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Rhstract Systematically, this study assessed the impact of digital technologies, including social media, on health, diet, and
sports, amid rising concerns and acknowledged benefits. We performed a comprehensive review of literature spanning 20 years,
up to June 2024, focusing on interventions targeted at youth aged 14-29. Our initial database search identified 8,278 articles.
After removing duplicates and those that failed to meet inclusion criteria, 307 articles underwent a rigorous blinded peer review
process, ultimately resulted in 29 studies for synthesis.
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Our analysis concludes the dual impact of digital technologies on youth: although they highlight the positive potential in colouring
youth health behaviors, often linked to sports, nutrition, and active lifestyles, they also pose risks due to the unregulated and
misleading content, emphasizing the necessity for enhanced digital literacy and critical engagement with content. In this context,
five major theme highlight this paradoxical impact together: 1) Increasing awareness, knowledge and self-efficacy, 2) Hazards,
misinformation, and credibility, 3) Attitudes and behavior change, 4) Social comparison, and 5) Product promotion. Eventually,
we draw attention to the urgent need for regulations and systematic content verification to protect youth from misinformation and
to strengthen the credibility, trustworthiness and effectiveness of health, diet and sport related content on these technologies.

Key words: digital health interventions, youth health promotion, social media, diet, healthy lifestyles

Introduction

Arecent study covering 38 countries and regions in Europe and North America showed that 98% of adolescents
fail to exhibit healthy lifestyle behaviours (Marques et al., 2020). To response this, they consistently and seamlessly
use digital tools, allowing them to access information, communicate, and manage their daily activities in this
regard (Tan et al., 2024). This reveals that digital literacy in promoting healthy lifestyles, healthy diets, and active
participation in sports is crucial (Ekinci et al., 2021; Bayram & Kiziltan, 2022; Arias Lépez et al., 2023). However, the
swift development of social media, initially designed as an entertainment medium, along with its substantial potential
to reach large audiences, has transformed these platforms from simple social networks into multifaceted structures
used for various purposes, including as sources of information (Shaikh, 2024). This has resulted in specific ethical
concerns related to social media applications, as numerous uncontrolled contents can be circulated in minutes and
reach billions of people (Bopp & Stellefson, 2020). Given that a recent study found that almost half of young people
change their health-related behaviours by directly accessing social media content, the importance of these ethical
concerns and the urgent need to regulate and systematize social media content is multiplied (Goodyear et al., 2018).

On the other hand, numerous digital technologies specifically designed to increase knowledge related to
health, diet, and sports, thereby assisting users in achieving a healthy lifestyle, idealized body image, and high
physical fitness levels, are available (Toll & Norman, 2021; Ahraz et al., 2021). These digital apps have raised
similar ethical concerns and can lead to significant health, nutrition and injury issues due to their uncontrolled and
unverifiable content. Indeed, O'Connor and Murphy (2020) found that misinformation about COVID-19 vaccines
spread on social media negatively affected public health, while Pila et al. (2021) showed that unverified nutrition
and exercise recommendations on fitness apps can increase the risk of eating disorders. Similarly, the repeated
promotion of unverified and potentially hazardous health, diet, and sports-related products, serving as a key
revenue stream for these social media accounts and digital applications, could exacerbate these issues. While
these digital apps are advised and used to promote well-being, a healthy diet, and a physically active lifestyle, their
lack of regulation and verification, coupled with easy accessibility, poses substantial risks (Szinay et al., 2020).
Therefore, it is crucial to establish regulations and systematise content related to health, diet, and sports on social
media and digital apps. Although the number of studies exploring the impact of social media and digital technologies
on participation in physical activity is gradually increasing, no research has systematically synthesized these studies
to reveal:

1. The nature of current digital interventions aimed at improving health, diet, and sports-related lifestyles, as

reported by the scientific literature.
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2. The potential benefits and risks associated with these digital interventions according to recent studies.

3. The gaps in aligning existing mobile apps and social media aimed at health, diet, and sports-related

lifestyle improvement with scientific evidence and user health protection.

Consequently, the general aim of this systematic review is to critically evaluate and synthesize the current
scientific literature on the implementation of mobile applications and social media aimed at improving health,
diet, and sports-related lifestyles. It aims to lay the foundation for creating guidelines, interventions, and training
programs to foster young people’s digital media literacy and awareness, protect them from harmful, uncontrolled,
and unverifiable content, and consequently promote healthy lifestyles.

Materials and Methods

Study design

A systematic review was deemed more applicable and meaningful than a meta-analysis due to the
methodological diversity in the published studies, the variability in social factors influencing young people’s
interaction with social media and digital app content related to diet, health, and sports, and the fact that it was
executed within the scope of Erasmus+ Sports projects to develop guidelines. The methodology for this review
was predetermined and registered in the PROSPERO database (registration number: CRD42024055976). This
study followed the guidelines set forth in the Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Reviews of Interventions and the
PRISMA Statement (Tricco et al., 2018).

Data sources and searches

A comprehensive search strategy was developed to identify peer-reviewed journal articles up to June 15,
2024. Potentially eligible studies were identified through systematic searches in PubMed, MEDLINE, CINAHL,
SPORTDiscus, Web of Science, PsycINFO, and Scopus. This review followed the PICOS framework. The search
strategy included terms and keywords derived from preliminary searches and expert assistance (see supplementary
document 1 for the detailed search strategy). The study population consisted of young people aged 14 to 29 years.
All social media and digital applications were included (intervention). Studies needed either an intervention group
with sports, health, and diet-related activities and a control group without targeted sports interventions (e.g.,
treatment as usual) or only one intervention group (e.g., observational designs). Therefore, the primary subset
of studies included randomized controlled trials (RCTs), randomized trials (RTs), and observational studies. No
language limitations were applied in this study.

Study selection

Inclusion criteria comprised peer-reviewed journal articles published by reputable diet, health, sports, or
technology organizations. Studies or best practices for developing mobile applications or social media aimed at
improving diet behavior, participation in physical activity, and a healthy lifestyle were considered. Exclusion criteria
included non-peer-reviewed materials, incorrect study type or topic, reviews, incomplete studies (such as abstracts,
study protocols, or ongoing research), studies not published in the selected languages (Italian, Turkish, Greek,
Portuguese, Spanish, Slovenian, and English), studies older than 20 years, and studies not targeting the youth
population aged 14-29. More details about the inclusion and exclusion criteria can be found in supplementary
document 1.
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Search and selection process

The selection process flowchart is depicted in Figure 1. Initially, 8,278 records were identified across the
seven databases. Following the removal of 3,567 duplicates, the titles and abstracts of the remaining 4,711 records
were screened, resulting in the exclusion of 4,404 records. During the inclusion phase, the full text of 307 records
was meticulously reviewed to assess their eligibility. Ultimately, 29 studies were identified that met the inclusion
criteria (see supplementary document 1 and 3).

Green Tick: Evaluating Digital Health, Diet and Sports Interventions: Systematic Review on the Complex Na!
of Young People's Interactions With Digital Technologies

[ Identification of studies via databases and registers ]

Records identified from*:

Databases (n = 8.278) Records removed before screening:
PubMed (n = 948) Duplicate records removed (n = 3.567)
Medline (n = 798)

Scopus (n =4317)

v

Records screened by title and abstract Records excluded (n = 4.404). They clearly did not
(n=4.711) —| meet the predefined inclusion criteria.

!

Records sought for retrieval

'

Studies assessed for eligibility

(n=307) —»| - Outside the age range (n = 34)
- Literature Reviews including SRs (n = 62)
- Non-peer-reviewed articles (n = 5)
- Study Protocol (n = 17)
- Language (n=4)
- Target Group (n = 32)
- Irrelevant Subject (n = 20)

__ » | Records not retrieved (n = 0)
(n=307)

Studies excluded (n = 278):

Studies included in review - Study Design (n = 13)
(n=29) ?)ttLrl\i}rl Aim (n = 48)

- (conference paper, incomplete etc. (n = 43)

* SR: Systematic Review

Figure 1. PRISMA Flow Diagram of Literature Search and Selection Process, * SR: Systematic Review
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Data extraction

For each study included in the review, data were extracted on general characteristics of the study (author,
year of publication, type of document, country, Category (diet, health or sports), sample size (in controlled studies,
the number of participants receiving control and intervention); sociodemographic characteristics (sex, age); digital
technology type (details); description of the intervention (sport, duration, frequency, main results, behavior change
strategies, adherence). Outcomes and methods of assessment were also retrieved.

Methodological quality

Following the detailed screening of the primary studies’ titles, abstracts, and full texts, a critical assessment
of the included studies was undertaken. A dual-phase article selection methodology was employed. Initially, titles
and abstracts of the articles were screened to identify potential candidates. Subsequently, in the inclusion phase,
the full text of all articles meeting the inclusion criteria was thoroughly reviewed. Both the primary screening and
inclusion phases were conducted independently by two reviewers (BSC and MAOC), each unaware of the other’s
assessments. Following this, ten reviewers were randomly allocated to groups for full-text screening. Articles
failing to meet the eligibility criteria were documented along with the reasons, utilizing an eligibility checklist. Any
discrepancies between the two reviewers were resolved through consultation with a third reviewer (AA).

Having said that, a thorough quality and relevance appraisal of each study is crucial in systematic reviews to
evaluate the rigor and credibility of the included studies by reflecting on their strengths and weaknesses (Booth,
2016). Papaioannou et al. (2016) emphasized the necessity for researchers to conduct thorough evaluations
of individual studies to assess the relevance and quality of the evidence, as well as to ascertain the impact of the
studies on the systematic review. Conversely, Siddaway et al. (2019) pointed out that the evaluative process was
not intended to filter studies based on their strengths or weaknesses but rather to assess the quality of the reports.
In alignment with Siddaway’s suggestion, this review implemented an adapted version of the “Critical Appraisal
Skills Programme” (CASP, 2018), using a traffic light system to report the quality assessments of included studies,
not to exclude them based on quality. In this context, each article was scored (1 = No, 2 = Cannot Tell, 3 = Yes)
across 14 criteria. The overall rating of each article was then calculated based on its total score (21-27 = Low/Red,
28-35 = Moderate/Yellow, 36—42 = High/Green).

In this chapter, we presented descriptive findings and subsequently discussed five categories that emerged
to organize the findings of systematic reviews. These categories were as follows: 1) Increase awareness and/or
knowledge, 2) Hazards, misinformation and credibility, 3) Attitudes and behaviour change, 4) Social Comparison,
and 5) Production promotion.
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Descriptive Findings

This systematic review extracted data on various study characteristics, including author, publication year,
study type and methodology, intervention details, sociodemographic characteristics, digital technology type, study
aim, and identified impacts on youth. The review encompassed 29 studies, with the USA contributing the most
(n =10), followed by Australia (n = 4), the UK (n = 2), and other countries each contributing one study. One study
involved a multi-country dataset. The distribution indicates significant contributions from the USA and European
countries, including the UK, despite the global research scope.

The review included seven mixed-methods studies, eight qualitative studies, and fourteen quantitative studies.
Nearly half the studies addressed diet, health, and sports simultaneously, while others focused on any two of these
interrelated topics. Health-related studies often included interventions related to diet and/or sports.

Specifically, nine studies focused on social media, fifteen on digital apps, and five on both. Methodologically,
seven studies used mixed methods, ten used qualitative methodologies, and twelve used quantitative methodologies.
The fifteen studies focused on digital apps included various types such as smartphone apps (n = 13), text-based
interventions (n = 3), web-based interventions (n = 4), and one study on exergames. Among the social media-
focused studies, only one specifically examined YouTube, two focused on Facebook, and the remaining eleven
analysed multiple platforms together. This highlights the need for research focusing on individual social media
platforms due to their distinct characteristics.

The studies involved data from nineteen countries, predominantly from the USA, with only seven conducted
in continental Europe. Most studies were recent, reflecting the increasing interest in social media and digital apps
in diet, health, and sport domains.

Narrative Findings

This systematic review focused on young people’s reactions to social media and various digital technologies,
such as smartphone apps, web-based interventions, wearable devices, exergames, and video games, evaluating
both their positive and negative influences, as well as the potential benefits and risks of these platforms. The included
studies were categorized into five distinct areas: 1) Increasing awareness, knowledge, and self-efficacy, 2) Hazards,
misinformation, and credibility, 3) Attitudes and behaviour change, 4) Social comparison, and 5) Product promotion.
The first category examines how social media and digital applications can enhance young people’s awareness,
knowledge, and self-efficacy regarding specific subjects. The second category explores the dangers of social media
and digital applications, including the spread of misleading or harmful information and the challenges young people
face in distinguishing reliable sources. The third category analyses the broad impact of these technologies on
youth attitudes and behaviours related to diet, health, and sports, highlighting both negative and positive changes.
The fourth category addresses the frequency of physical appearance comparisons among youth, particularly those
featured in social media content, and the resulting impact on self-confidence and body (dis)satisfaction. The final
category investigates the influence of sports, health, and nutrition-related content designed to promote and market
products to youth.

Increase awareness, knowledge and/or self-efficacy
The impact of social media and various digital technologies (e.g., smartphone apps, web-based interventions,
wearable devices, exergames, video games) on young people’s knowledge, awareness, and self-efficacy related
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to diet, health, and sports has been a long-discussed topic (European Commission, 2014; NUfiez et al., 2015).
In this systematic review, the most prominent theme was “increasing awareness, knowledge, and/or self-efficacy,”
addressed by seventeen studies. Specifically, studies 2, 7, 10, 36, 43, 64, 84, 115, 148, 166, 189, 197, 217, 251, and
285 indicated that social media platforms and digital technologies are vital for enhancing awareness, knowledge,
and self-efficacy about diet, health, and sports. The remaining fourteen studies focused on other themes such as
hazards, misinformation, attitudes and behaviour change, social comparison, and product promotion. Nine studies
focused on digital apps, while six examined social media. A recent study on adults (Goodyear et al., 2021) aligns
with these findings, showing increased awareness of the benefits of social media content. Studies 2, 10, 43, 64,
166, 189, 197, 217, 251, and 285 found that young people are similarly improving their understanding, awareness,
and confidence in using social media for health information. Additionally, such platforms enhance media literacy,
helping youths critically evaluate the quality and credibility of online health information (studies 36, 43, 115). Social
media is increasingly displacing traditional sources for health, diet, and sports information, as confirmed by studies
7,84, 115, and 148, which show young people seeking novel insights through these platforms.

Hazards, misinformation and credibility

A recent systematic review by Chen and Wang (2021) highlighted the growing number of studies addressing
the rapid and uncontrolled circulation of misinformation on social media and proposing strategies to combat it.
In this context, studies 7, 16, 36, 43, 64, 84, 125, 148, 164, 174, 183, 194, and 289 examine hazards, misinformation,
and credibility issues on these platforms. These studies reveal that diet trends, unreliable influencer content, and
unscientific health recommendations can lead to harmful health outcomes, with young people influenced by the
authenticity of information, expert presence, and transparency in product promotion. Studies 84, 164, and 174
emphasize the risks of accepting information from trusted sources without scrutiny due to the abundance and
conflicting nature of online content. Consistent with Goodyear et al. (2018), over half of the participants are likely
to adopt information from perceived reliable sources, highlighting the need for caution. De Regt et al. (2020) note
that trust is often built through verifiable facts and relationships with experts, which can lead to the spread of risky
information for commercial gain. Studies 64, 174, and 289 indicate user awareness of the promotion of harmful
products under beneficial guises, stressing the need for confidence in health information accuracy and security.
Studies 43, 125, 174, 183, and 194 found that participants trust interventions from reputable sources like universities
and public institutions, but evaluating the reliability of content from numerous apps and influencers remains complex.
Ekinci et al. (2021) suggest that implementing protective mechanisms tailored to users’ literacy levels, such as
verified accounts for health-related information, could reduce hazards and promote healthy behaviours.

Attitudes and Behaviour Change

Young people should be encouraged to change attitudes and behaviours through social media and digital
app content and be equipped to critically evaluate health, diet, and sports-related content, as the psychological
and physiological consequences may be severe (Diviani et al., 2015; Karaduman, 2019; Duplaga, 2020; Jong
& Drummond, 2020). Studies 2, 7, 10, 11, 16, 36, 64, 84, 103, 115, 147, 166, 197, 201, 251, and 285 focus on
such attitudes and address the extent and ways behaviour change occurs. For example, study 2 categorizes
attitudes toward using social media for health information into four types: connoisseurs, enthusiasts, loyalists, and
virtual friends, providing valuable insights into young people’s digital media literacy and interpretation of health
content. Studies 7, 10, 11, 147, and 166 identify a range of attitudes among young people, helping them discern the
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advantages and disadvantages of obtaining health information from social media and digital apps, noting generational
differences in perceiving social norms related to health information from influencers. Study 251 highlights young
participants’ reluctance to change ingrained habits, while studies 217 and 285 emphasize intrinsic motivations to
change lifestyle and eating behaviours. Social media accounts, especially influencers, can encourage positive
behaviours like incorporating nutritious foods and regular exercise, but can also contribute to unrealistic or extreme
attitudes (studies 36, 64, 83, 115). Studies 84, 115, and 194 report concrete changes in physical activity and dietary
patterns, concluding that social media and digital apps can affect young users’ attitudes towards a healthy diet and
physical activity. Motivational elements like reminders, prompts, gamification, goal setting, competition, and training
videos are effective, particularly for adolescents (studies 10, 16, 84, 103, 201; Stasinaki et al., 2021). Lastly, study 64
finds individuals seldom share diet advice from social media, whereas studies 11 and 115 note young people often
try to persuade peers and parents to adopt healthier habits.

Social Comparison

The issue of social comparison on social media, particularly concerning health, diet, and sports topics such
as body image and body positivity, has recently gained prominence and has elicited both criticism and support
(Cohen et al., 2021). A significant number of the studies included (studies 2, 7, 16, 125, 147, 173, 174, 184, 194,
201, 289) highlight that social media and digital app content promoting unrealistic health standards and physical
portrayals create social comparison risks and pressures on young people, potentially leading to low self-esteem and
body dissatisfaction. Young people feel significant pressure to meet unrealistic physical portrayals and standards
of health, diet, and sports (studies 2, 7, 125, 147, 174, 184). Competition and social comparison with friends become
more dangerous for young people, particularly those with lower digital media literacy (studies 16, 173, 201). These
findings align with two systematic reviews concluding that interaction with social media negatively affects body
image perception among young people due to their exposure to idealized images on these platforms (Holland
& Tiggemann, 2016; Fioravanti et al., 2022).

Product Promotion

Given that many brands continue to invest in digital technologies, particularly social media content producers,
to promote their products, it is vital to understand how young people perceive these recommendations, when
they begin to trust them, and at what point they follow the advice. In this context, only a few studies (studies 7,
11, 36, 43, and 289) address that product promotion is a significant issue negatively affecting young people’s
nutrition, health, and sports behaviours. Studies 11 and 289 emphasize that young people are increasingly aware
of manipulative product promotion on social media accounts related to health, diet, or sports, and thus approach
such content with greater caution. The promotion of unhealthy products, fitness supplements, and diet products for
weight loss is central to marketing to youth in the digital age (Dunlop et al., 2016). Transparency and verification
of product promotion and app funding, which may lead to an erosion of trust, have been addressed in studies 7,
36, and 43. These studies underline that a lack of transparency about sponsored content and potential conflicts
of interest can make young people sceptical of all health, diet, and sports information on social media and digital
apps. Nevertheless, due to the limited number of studies exploring this, we do not fully understand the extent
of young people’s awareness and their ability to critically evaluate whether health, diet, and sports-related content
is deliberately manipulated to sell products.
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Discussion

This systematic review offers an in-depth examination of young people’s interactions with digital health,
diet, and sports interventions via digital technologies, including social media. The results reveal the multifaceted
nature of these technology-based interventions, showcasing both well-known potential benefits and less-known
but notable risks associated with promoting healthy lifestyles among youth. The key findings of this study were
categorized into five areas: 1) Increased Awareness, Knowledge, 2) Hazards, Misinformation, and Credibility,
3) Attitudes and Behaviour Change, 4) Social Comparison, and 5) Product Promotion. Each of these categories has
been discussed in light of the data presented in the relevant results section above.

Increased awareness, knowledge and/or self-efficacy

This review highlights that, as expected and consistent with other systematic reviews, social media and digital
technologies have been utilized by young people to enhance their awareness, knowledge, and self-efficacy regarding
health, diet, and sports (Freeman et al., 2023; Raeside et al., 2024). These technologies are replacing traditional
methods and serve as significant mediums for information. However, the included studies do not sufficiently clarify
whether this increased awareness, knowledge, and self-efficacy are genuinely substantial or merely superficial
perceptions and buzzwords expressed by participants. Additionally, these studies often lack detailed insights into
the longevity and sustainability of these positive impacts over time. Neglecting any of the interconnected areas
of sport, health, or nutrition may result in an inadequate understanding of the impact of digital technologies and
social media, as a healthy lifestyle requires a balanced diet and physical activity. Future research should address
these three areas together for more reliable and accurate results. A recent study on TikTok (Dimitroyannis et al.,
2024) found that 56% of Generation Z in the United States use the platform for health and wellness advice, with
TikTok being the main source of information for one in three people. Alarmingly, one in eleven users reported health
problems after following advice from TikTok. This underscores the need for users to enhance their knowledge,
awareness, and self-efficacy, as the uncontrolled spread of misinformation on social media and digital technologies
poses significant health risks, including injuries and malnutrition.

Hazards, misinformation and credibility

In 2023, a systematic review by Freeman et al. (2023) highlighted that “social media involves a complex
interplay between trust in social media platforms, other users, and health content” (p. 703). Another systematic
review by Ho et al. (2024) focused on issues of anonymity, privacy, and confidentiality rather than the trustworthiness
and credibility of digital content. However, the current study reveals a significant increase in research questioning
the trustworthiness and credibility of such content. Key findings to consider in designing future studies, guidelines,
training, and policies include the prevalence of misinformation, its sources, factors provoking misinformation from
both producers and users, perceptions of users and content producers, the promotion of unreliable and misleading
products for commercial purposes, and perceived reliable sources. Although digital platforms, including social
media, offer significant opportunities for promoting a healthy lifestyle, physical activity, and a healthy diet, they also
pose substantial risks due to the proliferation of misinformation. To combat the uncontrolled circulation of unreliable
information, it is vital to foster users’ knowledge, awareness, and self-efficacy—that is, digital health, diet, and
sports literacy. While the included studies identify the volume of misinformation and suggest educating users, they
do not adequately address how users can become digitally literate to critically interpret such information or propose
user-friendly protective mechanisms tailored to the characteristics of today’s young generation.
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Attitudes and Behaviour Change

In light of the findings discussed, several studies have identified the significant impact of influencers on users’
health, diet, and sports recommendations. It is well-documented that celebrities, influencers, and elite athletes
can serve as role models and profoundly influence society. However, the mechanisms of this influence through
digital technologies, especially social media, within the context of health, diet, and sports information, remain
under-researched. A groundbreaking study by Pope and Rose (2024), published after this review's database
search, found that celebrities like Taylor Swift can help reduce body dissatisfaction and promote recovery from
eating disorders, thereby encouraging a healthy lifestyle. Conscious and systematic expressions, attitudes, and
behaviours of individuals capable of attracting large audiences can significantly contribute to these positive
outcomes. Conversely, careless, self-indulgent actions or the assumption that personal experiences are universally
applicable can have negative effects. Therefore, influencers should receive professional education or support in
these areas if they wish to share their opinions publicly or must act cautiously with their followers.

The findings of a systematic review by Afshin et al. (2016) concluded that social media and digital technologies
are more effective than traditional interventions in triggering behaviour changes related to a physically active
lifestyle, healthy diet, and healthy behaviours. The use of motivational elements such as reminders, goal setting,
and gamification promises to increase the usage of these technologies by young people. Moreover, cultural
differences significantly influence attitudes and behaviours towards digital technology content. However, a national
study in the USA found no significant ethnic or racial disparities in the use of social media for health information
(Chou et al., 2021). Cross-country comparative studies may provide more comprehensive insights into ethnic or
racial differences. Only study 164 among those reviewed explored the interaction of young people with digital
technologies and social media, but it overlooked how attitude and behaviour changes occur.

While digital technologies, including social media, can ignite positive attitude and behaviour changes such
as increased physical activity, healthy lifestyle, or diet, they may also lead to negative changes. Most studies
included in the review focused on positive changes, often ignoring potential negative changes. None of the studies
simultaneously addressed both positive and negative changes attributed to these digital technologies. The studies
reveal that while digital interventions show promise, some long-established daily habits are resistant to change
through digital means alone. Echoing Triptow et al.'s (2024) seminal study, attitudes towards the use of these
technologies can be categorized into connoisseurs, enthusiasts, loyalists, and virtual friends, but the degree
of transitivity between these categories remains unclear. Expanding on this categorization can strengthen our
understanding of young people’s engagement with digital technologies, including social media, and how behavioural
changes occur.

Social Comparison

A significant portion of the included studies highlighted that increased usage of digital technologies leads
to heightened social comparison (Tiggemann & Slater, 2013). This comparison and pressure often arise from
unrealistic standards of health, beauty, and idealized physical appearances portrayed on digital platforms,
particularly social media. Results indicate that such comparisons frequently result in low self-esteem and body
dissatisfaction among young people. Given that these platforms prioritize idealized, attractive, and popular content,
competition and social comparison with peers become more harmful, especially for those with lower digital media
literacy (Carah & Dobson, 2016; Widdows, 2024). A recent study found that Snapchat and Instagram have more
negative effects on social comparison than Facebook (Vandenbosch et al., 2022). Conversely, some studies
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suggest that body-positive content on social media can positively affect users under certain conditions, though it
should be approached cautiously as body positivity is often a contentious topic (Cohen et al., 2019; Vandenbosch
et al., 2022). Additionally, celebrities or influencers like Taylor Swift can help reduce body dissatisfaction and aid
in overcoming eating disorders, thereby supporting recovery and the adoption of a healthy lifestyle (Pope & Rose,
2024). This dichotomy necessitates further investigation into the extent to which content creators on social media
and digital platforms, especially influencers, are aware of theirimpact in this area. It remains insufficiently examined,
suggesting that studies addressing the attitudes, behaviors, perceptions, and opinions of both content producers
and their audiences could be beneficial.

Product Promotion

Sports, diet, or health professionals, celebrities, and social media influencers are frequently sponsored by
brands to promote their health, diet, or sports products (Johnson et al., 2021). This trend is driven by changing
media consumption behaviours and scepticism towards traditional advertising, fuelling the growth of influencer
marketing (Karagir et al., 2022). However, this systematic review reveals that only a limited number of studies
have investigated the impact of digital content involving product promotion on young people in the context of diet,
health, and sports. The promotion of unhealthy products, fithess supplements, and diet products for weight loss
is central to youth marketing in the digital age (Dunlop et al., 2016). For example, a study found that social media
often positively influences the buying behaviour of nutritional supplements (Renga, 2017), indicating young people’s
tendency to trust such platforms easily. However, this attitude can lead to serious health risks. Echoing De Regt
etal. (2020), trust is built by first providing verifiable facts and establishing relationships with experts and/or popular
influencers. Consequently, risky and unreliable information, especially for commercial purposes, is easily presented
to users, blending with accurate information. In other words, the main aim often revolves around selling products
or promoting sponsors, rather than fostering a healthy lifestyle, encouraging physical activity, or supporting healthy
dietary habits.

Gonclusion

This systematic review compiled 29 studies spanning 20 years (Supplementary Document 3), examining how
young people interact with digital health, diet, and sports interventions. The results highlight well-recognised benefits
of digital technologies; however, there remains a lack of consensus and limited consideration of significant risks
associated with promoting healthy lifestyles among youth. This implies that while digital technologies are valuable
resources for health, diet, and sport-related information, they may also propagate misinformation. In particular,
this study highlights that digital technologies enhance awareness, knowledge, and self-efficacy. Likewise, digital
technologies, including social media, play a crucial role in shaping young people’s attitudes and behaviours
regarding health, diet, and physical activity choices. While these technologies offer both risks and benefits, existing
findings provide limited insight into the mechanisms behind these behavioural changes, particularly over the long
term, underscoring the need for further research. In contrast, the findings indicate that these technologies pose
a significant risk of fostering social comparison and pressure among youth, which can result in dissatisfaction,
and mental-health problems. More critically, such dissatisfaction and mental health challenges can amplify the
likelihood of accepting misinformation about sport, diet, and health, without critical thinking, driven by the desire
to quickly achieve socially imposed ideals, such as a fit body. Similarly, the findings highlight that the reliability,
safety, and credibility of digital content related to diet, health, and sports present a potential risk and remain
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insufficiently explored in research. Lastly, results show that only few studies have examined the impact of digital
promotions of diet, health, and sports products on youth and comparisons with non-promotional content are lacking
in the literature. In conclusion, future studies should further investigate both the positive and negative aspects
of young people’s digital engagement. Given rapid developments in Al technologies, particularly generative Al like
ChatGPT-4, Gemini, or Lama, and their potential role in accessing information on diet, health, and sports (Sarag
etal., 2025), future studies should also examine how young people engage with these technologies. Furthermore, as
Al-generated content related to sports, health, and diet can be released on social media and other digital platforms,
it may be necessary to consider various legal measures, as such information can easily cause serious health risks,
injuries, or malnutrition.

Limitations

This systematic review has several limitations that must be acknowledged. Firstly, there is significant
heterogeneity in the methodologies of the included studies, which limits the ability to make direct comparisons
and draw definitive conclusions. This diversity includes variations in study design, participant demographics,
types of interventions, and outcome measures, resulting in a wide range of findings that may not be consistently
applicable. Secondly, publication bias is a potential concern. Despite comprehensive search strategies, relevant
unpublished studies or studies published in non-indexed journals may have been missed, potentially leading to an
overestimation of the effectiveness of mobile applications and social media interventions in promoting health, diet,
and sports lifestyles among young people. Thirdly, the quality of the included studies varied considerably. While
some studies were robust and well-conducted, others lacked rigorous methodological designs, such as randomized
controlled trials, adequate sample sizes, and long-term follow-ups. These methodological shortcomings can affect
the reliability and validity of the findings. Additionally, different studies focused on varying metrics for evaluating the
effectiveness of interventions, making it complex to extract best practices or guidelines. Standardization in reporting
would enhance the comparability and synthesis of findings in future research. Consequently, the studies included
in this review may not fully capture the latest trends and innovations in these technologies, limiting the applicability
of the findings to current practices.
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