others (75%). 

Social media food-related exposure and perceived 

influence by adverts 

Table 2 presents the association between dietary choices 

and SM food-related exposure and perceived influence. 

Among the 947 participants, less than half (45.6%) reported 

following food or drink brand accounts on social media, yet 
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a large majority of the participants (83.3%), including those 

who do not follow food brand accounts on SM, indicated 

that they still encountered food products through online 

advertisements. More than half of the participants (62.5%) 

reported exposure to healthy foods through these adverts. 

Furthermore, nearly three-quarters (74.3%) expressed a 

desire to try the foods or drinks promoted (p = < 0.001, 

Cramer’s V = 0.154). Notably, over half of the students 

(58.9%) acknowledged that social media advertising 

influenced their dietary choices (p = < 0.001, Cramer’s V = 

0.146). 

Social media food-related exposure and perceived 

influence by SMIs 

About half (50.1%) reported following social media 

influencers (SMIs); however, most students (59.9%) 

indicated they were not exposed to food or drink products 

on influencers’ pages (Table 2). Only one-third (33.1%) 

perceived SMI food-related posts as healthy, and 38.4% 

reported that these posts influenced their dietary choices. 

No significant associations were observed between food-

related exposure and participants’ perceived influence on 

dietary choices. 

Social media food-related exposure and perceived 

influence by peers 

Compared with SMIs, the perceived influence of peers’ 

food-related posts was stronger. More than half (55.5%) 

reported exposure to food-related posts from peers (p = 

<0.001, Cramer’s V = 0.119), and while the majority 

(70.5%) believed these posts were unhealthy, many still 

engaged with them. Notably, 60.9% of students reported 

that peer-posted food content influenced their decisions to 

try or purchase foods (p = <0.001, Cramer’s V = 0.178), 

highlighting the stronger role of peers compared to SMIs in 

influencing eating behaviours. 

Multivariable  logistic regression on the association 

between food-related SM exposure and dietary choices 

The crude ORs and adjusted ORs of food-related SM 

exposure and dietary choices are shown in Table 3. 

Significant associations were observed between certain 

food-related exposure variables and adverts and peers in the 

crude OR model. In crude models, wishing to eat foods 

shown in social media adverts and perceiving adverts as 

influential were associated with higher odds of junk-food 

choice. Students who wished to taste advertised foods had 

about twice the odds of choosing junk foods (cOR = 2.05, 

95% CI: 1.52 – 2.76, p < 0.001), and those who believed 

adverts influenced their food choices also had 1.8 times the 

odds of junk-food selection (cOR = 1.82, 95% CI: 1.40 – 

2.36, p < 0.001). However, in the adjusted models, only the 

desire to try foods shown in adverts remained a significant 

independent predictor (aOR = 1.90, 95% CI: 1.27 – 2.83, p 

= 0.002). Exposure to healthy foods in adverts showed no 

crude association with junk-food choice (cOR = 0.93, 95% 

CI: 0.71 – 1.21, p = 0.580), but in adjusted models was 

associated with lower odds of junk-food choice (aOR = 

0.71, 95% CI: 0.50 – 0.99, p = 0.046).  

Peer-related food exposure showed crude associations with 

junk-food choice. Students who saw food-related posts 

from peers (cOR = 1.62, p < 0.001) or felt influenced by 

peer posts (cOR = 2.05, p < 0.001) had higher odds of 

choosing junk foods. However, these associations were 

attenuated in adjusted models and were no longer 

statistically significant (seeing posts: aOR = 1.33, p = 

0.070; perceived influence: aOR = 1.25, p = 0.244). The 

fully adjusted model demonstrated fair discriminatory 

ability (area under the curve [AUC] = 0.69). The Hosmer–

Lemeshow goodness-of-fit test indicated no evidence of 

poor model fit (χ² = 14.6, df = 8, p = 0.067). 

 Sociodemographic indices and dietary choices 

Table 4 presents participants’ dietary choices in relation to 

demographic and academic variables. Gender, marital 

status, level of study, and living situation were not 

significantly associated with dietary choice (p > 0.05). In 

contrast, age group and course of study showed significant 

differences. Younger participants (15 – 24 years) reported 

more junk food choices (52.8%) than healthy foods 

(47.2%), whereas those aged 25 – 43 years reported more 

healthy foods (62.4%) than junk foods (37.6%) (p = 0.021). 

Course of study was also strongly associated with dietary 

choices (p < 0.001): students in dietetics (65.6%), 

respiratory therapy (72.0%), occupational therapy (66.7%), 

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of study 

participants (n = 947) 

Variable Frequency 

(n) 

Percentage (%) 

Sex   
Female 411 43.4 

Male 536 56.6 

Age groups (yrs)   
15-24 854 90.2 

25-44 93 9.8 

Marital Status   
Single 935 98.7 

Married 12 1.3 

Level of Study   
100 156 16.5 

200 194 20.5 

300 207 21.9 
400 176 18.6 

500* 105 11.1 

600* 109 11.5 
Course of Study   

Dietetics 64 6.8 

Medical Laboratory 
Science 

134 14.1 

Occupational therapy 21 2.2 

Physiotherapy 60 6.3 
Radiography 101 10.7 

Respiratory therapy 25 2.6 

Dental school 107 11.3 
Medical school 435 45.9 

Living Situation   

Apartment alone 37 3.9 

Apartment with others 58 6.1 

Hall alone 42 4.4 

Hall with others 672 71.0 
With Parents 138 14.6 
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and dental school (57.9%) reported a higher proportion of 

healthy food choices, while medical students reported more 

junk food choices (58.4%). Other academic programmes, 

such as medical laboratory sciences, radiography, and 

physiotherapy, showed nearly equal distributions. Overall, 

age and program of study emerged as the key factors 

associated with dietary choices. 
 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

Scocial media has become a critical environment shaping 

dietary behaviours in young adults, often through 

advertising, influencer promotion, and peer interactions 

[19, 21–23]. In the present study, a substantial proportion 

of participants reported that social media involving food 

and drink advertisements influenced their dietary choices. 

Table 2: Association between dietary choices and the exposure to and perceived influence of social media food-related posts by 

adverts, influencers, and peers (N=947) 

Variable Total 

n(%) 

Junk foods Healthy foods p-value Cramer’s V 

Social media food-related exposure by adverts      

Do you follow food and drink brand accounts on SM 

Yes 
No 

 

 
432 (45.6) 

515 (54.4) 

 

 
229 (48.2) 

246 (51.8) 

 

 
203 (43.0) 

269 (57.0) 

 

 
0.116 

 

 
0.051 

Do you see food and/or drink products shown in 
adverts on SM 

Yes 

No 

 
 

789 (83.3) 

158 (16.7) 

 
 

395 (83.2) 

80 (16.8) 

 
 

394 (83.5) 

78 (16.5) 

 
 

0.931 

 
 

0.154 

Do you wish to eat/taste the food/drinks shown on 

SM 

Yes 
No 

 

 

704 (74.3) 
243 (25.7) 

 

 

385 (81.1) 
90 (18.9) 

 

 

319 (67.6) 
153 (32.4) 

 

 

< 0.001 

 

 

0.154 

Are you exposed to healthy foods via SM adverts 

Yes 
No 

 

 
592 (62.5) 

355 (37.5) 

 

 
293 (61.7) 

182 (38.3) 

 

 
299 (63.3) 

173 (36.7) 

 

 
0.592 

 

 
0.018 

Do you believe SM adverts influence your food 
choices 

Yes 

No 

 
 

557 (58.9) 

389 (41.1) 

 
 

314 (66.1) 

161 (33.9) 

 
 

244 (51.7) 

228 (48.3) 

 
 

< 0.001 

 
 

0.146 

Social media food-related exposure by influencers      

Do you follow SMIs on SM 

Yes 
No 

 

474 (50.1) 
473 (49.9) 

 

244 (51.4) 
231 (48.6) 

 

230 (48.7) 
242 (51.3) 

 

0.474 

 

0.025 

Do you see food and/or drink products shown on the 

SM pages of SMIs 
Yes 

No 

 

 
380 (40.1) 

567 (59.9) 

 

 
158 (33.3) 

317 (66.7) 

 

 
143 (30.0) 

329 (69.70) 

 

 
0.364 

 

 
0.030 

Do you believe SMIs post healthy food choices on 
their SM pages 

Yes 

No 

 
 

313 (33.1) 

634 (66.9) 

 
 

157 (33.1) 

318 (66.9) 

 
 

157 (33.3) 

318 (66.7) 

 
 

0.945 

 
 

0.004 

Do you believe SMIs influence your food choices 

Yes 

No 

 

364 (38.4) 

583 (61.6) 

 

194 (40.8) 

281 (59.2) 

 

170 (36.0) 

302 (64.0) 

 

0.142 

 

0.048 

Social media food-related exposure by peers      

Do you see food-related posts by your peers on SM 

Yes 
No 

 

526 (55.5) 
421 (44.5) 

 

292 (61.5) 
183 (38.5) 

 

234 (29.7) 
238 (70.3) 

 

< 0.001 

 

0.119 

Are the foods posted by your peers on SM healthy 

Yes 
No 

 

279 (29.5) 
668 (70.5) 

 

139 (29.1) 
336 (70.9) 

 

140 (29.7) 
332 (70.3) 

 

0.887 

 

0.006 

Do foods posted by your peers influence you to try 

out or purchase such foods 
Yes 

No 

 

 
577 (60.9) 

370 (39.1) 

 

 
332 (69.9) 

143 (30.1) 

 

 
245 (51.9) 

227 (48.1) 

 

 
< 0.001 

 

 
0.178 

 

Table 2. Association between dietary choices and the exposure to and perceived influence of social media food-related posts by adverts, 
influencers, and peers (N=947) 

Variable Total 

n(%) 

Junk foods Healthy 

foods 

p-value Cramer’s 

V 

Social media food-related exposure by adverts      

Do you follow food and drink brand accounts on SM      

Yes 432 (45.6) 229 (48.2) 203 (43.0)   

No 515 (54.4) 246 (51.8) 269 (57.0) 0.116 0.051 

Do you see food and/or drink products shown in adverts on SM      

Yes 789 (83.3) 395 (83.2) 394 (83.5)   

No 158 (16.7) 80 (16.8) 78 (16.5) 0.931 0.154 

Do you wish to eat/taste the food/drinks shown on SM      

Yes 704 (74.3) 385 (81.1) 319 (67.6)   

No 243 (25.7) 90 (18.9) 153 (32.4) < 0.001 0.154 

Are you exposed to healthy foods via SM adverts      

Yes 592 (62.5) 293 (61.7) 299 (63.3)   

No 355 (37.5) 182 (38.3) 173 (36.7) 0.592 0.018 

Do you believe SM adverts influence your food choices      

Yes 557 (58.9) 314 (66.1) 244 (51.7)   

No 389 (41.1) 161 (33.9) 228 (48.3) < 0.001 0.146 

Social media food-related exposure by influencers      

Do you follow SMIs on SM      

Yes 474 (50.1) 244 (51.4) 230 (48.7)   

No 473 (49.9) 231 (48.6) 242 (51.3) 0.474 0.025 

Do you see food and/or drink products shown on the SM pages 

of SMIs 

     

Yes 380 (40.1) 158 (33.3) 143 (30.0)   

No 567 (59.9) 317 (66.7) 329 (69.70) 0.364 0.030 

Do you believe SMIs post healthy food choices on their SM 

pages 

     

Yes 313 (33.1) 157 (33.1) 157 (33.3)   

No 634 (66.9) 318 (66.9) 318 (66.7) 0.945 0.004 

Do you believe SMIs influence your food choices      

Yes 364 (38.4) 194 (40.8) 170 (36.0)   

No 583 (61.6) 281 (59.2) 302 (64.0) 0.142 0.048 

Social media food-related exposure by peers      

Do you see food-related posts by your peers on SM      

Yes 526 (55.5) 292 (61.5) 234 (29.7)   

No 421 (44.5) 183 (38.5) 238 (70.3) < 0.001 0.119 

Are the foods posted by your peers on SM healthy      

Yes 279 (29.5) 139 (29.1) 140 (29.7)   

No 668 (70.5) 336 (70.9) 332 (70.3) 0.887 0.006 

Do foods posted by your peers influence you to try out or 

purchase such foods 

     

Yes 577 (60.9) 332 (69.9) 245 (51.9)   

No 370 (39.1) 143 (30.1) 227 (48.1) < 0.001 0.178 
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Although nearly all respondents reported exposure to food-

related adverts, many reported greater exposure to healthy 

than unhealthy foods. This contrasts with existing literature 

[22,24,25], which has consistently shown that food 

promotions on SM platforms predominantly feature 

unhealthy, energy-dense, and nutrient-poor products. One 

possible explanation is that participants, being health 

students, may have curated their feeds to align with their 

academic and personal health interests, leading to 

algorithmic reinforcement of healthier food content [26]. 

SM adverts were significantly associated with participants’ 

desire to taste or consume advertised foods. Notably, this 

association was of moderate magnitude: students who 

reported a desire to try foods shown in social media adverts 

had nearly twice the odds of choosing junk foods compared 

with those who did not (aOR = 1.90, 95% CI: 1.27 – 2.83). 

However, despite this moderate effect size, adverts may not 

directly translate into actual dietary behaviour in all 

contexts. This suggests that while social media adverts can 

meaningfully increase the likelihood of unhealthy food 

choices, they may primarily capture attention and stimulate 

intention rather than act as sole determinants of behaviour. 

This observed gap between intention and behaviour may 

reflect contextual barriers such as affordability, cultural 

preferences, or nutritional awareness. This study 

demonstrates that adverts may function more as cues to 

interest than as direct drivers of dietary decisions, 

consistent with findings that young adults often recognise 

but selectively resist overt marketing attempts [27]. From a 

public health perspective, the magnitude of this association 

Table 3. Multivariable binary logistic regression on the association between food-related SM exposure and dietary choices 

Variable cOR (95% CI) p-value aOR (95% CI) p-value 
Social media food-related exposure by adverts     

Do you follow food and drink brand accounts on SM     

Yes      
No (referent) 1.23 (0.95–1.59) 0.116 0.95 (0.70–1.35) 0.849 

Do you see food and/or drink products shown in adverts on SM     
Yes     

No 0.98 (0.69–1.37) 0.885 0.66 (0.43–1.02) 0.061 

Do you wish to eat/taste the food/drinks shown on SM     

Yes     

No 2.05 (1.52–2.76) < 0.001 1.90 (1.27–2.83) 0.002 

Are you exposed to healthy foods via SM adverts     
Yes     

No 0.93 (0.71–1.21) 0.580 0.71 (0.50–0.99) 0.046 

Do you believe SM adverts influence your food choices     

Yes     

No 1.82 (1.40–2.36) < 0.001 1.31 (0.92–1.86) 0.129 
Social media food-related exposure by influencers     

Do you follow SMIs on SM     

Yes     
No 1.11 (0.86–1.43) 0.435 1.01 (0.74–1.38) 0.971 

Do you see food and/or drink products shown on the SM pages of 

SMIs 

    

Yes     

No 1.14 (0.87–1.50) 0.351 0.82 (0.55–1.23) 0.340 

Do you believe SMIs post healthy food choices on their SM pages     
Yes     

No 0.98 (0.75–1.29) 0.909 0.94 (0.67–1.34) 0.744 

Do you believe SMIs influence your food choices     
Yes     

No 1.22 (0.94–1.59) 0.137 0.84 (0.57–1.26) 0.403 

Social media food-related exposure by peers     
Do you see food-related posts by your peers on SM     

Yes     

No 1.62 (1.25–2.09) < 0.001 1.33 (0.98–1.82) 0.070 
Are the foods posted by your peers on SM healthy     

Yes     

No 0.97 (0.74–1.29) 0.853 0.80 (0.57–1.12) 0.189 
Do foods posted by your peers influence you to try out or purchase 

such foods 

    

Yes     
No 2.05 (1.58–2.66) < 0.001 1.25 (0.86–1.81) 0.244 
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is significant, particularly given widespread exposure to 

food advertising among young adults. Interestingly, the 

perceived influence of social media influencers (SMIs) 

showed weak and non-significant associations with 

participants’ dietary behaviours. This contrasts with global 

studies reporting significant associations between 

influencer marketing and dietary intake [28–30], often 

leading to an increase in the consumption of calorie-dense, 

nutrient-poor foods among young people [8,31]. The 

discrepancy may be attributed to the participants' 

demographic and educational profiles. Health students may 

have higher nutritional literacy, making them more 

sceptical of influencers’ endorsements. Additionally, SMIs 

are often associated with overt, commercialised marketing, 

which this group may consciously resist, unlike peer- or 

advert-driven influences, which appear more authentic [20–

22]. These findings suggest that influencer strategies may 

be less effective in populations with heightened awareness 

of food marketing tactics. Although peer-related variables 

showed strong crude associations with dietary choices, 

these effects did not remain significant after adjusting for 

sociodemographic factors. Participants reported frequently 

seeing unhealthy food posts shared by their peers, and at the 

crude level, this exposure was associated with a greater 

likelihood of trying or purchasing junk foods, consistent 

with the idea that peer content feels more authentic and 

relatable than influencer or advert content. Social 

comparison theory suggests that individuals are more 

inclined to adopt behaviours modelled by close social ties 

than by distant figures [20–22], which was initially 

reflected in the higher crude odds observed for perceived 

peer influence compared with influencer or advert 

exposure. However, when age, sex, course of study, and 

living situation were accounted for, these associations 

attenuated, indicating that the apparent peer effect was 

largely driven by demographic differences rather than by 

peer posts acting as independent predictors. Thus, students 

who reported a stronger perceived peer-related influence 

Table 4. Socio-demographic indices and dietary choices of participants (n = 947) 

Variables Junk foods 

 n (%) 

Healthy foods 

n (%) 

p-value 

Gender    

Female 205 (49.9) 206 (50.1) 597 

Male 281 (52.4) 255 (47.6)  

Age Groups    

15-24 451 (52.8) 403 (47.2) 0.021 

25-43 35 (37.6) 58 (62.4)  

Marital status    

Married 3 (25) 9 (75) 0.174 

Single 483 (51.7) 452 (48.3)  

Level of study    

100 76 (48.7) 80 (51.3) 0.326 

200 92 (47.2) 102 (52.8)  

300 114 (55.1) 93 (44.9)  

400 86 (48.9) 90 (51.1)  

500 56 (53.3) 49 (46.7)  

600 62 (56.9) 47 (43.1)  

Course of study    

Dietetics 22 (34.3) 42 (65.6) < 0.001 

Medical Laboratory Science 67 (50) 67 (50)  

Occupational therapy 7 (33.3) 14 (66.7)  

Physiotherapy 32 (53.3) 28 (46.7)  

Radiography 52 (51.5) 49 (48.5)  

Respiratory therapy 7 (28) 18 (72)  

Dental school 45 (42.1) 62 (57.9)  

Medical school 254 (58.4) 181 (41.6)  

Living situation    

Apartment alone 15 (40.5) 22 (59.5) 0.450 

Apartment with others 25 (43.1) 33 (56.9)  

Hall alone 21 (50) 21 (50)  

Hall with others 359 (53.4) 313 (46.6)  

With Parents 66 (47.8) 72 (52.2)  
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tended to belong to groups already more likely to choose 

junk foods, which explains why the relationship weakened 

in adjusted models. 

Undergraduate students are usually young adults ranging in 

years from 15 to 24. A higher percentage of this age group 

in the study agreed that they would choose fast food as they 

see it on social media; in other words, their food choices 

were influenced by social media. This may be attributed to 

the transition from secondary school to university; as 

independence increases, students are continually 

challenged to make healthy dietary choices [32,33] and thus 

resort to fast food [34], which is generally considered 

unhealthy [35]. Additionally, younger adults reported 

greater perceived influence of social media advertisements, 

social media influencers, and peer food posts on their food 

choices compared with middle-aged adults (25 – 44 years). 

These findings are consistent with those of [36], who 

reported that young adults had low intake of fruits and 

vegetables (fibre) and poor dietary choices. In this study, 

males reported a slightly higher proportion of unhealthy 

dietary choices than females, consistent with findings from 

some studies [37-40]. A greater proportion of female 

participants reported the perceived influence of social 

media advertisements, influencers, and peer food posts on 

their food choices compared to males, as the latter have 

been reported to be more likely to rate unhealthy foods as 

healthy and to make unhealthy dietary choices [8]. 

Furthermore, males are less likely to make dietary changes 

when needed, as compared to females, and have a lower 

tendency to cook their own meals [8], even though the 

availability of preparation methods for simple yet healthy 

meals on social media may increase the tendency of males 

to cook their own meals [36]. More frequent exposure to 

healthy meal content on social media was associated with 

healthier dietary choices among both males and females. 

Emerging evidence, including reports from the World 

Health Organisation on digital health interventions, 

suggests that well-designed social media–based campaigns 

can improve nutrition knowledge and health-related 

behaviours among young people. To enhance the positive 

potential of social media for improving dietary choices, 

particularly among young adults, stakeholders such as 

governmental education and health agencies, universities, 

public health organisations, and health professionals 

(including dietitians, nutritionists, and physicians) could 

strengthen the integration of social media into nutrition 

education strategies. Health professionals should also 

establish a stronger online presence, using verified accounts 

or partnerships with credible influencers to provide 

accurate, accessible, and culturally sensitive dietary 

guidance. For example, collaboration among peer 

ambassadors should be encouraged to create and promote 

evidence-based content on widely used platforms such as 

Instagram, TikTok, and Facebook, using short videos, 

infographics, and interactive posts that highlight the 

importance of balanced diets featuring culturally relevant, 

locally available foods. In addition, awareness initiatives 

led by educational institutions, governments, and global 

health organisations may help equip students with media 

literacy skills to critically evaluate online nutrition content, 

such as verifying professional credentials or cross-

referencing information with reputable health 

organisations. Regulatory bodies may further support these 

efforts by monitoring and addressing misleading or harmful 

dietary content online. These approaches could help 

counter nutrition misinformation and reinforce science-

based guidance, including national food-based dietary 

guidelines. 

The study has provided baseline data on the impact of social 

media use on the dietary choices of undergraduate students. 

To the best of our knowledge, it is one of the few studies to 

explore the perceived influence of food-related exposures 

by adverts, peers, and influencers on the dietary choices of 

university students in Africa and Ghana. This can help 

develop nutritional education that targets social media as a 

potent tool for guiding informed dietary choices. Some 

limitations could have influenced this study. Self-

administered questionnaires were subject to recall and 

reporting biases common to behavioural research; however, 

the anonymous online format employed in this study may 

mitigate social desirability pressures. Finally, although the 

models were adjusted for key demographic factors, residual 

confounders from unmeasured variables, such as food 

affordability, cannot be entirely ruled out. 

Conclusion 

Social media food-related exposure was associated with 

perceived dietary choice tendencies among participants, 

with advertisements and peer food posts emerging as more 

salient sources of perceived influence than social media 

influencers. These findings indicate that social media 

contexts, particularly advertising and peer-generated 

content, may influence perceived food choice tendencies 

among adults. This observation offers opportunities to use 

digital platforms to support healthier dietary messaging 

within university settings. Future research would benefit 

from including non-health student populations and 

incorporating objective measures, such as digital tracking, 

to assess longer-term dietary patterns. 

DECLARATIONS      

Ethical consideration 

This study received approval from the School of 

Biomedical and Allied Health Sciences Ethics and 

Protocol Review Committee under approval number 

SBAHS/AA/DIET/10731531/2021-2022. Informed 

consent was obtained electronically, and participants 

were informed of their liberty to withdraw from the 

study at any point. 

Consent to publish 

All authors agreed on the content of the final paper. 

Funding 
None 

1408 

mailto:hsijournal@ug.edu.gh


  

 
Copyright © 2026 University of Ghana College of Health Sciences on behalf of HSI Journal. All rights reserved.                                                                                        

This is an Open Access article distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License. 

Environmental enrichment and stress resilience 

Agyekum et al., 2026. https://doi.org/10.46829/hsijournal.2026.3.8.1.1401-1410     Send us an email: hsijournal@ug.edu.gh 
 Visit us: https://www.hsijournal.ug.edu.gh 

share 
V

isit o
r d

o
w

n
lo

ad
 articles fro

m
 o

u
r w

eb
site h

ttp
s://w

w
w

.h
sijo

u
rn

a
l.u

g
.ed

u
.g

h
 

Competing Interest 

The authors declare no conflict of interest. 

Author contribution 

JAQ and VAA designed and conducted the research. 

VAA, JAQ, SS, and PNR analysed the data. VAA, SS, 

and JAQ drafted the manuscript. VAA, JAQ, SS, and 

PNR had primary responsibility for the final content. 

All authors read and approved the final manuscript. 

Acknowledgement 

None 

Availability of data   

Data is available upon request to the corresponding 

author. 

REFERENCES 

1. Willner P, Towell A, Sampson D, et al (1987) Reduction of 

sucrose preference by chronic unpredictable mild stress, and 
its restoration by a tricyclic antidepressant. 

Psychopharmacology (Berl) 93:358–364. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00187257 

2. Porsolt RD, Le Pichon M, Jalfre M (1977) Depression: a new 

animal model sensitive to antidepressant treatments. Nature 

266:730–732. https://doi.org/10.1038/266730a0 

3. Aichner T, Grünfelder M, Maurer O, et al (2021) Twenty-

five years of social media: a review of social media 

applications and definitions from 1994 to 2019. 
Cyberpsychol Behav Soc Netw 24:215–222. 

https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2020.0134 

4. Bengtsson S, Johansson S (2022) The meanings of social 
media use in everyday life: filling empty slots, everyday 

transformations, and mood management. Soc Media Soc 

8:20563051221130292. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051221130292 

5. Kolhar M, Kazi RNA, Alameen A (2021) Effect of social 

media use on learning, social interactions, and sleep duration 
among university students. Saudi J Biol Sci 28:2216–2222. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sjbs.2021.01.010 

6. Ahmad SA, Bruno DE (2021) Social media influencers and 
the dietary choices among university students. Malays J Soc 

Sci Humanit 6:543–557. 

https://doi.org/10.47405/mjssh.v6i12.1227 

7. Nagel T, Remillard C, Aucoin R, et al (2018) Findings on 

student use of social media at the collegiate, undergraduate, 

and graduate levels: implications for post-secondary 
educators. JUTLP 15. https://doi.org/10.53761/1.15.1.8 

8. Kircaburun K, Alhabash S, Tosuntaş ŞB, et al (2020) Uses 

and gratifications of problematic social media use among 
university students: a simultaneous examination of the Big 

Five of personality traits, social media platforms, and social 

media use motives. Int J Ment Health Addict 18:525–547. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-018-9940-6 

9. Alwafi H, Alwafi R, Naser AY, et al (2022) The impact of 

social media influencers on food consumption in Saudi 
Arabia, a cross-sectional web-based survey. J Multidiscip 

Healthc 15:2129–2139. 
https://doi.org/10.2147/JMDH.S384334 

10. Coates AE, Hardman CA, Halford JCG, et al (2019) Social 
media influencer marketing and children's food intake: a 

randomised trial. Pediatrics 143:e20182554. 

https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2018-2554 

11. Jurado-Gonzalez P, Xavier Medina F, Bach-Faig A (2024) 

Barriers to home food preparation and healthy eating among 

university students in Catalonia. Appetite 194:107159. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2023.107159 

12. Kelly B, Vandevijvere S, Freeman B, et al (2015) New media 

but same old tricks: food marketing to children in the digital 
age. Curr Obes Rep 4:37–45. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s13679-014-0128-5 

13. Vassallo AJ, Kelly B, Zhang L, et al (2018) Junk food 
marketing on Instagram: content analysis. JMIR Public 

Health Surveill 4:e54. 

https://doi.org/10.2196/publichealth.9594 

14. Afshin A, Sur PJ, Fay KA, et al (2019) Health effects of 

dietary risks in 195 countries, 1990–2017: a systematic 

analysis for the Global Burden of Disease Study 2017. 
Lancet 393:1958–1972. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-

6736(19)30041-8 

15. Burki T (2022) Social media and misinformation in diabetes 
and obesity. Lancet Diabetes Endocrinol 10:845. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S2213-8587(22)00315-6 

16. Rounsefell K, Gibson S, McLean S, et al (2020) Social 
media, body image and food choices in healthy young adults: 

a mixed methods systematic review. Nutr Diet 77:19–40. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1747-0080.12581 

17. Sina E, Boakye D, Christianson L, et al (2022) Social media 

and children's and adolescents' diets: a systematic review of 
the underlying social and physiological mechanisms. Adv 

Nutr 13:913–937. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/advances/nmac018 

18. Lim MSC, Molenaar A, Brennan L, et al (2022) Young 

adults' use of different social media platforms for health 

information: insights from web-based conversations. J Med 
Internet Res 24:e23656. https://doi.org/10.2196/23656 

19. Welch V, Petkovic J, Pardo Pardo J, et al (2016) Interactive 

social media interventions to promote health equity: an 
overview of reviews. Health Promot Chronic Dis Prev Can 

36:63–75. https://doi.org/10.24095/hpcdp.36.4.01 

20. De Choudhury M, Sharma S, Kiciman E (2016) 

Characterising dietary choices, nutrition, and language in 

food deserts via social media. In: *Proceedings of the 19th 

ACM Conference on Computer-Supported Cooperative 
Work & Social Computing*, pp 1157–1170. ACM, New 

York. https://doi.org/10.1145/2818048.2835202 

21. Kalog GLS, Kasim F, Anyebuno B, et al (2022) Food 
advertisement influences food decision making and not 

nutritional status: a study among university students in 

Ghana. BMC Nutr 8:1–32. https://doi.org/10.1186/s40795-
022-00599-4 

22. Ragelienė T, Grønhøj A (2021) The role of peers, siblings 

and social media for children's healthy eating socialisation: 
a mixed methods study. Food Qual Prefer 93:104255. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodqual.2021.104255 

23. Baldwin HJ, Freeman B, Kelly B (2018) Like and share: 
associations between social media engagement and dietary 

choices in children. Public Health Nutr 21:3210–3215. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980018001866 

mailto:hsijournal@ug.edu.gh


  

 
Copyright © 2026 University of Ghana College of Health Sciences on behalf of HSI Journal. All rights reserved.                                                                                        

This is an Open Access article distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License. 

Environmental enrichment and stress resilience 

Agyekum et al., 2026. https://doi.org/10.46829/hsijournal.2026.3.8.1.1401-1410     Send us an email: hsijournal@ug.edu.gh 
 Visit us: https://www.hsijournal.ug.edu.gh 

share 
V

isit o
r d

o
w

n
lo

ad
 articles fro

m
 o

u
r w

eb
site h

ttp
s://w

w
w

.h
sijo

u
rn

a
l.u

g
.ed

u
.g

h
 

24. Kucharczuk AJ, Oliver TL, Dowdell EB (2022) Social 
media's influence on adolescents' food choices: a mixed 

studies systematic literature review. Appetite 168:105765. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2021.105765 

25. Molenaar A, Saw WY, Brennan L, et al (2021) Effects of 

advertising: a qualitative analysis of young adults' 

engagement with social media about food. Nutrients 
13:1934. https://doi.org/10.3390/nu13061934 

26. Schreiber M, Bucher T, Collins CE, et al (2020) The multiple 

food test: development and validation of a new tool to 
measure food choice and applied nutrition knowledge. 

Appetite 150:104647. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2020.104647 

27. Klassen KM, Douglass CH, Brennan L, et al (2018) Social 

media use for nutrition outcomes in young adults: a mixed-

methods systematic review. Int J Behav Nutr Phys Act 15:70. 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12966-018-0696-y 

28. Swart J (2021) Experiencing algorithms: how young people 

understand, feel about, and engage with algorithmic news 
selection on social media. Soc Media Soc 

7:20563051211008828. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051211008828 

29. Ares G, Antúnez L, De León C, et al (2022) 'Even if you 

don't pay attention to it, you know it's there': a qualitative 

exploration of adolescents' experiences with digital food 
marketing. Appetite 176:106128. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2022.106128 

30. Byrne E, Kearney J, MacEvilly C (2017) The role of 

influencer marketing and social influencers in public health. 

Proc Nutr Soc 76:E103. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0029665117001988 

31. Zak S, Hasprova M (2020) The role of influencers in the 

consumer decision-making process. SHS Web Conf 
74:03014. https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/20207403014 

32. Smit CR, Buijs L, Van Woudenberg TJ, et al (2020) The 

impact of social media influencers on children's dietary 
behaviors. Front Psychol 10:2975. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02975 

33. Potvin Kent M, Bagnato M, Amson A, et al (2024) 
#junkfluenced: the marketing of unhealthy food and 

beverages by social media influencers popular with 

Canadian children on YouTube, Instagram and TikTok. Int J 
Behav Nutr Phys Act 21:37. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12966-

024-01592-5 

34. O'Leary M, Mooney E, McCloat A (2025) The relationship 
between nutrition knowledge and dietary intake of university 

students: a scoping review. Dietetics 4:16. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/dietetics4020016 

35. Kelly EFA, Guney-Coskun M, Weech M, et al (2025) 

Exploring the dietary changes and support required for 

healthy eating with female students at UK universities: 
findings from focus group discussions. PLoS One 

20:e0319388. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0319388 

36. Xiao A, Yang S, Iqbal Q (2018) Factors affecting purchase 
intentions in Generation Y: an empirical evidence from fast 

food industry in Malaysia. Adm Sci 9:4. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/admsci9010004 

37. Barnes TL, French SA, Mitchell NR, et al (2016) Fast-food 

consumption, diet quality and body weight: cross-sectional 

and prospective associations in a community sample of 
working adults. Public Health Nutr 19:885–892. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980015001871 

38. Nelson AM, Fleming R (2019) Gender differences in diet 
and social media: an explorative study. Appetite 

142:104383. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2019.104383 

39. Bärebring L, Palmqvist M, Winkvist A, et al (2020) Gender 

differences in perceived food healthiness and food avoidance 

in a Swedish population-based survey: a cross-sectional 
study. Nutr J 19:140. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12937-020-

00659-0 

40. Feraco A, Armani A, Amoah I, et al (2024) Assessing gender 
differences in food preferences and physical activity: a 

population-based survey. Front Nutr 11:1348456. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fnut.2024.1348456 

  

Thank you for publishing with 

1410 

mailto:hsijournal@ug.edu.gh

