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A B S T R A C T   

Previous research indicates a negative impact of exposure to fitspiration on women’s mood, self-esteem, and 
body satisfaction. Fitspiration typically features thin and toned bodies, but there is some variation in the body 
types shown, which may influence its effects on viewers. Participants (N = 605women) were randomly allocated 
to view fit ideal, non-fit ideal, or neutral control images from Instagram, and completed state measures of 
appearance self-esteem, self-objectification, body satisfaction, and negative mood before and after image 
exposure. Women in the fitspiration conditions also reported level of state appearance comparison with women 
depicted and how inspired they were to do more exercise. Fit ideal and non-fit ideal images had a negative effect 
on body satisfaction. However, participants in the non-fit ideal condition showed an increase in state self-esteem 
and a decrease in state negative mood following image exposure, in contrast to the fit ideal condition. Condition 
did not have an impact on state self-objectification and there was no difference between fitspiration conditions in 
how inspired participants felt to do more exercise. State appearance comparison was correlated with change in 
self-esteem, negative mood, body satisfaction scores and with how inspired individuals felt to exercise. Small 
effect sizes and limitations indicate that replication of findings is required. However, the effects of viewing 
fitspiration imagery may depend on thinness and muscle tone of models shown, and level of comparison with 
people portrayed.   

1. Introduction 

Media content presents a thin ideal body type to women and girls and 
promotes the message that thinness signifies success and health (Grabe 
et al., 2008; Hesse-Biber et al., 2006). For most women, this thin ideal 
does not match with their own body and is not easily achieved. Conse
quently, media consumption is associated with an internalisation of a 
thin ideal and a negative body image (Grabe et al., 2008; Levine & 
Murnen, 2009). Negative body image, such as dissatisfaction with the 
appearance of one’s body, is associated with higher levels of disordered 
eating, drug use, self-harm, life satisfaction, and depression (Bornioli 
et al., 2019, 2021; Davis et al., 2020; Stice & Shaw, 2002), and therefore 
represents a public health concern. While research has tended to focus 
on the negative outcomes associated with body dissatisfaction, benefits 
of positive body image, including body appreciation and acceptance, 
have also been reported. These benefits include less alcohol and ciga
rette use, higher self-esteem, and optimism (Andrew et al., 2016; Avalos 
et al., 2005). 

The rise of social media over the last fifteen years has presented new 
opportunities and challenges for women’s body image. The continual 
addition of new content, and the accessibility of social media through 
mobile phone apps, means that women are exposed to media messages 
more than ever before. This has led to concerns about its negative impact 
on body image. On the other hand, the ability for members of the public 
to upload content means that a more diverse range of bodies is shown 
than in traditional media forms, including those which do not conform 
to a thin ideal (Slater et al., 2017). Messages of body acceptance, body 
appreciation, and body positivity have also emerged as popular social 
media trends (Cohen et al., 2019). Furthermore, being able to comment 
on others’ media posts means that there is scope for the public to express 
their views about content, and directly challenge or endorse the thin 
ideal presented. 

One global social media movement being scrutinised for its impact 
on body image is ‘fitspiration’ (an amalgamation of ‘fitness’ and 
‘inspiration’). Fitspiration content typically consists of images, videos, 
and advertisements, ostensibly intended to motivate its viewers to 
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exercise and pursue a healthier lifestyle. Fitspiration content is pervasive 
on social media, demonstrating its popularity. For example, a search by 
the current authors found that Instagram contained 492 million #fitness 
posts and 19.5 million #fitspiration posts (April 2022). Despite fitspi
ration’s purported benevolent intentions, analyses indicate that content 
frequently emphasises weight loss, promotes the importance of 
appearance rather than physical fitness or health, and often presents 
individuals in an objectified way (Boepple et al., 2016; Deighton-Smith 
& Bell, 2018; Santarossa et al., 2019; Tiggemann et al., 2018). Fitspi
ration does not predominantly present the thin body ideal, but instead a 
‘fit ideal’, characterised by a thin, yet toned and muscular, physique. A 
content analysis of fitspiration on Instagram revealed that images pro
mote a body shape that is thin and muscular, where 56.2% of the women 
shown had visible muscularity and 75.2% were thin (Tiggemann & 
Zaccardo, 2018). Similarly, a content analysis of fitspiration on Pinterest 
indicated that images typically featured thin and muscular women 
(Simpson & Mazzeo, 2017). While the fit ideal potentially signals 
healthy behaviours in terms of diet and physical activity, it still per
petuates the message that appearance is important, rather than the 
physical or mental health benefits of exercise. Furthermore, a body that 
is both thin and muscular is arguably even harder for women to achieve. 
This may lead to greater perceived discrepancy between the ideal body 
and one’s own body and therefore greater body dissatisfaction (Tigge
mann & Zaccardo, 2018). Findings from a recent study indicated that 
internalisation of both a fit and a thin ideal was associated with lower 
body satisfaction (Donovan et al., 2020). Furthermore, experimental 
research found that women exposed to fit ideal imagery had higher body 
dissatisfaction than women exposed to thin-ideal imagery (Robinson 
et al., 2017). Therefore, viewing a fit ideal may be just as harmful, if not 
more so, for body image than the thin ideal. 

Experimental evidence has demonstrated that exposure to fitspira
tion imagery from social media has a negative short-term impact on 
women’s body image, mood, and appearance self-esteem. In the first 
study to explore this effect, Tiggemann and Zaccardo (2015) compared 
the effects of viewing fitspiration and travel (control) imagery in 
women. The authors reported significantly lower body satisfaction and 
appearance-related self-esteem, and greater negative mood, in the fit
spiration group. Subsequent studies have also reported a negative effect 
of fitspiration imagery on body satisfaction (Dignard & Jarry, 2021; 
Griffiths & Stefanovski, 2019; Prichard et al., 2020; Rounds & Stutts, 
2021), though not universally. One study reported a negative impact on 
self-compassion, but not body satisfaction or mood, when comparing 
exposure to either fitspiration or neutral imagery (Slater et al., 2017). A 
recent study using an ecological momentary assessment design showed 
no effects of viewing fitspiration on negative mood or several aspects of 
state body satisfaction (Krug et al., 2020). Therefore, there are some 
inconsistencies in reported findings, which may in part relate to differ
ences within the type of content tagged as fitspiration. 

Research has started to explore whether the type of fitspiration 
content that women are exposed to influences the observed effects. In 
one study, the effects of viewing functional (where an individual is 
depicted performing exercise) or non-functional (where the individual is 
posed but not performing exercise) fitspiration images were compared 
(Prichard et al., 2018). The results showed that both conditions were 
associated with a negative change in mood and body satisfaction, but no 
difference between conditions was reported. Mulgrew and Tiggemann 
(2018) also explored the effect of viewing functional and non-functional 
images in women. This study did not look specifically at fitspiration 
imagery, but images selected for the functional condition showed 
women in sportswear engaging in exercise and therefore are consistent 
with elements of fitspiration imagery. Participants exposed to functional 
images (models depicted in sportswear and emphasising body func
tionality through physical movement), or who were prompted to focus 
on body function, had worse body satisfaction than participants shown 
posed images of models in swimwear, or prompted to focus on the 
model’s appearance. Tasks requiring participants to reflect on 

functionality of the body have been associated with positive body image 
outcomes, and are theorised to protect against some negative effects of 
viewing idealised images of women (Alleva et al., 2015, 2016). How
ever, reflecting on one’s own functionality is different from viewing 
images of another’s performance in fitspiration images, which could 
lead to unfavourable comparisons and trigger feelings of inadequacy. 
Furthermore, in Prichard and colleagues, and Mulgrew and Tiggemann’s 
studies, the women depicted were attractive and thin; therefore, it may 
be difficult for participants to avoid comparing their physical appear
ance with these ideals. 

For this reason, Prichard et al. (2018) suggest that future research 
compares functional and posed images while also manipulating the body 
size of models to which participants are exposed. Williamson and Kar
azsia (2018) explored the effect of viewing posed versus functional 
images of models who either conformed to the thin ideal or not on fe
male participants’ body appreciation (acceptance and respect for the 
body and its capabilities). They reported an effect of model body size, 
where participants showed higher body appreciation after exposure to 
models who did not conform to the thin ideal. However, there was no 
interaction effect between body size, pose and time, indicating that this 
positive effect of viewing models who did not fit with the thin ideal was 
not contingent on the pose. Mulgrew et al. (2020) similarly tested the 
effect of viewing active or posed images of thin versus average sized 
female models on appearance and functionality body satisfaction. 
Exposure to thin models led to lower appearance satisfaction than 
exposure to average sized models, supporting the detrimental effects of 
viewing the thin ideal. Whether the model was posed or active had no 
effect for the thin model conditions; however, when the model was 
average sized, appearance satisfaction was lower in the active condition, 
compared with the posed condition. The results also suggest that thin
ness is important when viewing model images and additionally that pose 
is not negligible. This study did not specifically look at fitspiration im
agery, but ‘active’ models were depicted in sportswear performing ex
ercise and therefore represent a similar type of stimulus. However, the 
authors did not report the statistical difference in appearance satisfac
tion following exposure to average sized or thin models in these active 
conditions only, as an indication of the effect of body size when viewing 
fitspiration-type imagery. 

The effect of body type of women depicted within fitspiration im
agery has been looked at by Robinson et al. (2017), who compared the 
effect of viewing two types of fitspiration imagery (athletic ideal and 
muscular ideal) with the traditional thin ideal. In this study, a distinction 
was made between athletic and muscular ideals: the former showed 
individuals who were medium to high in thinness, with little body fat 
and some visible muscle tone, while the latter showed women who were 
medium in thinness, but rated high in visible muscularity (e.g., legs, 
arms, and abdomen). The results indicated that exposure to either the 
thin ideal or athletic ideal was associated with lower body satisfaction in 
women, but this effect was not evident for muscular ideal images. This 
outcome supports the idea that there are differential effects of fitspira
tion according to the type of body shown, and that thinness may be an 
important dimension to consider in predicting a negative impact of fit
spiration content. 

Interestingly, experimental findings have suggested that women feel 
inspired to improve their fitness after viewing fitspiration, which may 
contribute to its popularity and represent a potential positive outcome 
(Prichard et al., 2020; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). Nevertheless, 
there is little evidence that this reported inspirational effect translates 
into actual exercise behaviour. In the study by Robinson et al. (2017), 
women in the athletic ideal fitspiration condition reported the greatest 
inspiration to improve fitness and be active. However, there was no 
difference in exercise behaviour between either of the two fitspiration 
image conditions and the thin ideal condition, in terms of the distance 
walked on a treadmill. This study did not include a neutral control group 
with whom to compare exercise level; however, a later study did 
compare distance travelled on treadmill between women shown either 
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fitspiration or travel images. In this case, the researchers also found no 
difference in distance travelled between the two image groups, though 
interestingly, those in the fitspiration group reported greater exertion 
than participants in the other condition (Prichard et al., 2020). 

The negative effects of media images on body image have been 
attributed to the process of social comparisons. Social Comparison 
Theory (Festinger, 1954) proposes that individuals compare themselves 
with others, to ascertain their own social standing and success. In the 
context of media images, women may compare and evaluate their 
appearance, including their bodies, against those of women in idealised 
images (Want, 2009). According to the theory, upward comparisons, 
where the individual views herself unfavourably with others, may lead 
to lowered self-esteem or body satisfaction. In contrast, a lateral or 
downward comparison, where the woman evaluates herself as equal to 
or favourably with the target image, would have a positive outcome for 
body image and self-esteem. Fitspiration images show women with 
bodies that are difficult to obtain, and which require a particular diet 
and exercise regime, so are likely to result in upward comparisons for 
most women. Furthermore, photographs posted on social media can be 
edited and manipulated, which means that women are comparing 
themselves unfavourably with images that are not just idealised, but also 
unrealistic. The role of social comparisons in the relationship between 
fitspiration exposure and outcomes is supported by experimental 
research. Findings have shown that exposure to fitspiration imagery 
results in higher levels of appearance comparison than does control 
imagery, and that appearance comparison mediates the effect of the 
image condition on study outcomes, including body (dis)satisfaction, 
appearance-related self-esteem, and mood (Dignard & Jarry, 2021; 
Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). This suggests that the effect of fitspira
tion on social comparison is a plausible mechanism for its negative 
impact. 

Content analyses have revealed that fitspiration images often show 
women in an objectified or sexualised manner (e.g., Boepple et al., 2016; 
Deighton-Smith & Bell, 2018; Murashka et al., 2021). According to 
Objectification Theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997), objectified or 
sexually objectified portrayal of women’s bodies in visual media leads 
women to view and evaluate themselves from an outsider’s perspective, 
i.e., self-objectify. Previous experimental research has reported that 
exposure to images representing the thin ideal is associated with 
self-objectification, relative to neutral images (Cohen et al., 2019). 
However, Prichard et al. (2018) did not find an effect of fitspiration 
image exposure on state self-objectification. These authors suggested 
that the lack of effect was due to the focus on fitness, even in posed 
images, which may not trigger self-objectification in the same way as 
images of the thin ideal. As self-objectification has rarely been explored 
as an outcome in fitspiration research, it was included in the present 
study. 

The research so far therefore points towards a deleterious effect of 
viewing fitspiration content on women’s body image, mood, and 
appearance-related self-esteem, though there is scarce evidence for its 
effect on self-objectification. Despite these negative effects, fitspiration 
imagery does appear to be inspirational. Findings also suggest that 
thinness of models might be a critical component of the negative effect 
of fitspiration (Robinson et al., 2017). Therefore, the current study 
aimed to test whether it is possible to harness the positive effects of 
fitspiration while reducing negative effects, through manipulation of 
body type shown. Social media sites contain a vast array of 
user-generated content, and individuals shown within images tagged as 
fitspiration have a range of body types, meaning it is possible to 
experimentally manipulate the body type depicted. As the fit ideal has 
been identified as the prevalent body type in fitspiration content (e.g., 
Simpson & Mazzeo, 2017), the current study explored the effect of 
viewing either fit ideal or non-fit ideal body types from content tagged as 
fitspiration. Fit ideal was characterised by images of women with a low 
percentage of body fat and high visible muscularity, as guided by pre
vious findings on the fit ideal body type, typical of fitspiration content 

(Boepple, 2016; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2018). The non-fit ideal was 
represented by bodies with more visible body fat and low visible muscle 
tone. In both fitspiration conditions, posed images were used. These 
conditions were compared with a control condition, viewing interior 
design imagery. The differential impacts of image condition were 
established by the comparison of pre- and post-exposure measures of 
appearance self-esteem, state self-objectification, body satisfaction, and 
mood. The effect of both types of fitspiration imagery on self-reported 
inspiration to exercise was also explored, to test whether this possible 
positive outcome of viewing fitspiration was equivalent between fit 
ideal and non-fit ideal conditions. Additionally, based on Social Com
parison Theory, the study tested the role of social comparisons in this 
process, by exploring whether the level of appearance comparison was 
correlated with change in outcome measures, for those women in the 
fitspiration conditions. 

Specific hypotheses tested were.  

1. Exposure to fit ideal imagery will result in a greater adverse effect on 
body image, mood and appearance self-esteem when compared to 
exposure to non-fit ideal imagery  

2. Change in state body satisfaction, mood, and appearance self-esteem 
scores will correlate with level of state appearance comparison 

2. Methods 

2.1. Design 

This study employed a between-subjects, experimental design with 
image type (fit ideal, non-fit ideal, or a control imagery category) as the 
independent variable. The dependent variables were state self- 
objectification, appearance self-esteem, negative mood, and body 
satisfaction. 

2.2. Participants 

Participants were recruited via social media platforms. Initially 1454 
women entered the study; however, 454 did not reach the end of the 
study, and a further 166 did not complete at least 80% of each measure 
and so were removed from analysis. Two participants reported their age 
as under 18, and so were also removed from the dataset. Previous fit
spiration research has typically involved samples aged between 17 and 
30 years (cf. Prichard et al., 2018; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015), 
therefore of the 832 remaining participants we selected those aged be
tween 18 and 30, giving us a final sample size of 605. Age was available 
for all participants and 587 provided weight and height data. From these 
data, participants had a mean age of 23.51 years (SD = 3.13, range = 18 
to 30) and a mean body mass index (BMI; kg/m2) of 24.05 (SD = 4.34, 
range = 15.62 to 45.62). Participants were randomly allocated by the 
online survey software to one of the three conditions, which led to 195 
participants in the fit ideal, 221 in the non-fit ideal, and 189 in the 
control condition. 

To test whether participants with particular baseline or demographic 
characteristics were more likely to withdraw from the study, we 
compared those included in the analysis (n = 605) with those who 
withdrew during or after image exposure (n = 150). Independent t-tests 
and chi square tests revealed no differences between groups in age, BMI, 
social media usage, exercise frequency, or baseline measures of state 
self-objectification and body satisfaction (all ps > .05). Those who did 
not withdraw during/after image exposure had lower baseline state 
negative mood, t (263.01) = 3.28, p < .001, d = 0.31, and higher 
baseline appearance self-esteem, t (753) = 2.09, p = .037, d = 0.20. We 
then tested whether there were any differences in demographics and 
baseline state measures by withdrawal status (withdrew during/after 
image exposure versus completed the study) and image condition. Chi 
square tests and two-way ANOVA indicated no significant interactions 
(all ps > .05). This suggested that there were no differences in 

K. Barnes et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  



Computers in Human Behavior 144 (2023) 107728

4

withdrawal between conditions according to individuals’ baseline 
characteristics. 

2.3. Image selection 

Image selection involved a two-step process. First, a pool of 36 im
ages per category were sourced from public Instagram accounts. Images 
for the fitspiration conditions were identified by searching the most 
popular images marked as #fitspiration and #fitspo. The image set 
captured a racially diverse set of women. Each image showed the in
dividual’s full body, with a clearly visible face, wearing leggings and a 
sleeveless top. When selecting images, researchers were informed by 
existing content analyses when determining, and thus categorising 
models into fit ideal or non-fit ideal groups (Talbot et al., 2017; Tigge
mann & Zaccardo, 2018). The women pictured in the fit ideal condition 
had visible muscle tone (e.g., defined abdominal muscles), and were 
slim in build, with low visible body fat. Non-fit ideal images showed 
women with higher levels of body fat, and low visible muscularity (e.g., 
non-visible abdominal muscles), to provide a contrast to the fit-ideal 
condition. In both fitspiration conditions, posed images were selected. 
In line with past research (Slater et al., 2017) images labelled as interior 
design were used as the control condition, by searching the most popular 
images tagged as #interiordesign. 

Second, eleven adult women with a mean age of 25.09 years (SD =
9.08), were asked to independently rate the attractiveness of the people 
shown in the fitspiration images (“how attractive is the individual in the 
following image?“) and the aesthetic appeal of the interior design im
ages (“how aesthetically pleasing do you find the following image?’), 
using a 10-point scale (1 = not at all, 10 = very). Images selected for the 
study were taken from the interquartile range of perceived attractive
ness/aesthetic appeal scores of each group to increase their represent
ability of the category, resulting in 17 images for each condition (fit 
ideal fitspiration M = 7.42, SD = 0.21; non-fit ideal fitspiration M =
6.80, SD = 0.29; interior design M = 6.68, SD = 0.24). A paired samples 
t-test was used to explore whether there was difference in ratings of 
attractiveness between the two fitspiration conditions from the pilot 
study. While there was not a statistically significant difference within 
this small sample, the moderate effect size indicated that models were 
not ideally matched on attractiveness, t (10) = 1.84, p = .096, d = 0.55, 
where fit ideal models had a higher mean attractiveness score (M = 7.42, 
SD = 0.84) than non-fit ideal models (M = 6.80, SD = 0.93). Participants 
in the current study who were allocated to one of the fitspiration con
ditions were also asked to rate the attractiveness of each model shown, 
as part of the procedure (see Section 2.5). Analysis indicated that 
attractiveness ratings given for women depicted in the fit ideal condi
tion, M = 4.02 (SD = 0.61) were significantly higher than attractiveness 
ratings for the models shown in the non-fit ideal condition, M = 3.60 
(SD = 0.56), with a moderate sized effect, t (414) = 7.32, p < .001, d =
0.72. 

2.4. Measures 

2.4.1. Participant characteristics 
Participants were asked to self-report their age, height, and weight. 

Participants also indicated their typical daily amount of time on social 
media, using response options: Never use social media, 1–5 min, 5–15 min, 
15 min to an hour, 1–3 h, over 3 h, and frequency of exercise, using 
response options: Less than once a month, 1–2 times a month, once a week, 
twice a week, 3+ times a week. 

2.4.2. State appearance self-esteem 
State appearance self-esteem was measured using the State Self- 

Esteem Scale (SSES; Heatherton & Polivy, 1991). This is a 20-item 
scale where participants indicate how true each statement is of them 
“right now” on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 5 = extremely). The 
scale measures three self-esteem factors: performance, social, and 

appearance. Ratings for the six appearance subscale items were summed 
to provide a total appearance self-esteem score. The appearance sub
scale had excellent internal reliability in the current sample, pre (α =
0.85), and post image exposure (α = 0.87). 

2.4.3. State self-objectification 
State self-objectification was measured using Noll and Fredrickson’s 

(1998) Self- Objectification Questionnaire. This measure requires par
ticipants to rank the importance of ten appearance (objectified) and 
competency (non-objectified) items. The total self-objectification score 
is obtained by subtracting the sum of the competency-based item ranks 
from the sum of the appearance-based item ranks. Scores range from 
− 25 to +25, with a higher, positive score indicating a dominant 
emphasis on appearance, or greater levels of self-objectification. The 
tool is the most widely used measure of self-objectification with good 
face validity (Wollast et al., 2021), construct validity (Noll, 1996) and 
reliability (Calogero & Jost, 2011). In the current study, participants 
were prompted to rank the importance of the items ‘right now’ to adapt 
the scale into a state measure. 

2.4.4. State body satisfaction and mood 
State body satisfaction and mood were measured using visual 

analogue scales (VAS), based on those used by Tiggemann and Zaccardo 
(2015) and originally devised by Heinberg and Thompson (1995). To 
measure state body satisfaction, participants were asked how satisfied 
they were with their own weight and appearance right now, on a scale of 
0 = not at all, to 100 = very satisfied. An overall score for state body 
satisfaction was determined by taking the mean of the two weight and 
appearance scores. State body satisfaction demonstrated good internal 
consistency (pre-exposure α = .79, post exposure α = .83). For state 
mood, participants were requested to indicate how they were feeling 
“right now” along five mood dimensions (“anxiety”, “depression”, 
“happiness”, “anger”, and “confidence”), from 0 = not at all to 100 =
very much. An overall score was calculated by reversing the scores for 
confidence and happiness and then calculating the mean score, so that 
higher scores represented a more negative mood. Internal reliability for 
mood was acceptable to good (pre-exposure α = .78, post exposure α =
.80). 

2.4.5. State appearance comparison 
Tiggemann and McGill’s (2004) State Appearance Comparison Scale 

(SACS) was used to assess participants’ level of appearance comparison 
when viewing the fitspiration images. Participants rated the degree to 
which they considered their appearance, and compared their overall 
body image and specific body parts when viewing these images using 
three Likert scales (1 = no thought, 7 = a lot of thought). An overall score 
was derived from the mean of the three item scores, where a higher 
represented a higher level of appearance comparison frequency, but did 
not indicate the direction (upwards or downwards) of comparison. The 
SACS was only completed by participants in the two fitspiration condi
tions, because the questions were no applicable to the control condition. 
In the current sample, the scale showed very good internal reliability for 
both fit ideal (α = 0.93) and non-fit ideal (α = 0.89) conditions. 

2.4.6. Inspiration to exercise 
To compare the effectiveness of fit ideal and non-fit ideal in fulfilling 

their intended purpose in inspiring participants to exercise, participants 
in both of the fitspiration image conditions were asked a single question 
devised by the researchers, “Having viewed the images, how inspired do 
you feel right now to do more exercise?“, on a five-point scale, where 1 
= not at all and 5 = very inspired. 

2.5. Procedure 

This study was approved by [authors institution]. Participants were 
recruited through the social media platforms Facebook and Instagram, 
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for a study on, ‘the impact of social media trends on women’ and were 
directed to an online experiment hosted on the survey platform Qualtrics 
(Qualtrics, Provo, UT). Prior to starting the study, all participants were 
provided information about the study and the nature of the tasks but 
were not told that the study was about the effects of viewing fitspiration 
images. The participants were instead informed that the study aimed to 
investigate the impact of social media trends on female viewers and that 
they must be female and aged over 18 years to take part. Participants 
provided consent electronically. On starting the study, participants 
provided information about age, height, weight, and social media usage, 
then completed time one (pre-exposure) measures of state self-esteem, 
body satisfaction, negative mood, and self-objectification. Participants 
were randomly allocated to one of the three conditions by the survey 
software. In all conditions, participants were shown 17 images one by 
one. The image order was not randomised. Participants were not timed 
on how long they spent observing each image; however, to ensure par
ticipants attended to each image, they were asked two questions per 
image. In the fitspiration image conditions, they were asked, ‘how 
attractive do you think the person in this photo is?’ (1 = extremely un
attractive, 5 = extremely attractive and ‘how healthy do you think the 
person in this photo is?’ (1 = extremely unhealthy, 5 = extremely healthy). 
In the interior design image condition, they rated the statements, ‘The 
image inspires you to alter the interior of your home’ (1 = strongly 
disagree, 5 = strongly agree), and ‘you are inspired to buy the products in 
the image for your home’ (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Post 
exposure to fitspiration images, participants were asked to complete 
measures of inspiration to exercise and appearance comparison. Par
ticipants in all conditions then completed the four state measures for a 
second time. At the end of the study, participants were presented with a 
written debrief on the aims of the study, and signposted sources of 
support in case of concerns about body image or eating behaviour. The 
procedure took approximately 20 min for each participant. 

2.6. Analysis 

Quantitative analyses were conducted using the Statistical Package 
for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 25 (IBM Corp. Raggatt et al., 2018) 
using a significance level of 0.05. Data were screened for missing data 
and univariate outliers on the outcome variables using boxplots and for 
multivariate outliers using Mahalanobis distance scores and Cook’s D 
values. No outliers were identified. Normality and homogeneity of 
variance assumptions were met. Descriptive statistics were calculated 
for participant characteristics, and a series of mixed ANOVAs assessed 
the effects of time and image condition on dependent variables. Simple 
effects analysis was used to interpret significant interaction effects. In
dependent t-tests assessed whether there were significant differences in 
appearance comparison and inspiration to exercise more between the 
two fitspiration conditions. To determine if state appearance compari
son was related to change in outcomes and inspiration levels in the fit
spiration conditions, change scores were calculated for state 
self-objectification, state appearance self-esteem, state body satisfac
tion and state negative mood and Pearson’s correlations were 
conducted. 

3. Results 

3.1. Exercise levels and social media use 

Descriptive data showed that 52% of participants exercised 3+ times 
weekly, with 84% exercising at least once weekly. Two participants did 
not use social media, however, all except four participants used social 
media for at least 15 min per day, with 58% using social media for 1–3 h, 
and 32% using social media for over 3 h daily. 

3.2. Baseline differences between conditions 

One way ANOVA and chi square tests indicated that there were no 
significant differences between participants across the three conditions 
in age, (F (2,602) = 0.68, p = .507 ηp2 = 0.002), BMI, (F (2, 584) = 1.27, 
p = .283, ηp2 = 0.004), or exercise level, (χ2 (8) = 10.71, p = .219, V =
0.094). Excluding the four individuals who indicated that they did not 
use social media for at least 15 min per day, a chi square test indicated 
no difference in social media usage between the three conditions (χ2 (4) 
= 1.50, p = .826, V = 0.035). 

One way ANOVA also indicated that there were no significant dif
ferences between groups in baseline scores for appearance self-esteem (F 
(2, 602) = 0.05, p = .951, ηp2 < 0.001), self-objectification (F (2, 602) =
0.27, p = .761, ηp2 = 0.001), body satisfaction (F (2, 602) = 0.40, p =
.673, ηp2 = 0.001), and negative mood (F (2, 602) = 0.17, p = .840, ηp2 

= 0.001). Descriptive data for outcome measures pre and post image 
exposure are shown in Table 1. 

3.3. Effect of image condition on state appearance self-esteem 

Mixed design ANOVA revealed that there was no significant main 
effect of condition on self-esteem, F (2, 602) = 0.40, p = .668, ηp2 =

0.001, nor time, F (1, 602) = 0.09, p = .765, ηp2 < 0.001. There was a 
significant interaction between time and condition with a small effect 
size, F (2, 602) = 9.11, p < .001, ηp2 = 0.029. Simple effects analysis 
demonstrated that there was a significant increase in appearance self- 
esteem between pre and post scores in the non-fit ideal condition, F 
(1, 602) = 12.53, p < .001, ηp2 = 0.020, and a significant decrease in the 
fit ideal condition, F (1, 602) = 5.83, p = .016, ηp2 = 0.010. There was no 
significant change in scores within the interior design condition, F(1, 
602) = 0.15, p = .695, ηp2 < 0.001. 

3.4. Effect of image condition on state self-objectification 

Mixed design ANOVA established there was no significant main ef
fect of condition, F (2, 602) = 0.25, p = .782, ηp2 = 0.001, or time, F (1, 
602) = 2.26, p = .133, ηp2 = 0.004, for self-objectification. Additionally, 
there was not a significant interaction between condition and time, F (2, 
602) = 0.88, p = .416, ηp2 = 0.003. 

3.5. Effect of image condition on state body satisfaction 

Mixed design ANOVA established there was no significant main ef
fect of condition for body satisfaction F (2, 602) = 0.19, p = .830, ηp2 =

0.001. There was a significant main effect of time for body satisfaction 

Table 1 
Descriptive statistics for state measures of appearance self-esteem, self-objecti
fication, body satisfaction, and negative mood.   

Pre-Exposure Post-Exposure 

M (SD) M (SD) 

Appearance Self-Esteem 
Fit Ideal 17.07 (5.10) 16.69 (5.57) 
Non-Fit Ideal 17.05 (4.80) 17.57 (5.04) 
Interior Design 17.19 (4.71) 17.13 (4.99) 
Self-Objectification 
Fit Ideal 1.18 (12.94) 0.21 (14.07) 
Non-Fit Ideal 0.29 (14.23) − 0.01 (14.21) 
Interior Design 1.06 (13.39) 1.02 (13.90) 
Body Satisfaction 
Fit Ideal 54.33 (23.85) 50.20 (25.85) 
Non-Fit Ideal 54.42 (22.83) 52.51 (23.39) 
Interior Design 52.54 (23.93) 51.97 (23.59) 
Negative Mood 
Fit Ideal 39.71 (18.28) 40.92 (20.07) 
Non-Fit Ideal 39.93 (19.19) 38.90 (19.96) 
Interior Design 38.87 (18.85) 38.76 (19.45)  
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with a small effect size, F (1, 602) = 37.29, p < .001, ηp2 = 0.058, 
indicating that body satisfaction scores were significantly lower across 
the sample post image exposure. There was also a small, significant 
interaction between condition and time, F (2, 602) = 7.96, p < .001, ηp2 

= 0.026. Simple effects analysis showed that there was a significant 
decrease in pre to post image-exposure scores in the fit ideal, F (1, 602) 
= 42.43, p < .001, ηp2 = 0.066, and non-fit ideal conditions, F (1, 602) =
0.29, p = .001, ηp2 = 0.017. However, there was not a significant change 
in scores within the interior design condition F (1, 602) = 0.78, p = .377, 
ηp2 = 0.001. 

3.6. Effect of image condition on state negative mood 

Mixed design ANOVA revealed no main effect of condition, F (2, 
602) = 0.30, p = .739, ηp2 < 0.001, or time, F (1, 602) = 0.01, p = .936, 
ηp2 < 0.001, on negative mood. There was, however, a small, significant 
interaction between condition and time on negative mood, F (2, 602) =
5.73, p = .003, ηp2 = 0.019. Subsequent simple effects analysis revealed 
that there was a significant increase from pre and post exposure scores in 
the fit ideal group, F (1, 602) = 6.25, p = .013, ηp2 = 0.010. There was a 
significant decrease in negative mood within the non-fit ideal condition, 
F (1, 602) = 5.16, p = .023, ηp2 = 0.008. There was no significant change 
within the interior design condition, F (1, 602) = 0.05, p = .821, ηp2 <

0.001. 

3.7. State appearance comparison and inspiration to exercise 

There was no significant difference in level of appearance compari
son reported by participants assigned to the fit ideal condition (M =
4.65, SD = 1.96), and those in the non-fit ideal condition, (M = 4.31, SD 
= 1.82), t (414) = 1.87, p = .062, d = 0.18. There was no significant 
difference in reported level of inspiration to exercise between partici
pants in the fit ideal condition (M = 2.93, SD = 1.16) and those in the 
non-fit ideal condition (M = 2.72, SD = 1.18), t (414) = 1.82, p = .069, d 
= 0.1820 (. 

3.8. Relationship between outcomes and state appearance comparison 

Change in appearance self-esteem, self-objectification, negative 
mood, and body satisfaction were calculated by subtracting pre- 
exposure scores from post image exposure scores. The association be
tween these change scores and level of appearance comparison was 
tested through Pearson’s correlation coefficients, for individuals in the 
two fitspiration conditions only. Across both groups, level of state 
appearance comparison was not significantly correlated with change in 
self-objectification, r = .00, p = .996. There were small correlations 
between state appearance comparison and change in appearance self- 
esteem, r = − 0.19, p < .001, change in body satisfaction, r = − 0.15, 
p = .002, and change in negative mood, r = 0.30, p < .001. The co
efficients indicated that a higher level of comparison was associated 
with a decrease in appearance self-esteem and body satisfaction, and an 
increase in negative mood. Inspiration to exercise was also moderately 
positively correlated with the level of appearance comparison, r = 0.35, 
p < .001. Within the fit ideal condition, there were medium-sized cor
relations between state appearance comparison and change in negative 
mood, (r = 0.41, p < .001), and how inspired participants felt to do more 
exercise (r = 0.36, p < .001). There were small sized correlations with 
change in appearance self-esteem (r = − 0.27, p < .001), and body 
satisfaction (r = − 0.21, p = .004) but no relationship with change in self- 
objectification (r = − 0.06, p = .441). Therefore, in the fit ideal condi
tion, the correlations mirrored those found across the full sample. 

In the non-fit ideal condition, appearance comparison was not 
significantly associated with change in appearance self-esteem (r =
− 0.09, p = .169), body satisfaction (r = − 0.06, p = .341), or self- 
objectification (r = 0.07, p = .289), but had a small significant rela
tionship with change in negative mood (r = 0.16, p = .018) and a 

medium sized correlation with inspiration to increase exercise (r = 0.33, 
p < .001). 

4. Discussion 

4.1. Effects of viewing fitspiration 

The present study aimed to determine whether the effect of exposure 
to fitspiration on women’s state mood, body satisfaction, appearance 
self-esteem, self-objectification, and inspiration to exercise differed ac
cording to the body type of the individuals depicted (fit ideal compared 
with non-fit ideal). Additionally, we explored whether the amount of 
state comparison with the women depicted correlated with inspiration 
to exercise and change in outcome scores. Both fit ideal and non-fit ideal 
fitspiration imagery had a negative effect on viewers’ state body satis
faction, whereas there was no significant change over time for those in 
the neutral control condition. In contrast, the two fitspiration conditions 
appeared to diverge in their effects on state appearance self-esteem and 
state negative mood. Those in the non-fit ideal condition reported an 
increase in appearance self-esteem and a decrease in negative mood, and 
those in the fit ideal group showed a decrease in appearance self-esteem 
and increase in negative mood. The findings for the fit ideal group are 
consistent with previous experimental research showing that fitspiration 
exposure has a negative effect on body satisfaction and mood (e.g., 
Prichard et al., 2020; Rounds & Stutts, 2021; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 
2015). Although the effect size was larger for the fit ideal image con
dition, the negative impact on state body satisfaction for both types of 
fitspiration is concerning; for example, feeling dissatisfied with one’s 
appearance is related to disordered eating (e.g., Bornioli et al., 2019). 
Findings for the non-fit ideal image exposure are novel in fitspiration 
research, and suggest some potential benefits of viewing this type of 
fitspiration imagery. Caution should be applied to these findings though 
because effect sizes for interactions were small. 

The current study did not find an impact of viewing either type of 
fitspiration on state self-objectification. Exposure to thin ideal content 
from Instagram has been associated with an increase in state self- 
objectification (e.g., Cohen et al., 2019), while previous experimental 
research testing the impact of viewing fitspiration did not find an effect 
(Prichard et al., 2018). Objectification Theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 
1997) suggests that a focus on bodily capabilities and functionality 
might lead to lower levels of self-objectification. As previously argued 
(Prichard et al., 2018), the implication of fitness and exercise in fitspi
ration imagery, even when models are thin and posed, may be sufficient 
to mitigate against self-objectification processes. In another study, 
exposure to images promoting either the fit or thin ideal was associated 
with greater levels of state self-objectification, compared with exposure 
to body acceptance stimuli (Betz & Ramsey, 2017). However, the au
thors only found an effect for one self-objectification measure (a modi
fied version of the Body Surveillance subscale of the Objectified Body 
Consciousness Scale; McKinley & Hyde, 1996), and not for a state 
version of the Noll and Fredrickson (1998) Self-Objectification Ques
tionnaire. As both Prichard and colleagues and the current authors 
employed a state-adapted version of the latter scale, an alternative 
explanation for the lack of effect is that this measure is not sensitive 
enough to detect a short-term change in self-objectification. Further
more, in our adaptation, participants were required to rank attributes 
rather than rate individual items (cf. Prichard et al., 2018), and partic
ipants may find this scale format overly complicated. Therefore, fitspi
ration researchers should consider alternatives for assessing state 
self-objectification. A recent review provides a critical overview of the 
ways in which the construct has been measured in experimental research 
(Kahalon et al., 2018). 

We did not find a significant difference in the level of inspiration to 
exercise more between fitspiration conditions, though mean scores 
suggested that participants in both groups were inspired. Encouraging 
viewers to engage in exercise is generally considered a positive effect, 
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inciting engagement with healthy lifestyle choices, with the exception of 
compulsive exercise behaviours and eating disorders (Griffiths et al., 
2018). If fitspiration content that does not promote a fit ideal is still 
inspiring in this respect, then this is a positive finding. However, it is 
important to consider why people feel inspired to exercise. Previous 
research has suggested that viewing fitspiration content may be indi
rectly associated with appearance related motivations for exercise in 
men (Fatt et al., 2019). Similarly, exposure to typical fitspiration image 
bodies (labelled ‘fit normative’; Wood & Pila, 2022) was associated with 
appearance motivations for exercise in young women. Exercising for 
appearance, over health, has been shown to be associated with eating 
problems and poorer body image (Gonçalves & Gomes, 2012; Panão & 
Carraça, 2020). Furthermore, evidence does not point towards an effect 
of fitspiration on actual exercise behaviour (e.g., Robinson et al., 2017), 
though exercise activity needs to be tested outside a laboratory setting. 
For example, Arigo et al. (2021) measured number of visits to 
on-campus fitness centres in response to different fitspiration messaging 
in college students. In the current study, the inspiration to exercise 
measure was not completed by participants in the control condition, and 
only measured after, not before, image exposure in the fitspiration 
conditions. Thus, we cannot be certain whether participants experienced 
a change in level of inspiration. Future research should address this 
limitation to demonstrate more conclusively whether model body type 
influences level of inspiration, while considering exercise motivations, 
and how this translates into behaviour. 

4.2. State appearance comparison 

The level of state appearance comparison did not significantly differ 
between the two fitspiration image conditions, and mean values were 
around the midpoint of the Likert scale, indicating a moderate level of 
comparison. A greater level of state appearance comparison was asso
ciated with an increase in negative mood, decreases in body satisfaction 
and appearance self-esteem, and inspiration to exercise more. This 
finding is supportive of Social Comparison Theory and broadly consis
tent with previous research showing that level of state appearance 
comparison mediates the relationship between fitspiration exposure and 
negative outcomes (Dignard & Jarry, 2021; Griffiths et al., 2018; Pri
chard et al., 2018; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). When groups were 
analysed separately, these correlations remained significant within the 
fit ideal condition. In the non-fit ideal condition, appearance comparison 
was only correlated with change in mood, and inspiration to exercise 
more. It is therefore tentatively suggested that when viewing fitspira
tion, appearance comparison with a fit ideal body type is more predic
tive of a negative change in outcomes. However, the state appearance 
comparison measure only indicated how much the participant compared 
herself with the model, rather than whether the comparison was 
favourable or unfavourable. Investigating whether participants 
compared themselves with the models in an upwards or downwards 
direction (e.g., Mulgrew et al., 2017) would have allowed a more 
nuanced understanding of how appearance comparisons related to 
outcomes in each of the fitspiration conditions. 

4.3. Strengths and limitations 

Limitations relating to the measurement of self-objectification, 
inspiration to exercise and appearance comparison have already been 
discussed. Additionally, the study was conducted in the United 
Kingdom, during the lockdown phase of a national response to the 
coronavirus pandemic. During this time, social media usage dramati
cally increased (Cellini et al., 2020), and results may not reflect the 
typical impact of media exposure. Information regarding the partici
pants’ nationality and ethnicity was not obtained. Future research could 
explore whether these factors influence outcomes, based on previously 
identified differences in appearance satisfaction and drive for thinness 
between women of different ethnic groups (e.g., Sabik et al., 2010). 

Attention should also be given to the ecological validity of the study. 
Participants were presented with real images sourced from Instagram 
which they viewed on their own devices. However, the images were not 
presented on an Instagram platform and there were no ‘like’, ‘comment’, 
or ‘save’ buttons. Instead, participants were asked questions about each 
image, which may have meant their interaction with images was 
different from usual. Furthermore, these questions asked participants to 
rate the attractiveness and health of the women shown which may have 
inadvertently led participants to focus on these characteristics more, 
stimulated appearance comparisons, and possibly triggered partici
pants’ weight biases or experiences of weight stigma. Participants were 
also prompted to complete the measures of exercise inspiration and state 
appearance comparison before post-exposure measures of the main 
outcome variables, which would usually be taken immediately after
wards.. These potential priming effects mean that the findings should be 
interpreted with caution. Relatedly, these four items were not completed 
by those in the control condition, so there may have been a slightly 
longer period between viewing images and completing outcome mea
sures for the fitspiration conditions compared with the control (esti
mated at a minute or less). The same or filler questions could have been 
added to the control condition to address this discrepancy. A greater 
number of items were used to measure mood than body satisfaction, and 
a specific item on satisfaction with body shape or muscularity would 
have been useful, based on the emphasis that fitspiration imagery places 
on tone and composition, as well as thinness. 

The researchers aimed for images to be matched between the fit
spiration conditions (e.g., clothing, model pose), but ratings from the 
pilot and main study indicated that conditions were not equal in terms of 
model attractiveness. Images were not deliberately matched for level of 
sexualisation, but sexualisation in social media content is linked with 
body image (e.g, Guizzo et al., 2021). Clothing, pose, facial expression, 
and emphasising body parts may indicate sexualisation in online fitness 
content (Ahrens et al., 2022; Boepple et al., 2016; Deighton-Smith & 
Bell, 2018; Murashka et al., 2021). Sexualisation was not apparent 
through clothing, or slogans linking fitness with sexiness or sex, and 
conditions were reasonably matched: one image from each condition 
showed sexualisation through facial expression, two from each strongly 
emphasised the gluteal muscles through pose, and one in the fit-ideal 
condition emphasised the crotch through the camera angle. Attractive
ness and sexualisation should ideally be matched in future research.. 
Second, the non-fit ideal images showed women with higher levels of fat 
and lower muscle tone than women in the other fitspiration condition, 
but they did not appear to be of overweight or obese BMI. This may have 
led to an upwards social comparison for some participants, and it would 
be useful for future research to explore the effects of viewing fitspiration 
images of women with larger bodies and more visible body fat. As the 
control condition did not include images of women, we did not collect 
ratings of appearance comparison within this condition. Future research 
could include images of other women in a neutral setting to allow for a 
direct comparison of scores, and test whether social comparison medi
ates effects of viewing both these types of fitspiration. 

4.4. Implications and future research 

The current findings suggest the effects of fitspiration imagery vary 
according to body type depicted. The negative effect of viewing the non- 
fit ideal on body satisfaction should not be ignored, though this effect 
size was smaller than for fit ideal images. However, mood and appear
ance satisfaction outcomes indicate that there may be some advantages 
to increasing the diversity of body shapes and sizes depicted in fitspi
ration content. Physical activity in young people is low (Poobalan et al., 
2012), and social media may be an effective way to promote health 
behaviours to a young adult audience, if it can be done so without 
causing harm to body image. Such action may require buy-in from 
fitness clothing brands, gyms, and fitness influencers, who should be 
mindful of the effect that advertising and other social media content has 
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on their followers. 
Aside from those already mentioned, there are several avenues for 

future research leading from this study. Participants were acutely 
exposed to only 17 images, a level of exposure similar to other experi
mental studies in the field. Other researchers have looked at exposure to 
fitspiration in everyday life over a period of a week using an experience 
sampling methodology (e.g., Griffiths & Stefanovski, 2019), but have 
pointed out that small effects of fitspiration might accumulate over time. 
Thus, there is a need for further research to determine the long-term 
impact of exposure to fitspiration. 

Future research should continue to explore the effects of different 
aspects of fitspiration content in combination, including the model’s 
body type, functional versus posed images, and image captions. To do 
this, research could utilise eye-tracking technology to examine how 
women attend to specific components of fitspiration imagery and how 
this relates to outcomes. Current research is mostly limited to static 
media content, however, the availability and popularity of Instagram 
‘reels’, video platform TikTok, and YouTube (Ratwatte & Mattacola, 
2021) highlights the importance of also studying the impact of viewing 
video-based content. 

4.5. Conclusion 

This study extends current knowledge by experimentally comparing 
the effects of viewing fit and non-fit ideal bodies in fitspiration content. 
Results suggest that acute exposure to non-fit ideal fitspiration imagery 
has a positive impact on state negative mood and appearance self- 
esteem, whereas fit ideal imagery has a negative effect on these out
comes. Exposure to either may have a detrimental impact on women’s 
state body satisfaction. No effects were found for self-objectification. 
Level of state appearance comparison was associated with change in 
appearance self-esteem, body satisfaction, negative mood, and inspira
tion to exercise more. These correlations remained significant for the fit 
ideal condition. Effect sizes were small and therefore findings should be 
considered with caution; however, they suggest that the body type 
shown in fitspiration images may have differential effects on outcomes, 
and not all content should be viewed equally. Further research should 
examine the effects of viewing a wider range of body types and consider 
the direction of state appearance comparison. 
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