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Abstract This work aimed at identifying, de-
scribing and analyzing news content associated
with Google search cycles linked to eight types of
diet: ketogenic; moon; protein; soup; detox; points;
paleo; and Dukan. They were selected because
they were pointed out by Google Trends® (GT)
as the most often associated with the term “diet”.
The content of sites linked to the highest search
peaks was pointed out by Google News®. The vol-
ume of search attempts for diets was estimated
by the GT with region filters (Brazil) and theme
(Health) considering the period from 01/01/2012
to 01/01/2017. Results: hits portray ephemeral
cycles, with hundreds of peaks and declining in-
terest in the eight fad diets. The emphasis is on
guidelines for quick weight loss in favor of optimal
health as a proxy for an esthetic ideal. The scale of
the risks associated with the more restrictive diets
is often quoted and validated by expert informa-
tion. The exposure and influence of the opinion
of celebrities reporting their dietary experiences
stand out. Contrary to the ideal of moderation,
variety, and balance, fad diets portray the pressure
for food self-control as a resource for building an
idealized body typified by celebrity images.
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Introduction

The internet has become an abundant and acces-
sible source of health information in the midst
of which many issues of food and nutrition have
been placed at a distinctive level of exposure and
concern'?. Access to sufficient information seems
to shape demands and establish gaps in the idea
of healthy eating® because of the quantity, diver-
sity and centrality of certain types of information
widely available to specialists, lay consumers and
health content replicators®. In this field, informa-
tion on diets — whether for weight loss, detoxifi-
cation, control of morbid conditions or similar
purpose — fill hundreds of thousands of sites with
contents that seek to attend to various types of
fruition®.

Increasingly sophisticated algorithms have
been developed in recent years to analyze search
trends for words and terms in Google, as a proxy
for the cycles of collective interest directed to cer-
tain subjects. The massive volume of data pro-
duced by georeferenced daily search attempts
(i.e. search attempts associated with specific re-
gions) registered by Google Trends (GT — https://
www.google.com/trends) can provide insightful
insights into what, where and when (as well as
associated with what) are linked to search at-
tempts of a given population — a term already
consecrated in the literature as seeking behav-
ior®!2 Search trends can — in a simple, transpar-
ent and inexpensive way — predict the present in
a variety of ways and under several aspects, by
providing support for the analysis of sociocultur-
al phenomena seldom studied by such means"2.
Several authors perceive that estimates of the
volume of public health search attempts appear
promising concerning cultural aspects relevant
to the formulation of public policies, comple-
menting and broadening the understanding of
existing databases* . Until recently, the study of
search terms swings was used solely by market-
ing specialists, for marketing purposes, in order
to identify product consumption trends in col-
lateral associations with elements of the fruition
culture. However, the so-called search behavior
has also proved useful in outlining time series
that indicate cycles of collective interest (CCI)
driven by fashions, rumors, journalistic material
and, above all, the behavior of influential celeb-
rities”’*. Although of limited value in the quali-
tative analysis of socially constructed meanings,
it is sensitive to influences related to themes of
collective health interest, in the role of markers
of ephemeral cultural phenomena and, therefore,

under-dimensioned?®**. Thus, this work aimed
to identify, describe and analyze news content
associated with peaks of interest in fad diets, by
examining the role played by social actors under
the media lenses on the consumption of infor-
mation in this field.

Methods

Google Trends (GT) shows estimates that allow
you to size up search trends on topics of inter-
est broken down into geographical boundaries
(states, countries, or worldwide); thematic cate-
gories (health, science, news, travel among oth-
ers) as well as temporal delimitations (specific
periods, last five years, last week, and so forth).
The GT algorithms normalize data from a total
number of search attempts in a particular region/
period on a scale ranging from 0 (search volume
less than 1% regarding the peak of popularity)
to 100 (peak hits) shown as Relative Search Vol-
umes (RSV).

By definition, RSVs are always smaller than
100 (Y-axes of charts), depicting search attempts
in relative values, comparable to higher-access
volumes over a period. The representation in
proportions corrects the absolute number of
search attempts considering a swinging number
of Internet accesses in a given region. The meth-
odology used by the GT is described in detail on
its website® as well as in several other works of
the literature'+?'-%,

The fad diets were chosen based on bibli-
ographical reviews and lay literature, also con-
sidering the stories and news associated with the
term diet by Google Trends. A clean search was
performed in the data collection after deleting
navigation data and cookies that could influence
the search history. The eight diets with the high-
est visibility were chosen, that is, the ones that
returned with sufficient data volume to the anal-
ysis: ketogenic diet; moon diet; protein diet; soup
diet; detox diet; points diet; Dukan diet and paleo
(Paleolithic) diet. We selected search terms — in
Brazilian Portuguese — that refer specifically to
these diets in the forms of spelling that generated
the most substantial results (e.g., the term paleo
diet was used for search attempts on paleolithic
diet), as usually described in other works. Di-
ets cycles were searched from the last 261 weeks
(from January 01, 2012 to January 01, 2017) with
region filters (Brazil) and subject topic (Health).
The data were imported as CSV files (Com-
ma-separated values) for spreadsheets (MS Ex-



cel®) and the annual means with standard devia-
tions and trend lines (second-order polynomials)
were calculated there. Diet curves were tabulated
in eight independent series, knowing that GT
produces results comparing access curves to the
most famous peak — which could underestimate
the estimates of less popular diets.

News items (Chart 1) related to the study ob-
ject were also analyzed. The same search descrip-
tors were used for the diets to select the stories,
and the first four news items mentioned in Goo-
gle News® were included in the search in the peak
search periods of each fad diet, also considering
those that preceded the search peaks by up to two
days, totaling 32 news items.

The option of Google tools was based on
their technical and innovation possibilities in ap-
proaching the proposed theme. Also, as pointed
out in ranking surveys of Alexa® — Web analytics
services provider — this is the most accessed site
in Brazil and the world to search for information
through direct access via Google.com.br or Goo-
gle.com.

Results and discusion

The relative volume of search attempts
of the diets and cycles of attention

The most evident results — somewhat famil-
iar to all diets — point to fleeting interest, with
no CCIs sustained for long periods (Figures
1 to 8). There are numerous peaks of access to
each diet that express the ephemeral nature of
interest (usually linked to weight loss) and not
committed to sustained hegemonic attention. In
general, peaks of attention occur mainly between
September and January, eminently in the months
nearing the year-end, which could be described
as a kind of summer effect or end of year festiv-
ities effect.

The ketogenic diet had a slow upward trend
line with dozens of sporadic peaks with the high-
est concentration in the last months of 2016 be-
tween 247" and 255" week (Figure 1). All of the
stories associated with these peaks refer to weight
loss. This diet is categorized as restrictive — rich
in fats, low in carbohydrates and minimally ade-
quate in proteins®® and was described in the 1920s
as a supplementary alternative to the control of
epilepsy, especially in the treatment of refractory
epilepsy in childhood®!.

The moon diet evidenced a slightly declining
trend punctuated by sporadic RSV peaks, espe-

cially between the 114" and 204™ week and the
end of 2016 (Figure 2). The moon diet presup-
poses the influence of the lunar cycle on body flu-
ids and the need to adjust the diet to each phase
change — which implies exclusive consumption
of juices, soups and liquids for 24 hours in 4
days per month** with the promise of a month-
ly loss of 4 kg. Also, the stories indicate that you
should stop eating when you feel satiated and
not consume any food after 6 pm. In the waning
phases, practitioners must drink much water to
eliminate the toxins*. Anyway, the guidelines are
generalized and — which is a common point with
others —this is their limitation in meeting indi-
vidual demands.

The protein diet — although with significant
peaks of RSVs around the 44™ week (in 2012)
shows a decreasing trend curve over the years
(Figure 3). As the ketogenic, this restrictive diet
modality recommends the semi-unrestricted
consumption of foods such as fatty meats, but-
ter and other dairy products, limiting the daily
intake of carbohydrates to less than 30g*. Weight
loss would be related to the thermogenic effect
of protein metabolism* and the ketogenic na-
ture of this diet* — derived from the assumptions
established in 1970 by Dr. Atkins*: emphatic re-
striction of carbohydrates and recommendation
of high protein intake. The stories related to the
diet did not show specific descriptions of their
composition, but cite their effects and possible
variations:

I lost 11kg with the protein diet. I implemented
it strictly for three months until I achieved a weight
of 48kg (she’s 1.70m tall)*.

Far less radical than the original created by Dr.
Atkins, the high biological value protein diet reduc-
es carbohydrate intake, rather than purely abolish-
ing them, as well as limits fat consumption, rather
than free pass...*s.

In this case, a variation of the original protein
diet (by Dr. Atkins) is shown, in which the prefer-
ence for proteins of high biological value and less
restriction of carbohydrates is recommended,
to fight against adverse effects of the tradition-
al diet, such as dizziness, weariness and memory
lapses*.

Interest in the soup diet (Figure 4) also
showed a declining trend line of its cycles of at-
tention after high initial RSVs (more frequent
access in 2012, in the 25" week). The reports in-
dicated on the websites indicate that this dietary
proposal was elaborated by researchers from the
University of Sdo Paulo for patients with heart
problems who had to lose weight to perform
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Figure 1. Cycles of attention of the ketogenic diet.
Source: Google Trends, 2017.
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Figure 2. Cycles of attention of the moon diet.

Source: Google Trends, 2017.

surgical procedures®. Studies done with Asian
and European populations have revealed a rela-
tionship between soup consumption and a lower
risk of obesity and overweight, suggesting that

this balanced diet provides health benefits*>*. It
recommends the intake of soups at least twice a
day (mainly lunch and dinner) for a certain pe-
riod* in which the consumption of some fruits,
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Figure 3. Cycles of attention of the protein diet.

Source: Google Trends, 2017.
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Figure 4. Cycles of attention of the soup diet.

Source: Google Trends, 2017.

vegetables, meats, juices and teas without sugar is
acceptable®.

Regarding the points diet, lower access with
a downward trend curve from significant initial
peaks (Figure 5) was observed. This diet does not

restrict the consumption of specific foods or nu-
trients as long as the daily stipulated daily limit™
assigned to each food is not exceeded. One of the
definitions available in the virtual environment is
as follows: The points diet is well known because
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Figure 5. Cycles of attention of the detox diet.

Source: Google Trends, 2017.
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Figure 6. Cycles of attention of the paleo diet.

Source: Google Trends, 2017.

you can eat what you want. For those who are on
a diet, knowing that one can do this, wanting to
eat and being able to eat is hard to believe. The
only thing that is not allowed is eating trans-fat
foods™. It is worth noting that, in a study by San-

tana et al.*, the points diet was among the most
frequently found on the internet.

Unlike the others, the detox diet aroused keen
interest in short periods: the most expressive was
at the 97 week and two more at the 198" and
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Figure 8. Cycles of attention of the Dukan diet.

Source: Google Trends, 2017.

206" week (Figure 6). Detox diets assume short-
term restrictive practices aimed at eliminating
toxins from the body for weight loss and health
promotion®. Detoxification strategies have ex-
isted for thousands of years in different cultures

and the guidelines range from absolute fasting
diets to juice-based diets™.

The Dukan diet, on the other hand, had ini-
tially increasing RSV between the 78% and 99"
week although, from there, a trend line drop with
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short sporadic peaks (Figure 7) is noted. While
it has a more procedural characteristic than oth-
er fad diets, the Dukan diet also prescribes low
amounts of carbohydrates and high protein val-
ue’”. It originated from the Dukan method that
was proposed by nutrologist doctor Pierre Du-
kan from studies carried out in the last 40 years®.
It is based on four phases. The first phase (attack)
lasts from 3 to 7 days and consumes only pro-
teins — without quantitative restriction. There is
a recommended intake of 2 liters of water and 20
minutes of walking. In phase 2 (cruise), besides
recommendations of phase 1, one adds vegeta-
bles to the menu and a 30-minute walk is rec-
ommended. Phase 3 (consolidation) lasts days,
and one is allowed to consume protein, vegeta-
bles, two fruits per day, two slices of whole grain
bread, 40g of cheese, two weekly servings of car-
bohydrates, such as pasta, and two weekly gala
meals, with one starter, one main course, a des-
sert and a drink [...] is allowed every 25-minute
walk®). Phase 4 (stabilization) should be contin-
uous — lasts for the rest of one’s life and one can
normally eat — as long as three rules are observed:
consuming only protein on Thursdays; doing at
least a 20-minute walk daily and use stairs in-
stead of elevators and consume three tablespoons
of oat bran®.

In the aforementioned definition, especially
since it appears as a ritual with prospects of life-
long continuity, the Dukan diet seems to be ap-
proaching the presuppositions of dietary re-edu-
cation. Also, it has a clear association of the diet
with the prescription of regular physical activi-
ty — a combination considered as pillars for the
construction of the idealized body, as observed
by Santos.

The paleo diet has been the subject of in-
creasing search attempts in the last years of 2016
with a peak of interest in the last week of the se-
ries (Figure 8). The Paleolithic diet is a reference
to the diet model of modern men, prescribing
a nutritional standard based on plants and wild
animals consumed over 10,000 years ago®'. In
this case, there would be no restriction related
to the proportion of macronutrients, for exam-
ple, but to the type of food. It is recommended
to avoid foods that were not consumed by our
ancestors, such as cereals (wheat, rice, rye, oats,
and so forth); legumes (beans, grains, lentils, and
so forth); dairy products: (milk, yogurt, cheese,
cream); fats: (vegetable oil and margarine) and
processed products®.

Contradicting some scientific statements that
affirm the unhealthiness of fad diets, especially

because of their restrictive nature®*, the Paleo-
lithic diet is cited in one of the stories as a protec-
tive factor for some diseases:

The Paleolithic diet can bring long-term bene-
fits in obesity-related problems, including reducing
the risk of diabetes and cardiovascular diseases,
explains study author Caroline Blomquist, of the
University of Umea, Sweden®.

The main restriction is the intake of pro-
cessed foods, which, according to the Food Guide
for the Brazilian Population®, should have limit-
ed consumption, emphasizing the preference for
fresh or minimally processed foods. However, the
story reinforces the controlling character of di-
ets with the total ban of a particular food group
while bringing the idea of continuity of such a
long-term diet in order to achieve its benefits.

Diets as risk, dietary re-education as creed
and celebrities

Unlike dietary management as a recom-
mended therapeutic procedure based on sci-
entific evidence that legitimizes it and, in some
way, institutionalizes the decision-making about
the pertinence of its uses, the choice for fad diets
usually takes on a private nature and is an indi-
vidual responsibility.

Thus, with the problem set, the consumer
would have to decide on the weights of risks and
their rewards —living... and managing risks®; as a
price required to follow the contemporary values
of society (risk, show, control, networks, informa-
tion, and so forth), the consumer always assumes
provisional decisions, pending new information
on new and emerging diets. As described by Gid-
dens, in reflexive modernity, social practices are
constantly examined and reformed in the light of
renewed data about these very practices, thereby
altering their nature®).

Despite the efforts to minimize the risks,
these are inherent to the restrictive diets seen in
the virtual environment. In general, with differ-
ent designs, fad diets refer to the need for diet
self-control — or self-interdiction — as a way of
building the body desired and saturated with im-
ages of celebrities who show them as a result of
their experiences.

In the last decades, body dissatisfaction seems
to have increased exponentially, especially among
women who adhere blindly to restrictive food ab-
stention®, self-control mechanisms immersed in
a setting in which dietary and body marketing
discourses exert an intense influence on con-
struction (sometimes, paradoxically, producing



destruction) of the subjects’ identity®. In addi-
tion to the body’s physical form, a healthy diet
should contribute to the symbolic construction
of the subjects’ well-being with themselves —, so-
cial acceptance and the construction of happiness
itself® are sought in the reflexive construction of
the body; however, healthy eating concepts often
assume normative, essentially energetic-quanti-
tative aspects.

Authors™”" point out that understanding the
interfaces between food and health requires the
analysis of political, socio-cultural and nutri-
tional realms that may even diverge on what is
considered good or not for the body. However, in
modernity, nutritional rationality is highlighted
in the elaboration of definitions of healthy eat-
ing, although related practices are more distant
from the world of life™

As an essential imperative to asceticism to
achieve the ideal body, the idea of a diet as part
of a temporary ritual finds its contrast with the
perennial creed in dietary re-education — which
is vaguely found in statements about the Dukan
diet and detox diet.

The detox is implemented for a certain period,
which is followed by dietary re-education [...] Sev-
eral types of detox diets are available. The tradi-
tional detox is lactose-free, gluten-free and animal
protein-free. That is, no milk and dairy products,
no food based on wheat flour, barley, oats, and no
meat whatsoever.

Regarding the moon diet, Google News®
pointed out the story: André Marques sobre ciru-
rgia para emagrecer: Eu ia morrer (Free transla-
tion: André Marques on weight loss surgery: I was
going to die)™. In the interview, the host lists his
unsuccessful attempts (including the moon diet)
at losing weight before undergoing bariatric sur-
gery. [...] I had tried all the methods you can think
of. Orthomolecular diet, moon diet, a glass of water
under the sink. I took all the medications that you
can think of™*. However, in some of the stories on
the moon diet, nutritionists’ opinions are dis-
missed as a paradox: Unfortunately, the moon diet
is not approved by scientists and nutritionists, but
remains an effective and healthy method*.

As already mentioned, stories — especially those
that encourage adherence to dietary rites, or the
consumption of products or foods — often refer to
celebrities in their titles. The experience of the cul-
tural icons of the perfect body is often conjured. Of
the 32 news items selected, only 12 did not refer di-
rectly to the diets of models, actors, actresses, hosts,
sportsmen or former participants of reality shows.
Although the dissemination of health information

through celebrities is not necessarily detrimental,
one should consider other variables. According to
Rayner”, several Australian celebrities get media
attention because of personal experiences related
to the conditions of they had been victims. In this
context, they also manage to catch the attention
by taking on concerns about the prevention of
ills — and seize the opportunity to market prod-
ucts enhanced by the celebrity status. In general,
the contribution of celebrities in this field is dis-
cussed in the scientific setting, especially in the
field of public interventions for disease preven-
tion’. The participation of famous people asso-
ciated with product marketing is far from being
considered a health promoter because it ends
up referring to the consumption incentive”. We
notice that the content of the stories presented
to the search process is related to the aesthetics
referring to reductionist and medicalized health
conceptions — focused on biological aspects.

In the contents directed to health promo-
tion, one perceives the more significant presence
of professional opinions and results of scientific
studies. In this respect, it is worth reflecting on
professional action, since professionals them-
selves can foster the consumption of health in-
formation and services, which, depending on
their level of involvement in daily practices, may
characterize medicalization” — a process in which
issues that are not necessarily medical problems
are treated as such, usually interpreted as diseases
or disorders”.

In the field of Food and Nutrition, this idea
can be translated by the aforementioned nutri-
tional rationality””: dietary practices attentive
to the permanent care in maintaining the bal-
ance of nutrients in food to the detriment of
the pleasure of eating and the values with which
the food marks the social interaction associated
with it. Viana et al.” place the nutritionist’s role
as a medicalizer when the sphere of prevention
is sidelined to give way to strict dietary inter-
ventions — always supported by the media — that
convert the risk into quasi-disease in the admin-
istration of daily living through health standards.

In some stories, the realm of food dangers is
sensationalistically conjured. It also allows us to
observe what is understood by some authors as
commoditization of science®, a process by which
scientific knowledge, in the midst of power plays,
is used in favor of market interests. While at the
service of a capitalist perspective, science would
be geared to the development of products that
meet the consumption needs” of social groups,
and these needs are often built from economic
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marketing strategies in which food products can
be easily observed.

Final considerations

Google Trends has proved to be a relevant tool in
the analysis of interests on health issues and an
alternative for researching the vast field of studies
that is the Internet.

Expert opinion and celebrity exposure is rei-
fied by fad diets, which assume similarities and
differences from which they swing in the vast
symbolic market of healthy eating. The novelties
— whether in the form of differentiated regimens,
changes in meal intervals, or changes in dietary

balance — add symbolic value effectively in arous-
ing the interest of Internet users for healthy, fast
weight-loss diets. The consumption of this type
of information well reflects values central to
the liquid society described by Bauman®, based
on consumerism and the incessant and uncon-
trollable need to generate and supply desires. It
reveals the immediacy of consumers in search
of the ephemeral in the midst of the marketing
cycles applied by digital marketing, such as di-
etary AIDAs (Attention, Interest, Desire, Action),
whose products will guide new search attempts
and new desires in a succeeding generation.
Further studies are required to investigate
consumers’ repercussions of this information con-
sumption on their daily lives and eating practices.
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