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The Center for Countering Digital Hate works to stop the spread of online hate and 
disinformation through innovative research, public campaigns and policy advocacy. 

Our mission is to protect human rights and civil liberties online.  

Social media platforms have changed the way we communicate, build and maintain 
relationships, set social standards, and negotiate and assert our society’s values. In the 
process, they have become safe spaces for the spread of hate, conspiracy theories and 
disinformation.  

Social media companies erode basic human rights and civil liberties by enabling the 
spread of online hate and disinformation.  

At CCDH, we have developed a deep understanding of the online harm landscape, 
showing how easily hate actors and disinformation spreaders exploit the digital 
platforms and search engines that promote and profit from their content.  

We are fighting for better online spaces that promote truth, democracy, and are safe 
for all. Our goal is to increase the economic and reputational costs for the platforms 
that facilitate the spread of hate and disinformation. 

If you appreciate this report, you can donate to CCDH at counterhate.com/donate. 
In the United States, Center for Countering Digital Hate Inc is a 501(c)(3) charity. In 
the United Kingdom, Center for Countering Digital Hate Ltd is a non-profit company 
limited by guarantee.  

https://donate.counterhate.com/page/88254/donate/1?ea.tracking.id=ccdh-report
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This report investigates YouTube’s video recommendation system for 13-year-olds 
based in the UK. It follows CCDH’s earlier report, YouTube’s Anorexia Algorithm, which 
investigated YouTube recommendations for 13-year-olds based in the US.i 

Content Warning: Eating Disorders, self-harm, suicide 
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Imagine you’re a 13-year-old girl who just created a YouTube account. You watch a 
video promoting eating disorders. It’s the first time you’ve encountered such content. 

What does YouTube’s algorithm do? It starts recommending more harmful videos, 
sometimes even content about self-harm and suicide. 

CCDH’s disturbing new findings show that YouTube’s algorithm is pushing young girls to 
watch videos glorifying skeletal bodies and promoting extreme diets that could lead to 
fatal consequences. 

YouTube’s algorithm is sending teenage girls into a dangerous rabbit hole that could 
have dangerous consequences. 

YouTube must fix its algorithm and stop hurting teens.  
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Executive Summary 

This study examines YouTube video recommendations to teenage girls in the UK 

• In this study, our researchers repeated the experiment of loading video 
recommendations shown to a fictional UK-based 13-year-old user watching a 
video about eating disorders for the first time.ii 

• Researchers analyzed a total of 100 recommendations that were collected by 
simulating the experience of a 13-year-old user based in the UK. 

• This approach mirrors that used in CCDH’s previous report, titled “YouTube’s 
Anorexia Algorithm”, but focuses on teens in the UK rather than the US.iii 

1 in 4 recommendations to UK teens were for harmful eating disorder videos 

• Instead of diverting UK 13-year-olds away from eating disorder content, our 
analysis shows that YouTube recommends harmful eating disorder videos. 

• Our analysis of 100 YouTube video recommendations to UK 13-year-olds shows: 
o 1 in 4 (26) were for harmful eating disorder contentiv 
o Over half (58) were for content related to eating disorders or weight lossv 

Harmful videos were recommended to teens despite breaching YouTube’s own policies 

• Harmful eating disorder videos recommended to UK 13-year-olds in our analysis 
breached YouTube’s policies, which forbid some types of eating disorder 
content. 

• Examples of videos that researchers judged to breach YouTubes policies: 
o “What I Eat in a Day” video showing extreme calorie restrictionvi 
o “Thinspiration” video presenting skeletal bodies as inspiringvii 
o ABC “Anorexia Boot Camp” diet video about 0-500 calorie extreme dietviii 

YouTube profits from ads placed next to harmful eating disorder content 

• Ads for brands such as L’Oréal and Ralph Lauren were shown next to videos 
containing harmful eating disorder content when viewed from the UK.ix 

YouTube fails to act on 74% of harmful content reported by a UK account 

• We flagged 23 harmful eating disorder videos to measure YouTube’s response. 
• After two weeks, YouTube failed to remove, age restrict or label 17 of the 23 

reported videos.x 
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1. YouTube claims it age restricts or removes eating disorder content 

YouTube claims to remove or age-restrict eating disorder content that could be 
harmful.xi However, the platform's algorithm remains largely opaque, making it difficult to 
verify these policy claims without impact studies like this one. Our report shows that 
YouTube is not enforcing their policies effectively. 

YouTube claims that it removes harmful eating disorder content 

In April 2023, YouTube updated its policies to prohibit a wider range of eating disorder 
content.xii The platform now claims to remove the following content, which we refer to 
as “harmful eating disorder content” throughout this report: 

• “Content promoting or glorifying...eating disorders”xiii 
• “Instructions on how to... engage in eating disorders”xiv 
• “Content about eating disorders that feature imitable behavior” including, 

“disordered eating behaviors, such as purging after eating or severely restricting 
calories” and “weight-based bullying in the context of eating disorders”xv 

YouTube claims it age-restricts eating disorder content 

YouTube’s updated policies also introduced age restrictions on videos relating to eating 
disorders.xvi Under the policy, certain videos about eating disorders that contain 
“educational, documentary, scientific or artistic context” or discuss “disordered eating 
behaviors in the context of recovery” will not be available to viewers under 18.xvii 

YouTube claims it promotes “responsible” and “authoritative” recommendations 

Outside of its specific policies on eating disorder content, YouTube claims that its 
video recommendations are “responsible”, and that the platform takes the "additional 
step” of recommending “authoritative” videos on themes such as medical and scientific 
information, with more authoritative videos receiving greater prominence in 
recommendations.xviii 

YouTube recognizes that weight loss content can harm teens 

YouTube claims it safeguards teen users against repeat recommendations for “content 
that compares physical features and [...] idealizes specific fitness levels or body 
weights”.xix YouTube acknowledges that a single video may be harmless but “could be 
problematic for some teens if viewed in repetition”.xx For these reasons, YouTube claims 
to have started limiting repeat recommendations for such videos in the US and 
promised to include more countries into 2024.xxi 
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2. YouTube recommends eating disorder videos to UK teens 

YouTube is recommending harmful eating disorder videos to accounts with a stated 
age of 13, according to our study simulating recommendations served to UK children. 

To study YouTube’s recommendation algorithm, we created a new YouTube account 
posing as a 13-year-old girl based in the UK. We then analysed the first ten videos that 
YouTube recommended to the account next to ten known eating disorder videos, 
placing each of the total 100 recommendations into one of the four following 
categories: 

• Harmful eating disorder content 
• Other eating disorder content 

• Weight loss content 
• Other content unrelated to eating disorders or weight loss 

Our analysis of 100 recommendations made to a 13-year-old YouTube account found 
that: 

• 1 in 4 (26) were for harmful eating disorder content breaching YouTube’s policies 
• Over half (58) were for content related to eating disorders or weight loss 

 

 

  



 

   
 

9 

3. Examples of harmful content recommended to UK 13-year-olds 

This section contains examples of videos classified as harmful eating disorder content 
that were recommended to an account appearing to belong to a 13-year-old girl based 
in the UK during our testing. Videos classified this way were judged by researchers to 
breach YouTube’s policies on eating disorder content. 

Example 1: ED WIEIAD (Eating Disorder What I Eat In A Day) 

This video contains the terms “ed wieiad” in its title, meaning “Eating Disorder What I 
Eat In A Day”.xxii In the video, the creator describes herself as a “teenage girl” and details 
what she ate over the course of a day.xxiii She discusses how she tries to avoid pressure 
to eat from her mother and calculates her total calorie count for the day, which comes 
to just 895. General guidelines suggest calorie intake should not fall below 1,200 a day 
in women or 1,500 a day in men, nor should it dip below 1,200 in teens.xxiv 
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Example 2: ABC Diet (Anorexia Boot Camp Diet) 

In the following video, a user details their second day on the so-called “anorexia boot 
camp diet” (ABC diet), a 30-day regimen that is intended to ‘induce’ anorexia by 
imposing daily limits of 0-500 calories.xxv The ABC diet can lead to malnutrition, muscle 
loss, hair loss, a weakened immune system, and potential long-term damage to vital 
organs.xxvi 

In the video, the user says she ate under 500 calories that day. She also demonstrates 
extreme “thinspo” images, explaining that she printed them at home when her parents 
were not looking.xxvii 
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Example 3: Thinspo (Thinspiration) 

This “thinspo” video, which is over ten years old and is still available on YouTube, 
contains images of ultra-thin bodies and Tumblr memes glorifying thinness.xxviii The 
uploader’s username contains the term “ana”, which is often used as a reference to 
anorexia.xxix 
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Example 4: Extreme exercise and diet regime 

This video, with “tw/ed” in the title, meaning “trigger warning / eating disorder”, is of a 
user documenting a day in which she only ate a small bowl of fruit, some trail mix, and a 
coffee, while also walking 50,000 steps – putting her at an extreme calorie deficit for 
the day.xxx 
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4. User comments on videos encourage disordered eating 

Videos recommended to the UK 13-year-old account we created for testing frequently 
carried comments that encouraged or glamorized disordered eating. 

For example, one user commented under a “body goals” compilation video saying: 
“Added to my thinspo playlist. Thanks for feeding my ED”.xxxi The creator of the video 
liked the comment. 

 

On another video, which details how someone lost 100 pounds over a couple of months 
with extreme dieting, a user commented “this is so ed core I might have to start 
starving again”.xxxii 

 

Comments under a TikTok compilation of extremely thin women tagged as #thinspo 
include: “I guess I need to starve myself again” and “when you try to make yourself look 
like theses girls but ur mom forces you to eat”.xxxiii
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Another comment emphasizes the frustration that one user feels based on their own 
experience of YouTube’s recommendations. The user states that they have recently 
recovered from an eating disorder and that “looking at these videos or even having 
them suggested to me is extremely triggering I need to know how to block these 
channels please I am begging someone to help me”.xxxiv The comment appears under a 
video which shows a girl eating just 720 calories over the course of a day.  
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5. YouTube profits from ads on harmful eating disorder content 

Our research also indicates that YouTube is profiting from ads displayed near harmful 
eating disorder content, including ads for brands such as Ralph Lauren and L’Oreal, 
when using the UK account created for this study.  

Accessing YouTube from the UK, researchers loaded videos and captured examples of 
ads shown near them. The example ads in this section were displayed near content that 
was assessed by researchers to breach YouTube’s policies on eating disorders. 

Note on advertisers: This section is not intended to criticize brands whose ads may 
be served on content without their knowledge or control. 

 
Example 1: Ralph Lauren 

The video below features an ad from Ralph Lauren.xxxv The video is a “body goals” 
compilation that features extremely slim bodies and contains the hashtags “#thinspo” 
and “#edtwt” – meaning Eating Disorder Twitter.xxxvi 
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Example 2: L’Oréal 

This video featured an ad from L’Oréal.xxxvii The video consists of a vlog documenting 
what a girl eats over several days, amounting to extreme calorie restriction.xxxviii The 
video’s creator describes herself as “girl with an ed... trying to make it in today’s 
society”.    
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6. YouTube fails to act on 74% of harmful eating disorder videos 

YouTube failed to act on 17 out of a sample of 23 harmful eating disorder videos (74%) 
within two weeks of them being reported to the platform. The videos in the sample 
were identified as part of our analysis of video recommendations in this study and were 
assessed by researchers to have violated YouTube’s policies.  

YouTube’s policies claim to prohibit content glorifying eating disorders or featuring 
“imitable behavior,” such as purging, severe calorie restriction, or weight-based bullying 
related to eating disorders.xxxix 

To test YouTube’s response, researchers used the platform’s own reporting tools to flag 
the harmful content using the UK-based account we created for this study. For each 
video, they flagged the video and submitted a short description explaining how it 
breached YouTube's policies.  

One week after reporting, five videos were unavailable: three were made private by their 
creator, and two were removed by YouTube. Additionally, one video had a crisis 
resource panel added. Two weeks after we reported the content, there had been no 
additional actions taken. Therefore, our test shows that YouTube failed to act on 17 
videos, leaving 74% of videos with no action taken. 

Notably, YouTube’s reporting tools do not have a specific option for eating disorder 
content, making it difficult to report this type of harmful content effectively.xl When 
reporting videos, users are asked to choose from a list of categories and subcategories 
including “suicide and self-injury” and “misinformation”, but no option addresses eating 
disorders directly.  

YouTube’s Response One week after reporting Two weeks after reporting 
No Action 74% 74% 
Removed 22% 22% 
Age-Restricted 0% 0% 
Crisis Panel Added 4% 4% 

 
Note: Some of the videos in this report were flagged more than once to YouTube by 
CCDH. This is because there was some overlap in the samples of recommended videos 
across CCDH’s separate studies on eating disorder video recommendations to teens in 
the US and EU.xli 
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7. Recommendations  

Addressing Harmful Eating Disorder Content Through the UK’s Online Safety Act  

The UK’s online safety regulation will begin to be enforced in 2025. The Online Safety 
Act (2023) requires that social media platforms like YouTube provide a higher level of 
protection for children than adults and specifies categories of content that is harmful 
to children like self-harm and eating disorder promotion.xlii  

For large platforms like YouTube that are likely to be accessed by children, under the 
OSA, YouTube will need to prevent users from accessing eating disorder content. The 
videos examined in this report will likely be considered ‘primary priority’ content 
harmful to children under the OSA, meaning YouTube will be required to institute highly 
effective age verification technology and apply protective measures to its 
recommender systems to ensure that children are not recommended this content. As 
demonstrated in our research, YouTube clearly has work to do to ensure children are 
not accessing or, further, being algorithmically recommended this content.  

Under the OSA, not only must YouTube have policies in place against the promotion of 
harmful eating disorder content, but they must also enforce those rules. CCDH has 
repeatedly demonstrated that YouTube has failed to enforce their rules against the 
promotion of eating disorders. If YouTube fails to follow its own standards and its 
algorithm repeatedly promotes content which violates its policies, there are serious 
questions for compliance with the UK’s online safety rules which need to be answered.  

YouTube Doesn’t Have to Wait to Make Their Platform Safe 

While CCDH supports these requirements and looks forward to their thorough 
enforcement by Ofcom, just because the regulations are not yet enforced does not 
mean platforms should wait to protect children. YouTube appears incapable of 
preventing the prevalence and recommendation of this content, despite knowing these 
requirements will soon be in force. 
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Appendix: Methodology 

This report builds on our investigation into YouTube’s recommendation of eating 
disorder content to teen accounts in the US.xliii Following a similar methodology, we have 
found evidence that YouTube is similarly recommending eating disorder content to UK 
teens. 

For this research, we carried out ten simulations of a UK teen account encountering an 
eating disorder video for the first time. We then collected and analyzed the top ten 
recommendations from each of these simulations, allowing us to analyze a sample of 
100 video recommendations. 

How we set up ten simulations of YouTube’s recommendation system 

YouTube’s “Up Next” recommendation panel appears on the right-hand side of the 
screen when a video is playing.xliv Our experiment focused on identifying the type of 
videos that YouTube recommends in situations where the user has already started 
watching a video that might suggest an interest in eating disorders.   

To test this, we collected an initial set of ten “seed” videos that are easily discoverable 
on the platform and that contain harmful eating disorder content. In doing so, the 
sample is intended to mimic the kinds of video that a user might easily come across if 
they displayed an initial interest in eating disorder content.  

To identify the ten seed videos, researchers searched ten keywords or phrases relating 
to eating disorders, such as “ED inspo” and collected the first result that could be 
categorized as “harmful eating disorder content” that breaches YouTube’s policies, 
meaning they either promoted or glamorized eating disorders, contained weight-based 
bullying in the context of eating disorders or showed imitable behavior. Included in the 
seed sample were both traditional videos and playlists of videos, which consist of a 
selection of separate videos that are arranged under a title and description. 

How we ran the ten simulations of YouTube’s recommendation system 

Since the experiment was designed to study the videos recommended to young users, 
we created a test account with its age set to 13 years old during the account set-up 
process. The account’s gender was set to female and the location was set to the UK. 

Using this account, we loaded up each of the ten “seed” videos and captured a 
screenshot of the top ten recommendations featured on YouTube’s “Up Next” 
recommendation panel. We then clicked through each of the top ten recommendations 
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from the child’s account, noting each video’s name and URL, and whether the video was 
visible to the account.  

To ensure that each of the ten simulations of the recommendation system were 
representative of what YouTube would show to someone with an initial interest in eating 
disorders, we set up the account to maintain a clear search and watch history, and to 
not use cookies. This means that each of the ten simulations can be seen as a separate 
test of what YouTube’s algorithm might show to a brand-new account with no prior 
viewing history. 

The analysis was carried out from the UK, meaning the results of the analysis should be 
interpreted as applying in the UK context. The data collection took place between 2nd 
December 2024 and 4th December 2024. 

How we analyzed and categorized video recommendations 

Videos were categorized by two researchers, with disagreements on categorization 
carried forward into a discussion to arrive at a consensus and ensure consistent 
application of definitions. For each video, researchers collected a screenshot of the 
video and the number of views it had at the time the data collection took place. 

Each of the 100 video recommendations was placed into one of the following 
categories: 

Harmful eating disorder content: Content that we assess to have breached 
YouTube’s policies on eating disorder content, meaning videos that promote or 
glorifying eating disorders, instructions on how to engage in eating disorders, 
videos that feature imitable behavior relating to eating disorders and weight-
based bullying in the context of eating disorders.  

Other eating disorder content: Content that mentions or references eating 
disorders but does not glamorize eating disorders or otherwise hit the definition 
of ‘harmful’ as specified above. This includes content that discusses weight loss 
in the context of eating disorders.  

 Weight loss content: Content that focuses on weight loss themes, routines or 
diets. This includes diets that advise calorie restriction to less extreme levels to 
those seen in eating disorder content.   

Unrelated content: Content that isn’t directly related to eating disorders or 
weight loss. 
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While analyzing each recommendation video, researchers also noted which videos 
carried ads. Researchers recorded the brand name, ad URL, and a screenshot of the 
page showing the video and ad in context. For this part of the analysis, researchers 
either accessed YouTube from the UK or used a VPN set to the UK. 

How we tested YouTube’s action on harmful content 

The 23 videos we identified as ‘harmful eating disorder content’ that breach YouTube’s 
policies were reported to YouTube using the platform’s own reporting tools. Since there 
is no specific reporting category for eating disorder content, researchers chose the 
category "Harmful or Dangerous Acts" and the subcategory "Other Dangerous Acts."xlv In 
the additional details box, they provided a one-sentence explanation of how each video 
violated YouTube's policies. 

One week later, researchers manually checked whether the videos had been removed, 
restricted, or remained live. The same test was conducted again two weeks after 
reporting to see if any additional content had been removed or restricted. 
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