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Abstract 

In line with previous studies examining the fitspiration trend, the current study seeks to 

examine new hashtag trends on Instagram. This study consists of two parts. The first being a 

thematic qualitative analysis of fitspiration content using steps outlined by Braun & Clarke 

(2006) and analyzed using Goffman’s concept of front stage versus back stage and Petronio’s 

communication privacy management (CPM) theory. From this analysis, seven overarching 

themes were found including the setting of the stage, non-verbal demeanor, presentation of self, 

community engagement, industry, progress, and miscellaneous. Results illustrate a dominant 

presence of posts related to physical health, and the importance of setting and connections within 

this online community are discussed. The second part quantitatively examines how fitspiration 

and new media content affect the self-esteem and self-worth of young adults through the 

framework of Festinger’s social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954). Here, the effects of 

different content (either new media or fitspiration) are measured through participants’ self-

esteem, self-worth, and their evaluation of the realism and relatability of the content. Results 

indicated no significant difference in self-esteem scores between new media and fitspiration 

content. However, in terms of self-worth participants in the new media content were perceived as 

more realistic and relatable than fitspiration content, and the featured exemplars in the new 

media content were viewed as happier while featured exemplars in the fitspiration content were 

viewed as healthier, more attractive, and more successful. From this, implications related to time 

spent on social media, media effects, and health campaigns are further discussed. Taken together, 

this mixed methods approach provides an overview of content within the fitspiration hashtag, 

and how this content affects viewers in terms of self-esteem and self-worth. 



 

 

 
 

 
 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

1 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

Part I 

All body, no mind, no soul: A qualitative analysis of 

self-presentation and health implications of #fitspiration posts on Instagram 

Overview 

The first part of this study examines fitspiration discourse posted on the social media 

application, Instagram. Posts were collected systematically over the course of four weeks from 

publicly shared accounts and thematically analyzed using Braun & Clarke (2006), and 

interpreted using Goffman’s concept of front stage versus back stage and Petronio’s 

communication privacy management (CPM) theory. In total, seven overarching themes were 

found including the setting of the stage, non-verbal demeanor, presentation of self, community 

engagement, industry (which included the promotion of fitness), progress, and lastly, 

miscellaneous. Additional subthemes are also explained. Implications related to the dominant 

presence of physical health posts, importance of setting, and benefits of connecting with others in 

the microblogging community are discussed. Additionally, the absence of posts related to 

psychosocial and spiritual discourse, including mental health, calls into question fitspiration 

content and community in terms of its continued absence of a holistic, balanced approach to 

health and fitness. 

Introduction 

According to the World Organization of Health (WHO), the concept of health is defined 

as, “a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of 

disease or infirmity” ("What Is the WHO Definition," 2019). Meaning, true health is not 

achieved by the avoidance of sickness, but rather includes balanced and equal components of 

physical health, mental health, and social health. Therefore, lacking one of these three 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

  

 

  

2 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

components can lead to an overall lack of health. According to Kolappa, Henderson and Kishore 

(2013), “without mental health there can be no true physical health”, illustrating how the two 

concepts are intricately linked (Kolappa, Henderson, & Kishore, 2013, p. 1). Furthermore, when 

looking into the social aspect of health, research has shown that our social ties and network of 

communities directly relates to physical and mental health (Thoits, 2011). Awareness of the 

importance of social health relates to a positive relationship with individual self-esteem, 

belongingness, sense of control, empathy and coping mechanisms, leading to alleviated physical 

and emotional stressors and better overall health.  

We commonly communicate through social media and social networking sites, as they 

relate to our innate need to interact with and be accepted by others (Whiting & Williams, 2013). 

However, using an online medium to communicate can facilitate communication but not truly 

provide social interaction. It is estimated that at least 79% of the U.S. population uses social 

media in some shape or form ("Social Media," 2018). Examining usage globally, in 2018 the 

number of worldwide social media users reached 2.34 billion, and is expected to grow to 2.95 

billion by the year 2020. In particular, one increasingly popular social media platform is the 

application Instagram. Consisting of over 1 billion active monthly users, it is estimated that over 

500 million people use the social media application daily (Perrin & Anderson, 2019). Within the 

application, such Instagram users are able to view and interact with others remotely. As 

Instagram is not only a popular photo editing and sharing social networking application, it also 

serves as a marketing channel for various brands, including beauty and fashion. Therefore, users 

are able to follow and view content posted by companies, celebrities, and other individuals or 

trends they find interesting. In January of 2011, Instagram introduced the feature of hashtags into 

their program (Giannoulakis & Tsapatsoulis, 2016). To this day, the feature has allowed 



   

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

3 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

Instagram users to create and tag their photos to categorize the content they post. In turn, other 

users are able to follow these hashtags. Overtime, this following can lead to the development of 

various microblogging communities, as users are able to connect and share content of similar 

interest with one another (Tsur & Rappoport, 2012). 

As time goes on, these microblogging and hashtag networks can become rather large. 

However, having such large bodies of publically shared content does can have costly effects on 

viewers, as exposure to media trends can have unintended, yet dangerously negative effects on 

viewers (Engeln-Maddox, 2005). One popular trend which continues to heavily saturate social 

media is fitspiration. Fitspiration is an online trend which was created to inspire viewers to 

pursue a healthier lifestyle by promoting exercise and healthy eating habits (Tiggemann & 

Zaccardo, 2015). Particularly, this trend promotes health through the promotion of healthy 

eating, exercise, and self-care while promoting themes of strength, perseverance and 

empowerment (Talbot et al. 2017). 

The creation of fitspiration emerged following the equally popular trend thinspiration. In 

contrast to fitspiration content, thinspiration refers to content that highlights images of thin 

women, negatively portrays overweight women, and provides motivational quotes meant to 

motivate viewers to not only lose weight, but implement dieting tactics (Boepple & Thompson 

2015). However, thinspiration content was heavily criticized for promoting unrealistic and 

unhealthy lifestyles such as eating disorders, so much so that social media applications such as 

Tumblr, Pinterest, and Instagram took measures to censor the content from their sites (Judkins, 

2012). Because of this, the fitspiration trend was established to remedy the negative effects of 

thinspiration content. 



   

 

  

  

 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

While fitspiration content was created to replace and overcome the negative effects 

produced by the thinspiration trend, fitspiration content appears to be more similar to 

thinspiration content than different, causing similar negative effects in viewers (Grabe, Ward & 

Hyde, 2008; Holland & Tiggemann, 2016). Specifically, studies have repeatedly shown that 

while fitspiration content may contain some inspiration or encouragement for viewers, the 

content also contains potentially hazardous messages which have negatively affected the self-

esteem and self-image of individuals (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015; Boepple & Thompson, 

2015). Partly, these negative effects stem from the emphasis on physical appearance, a focus 

eating habits, and encouragement of excessive exercise, ultimately fueling negative effects on 

one’s psychological well-being (Boepple, Ata, Rum, & Thompson, 2016) As these effects have 

been examined through empirical quantitative studies, we are looking to examine such content 

utilizing qualitative methods. 

In order to examine the qualitative nuance of the hashtag #fitspiration, we applied the 

conceptual lens of Goffman’s frontstage vs. backstage (Goffman, 1959) and communication 

privacy management theory (Petronio, 2007). Through these lenses, we aim to understand how 

users are sharing personal fitness information and how traditional interpersonal communication 

boundaries are challenged within microblogging communities across the world.  

Goffman (Front Stage vs. Backstage) 

Within his 1959 book, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, sociologist Erving 

Goffman introduced the concept of self-presentation, through the portrayal of the importance of 

human interaction within our lives (Goffman 1959). By definition, self-presentation describes 

behavior in which we as humans aim to convey some form of information about ourselves or 

image of ourselves to other people. Specifically, these behaviors are activated by the presences 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  

 

5 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

of others, their knowledge about us and our behavior, and the possible effects they can have on 

our evaluation (Baumeister & Hutton 1987). 

When looking at the self-presentation behaviors of an individual, Goffman makes an 

important distinction between front stage and backstage behaviors (Goffman 1959). Here, front 

stage actions are described as actions which are visible to an audience and are metaphorically 

part of a performance. Therefore, these are the actions that people see publicly. Furthermore, 

these actions are intended for the audience to see by the actor. In contrast, backstage behaviors 

are those behaviors which occur when there is no audience present. These actions are considered 

more private, and are not intended for the audience to see. Related to managing privacy and the 

deciding process of what to show and hide from an audience is Petronio’s communication 

privacy management theory. 

Communication Privacy Management Theory (CPM) 

Broadly defined, the concept of privacy can be explained as, “information, territory, 

space, or possessions that people believe they have the right to own and over which they exercise 

control” (Child, Pearson, & Petronio, 2009, p. 2080). It can be further conceptualized through 

instances where individuals restrict access to others in order to protect autonomy (Petronio, 

2009). While there may be a desire to keep information private, as humans, part of our 

development in relationships relies on sharing information with others (Derlega & Chaiken 

1977). Because social norms encourage this reciprocal exchange of private information, this can 

result in an internal struggle of an individual deciding what to, and what to not share. CPM aids 

in determining how and why people decide to share what they do (Petronio, 1991). 

CPM is a rule-based theory which posits that individuals develop rules to determine 

whether they should reveal or conceal privation information, and how to protect their personal 



   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

privacy in doing so (Petronio, 2002; Metzger, 2007). Also, in determining what information 

should be shared, CPM states that individuals develop these rules to allow them to maximize the 

benefits of disclosure to others, while minimizing the risks. Specifically, this process relies 

substantially on boundary creation and management (Petronio 2002). 

Having been applied to a large variety of interpersonal topics, CPM theory is a 

prominently used theory within communication research. Through studying family dynamics 

(Afifi 2003; Durham 2008; Petronio 2017), issues relating to personal health struggles (Bylund, 

Peterson, & Cameron, 2012), and instances of child abuse (Petronio et al., 1996), However, with 

the integration of social media, it has become easier and easier for these boundaries between 

public and private information to become blurred and convoluted (Abril, Levin, & Del Riego, 

2012; Strauß & Nentwich, 2013). In this study, we extend CPM to examine public posts 

categorized by the hashtag fitspiration within an online context. 

Within Petronio’s CPM theory there are five core principles which exist (see Petronio 

2007). The first principle being that individuals believe they own their private information, 

meaning they feel they have ownership over the happenings within their lives (Petronio & Gaff, 

2010). Second, because there is this assumed ownership of information, individuals believe they 

have the right to control which private information is shared with others (Petronio, 2015). Third, 

privacy rules are utilized in deciding whether or not a person will open a privacy boundary to 

disclose information or keep the boundary closed in order to conceal the information (Petronio, 

2012). Fourth, when the privacy boundary is opened and an individual has revealed previously 

private information, they make others shareholders of the information. Additionally, it is 

presumed that the new co-owners of this information will follow the existing privacy rules or 

negotiation new ones. Through this sharing of information, the management practices develop 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

7 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

from individually based choices to collectively based choices. Also, once mutually agreed upon 

between the co-owners of the information, these new privacy rules are adopted and regulate the 

held information. Lastly, due to the fact that humans are imperfect, there are times where issues 

arise in managing private information. If a co-owner of the information were to break the 

previously established privacy rules by violating someone’s privacy boundary, boundary 

turbulence would occur (Petronio & Gaff, 2010). Often times, this results in feelings of mistrust, 

anger, suspicion, or uncertainty about the private information being shared. For the sake of this 

paper, we will focus on principles two, three and four in terms of how they relate to the privacy 

behaviors and boundary management within the fitspiration community. 

Self-presentation and boundaries in an online context 

Looking at social media, particularly on Instagram, behaviors of managing how the self is 

presented through the boundaries of the front stage and back stage and the management of 

privacy are evident. Having been described as a platform for self-presentation, social media users 

on Instagram typically have a desire to portray a positive self-image of themselves to their 

followers so they will post content which reflects that (Smith & Sanderson, 2015). This is due to 

the fact that social media users traditionally would not post content which makes them look 

unflattering or unattractive, (Ridgeway & Clayton, 2016; Fox & Vendemia, 2016). However, 

what they are showing the world (or their front stage behaviors) may not match how they 

actually feel or what they are experiencing in real life (their backstage behaviors). 

We will now look at the current study which looks specifically at the hashtag #fitspiration 

to understand how the images and hashtags are presented to communicate messages related 

health and self and how boundaries exist in this social media application. To examine this, we 

asked the following research questions: 



   

  

  

 

  

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

  

 

 

8 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

RQ1: How do Instagram users present self through use of the hashtag fitspiration? 

RQ2: How are boundaries managed through the use of the hashtag fitspiration? 

Method 

Data collection 

Data was manually collected at four different time points over a month-long period. For 

the purpose of consistency and record keeping, we collected images and hashtags by taking 

screen shots of Instagram posts once a week on the same day at the same time for four weeks 

from February-March 2018. The Instagram posts were publicly available and therefore no 

private information was gathered. We collected the first nine top posts and nine most recent each 

week in an effort to create a snapshot of what was trending, but also popular. We limited the data 

collection to top nine for manageability purposes. Our original intent was collecting hashtags 

related to health guided by #fitspo, #fitspiration, #flexedvsunflexed and #posedvsreality. The 

collected of all of these posts, including picture and video, resulted in approximately 319 pages 

of data. For the purpose of manageability and connection to current research questions, we 

narrowed the scope of data down to focusing on #fitspiration, resulting in 65 posts for analysis. 

Data Analysis 

Following the steps outlined by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis we engaged 

in an iterative and inductive six step process of analysis of the images. Based on previous 

research that has primarily focused on Instagram from a quantitative methodological perspective, 

qualitatively we did not approach the data with any preconceived ideas related to what themes 

would emerge. To begin, we independently reviewed the data set to become familiar with the 

content by looking at images and their associated captions. Next, we, again independently, began 

the process of identifying codes by open-coding and taking note of how the images were 



   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

constructed, what was visible, what was noteworthy (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Green & 

Thorogood, 2004). After completing initial coding, we came together to review what we were 

seeing in the data, examples of initial codes include, inside the home, weight loss, motivation, 

brand names shown, and sharing workout routines. 

For the third step of the analysis, we independently began looking for themes as we 

reviewed the initial codes and began to consider higher level conceptual grouping of codes 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Because each piece of data was so rich in content, it was possible and 

not uncommon to code one post as multiple themes. In doing so we were able to sort codes into 

what was emerging as “themes” codes that were constantly present in the images and capturing 

the essence of each image. After we completed step three on our own, we came together and 

reviewed and discussed our preliminary themes. Due to the iterative process of the analysis, we 

were able to discuss, refine, and redefine the themes and subthemes in the data set. Examples of 

preliminary themes include, industry and promotion, presentation of self, journey, nonverbal 

demeanor, and it was at this point we created a theme for “other” because some of the images 

were so unique and not consistently present in the data they did not fall into a preliminary theme, 

but because of the tone, message, content of post, we agreed it was noteworthy. 

Once we agreed on the overarching themes and consequent subthemes, we then began the 

final step of analysis and individually organized codes and themes and applied to the entire data 

set. To ensure qualitative rigor for the analysis, we coded the entire data set individually and then 

we came together and reviewed each piece of data and how it was coded to ensure agreement. 

The final themes included industry and promotion, physical environment, presentation of self, 

nonverbal expression, progress, community engagement, and other. The next section delves into 

the themes and subthemes that emerged from analysis. 



   

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

     

 

  

  

  

  

10 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

Results 

Theme 1: Setting the stage 

The first theme which was the most common in the dataset illustrated how the 

participants set the stage through disclosing fitspiration images. Specifically, the theme explored 

the various settings in which individuals chose to capture picture of themselves. Within this 

theme, there were five subthemes including where pictures or videos were taken in a home, gym, 

privacy room, outside in nature, and geographic location. 

Home. In regards to the subtheme of home, one image features a woman posing for a 

before and after picture (to reflect her weight-loss) (Image 1). As she is posed, in the background 

we can see what appears to be a mudroom containing keys and her purse and a family room 

featuring pictures on the wall and a couch. Another example featuring this setting was a picture 

of a woman doing weighted sit-ups in what appears to be her family room (Image 49). While she 

is working out we see her couch, curtains, and coffee table behind her. Based on these 

observations, we could conclude both women took these pictures in their homes. 

Gym. Looking at the setting of the gym, one stage was presented with someone 

performing different exercises within a fitness or athletic center. (Image 4). The stage included 

gym equipment and the hallways of the facility and was filmed by the participant them self. 

Another example of this featured a woman squatting with weights in a workout center. In her 

post, she is surrounded by weight racks, barbells and other workout equipment while exercising 

(Image 23). 

Privacy room. In this image, a young man flexing in front of the camera. Behind him is a 

toilet paper dispenser, white subway tile, and a small portion of a toilet (Image 46). Another 

example featured a woman taking a selfie of herself in a lock room. She is positioned in front of 



   

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

11 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

a mirror with lockers lined against the back wall (Image 39). Based on the background, both 

individuals posed for these pictures in either a bathroom, bathroom stall, or locker room, which 

would be considered privacy room. 

Outside/Nature. An example of setting the stage includes a young woman posed in 

athletic clothes on a nature trail (Image 20). Based on her surroundings, she is clearly posing 

outdoors as she is surrounded by trees and on a natural looking trail. Another example included a 

video montage of a woman working out while outside it what appears to be her driveway. In her 

post, she captured herself doing several workouts. 

Geographical location. As Instagram is an application which is used internationally, 

users can share content from all over the world and connect at an international level. An 

indicator of location can also be found as users are able to tag specific geographic locations. One 

example of a varying geographic location included a post of a woman who tagged herself in 

Hamburg, Germany. Standing in the hallway, she is smiling at the camera while taking a selfie of 

herself and flexing (Image 14). As her caption is written in half English and half German, we 

also see this diminishment of physical boundaries as she is sharing her post with users across the 

globe. 

Overall, from these images we were able to examine where individuals chose to pose and 

set the stage for their Instagram posts, indicating the conscious choice to stop and take a picture 

in a specific setting that would then be shared with the fitspo community through Instagram.   

Theme 2: Non-verbal demeanor 

Next, the second most common theme represented in the data was the nonverbal 

behaviors observed through facial and body expressions within each post. To further examine 

how these Instagram users presented themselves in terms of non-verbal expressions three 
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subthemes emerged. Subthemes noted whether users were smiling (such as after a workout 

showing satisfaction), displaying a serious face (as if they were focused), or not showing their 

face at all and only showing their body featuring flexed muscles (such as purposely covering 

their face with a phone or not capturing their face at all in a selfie). 

Smiling. An example of where the expression of happiness through smiling occurs in a 

post where a woman is sharing her progress with foam rolling after her workouts (Image 54). In 

her post the woman is smiling directly into the camera while holding up the number 3 and 0 with 

her hands, indicating she has participated in this activity for thirty days. Her smile conveys her 

satisfaction and happiness over her progress with foam rolling, as she indicates in her caption she 

has seen many benefits from it. Another example from this subtheme included another woman 

taking a selfie of herself in a locker room following her workout (Image 39). Here, she is dressed 

in normal, everyday attire. In her caption, she explains that she is smiling because she can see 

physical progress from her training in the way her legs look. Here, we observe happiness 

emerging from physical progress and satisfaction. 

Serious expression. One post containing a serious expression featured a video 

compilation of a man working out in a gym (Image 20). Within the video, he does not look at the 

camera or smile, but rather maintains a serious face as he works out with others around him. 

Similarly, another post related to this nonverbal expression features a video of a woman 

deadlifting (Image 21). While she notes that she is happy with the numbers she lifted, her 

expression remains stoic the entire time. 

Absence of face. Although most pictures contained a nonverbal expression of some sort, 

there were images where there was an absence of this because the face of a person was purposely 

blocked or covered. One example includes a woman taking a selfie of herself in a locker room 



   

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

13 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

with a waist trainer on (Image 34). In the picture, she is covering her face with her phone, 

drawing the attention to her body and the trainer that she is promoting. However, this absence of 

facial expression was not always perceived as purposeful. For example, one post contains 

pictures of a woman completing various advanced yoga poses (Image 26). Here, her face is 

blocked simply because her foot is covering her face in the pose or she is upside down. 

Theme 3: Presentation of self 

Next, theme three examined how the self was presented. Within this theme, we noted the 

ways in which participants positioned themselves to illustrate choices the user made to define 

themselves through pictures on Instagram. Subthemes included, selfies, poses which exhibited 

attributes of physical strength, poses which portrayed movement such as exercising, the exposure 

of skin, and the overall appearance of users which included emphasizing particular brands 

(including wearing gym clothes) or having hair or makeup done (being dressed up in non-athletic 

apparel). 

Selfie. One example of a selfie included an image where a woman is standing in front of 

a mirror in a locker room and taking a picture of herself in a waist trainer. Here, her face is 

blocked by the phone, but we see she is taking a picture of herself as she is in front of a mirror 

(Image 34). Next, an image featuring posing included a bikini competitor is dress in her show 

suit and heels, posing in front of a mirror. Here, she captures the front and back of herself, and 

appears to be in an exercising room in a gym. She is posed in such a way that she is accentuating 

and flexing her muscles, and posing as a bikini competitor would during a show (Image 17). 

Physical strength. For poses of physical strength this documented content where 

individuals were shown flexing, turned in positions which made their bodies appear more 

attractive and flattering, or where individuals captured themselves in athletic poses (i.e., yoga 



   

 

  

 

  

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

14 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

poses, lifting, etc.). One example of this included a young woman who posted a sequence of 

yoga poses as she was practicing outside on the balcony of her home (Image 57). 

Movement. Looking at movement, this subtheme helped account for content that showed 

movement or physical activity. On example included a man working out in a gym, where he 

documented his workout set in the caption of his post, and then showed each set in a video 

(Image 8). As the sets continue to get higher in weight and more difficult, we see him complete 

each set. Another example of this included a man working out while using a leg press machine. 

While this is not a series of videos like the first example, he captured himself as he is in the 

middle of his workout and can imagine what he is doing based on the picture (Image 18). 

Exposure of skin. Next, examining the exposure of skin one imaged included in this 

subtheme portrayed a woman outdoors practicing yoga while on what appears to be a hike, as 

there is a waterfall and what appears to be a trail and trees behind her. Within this image, she is 

in revealing swim bottoms and has no top on, therefore exposing her chest (Image 58). 

Additionally, another example of this exposure of skin included the image of the bikini 

competitor mentioned above (Image 17), as she is dressed in her show bikini and we can clearly 

see her physique. 

Appearance. As fitspiration content is generally related to fitness and lifestyle choices, 

we coded for whether users chose to post themselves while wearing gym clothes or while they 

were dressed up in normal or formal clothes. One example of this included a picture of a man 

running with a group of other runners. Here, he is wearing a Nike t-shirt and the logo is clearly 

visible (Image 31). Another example included a man flexing in front of a mirror in what appears 

to be a gym locker room. Here, he is shown wearing a Gold’s Gym tank top, preparing to 

workout (Image 38). However, not all content featured individuals in workout apparel. An 



   

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

15 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

example of this included a woman in a tight red and white dress, holding a designer purse, posed 

in front of the camera. While the caption of her post is about a workout program, the 

corresponding image portrays her as if she dressed for an evening out (Image 12). 

Theme 4: Community Engagement 

The next theme captured community engagement among users posting content with the 

hashtag fitspiration. Specifically, how Instagram users educate others, promote their social media 

status and profile, and how they capture their interpersonal relationship amidst fitness activities. 

This theme looked at the idea of community engagement in terms of how Instagram users 

communicate with each other to express, connect and build community. Within this theme there 

were three subthemes. 

Education. The subtheme of education included content which viewers could learn about 

workout plans, how to correctly complete exercise movements, or on diets in terms of recipes or 

modifying food which is traditionally deemed unhealthy. One example of this education activity 

included a post featuring a recipe for healthy pancakes (Image 3). The post shows an appetizing 

pancake with toppings. In the caption, the user shares information on how to make a low-carb 

and low-sugar, healthy alternative to traditional pancakes. Another example of education 

includes an infographic a user put together to demonstrate various glute and quad exercises 

(Image 24). Each movement is accompanied by an explanation, and in the caption the user 

describes why the movements are beneficial. Through these examples, we are able to further 

examine how individuals can be educated through such posts. 

Engagement. Next, the subtheme engagement included users asking followers for 

feedback on what they have shared, comments, likes, or encouraging users to share and help 

them promote their posts. One post which represents this feature a picture of a woman running 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

16 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

with the inspirational quote pasted over it (Image 35). This was posted by a group called Monitor 

the Beat, which relates to motivational exercise content. In the caption, they encourage viewers 

to follow them and to use the hashtag “#monitorthebeat” on their personal photos. This subtheme 

also relates to networking, as it examines how Instagram users network electronically through 

using hashtags such as fitspiration. By using this specific hashtag, people are able to share their 

own content with the fitspiration community, promote their content through hashtag searches, 

gain followers and give and gain support to and from other fitspiration accounts. 

Relationships. Unlike the previous subtheme which relates to Instagram users 

networking strictly through the social media application, the third subtheme related to 

community engagement was relationships. This included communication through Instagram 

through an interpersonal, physically established network (such as a gym and workouts between 

partners and/or friends). Such correspondences included holding each other accountable, 

community activities including working out together as a group, sharing workout plans and 

recipes, and educating other users on diets or how to complete exercise movements properly. An 

example included an image of a group of people working out together at a local fitness center 

(Image 51). Here, everyone is pictured in a large, group selfie. Through this example, we see 

how relationships and communities develop within a physical environment. Lastly, a final 

example of relationships included a picture of a couple at a gym working out together (64). In 

this particular post, the couple is posed for a selfie but shown amidst workout equipment in a 

gym. As they refer to themselves as “goals” in the caption, it can be inferred that these two are in 

a relationship together and are supporting each other in their workout. In both of these examples, 

we see in-person relationships being portrayed through engagement in physical fitness activities. 

Theme 5: Industry and promotion of fitness 



   

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

Theme five captured when fitspiration content was used to promote a business, product, 

or specific user (such as a social media influencer who is a prominent, popular leader on 

Instagram), and was examined at an internal and external level of marketing. 

Internal marketing. This internal marketing included content such as Instagram users 

marketing themselves, taping or showing personal training sessions with clients or specific gyms, 

the modeling of popular athletic apparel and or brands they themselves are ambassadors for, or 

content which depicted them or other Instagram accounts and users as elite or as celebrities 

within the fitspiration community. One example of this included an athlete posted a daily 

workout and videos of his exercising to promote what appears to be a personal training 

businesses that he owns (Image 53). 

External marketing. External marketing occurred when content featured product 

advertisements or the modeling of brands or apparel that did not relate to a personal level of 

promotion (i.e., gaining profits from their followers purchasing products under them or from 

their code). An example of this included a male athlete is posting a selfie of himself in a 

bathroom (Image 15). As the individual is very lean and muscular, he writes in the caption that 

training with his coach has paid off. The trainer is also tagged so others can access her profile. 

As he is promoting her programming and training program, this was labeled as external 

marketing. A similar example included a man is pictured doing a shoulder press, as his back is 

facing the camera and he flexes (Image 28). Within this image, the fitness center he attends is 

tagged, and tags his trainer in a similar fashion as the Instagram user in image 15 does. By 

tagging their trainers and promoting their programs, both users engage in this external marketing. 

Theme 6: Progress 



   

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

18 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

Within this theme, progress accounted for individuals who shared their forward 

movement within their own or a client’s health and fitness. Included in this were two subthemes. 

Transformation. The first was the idea of transformation, which included content which 

had before and after pictures, discussed or showed goals be made and attained, the depiction of a 

physical change such as weight loss, or the tracking of progress for viewers. One example of this 

concept of transformation included an image featured a man with a before and after photo 

showing the weight he had lost since his ACL surgery (Image 63). The two images clearly 

contrast each other, as the second of the two images features the individual as more muscular, tan 

and toned than the first picture. Another example of this transformation progress would be an 

image that features a woman showing two different before and after photos of herself that 

document a large weight loss (Image 1). Between the two before and after images (four total) we 

can clearly see there is a physical transformation which has occurred.  

Journey. The second subtheme involved embarking on a journey, which included 

messages indicating that failure is okay and is a normal part of a fitness journey, adaptation 

through different phases of life, enjoying the fitness journey you are on, and the idea of focusing 

on an individual’s journey without worrying what others say or think. An example of this 

featured a young woman holding a yoga pose on a mat in her house (Image 2). The caption of the 

photo had a quote which read, “An arrow can only be shot by pulling it backwards. When life is 

dragging you back, it means it’s going to launch you into something great. So just keep focusing 

and smiling.” While the woman does not open up with a specific example in her own life that 

further explains this quote, from the caption we do see how viewers of this caption could be 

encouraged that journeys through life, weight loss, and physical transformation can feel hard but 

ultimately will get better if you persevere. 
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Theme 7: Miscellaneous 

Here, we documented content which stood out, but brought out new ideas that did not fit 

within the other themes listed above. Miscellaneous themes we coded included themes relating to 

mental health and mental wellness and pregnancy and postpartum health and how these life 

changes alter goals and measures of individual success. One post which fit into this category 

featured a man and a woman in swimsuits outside on a balcony taking a picture to announce their 

pregnancy. The man is knelt down and kissing her exposed stomach while she stands and in the 

comments, she notes that they are “on to the next chapter” signifying the life change they are 

announcing (Image 16). Another example included a picture that was taken of street art which 

read, “what brings you joy?” In the caption the individual discusses what their life has been like 

post-pregnancy and what their life was like before having a child. Within in this discourse, they 

also talk about how they use the practice of riding their bike to mentally check in with 

themselves (Image 48). Here, both examples touch on topics of pregnancy, postpartum health, 

and mental wellness but are a small majority within the dataset. 

Discussion 

This study examined the self-presentation behaviors of individuals posting to the 

fitspiration community and how individuals managed boundaries through their Instagram 

activity. Through Goffman’s concept of self-presentation, we are able to explore how Instagram 

users determine what is appropriate to share in terms of front and backstage behaviors. Through 

Petronio’s communication privacy management theory, we are able to examine how public and 

private boundaries are challenged through how people chose to share photos and videos of 

themselves. 

Presentation of self 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

20 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

The first research question focused on how people within these posts presented 

themselves. Through the lens of Goffman’s concept of self-presentation, we specifically 

examined how individuals chose to set the stage of their post. From our analysis, the themes 

which helped us explore this included setting the stage, nonverbal behavior, and presentation of 

self. From this, we were able to examine how users chose to portray themselves. 

In terms of the physical environment of the posts, the majority of individuals chose to 

capture their content in the gym. As fitspiration content is typically focused on pursuing a 

healthier and more active lifestyle, this moves the gym into the front stage of impression 

management and indicates this is where people publically display getting healthy and being fit. 

In terms of presentation, two common areas we noticed individuals taking picture of 

themselves were their home and the rooms we called privacy rooms (i.e., locker rooms and 

bathrooms). Here, Instagram users made a deliberate choice to post a picture of themselves for 

the public to view, while in a room or area that is traditionally considered private. 

Theme two looked at nonverbal behavior and we were able to examine the facial 

expressions different individuals used. Instagram users choose to express themselves through a 

serious face, showing little to no emotion while only a few images contained people smiling, and 

even less included content where no face (and only a body) was shown.  The majority of serious 

faces could be a result of users being physically tired, as this content does feature Instagram 

users exercising and engaging in physical activity. It could also be done in order to have the 

public perceive them a serious, or not being perceived as warm and welcoming. However, some 

individuals do use a smiling expression to display the happiness they feel about working out. 

This difference in expressions could convey different messages to viewers. Unlike serious 

expressions, these smiling expressions could encourage inclusivity within the fitspiration 
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community while serious expressions could convey exclusivity. If users feel unwelcomed or 

discouraged by this community, it could also discourage them from engaging in physical 

activities, or make them feel uneasy about entering a gym. Lastly, as some individuals post 

pictures with no nonverbal expressions these posts typically feature a person covering their face 

with their phone or the image is solely focused on their body and flexed muscles. By doing this, 

such users take the emotion out the content and portray a picture of health that is physical. 

Lastly, through examining how users presented themselves we noted that the content 

users posted of themselves mostly contained people who were wearing gym clothes rather than 

being dressed up or wearing normal, everyday clothing. By presenting themselves this way, users 

also help define what fitness should look like. Based on our data this means fitness is achieved 

by wearing athletic clothes and being in a gym, narrowing fitness to a single attire and method. 

We do not consider this as a negative, as it provides an almost instructional image, showing what 

fitness is and how it is done by giving fitness the frontstage, and portraying the gym equipment 

as the necessary tools to exercise. 

However, this can be limiting as other alternative or minority methods of exercising are 

given the backstage. Such activities can include walking outside and meditating. While these are 

still aspects of health, they do not appear acknowledged in this content.  This observation reveals 

that fitspiration content mainly promotes the physical aspect of health as this is when people 

chose to document themselves. 

Overall, due to the overwhelming number of pictures featuring individuals exercising, 

posing in ways which flatter their physique, or taking pictures of themselves in athletic apparel 

we see the desire to present the self is fit and physically healthy. However, in terms of backstage 

areas of life relating to social or spiritual health, we see very little of this as physical health is 
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given the front stage. It is likely that these people do more than just exercise and try to maintain a 

healthy diet, however we do not see those portions of their life, even as a community. For 

viewers of this content, this can be troubling for two reasons. 

First, while health is defined of several aspects ("What Is the WHO Definition," 2019), 

fitspiration content narrows health down to a one-dimensional concept: physical health. 

Therefore, the other aspects of health are given the backstage, even though all aspects should 

have the front stage, not just physical health. If only one portion of health is demonstrated, there 

is an unbalanced perception of health being promoted. Also, as other dimensions of health are 

kept unmentioned, viewers are unable to see how health is maintained outside of the fitness 

setting, or how balance is maintained within a person’s life. 

Second, if viewers are looking up to these people as community members and leaders 

within the fitspiration community, they are not being encouraged to pursue a holistic lifestyle or 

maintain balance in the various areas of their lives. Furthermore, this lack of information could 

lead to a negative view of self or even lead to unhealthy behaviors (Boepple & Thompson, 2016; 

Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). 

However, it is important that there are also positive effects stemming from this trend, as 

there is existing fitspiration content which does aim to promote health and self-care and foster 

feelings of empowerment, commitment and diligence (Talbot et al., 2017). By watching this 

content, individuals who are not confident in pursuing fitness may feel encouraged to try a new 

exercise activity or even be inspired by another person’s progress to change their physical 

lifestyle. 

Boundaries within the fitspiration community 
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In terms of setting, the fact that participants did share content of themselves in their 

homes and privacy rooms was noteworthy as it served as a deliberate choice of the user to share 

a more private area of their life with a large public platform. As our content was collected from 

public Instagram accounts, this means that these users shared their homes or pictures of 

themselves in bathrooms and locker rooms to the world, thus challenging traditional boundary of 

inside the home as private. For followers in this community, this could make these individuals 

appear more relatable or make people feel as if they know them as they have seen their house 

and followed them into areas only close members of the social group would normally see. 

Ultimately, this could lead to a parasocial relationship between followers and leaders within such 

a community (Ward, 2016). If users become dependent on such relationships, this could have 

negative effects on their social wellbeing and health as it would be unlikely for there to be any 

reciprocal support or engagement (Baek, Bae, & Jang, 2013). This is also challenged through the 

community aspect we observed in the content. As fitspiration continues to be a growing online 

fitness trend, if users are not actually receiving this social support in real life with they could 

suffer negative consequences. For example, as humans we need other human beings for more 

than just fitness accountability. We rely on others for support in all areas of life. If users are 

dependent on this community and do not develop healthy relationships where they can receive 

this support, they may negatively suffer when walking through difficult seasons in their lives. 

Next in terms of boundaries, within the theme of progress (specifically transformation), 

we do see people share physical transformations to note their progress. This progress is mostly 

related to weight loss where individuals are posting a before and after pictures of themselves. On 

its own, it is unlikely that users would just post a before picture without an after photo to follow, 

as it is unflattering. Even within these before and after photos, Instagram users share how the 
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before photo does not represent their best self. However, since there is a photo which features 

them in what they believe to be a more attractive, healthier state it is okay to share the before 

photo. Especially because this after photo creates a divide in old self versus new self, creating a 

new boundary line. Here, a picture which would have typically been private, now becomes 

public, but only because there is a better one for viewers to compare it to. This practice 

challenges boundaries as users show progress they have to share what they looked like before 

this physical transformation publically. 

In terms of communication privacy management, we see the second principle of this 

theory evident in the sharing behaviors within fitspiration content. The second principle states 

that due to the fact that there is assumed ownership an individual has over what happens in their 

lives, that individual has the choice what private information they share with others (Petronio, 

2007). Based on the content from this online community, the majority of users appear to feel that 

is appropriate and acceptable to share information regarding their physical health. However, as 

there is not much content focusing on issues relating to mental health or even spirituality, it is 

possible that there is a boundary between the different areas of health. Furthermore, users may be 

comfortable sharing their physical progress but not their mental or spiritual health progress. 

Next, looking at the third and fourth principles in this privacy management process, 

within these steps an individual must decide whether to disclose or conceal private information. 

Then, if the information is shared, others become shareholders in this information (Petronio, 

2007). When an individual decides to share a post, they must go through this process of deciding 

what and how much they wish to share with their followers. Because, once that content is posted 

it becomes a public part of that community. This could also answer the issue of the prominence 

of physical health content within this group. As fitspiration contains millions of posts, there 
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could be a fear of sharing private information because once this information is shared it could be 

viewed by millions of people, including people that the post was not initially intended for. 

Therefore, establishing a boundary between such areas of health, and in turn creating a boundary 

to ensure their mental and/or spiritual health remains private. While the sole physical content can 

be encouraging for viewers, for those struggling in these other areas of their health (i.e., mental 

health). Even though they are receiving support and encouragement for their physical health, if 

the lack of content relate to other areas of health can be isolating. 

Limitations 

One limitation within this study is the size of the dataset we analyzed. As fitspiration is a 

large, growing community on Instagram there are millions of public posts which share this 

hashtag. We manually collected and coded this content between two people, the dataset ended up 

being smaller in size for manageability. However, the themes we observed from this dataset 

could be used to examine a larger dataset of content. Further studies should consist of an analysis 

of a larger collection of content from Instagram’s fitspiration community. Additionally, because 

we focused on themes within the image content, we do not know the actual motivation or 

reasoning for users posting certain images versus others. In the future, we can interview 

Instagram users and inquire more about why they choose to present themselves in certain ways 

and make decisions about boundary management. 

Finally, as hashtag groups continue to emerge and grow it is likely that other hashtags 

related to fitness and health exist. Since the present study only examined content containing the 

hashtag fitspiration, other studies should explore alternate hashtags related to fitness. As 

fitspiration content has mainly focused on content dealing with physical health, other hashtags 

may contain more holistic messages for viewers. Additionally, a comparative analysis among 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

26 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

other fitness related hashtags and the hashtag fitspiration could reveal other areas of health either 

being promoted or missing. 

Conclusion 

Throughout our daily interactions, determining how we wish to present ourselves to 

others is a typical occurrence. As social media has become an increasingly normal and common 

part of the lives of people in the world, these real-world behaviors also reflect themselves in an 

online context. Overall, in terms of self-presentation the majority of users portrayed themselves 

as physically active by emphasizing aspects of physical health and fitness. Individuals also 

challenged the use of private and public boundaries as personally private moments and settings 

are publically shared with a global platform. Together, findings suggest an overall lack of 

encouragement for a holistic, balanced approach to health as posts portray an incomplete state of 

health. Ultimately, revealing a gap within fitspiration content and its goal to encourage a healthy 

lifestyle. 

Part II 

Survival of the #fittest: 

The effect of fitspiration content on the self-esteem and self-worth of young adults 

Overview 

The second part of this study seeks to explore how exposure to social media content on 

fitness and health influences young adults’ self-esteem and self-worth through the framework of 

Festinger’s social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954). Here, the effects of different content 

(either new media or fitspiration) are measured through participants’ self-esteem, self-worth, and 

their evaluation of the realism and relatability of the content, as well as the perceived health, 

success, attractiveness and happiness of the featured exemplar. Results indicated that there was 
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no significant difference in self-esteem between new media and fitspiration contents. However, 

in terms of self-worth, participants in the new media and fitspiration conditions did offer 

different ratings. Additionally, the new media content was perceived as more realistic and 

relatable than fitspiration content, and the featured exemplars in the new media content were 

viewed as happier. However, featured exemplars in the fitspiration content were viewed as 

healthier, more attractive, and more successful. Implications related to time spent on social 

media, media effects, and health campaigns are further discussed. 

Introduction 

While health campaigns can motivate social media users to pursue a healthier lifestyle, 

they may also induce negative effects on viewers (Cho & Salmon, 2007). Fitspiration, commonly 

known as fitspo, is an online trend created to encourage viewers to pursue a healthy lifestyle by 

promoting exercise and healthy food consumption (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2016). However, a 

meta-analysis shows that exposure to fitspo content is related to body dissatisfaction or eating 

disorders (Grabe, Ward & Hyde, 2008). Other research has demonstrated a connection between 

time spent on the Internet and body image disturbance in adult and adolescent women (Holland 

& Tiggemann, 2016). 

Additionally, researchers found that compared to thinspiration sites (e.g., pro-ana and 

pro-mia websites), fitspiration websites feature less content related to losing weight, praising 

thinness, showing a thin pose, or providing food guilt messages, but they still display messages 

related to these themes (Boepple & Thompson, 2015). Therefore, while fitspiration images may 

be providing encouragement for viewers, they may also have negative impacts on viewers’ self-

perception. 
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In contrast to previous studies examining the online fitspiration trend, the current study 

seeks to examine new hashtag trends featured on the social media application, Instagram. 

Specifically, this study will look at five growing and popular hashtag trends among fitness 

accounts: #fitspiration, #fitspo, #flexedvsunflexed, #posedvsreality, and #unflexedissexy and the 

photographs and videos tagged under them. We will then examine how young adults view these 

images based on a brief image content evaluation, and how they view themselves utilizing the 

Rosenberg self-esteem scale (Rosenberg 1965) and the contingences of self-worth scale (Crocker 

et al., 2003). Ultimately, we predict that if participants are exposed to new media content 

(consisting of the hashtags: #flexedvsunflexed, #posedvsreality, and #unflexedissexy), they will 

score higher on self-esteem and self-worth. Additionally, we believe that participants will rate 

new media content as more realistic and more relatable than traditional fitspiration content 

(consisting of the hashtags: #fitspiration and #fitspo). 

The current paper first provides an overview of Festinger’s social comparison theory, in 

light of how it explains some of the negative effects viewers may experience when viewing 

social media content, such as dissatisfaction with one’s own body. Following the literature 

review, we will present main findings from this study. Lastly, future direction for research will 

be discussed, as well as how this line of research contributes to the health communication 

literature. 

Social Comparison Theory 

Initially proposed by social psychologist Leon Festinger, social comparison theory posits 

that we as humans continually determine our own social and personal worth based on how we 

measure up against others (Festinger, 1954). More specifically, we compare ourselves to those 

who we see as most similar to us in order to properly evaluate where we are or where we could 
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be (Taylor & Lobel, 1989). In turn, we continually formulate self-evaluations across a variety of 

domains, such as physical appearance, wealth, and intelligence, to determine our social standing, 

abilities, and success. 

Within social comparison theory, two forms of comparison exist: downward social 

comparison and upward social comparison. Downward social comparison occurs when we 

compare ourselves to those we view as less fortunate or less competent than us, which typically 

generates increased feelings of self-esteem and self-worth. Upward social comparison occurs 

when we compare ourselves to those who we view as socially better, more skilled, or more 

attractive than us (Bessenoff, 2006). Consequently, when we engage in upward comparison, we 

may have a lower assessment of ourselves and experience decreased feelings of self-worth and 

self-esteem. 

When viewing social media content containing thin ideal messages or fitspiration 

information, studies have shown that upward comparison causes women to exhibit higher levels 

of body dissatisfaction (Stormer & Thompson 1996). Additionally, further research has indicated 

that individuals who compare themselves to thin models or thinspiration content are more likely 

to have a negative mood, higher level of body dissatisfaction, and even develop eating disorders 

(Prichard, McLachlan, Lavis & Tiggemann, 2017, Robinson et al., 2017, Tiggemann & McGill, 

2004, Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). For the purpose of this study, social comparison theory is 

used to help us explain the potential negative impacts of exposure to fitspiration content on 

participants’ self-esteem and self-worth. 

Self-Esteem and Self-Worth 

Self-esteem and self-worth both refer to how different individuals evaluate themselves. 

By definition, self-esteem refers to a person’s positive or negative perception of the self (Vogel, 
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Rose, Roberts, & Eckles, 2014). In turn, self-esteem depicts how competent and capable people 

believe themselves to be. In contrast, self-worth refers to the value people place on themselves 

(Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). Self-worth can be categorized under self-esteem, but it can also be 

measured independently through the contingencies of self-worth scale (Crocker et al., 2003), as 

these two concepts have distinguishable meanings. 

Specifically, self-worth involves a more detailed and extensive measure of the value 

people place on themselves as it measures their worth over seven different domains (Stefanone, 

Lackaff, & Rosen, 2011). These domains include competence, competition, approval from 

generalized others, family support, appearance, God’s love, and virtue. Furthermore, the 

contingencies of self-worth scale aims to assess behaviors or beliefs about the self that are 

established over time. 

Ultimately, when we compare ourselves to others, it can have either a positive or negative 

impact on our self-esteem and self-worth (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). If we believe we are lacking 

in ability or specific qualities that others around us possess, we will develop negative feelings 

towards ourselves. Specifically, within this study we will use the concepts of self-esteem and 

self-worth to help us determine how viewing Instagram content can alter people’s self-

perception. Self-esteem will measure participants’ positive and/or negative assessments of 

themselves, while self-worth will measure the value participants place on themselves. 

The Use of Instagram 

Today, various social media platforms are popular among young adults. Within the 

previous year alone, it is estimated that over 80% of the U.S. population uses social media in 

some shape or form ("Social Media Use," 2018). Particularly, one rising and popular social 

media platform is Instagram. According to their website, Instagram engages over 800 million 
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active monthly users ("Social Media," 2018). On Instagram, users are able to post content and 

interact with other users by sharing, liking, or commenting on content. Users are also able to 

view content posted by celebrities, companies, and others they esteem or find interesting. 

Additionally, Instagram users are able to create hashtags to categorize the content they post. In 

turn, other users can follow these hashtags and subsequently develop microblogging 

communities (Tsur & Rappoport, 2012). 

While there may be benefits in having access to such a large body of shared content, 

exposure to certain trends can have negative effects on viewers (Engeln-Maddox, 2005). One 

popular trend that has saturated social media is fitspiration. Fitspiration, commonly referred to as 

fitspo, is an online trend created to inspire viewers to pursue a healthier lifestyle by promoting 

exercise and healthy food (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). 

The creation of fitspiration occurred after the popular trend of thinspiration. Thinspiration 

content refers to content which showcases images of thin women, negative portrayals of 

overweight women, and motivational quotes meant to encourage weight loss (Boepple & 

Thompson 2015). However, thinspiration or thinspo content was heavily criticized for its harsh, 

salient thin-ideals and the promotion of unhealthy lifestyles such as eating disorders. Because of 

this, the fitspiration trend was established to remedy the negative content produced by the 

thinspiration trend. While thinspiration content consistently portrays images of unhealthily thin 

women, and encourages either weight loss or promotes eating disorders, fitspiration is designed 

to inspire viewers to achieve a healthy body through proper diet and exercise (Talbot et al. 2017). 

However, some fitspiration content proves to be similar to thinspiration content, causing similar 

negative effects on viewers. 
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Throughout the world, there is a large percentage of women who experience higher levels 

of body image disturbance, body dissatisfaction, and develop eating disorders based on the 

societal standards set for beauty (Thompson & Stice, 2001), including the desire for thinness. 

Furthermore, when the media promotes this kind of appearance, women who do not exhibit the 

same physical qualities can view themselves as less attractive, less successful, or less capable. 

Vogel et al. (2014) looked at the effect of Facebook use on users’ self-esteem. A total of 

145 undergraduates were recruited and asked about their Facebook use. In addition to gauging 

how much time they spent on the social networking site, participants were also asked how they 

made social comparisons with others. Then, the Rosenberg self-esteem scale was used to assess 

self-esteem. Overall, those who continually engaged in upward comparison reported lower self-

esteem. Vogel et al. (2015) further examined this phenomenon. In the lab, these researchers 

studied how users compared themselves to others on Facebook. Within this two-part study, they 

found that individuals who engaged in higher levels of social comparison not only used 

Facebook more, but also reported lower self-esteem. Although both Vogel et al. (2014) and 

Vogel et al. (2015) looked at Facebook, not Instagram, their findings reinforce the idea that by 

comparing ourselves to others, especially through social media, we can develop negative or 

lesser opinions of ourselves. This in turn can lead to lower self-esteem and lower self-worth. 

Additionally, Tiggemann and McGill (2004) explored the connection between social 

comparison and the effect of magazine advertisements on women’s mood and body 

dissatisfaction. Here, Tiggemann and McGill exposed a sample of 126 women to advertisements 

which depicted thin or attractive women. Participants’ mood and body dissatisfaction were 

measured before and after they viewed the selected content. Overall, the more participants 
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compared themselves to the images of thin women, the more negative thoughts they had about 

themselves. 

Next, Tiggemann and Zaccardo (2015) conducted an experiment where they showed 130 

female participants fitspiration content taken from Instagram or photos from travel. Their results 

indicated that women who were exposed to fitspiration content displayed negative moods and 

body dissatisfaction. In addition, women in the fitspiration condition also reported lower self-

esteem than those who viewed the travel photos. Therefore, Tiggemann and Zaccardo concluded 

that while fitspiration content may be labeled as a promotion for healthy living, viewing 

fitspiration content can still have negative impact on viewers’ self-perception. 

Following Tiggemann and Zaccardo (2015), Boepple and Thompson (2016) carried out a 

qualitative content analysis that compared thinspiration and fitspiration websites. Ideally, 

fitspiration and thinspiration should be different. While thinspiration content is created to 

encourage viewers to be thin, fitspiration content is created to encourage a healthy lifestyle 

through healthy eating and exercise. However, through their analysis, Boepple and Thompson 

concluded that while thinspiration sites – websites that give advice on how to maintain eating 

disorders such as anorexia or bulimia (Herrman & Tenzek, 2017) – featured slightly more 

content related to losing weight or fat, praising thinness, showing a thin pose, and providing food 

guilt messages than fitspiration sites, fitspiration websites still displayed messages relating to 

these themes. 

Therefore, while fitspiration content may provide encouragement for viewers, they also 

contain a number of images that are likely to have negative impact on viewers’ self-esteem and 

self-worth. Based on these findings, we predict: 



   

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

    

  

 

  

 

    

 

 

 

  

 

         

34 ANOTHER LOOK AT FITSPO 

H1: Participants in the new media content condition will score higher on self-esteem and 

self-worth than participants in the fitspiration condition. 

H2: Participants in the new media condition will find its content more realistic and more 

relatable than participants in the fitspiration condition. 

H3: Participants in the new media condition will perceive the exemplars featured to be 

happier, healthier, more attractive, and more successful than participants in the 

fitspiration condition. 

Since gender is shown as a significant moderator in people’s reaction to social media 

content related to body image (Tatangelo & Ricciardelli, 2017; Lewallen & Behm-Morawitz, 

2016; Ata, Ludden & Lally, 2006), we also hypothesize: 

H4: Female participants will be more affected by both the new media and fitspiration 

content than male participants. 

In contrast to previous studies examining the online fitspiration trend, the current study 

seeks to examine new hashtag trends featured on Instagram. Ultimately, we propose that 

individuals who are exposed to new media content will report higher self-esteem and self-worth 

than those exposed to traditional fitspo content. We will also look at how participants view these 

images based on a brief image content evaluation. 

Method 

Participants 

Through convenience sampling, undergraduates enrolled in introductory and intermediate 

communication courses from a research university in the Northeast were recruited. For their 

participation, students received course credit. Data were collected from November 11th to 
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December 4th, 2018. A total of 248 undergraduates participated in this research. The research 

procedure was approved by our institution’s IRB. 

Procedure 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of three groups. Participants in the 

experimental groups were asked to view and evaluate a series of 10 randomly selected images 

captured on Instagram from one of the hashtag groupings. Theses Instagram images were 

collected during four time points from public Instagram accounts from February to March 2018. 

Images from this collection were chosen randomly and balanced based on gender, race, and age 

of the exemplars featured. Participants in the control group did not view anything. 

Participants completed the study on their own computing device at their own 

convenience. Upon opening the survey, participants were first given a set of instructions, which 

explained that they would be viewing some popular Instagram images related to fitness, and they 

would be later asked about their opinion on these images. The participants in the experimental 

groups were then able to view the images when they were ready, evaluate these images, and then 

complete the Rosenberg self-esteem scale and the contingencies of self-worth scale. At the end 

of the survey, participants reported their sex, age and ethnicity and were properly debriefed. 

Measures 

All variables were assessed on a 7-point scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly 

agree. First, in order to assess participants’ opinion about the images they saw, each participant 

answered a brief set of evaluation questions (see Appendix A). These items examined how 

realistic and relatable participants perceived the images to be and whether they viewed the 

exemplars featured as happy, healthy, attractive, and successful. This was to ensure we could 

properly understand what the participants were seeing in the images, and to ensure that they did 
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see a difference in the content (fitspiration or new media) based on the group they were 

randomly assigned to. 

Next, through the 10-item Rosenberg self-esteem scale (M = 4.81, SD = 1.01, � = .88), 

participants were able to reflect how positively or negatively they perceived themselves after 

viewing the Instagram images. 

Following this, participants evaluated their self-worth using the contingencies of self-

worth scale. This specific scale consists of 35 items which are constructed from seven different 

subscales. Based on dimensions conceptualized within the self-worth scale (Crocker & Wolfe, 

2001), the subscales were categorized as approval from others (M = 3.92, SD = 1.15, � = .63), 

family support (M = 5.07, SD = 0.86, � = .57), appearance (M = 4.77, SD = 0.93, � = .60), 

competition (M = 4.97, SD = 0.91, � = .59), academic competence (M = 5.21, SD = 0.95, � = 

.55), God’s love (M = 3.75, SD = 1.74, � = .76), and virtue (M = 4.83, SD = 0.97, � = .58). 

Results 

After excluding three participants who reported their age as over 30, the average age of 

our sample was about 20 years old (M = 19.99, SD = 1.84), and the sample was gender balanced 

(50.2% female). About half of the sample reported their ethnicity as White (57.1%), followed by 

Asian (19.6%), and African American (13.5%). For subsequent analysis, we recoded ethnicity as 

1= White, 0 = Minorities. First, one-way ANOVA and chi-square tests were conducted to check 

whether random assignment was successful. Age, sex, and ethnicity did not differ across the 

experimental conditions, which suggests that random assignment was successful. The final 

sample size for analysis was 245. 

Then, one-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the first hypothesis. Results indicated 

that there was no significant difference in self-esteem across the experimental conditions, F(2, 
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242) = .37, p = .69, fitspiration (M = 4.77, SD = 0.92), new media (M = 4.78, SD = 1.01), and 

control group (M = 4.89, SD = 1.09). Within the seven self-worth subscales, only appearance 

differed significantly across the experimental conditions, F(2, 242) = 3.05, p < .05, with 

participants in the fitspiration (M = 4.97, SD = 0.91) condition scoring higher than those in the 

new media (M = 4.66, SD = 0.90) condition and the control group (M = 4.68, SD = 0.93). Post 

hoc analysis showed that appearance differed significantly between the fitspiration condition and 

the other two conditions, t(242) = 2.47, p = .014, which indicated that participants in the 

fitspiration condition were more likely to believe that their self-worth depends on their 

appearance. Therefore, there was limited support for our first hypothesis. 

Next, a one-way ANOVA was conducted to compare participants’ scores of realism and 

relatability across the two experimental groups. There was a significant difference in perceived 

realism between the fitspiration condition (M = 4.73, SD = 0.80) and the new media condition (M 

= 5.15, SD = 0.89), F(1,157) = 9.78, p = .002. However, participants in the new media condition 

(M = 3.84, SD = 1.00) did not view the images as more relatable than participants in the 

fitspiration condition (M = 3.57, SD = 0.91), F(1,157) = 3.15, p = .078. Thus, our second 

hypothesis was partially supported. 

Among the three items used to evaluate participants’ perception of the exemplars featured 

in the images, we found that participants in the new media condition (M = 5.00, SD = 0.76) 

viewed the exemplars as happier than participants in the fitspiration condition (M = 4.72, SD = 

0.62), F(1,157) = 6.84, p = .010. However, the two groups did not differ in their perceptions of 

whether the exemplars were healthy, attractive, or successful. Thus, the third hypothesis was also 

partially supported. 
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Next, to address the fourth hypothesis, we employed PROCESS macro in SPSS to 

examine whether gender moderated the experimental effects on self-esteem and self-worth. 

Results indicated that gender was not a significant moderator. Thus, the fourth hypothesis was 

not supported. Nevertheless, we found that female participants reported higher values on family 

support (F(1,243) = 9.75, p = .002), appearance (F(1,243) = 7.59, p = .006), academic 

competence (F(1,243) = 14.30, p < .001) than male participants. Female participants viewed the 

exemplars as more attractive (F(1,157) = 6.37, p = .013) and more successful (F(1,157) = 13.77, 

p < .001) than male participants. Interestingly, male participants were more likely to view the 

exemplars featured in the images as relatable than female participants, F(1,157) = 10.45, p = 

.001. 

Other interesting differences also emerged related to ethnicity and age. In particular, 

White participants (M = 4.96, SD = 1.06) scored higher on self-esteem as compared to minority 

participants (M = 4.62, SD = 0.90), F(1,157) = 7.11, p = .008. White participants also scored 

higher on family support (F(1,243) = 11.55, p = .001), appearance (F(1,157) = 19.02, p < .001), 

academic competence (F(1,157) = 6.70, p = .010), and approval from others (F(1,157) = 4.10, p 

= .044). White participants were also more likely to view the exemplars as healthy (F(1,157) = 

4.76, p = .031), attractive (F(1,157) = 5.18, p = .024), and successful (F(1,157) = 12.89, p < 

.001) than minority participants. Lastly, older participants scored higher on God’s love, r = .16, p 

= .01. 

Discussion 

This study explored the effects of fitspiration content from Instagram on young adults’ 

self-perception through the lens of Festinger’s social comparison theory. In light of social 

comparison theory, we examined how the expected upward comparisons affected participants’ 
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self-esteem and contingencies of self-worth. Overall, results indicated that fitspiration images led 

participants to place greater emphasis on physical appearance when they evaluated their self-

worth. In comparison, new media content did not have this effect as compared to the control 

condition. This finding is interesting because it suggests that fitspiration content makes physical 

appearance more salient in young adults’ perception of their self-worth, which could have 

negative impacts on the long run because compared to appearance, other values, such as 

academic competence, family support, and virtue, should be more defining qualities of one’s 

self-worth. As fitspiration content has a history of focusing on fit individuals and slim, in-shape 

physiques as well as being related to thinspiration content (Talbot et al. 2017), the fact that 

participants scored higher on appearance does fall in line with previous studies in terms of 

negative effects (Grabe, Ward & Hyde, 2008; Holland & Tiggemann, 2016). Further, female 

participants and White participants also scored higher on perceived self-worth related to 

appearance. Although gender did not moderate experimental effect as we expected, these results 

suggest that certain demographic groups may be especially vulnerable to the negative impact of 

fitspiration content. 

As past research has suggested that fitspiration content could harm self-esteem (Boepple 

& Thompson, 2016; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015), we expected that these images would lower 

participants’ self-esteem as compared to new media content. However, we observed that all three 

groups scored similarly on self-esteem, and the group average was 4.81 on a 7-point scale. We 

believe this lack of result can be explained by the fact that participants only viewed 10 images 

for a short amount of time. Perhaps if participants were immersed in the content for a longer 

period of time, we would be able to detect more differences across the experimental groups. 
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Nonetheless, this finding begs the question of whether fitspiration contents has changed in recent 

years and a content analysis of current fitspiration content on Instagram seems necessary. 

With 95% of Americans owning a cellphone, it is estimated that more than two thirds of 

American adults utilize social media platforms in some way ("Social Media Use," 2018). Of this 

percentage, it is also estimated that 60% of social media users use Instagram daily, in addition to 

other platforms such as Facebook, Snapchat, Twitter, and YouTube ("Social Media Use," 2018). 

In fact, in 2017 it was estimated that the average adult spends 135 minutes per day on social 

media ("Daily Time Spent," 2019), which equates to almost 16 hours per week. As our society 

continues to be engrossed in social media, we may expect the findings from this study to reflect a 

bigger trend that affects not only young adults, but other social media users as well. 

Next, participants found the new media content to be more realistic than the fitspiration 

content. Interestingly, male participants found the exemplars featured in the images as more 

relatable than female participants. These results are somewhat contrary to previous findings 

showing fitspiration content as unrealistic, and at times, promoting unhealthy lifestyle habits 

such as excessive dieting and exercise (Boepple & Thompson, 2016; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 

2015). These findings could offer insight as to why appearance score was higher in the 

fitspiration condition than in the other two conditions. When participants compare themselves to 

unrealistic exemplars, this upward comparison could make them feel less satisfied with their 

appearance. These results also attest to our categorization of fitspiration and new media content 

as the latter is indeed perceived as more realistic by our participants. 

While participants in the new media condition did find the exemplars featured as happier, 

they did not offer different ratings on perceived health, attractiveness, and success. This finding 

suggests that new media content may advocate genuine satisfaction about well-being more than 
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traditional fitspiration content, which may have contributed to our participants’ rating on 

perceived happiness of the exemplars. However, female and White participants were more likely 

to view the exemplars as more attractive and more successful. White participants also viewed the 

exemplars as healthier. As different cultures have different definitions of beauty (Evans & 

McConnell, 2003; Jacobson 2010), it was not surprising that there was difference in these 

perceptions based on ethnicity. We tried to balance the race and gender of exemplars featured in 

the images, and all exemplars were quite attractive, which is not surprising given the fact that 

they were tagged under fitspiration content on Instagram. These results suggest that future 

research needs to balance out race, gender, and physical attractiveness more carefully. 

Furthermore, when targeting a specific demographic in a health campaign or media intervention, 

culturally appropriate content should be featured to fit into the target audience’s standard for 

attractiveness, health, success, etc. 

Lastly, although sex was not a significant moderator of experimental effects, male and 

female participants did offer different ratings on several subscales of self-worth. In particular, 

females scored higher on family support and academic competence, which suggests that in our 

sample, female participants cared more about their family’s love and support and their academic 

performance than male participants. Similarly, as compared to minority participants, White 

participants were more likely to care about family support, academic competence, and social 

approval. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

One limitation within this study is the amount of time participants were exposed to the 

Instagram images within their randomly assigned conditions. As self-esteem and self-worth are 

core values that are difficult to change, short-term exposure to these images was unlikely to 
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cause significant changes. Second, our research participants were undergraduates recruited 

through convenience sampling, so there is limited generalizability in our findings. Further, 

compared to undergraduates, who may already have defined self-esteem and self-worth, teens 

and adolescents may be influenced more by fitspiration content (Ahn, 2010; O’Keeffe & Clarke-

Peterson, 2011; Shaw & Grant, 2002; Valkenburg et al., 2006). Future studies should focus on a 

younger demographic to examine these questions. Third, reliability scores for the self-worth 

subscales were relatively low. We followed the procedure to create these sub-scales based on the 

original study (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001), but the reliability and validity of the contingencies of 

self-worth scale need to be further evaluated. Even though reliability scores for the self-worth 

scales were low, based on its use in other empirical studies (Rui & Stefanone, 2013; Jones & 

Buckingham, 2005; Patrick, Neighbors, & Knee, 2004; Henderson-King, Henderson-King, & 

Hoffmann, 2001), we felt justified in incorporating the scale into our measures. 

Finally, we used simple evaluation terms to judge whether participants perceived 

differences between fitspiration content and new media content, future research should employ 

more qualitative methodology to detect more fine-grained differences in these images and how 

young adults evaluate them. 

Conclusion 

Overall, although we did not observe significant difference in self-esteem, this study 

shows that fitspiration content made appearance more salient in young adults’ perception of self-

worth. That is, participants who viewed fitspiration content were more likely to indicate that 

physical appearance mattered in their evaluation of self-worth as compared to participants in the 

new media condition and control condition. Participants also judged fitspiration content and new 

media content as different in their evaluation of realism and viewed exemplars featured in the 
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new media images as happier. Interesting differences also emerged in participants’ self-worth 

scores and their perceptions of the images based on sex and race. Together, these findings 

suggest that fitspiration content indeed makes young adults care more about their physical 

appearance, especially among female and White individuals. 

Conclusion 

Taken together, the mixed method approach to studying fitspiration creates a unique 

opportunity to examine content in a variety of ways which provide us with a snapshot of what 

fitspiration content looks like, and how it affects young adults in terms of self-esteem and self-

worth. Through our qualitative analysis in part one, we see Instagram users portray themselves as 

fit, physically healthy, and athletic while also challenging private and public boundaries though 

their sharing behaviors online. Next, through our quantitative analysis, we see these content 

affect viewers in various ways in light of their personal perception of their self-esteem and self-

worth. Additionally, results indicate individuals do perceive fitspiration and new media content 

differently in terms of realism, relatability and overall happiness. Moving forward, future studies 

should look to examine fitspiration content as well as other hashtags related to health more 

extensively, and their effect on viewers should also be gauged. 
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Appendix A 

Image Content Evaluation 

(Completed by participant to evaluate each image they are shown) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Strongly Disagree Somewhat Neither Somewhat Agree Strongly 
disagree disagree agree nor agree agree 

disagree 

The questions below ask your view on the image shown on this screen. Using the scale above, 

please determine how much you agree or disagree with the following statements. 

1. _____ This is a realistic picture. 

2. _____ The person in this picture is happy. 

3. _____ This picture depicts a healthy person. 

4. _____ This picture depicts an unhealthy person. 

5. _____ The person in this picture is attractive. 

6. _____ The person in this picture is unattractive. 

7. _____ The person in this picture is successful. 

8. _____ The person in this picture is a failure. 

9. _____ I find the person in this picture relatable to me. 
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Self-Esteem Assessment (Rosenberg 1965) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Strongly Disagree Somewhat Neither Somewhat Agree Strongly 
disagree disagree agree nor agree agree 

disagree 

The questions below ask your view on the image shown on this screen. Using the scale above, 

please determine how much you agree or disagree with the following statements. 

1. _____ On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. 

2. _____ At times, I think I am no good at all. 

3. _____ I feel that I have a number of good qualities. 

4. _____ I am able to do things as well as most other people. 

5. _____ I feel I do not have much to be proud of. 

6. _____ I certainly feel useless at times. 

7. _____ I feel that I'm a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others. 

8. _____ I wish I could have more respect for myself. 

9. _____ All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure. 

10. _____ I take a positive attitude toward myself. 
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Contingencies of Self-Worth Scale 
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Demographic Information 

1. What is your sex?   Male Female 

2. What is your age? __________ 

3. Please indicate your ethnicity by choosing one of the following options: 

White/Caucasian 

Black/African American 

American Indian or Aboriginal Person 

East Asian/Pacific Islander 

West Asian 

Indian 

Hispanic 

Latino 

Middle Eastern 

Multiracial 

Rather Not Say 

Other: __________ 
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