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Abstract 

 This paper explores the meaning of food in the context of social media, empathy, 

disability, and sustainability. We performed research on each topic in relation to food. We 

furthered our understanding by then writing a movie script that encompasses these concepts 

into a cohesive and easy to understand short film. Through this process we have been able to 

identify strong links between food and social media, empathy, disability, and sustainability. 

The goal of this paper is to explain to the reader why food is so important not just in the 

context of nutrition but because of the large impact it has on how people interact, 

communicate, and even struggle with food. 

Introduction 

 Food is the fuel of life; it gives us energy to do the things we need to do whenever and 

wherever. Chemically, it provides us with necessary nourishment to keep us physically and 

mentally healthy. Food is involved in our everyday lives whether it is an apple or a nice piece 

of cheesecake. It is evident that food is important for life, but how does food enhance life? 

The authors of this paper are all part of the Global Scholars Program at the University of 

Michigan. The program’s goal is to equip members with skills and knowledge that will help 

them become inter-culturally competent leaders of society. Every month we are given a new 

theme to challenge ourselves with. In the context of this paper we picked four of those 

themes and attempted to relate them to the common denominator of life, food. In this paper, 

we each took one of the chosen themes and demonstrated how it is related to food. We each 

did extensive research on our chosen theme and studied its relation to food. In addition to the 

paper we have created a short film that exemplifies our chosen monthly themes. We hope to 

show that food is just more than simply fuel and instead a driver that helps mold society. 



Social Media and Food 

 Social media has not only allowed for maintaining or gaining interpersonal 

connections with others, but has become one of the most effective forms of advertisement for 

many food industries. From radio broadcasts to television commercials to friendly tweets, 

food industries have made their mark. With the use of social media, McDonald’s has been 

able to specifically target certain groups of consumers. For example, in a recent TV 

advertisement, McDonald’s focused on their Chinese consumers by presenting a Chinese 

man kneeling and begging for the favor of using an expired discount coupon. Although the 

corporate industry’s main interest was to lure in a greater Chinese population of customers, 

they failed to recognize the cultural insult of the advertisement. [1] Despite this, McDonald’s 

still has over 300,000 followers on Twitter that will remain up to date through friendly 

reminders of why their fast food is better than others.  

 Social media has also helped propel lesser-known celebrities to stardom. In the 

context of food and social media, the burger chain Carl’s Jr. or Hardee’s have been able to 

employ celebrities such as Paris Hilton and Kim Kardashian who jumpstarted their careers 

with the help of social media. The new super star sensation, Kate Upton, boomed to the top 

with the help of social media and is now part of their advertising run. After coming out of 

nowhere to become a Youtube sensation for her rendition of “teach me how to dougie,” Kate 

Upton has been featured in major magazines and just recently landed the front cover of 

Sport’s Illustrated yearly swimsuit magazine. The sexy image of a swimsuit model 

seductively eating a Hardee’s jalapeño-laced patty melt has caught the attention of thousands 

of people across the country.[2] Although the burger may be delicious and full of flavor, 

many people may be having thoughts of Kate Upton while they smother themselves with the 

calorie-full burger.   



 Outside the world of advertising, social media has done a lot to bring out new ideas 

related to food. People now communicate new food ideas through social media sites like 

Pinterest, Twitter and forums on foodnetwork.com[3].  Social media is breaking down 

barriers, allowing a much larger audience to access and share ideas. Whether by having a 

supermodel advertising a juicy hamburger or sharing your grandmother’s recipe, it is clear 

that social media is a force to be reckoned with and it is only getting stronger. 

Empathy and Food 

 Empathy and sympathy are closely related to one another in meaning. According to 

Donald McCormick, the distinction between the two is that empathy is having the ability to 

experience the same emotions as someone else regardless of the different types of emotions; 

excitement, happiness, and sadness. A recent research led by Sara H. Konrah of the 

University of Michigan in Ann Arbor found that college students are becoming less 

empathetic toward their peers. This is problematic because according to McCormick, 

empathy is a vital aspect of a community because it allows a person to feel valued, cared for, 

and accepted by reducing alienation and isolation. The cause of the decline in empathy 

cannot be identified, but one theory suggests that Americans favor individualistic values and 

there is a lack of interaction resulting in people experiencing or expressing empathy toward 

others. [4] Due to the complexity in discovering the root causes of why college students are 

becoming less empathetic, our group decided to focus more on how we can magnify the 

importance of empathy and exemplify how we can incorporate empathy in our daily life.  

 One of the most common, but unnoticed act of empathy is the act of sharing meals 

together with others. [5] For example, at weddings and birthday celebrations people share 

meals together to celebrate the special occasions. Similarly, when friends are going through 

hard times we shower them with ice cream and spend time with them to show that we care 

and understand what they experiencing. As a consequence, our group decided to incorporate 



empathy and food into our symposium project. Our goal is to reemphasize the importance of 

empathy and how we can express and experience empathy in our everyday life. In our 

program, we have two friends baking a cake for a hall-mate who just broke up with a 

boyfriend. Through this act, we are showing that being empathic doesn’t always mean 

traveling to a third world country and helping the poor but by simply helping a friend in need. 

Disability and Food 

 To understand the degree to which disability can be related to the subject of food, it is 

important to establish meaning behind the loose interpretation of disabilities. Basically, 

disability is an “umbrella” term, which can include mental, physical, or developmental 

impairments that affect daily life or stereotypically mundane activities. [6] Using this 

classification system, disability can be broken into two major categories concerning food: 

physical limitations/restrictions and mental/developmental conditions. 

 In terms of physical restrictions, one of the more common occurrences is food 

allergies, which can vary in terms of numb er and severity. Amazingly, nearly 90% of all 

food allergies can be attributed to one or more of the following eight food items: milk, egg, 

peanut, tree nut, fish, shellfish, wheat, and soy.[7] Reactions to these foods could range from 

life-threatening anaphylaxis to hives or a rash. Parents who have children with food allergies 

must then be vigilant with their child’s safety by keeping certain foods out of the house and 

checking for safety in places like restaurants and school cafeterias. Physical restrictions do 

not simply prevent people from eating certain foods, but can also affect the ways in which 

people are just able to eat. Children with diseases such as muscular dystrophy have limited 

muscle growth and development (among other possible symptoms) [8] that can create a sense 

of dependence on others for basic needs. In such a case where they are physically unable to 

feed himself or herself, a parent or caregiver must provide support in order for the child to be 

able to eat.       



 Physical limitations have very clear effects on a person’s relationship with food (what 

they can/cannot eat or how they are required to eat), but it is the mental limitations or 

impairments that have more subtle effects on the relationship with food. Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is a very common medical condition that frequently appears 

and is diagnosed during early childhood. [9] Ordinarily, it doesn’t seem like there are any 

direct connections between ADHD and food, but that depends on the perspective of the 

situation. Recent studies have shown that dietary habits may have an effect on the behavioral 

patterns in younger children. Foods that have higher amounts of preservatives and artificial 

colorings were shown to increase the hyperactivity of younger children [10], which can 

certainly take a physical and emotional toll on their parents after a certain point. Knowing 

this, the parents will have to exercise more caution when purchasing foods at the store for 

their children and perhaps warn the parents of other friends when their children spend time at 

someone else’s home. Children who maintain the symptoms of ADHD into their later teen 

years may have their own problems when it comes to shopping for their food as well. With 

difficulty organizing tasks, forgetfulness, and difficulty in maintaining focus [9], the simple 

task of going to the grocery store for a few items can become exceedingly complicated. 

Things they “want” rather than things they “need” or came for in the first place can distract 

these adults. 

Sustainability and Food 

 The September monthly lecture and discussion on sustainability focused on the role of 

electrical energy in our lives and ways we conserve or are able to conserve individually and 

within our community, such as the North Quad building through the types of light switches in 

our facilities, the number of electrical appliances used, amongst other energy options. This 

idea of conservation and sustainability with regards to energy conservation can be paralleled 

with food sustainability. Hidden truths within the food industry lead one to believe that the 



American food industry, along with others worldwide can improve to provide healthy and 

safe food to consumers in more humane and efficient ways. [11] 

 A meaningful way to encourage sustainability would be to discourage wastefulness. It 

is important to know that recycling is practiced to conserve scarce resources, however, just 

knowing that alone is not always enough incentive to practice sustainability. Knowing the 

comparative impact of recycling and using alternative sources for food makes the issue 

relatable. For example, one statistic was recycling a bottle uses 1/10th of the energy as 

making a new one. [12]   

 As college students, we use social media to help us make healthier choices for the 

environment and for our own health. We exemplify this point by connecting it to 

sustainability in the short film we wrote where Vikram uses his phone to use an app to help 

choose products safe for the environment and others, which demonstrates how technology 

can help people make better, more sustainable, choices.  

 During the shopping scene, Vikram and Xiaoxiao chose reusable options, such as 

bringing their own bag in while shopping to not waste plastic bags that are normally provided 

in grocery stores.  Using these bags, they were able to avoid using large amounts of non-

renewable resources.  They also chose items in the store that do not contain harmful or 

questionable compounds.  According to the Natural Resource Defense Council (NRDC), [13] 

the Toxic Substances Control Act (TSCA) was enacted in 1976 and at the time 20,000 

chemicals were allowed to stay on the market but now the Environmental Protection Agency 

(EPA) has only tested 200 of these chemicals. “The rest have never been fully assessed for 

toxic impacts on human health and the environment.” In addition, the effects of genetically 

modified, cloned and patented food on health and the environment is still largely unknown. 

 

 



Conclusion 

 Throughout the past year, we have all learned a tremendous amount about each of our 

monthly topics, whether it be the art of storytelling or how social media has created super 

stars like Kate Upton. This project has given us all a very unique opportunity in identifying 

how food relates to our chosen topics. Though it was the most challenging part, the film 

making experience is where the fruit lies within our experience. It was a tremendously 

difficult process because we had to create a story that allowed us to exemplify the monthly 

topics of our choosing while keeping the story realistic and cohesive. By forcing ourselves to 

see how food may or may not relate to our past monthly themes, we have been able to garner 

a much deeper understanding of both food and the chosen themes. We hope that this 

adventure will enable us to challenge ourselves to discover things about our experiences and 

how they are related in a way we never thought possible. 
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