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Abstract

Previous research has uncovered paradoxical outcomes associated with viewing online
fitspiration-related images, where viewing content can increase motivation and inspiration while
negatively impacting body image. This study addressed a lacuna in the current literature by
exploring the impact of viewing before and after weight loss “transformation” images. Female
participants (N = 404) aged 18-30 were randomly allocated to three image conditions to examine
changes in state body satisfaction, self-objectification, mood, and inspiration. Image conditions
were: side-by-side before and after weight loss; before and after images presented individually in
a random order; travel. Negative mood and state self-objectification significantly increased after
exposure to before and after weight loss images, while state body satisfaction increased in the
group that viewed the same images one at a time (without the weight loss subtext). Exposure to
before and after images did not increase participants’ inspiration to “improve fitness” or “eat
healthily”. State appearance comparison mediated the relationship between both experimental
image conditions relative to the control group for self-objectification and negative mood.
Findings suggest that transformation content does not inspire healthy lifestyle changes and that

the inherent messaging has harmful short-term effects on women’s mood and self-objectification.
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An online search of “weight loss before and after” returns a wave of over 1,990,000,000
articles, many of which feature before and after weight loss image compilations (Google search
conducted in October 2022). Typical before and after weight loss images consist of a side-by-
side comparison of the “after” and the “before” body, signifying an inspiring or dramatic weight
loss success story. As well as being prevalent online, researchers have identified that before and
after transformation imagery is often found within the broader category of ‘thinspiration’
(Ghaznavi & Taylor, 2015; Ging & Garvey, 2018) and ‘fitspiration’ content on social media
platforms, such as Instagram (Baker & Walsh, 2020; Sumter et al., 2018; Tiggemann &
Zaccardo, 2018). Previous experimental research has indicated a negative impact of viewing
fitspiration imagery on mood, appearance self-esteem, and body satisfaction (e.g., Dignard &
Jarry, 2021; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). However, no published studies to date have
investigated the impact of viewing before and after weight loss “transformation” images
specifically. This study addresses this lacuna in the current research by exploring the impact of
viewing before and after weight loss images (BAWLI) on young women’s body image and
mood.

Recent findings suggest that photo-based social media activities and images representing
appearance ideals are particularly salient to body image concerns (de Valle et al., 2021; Holland
& Tiggemann, 2016). Given its focus on posting and sharing images, mounting research suggests
that Instagram use may be especially detrimental to women’s appearance concerns (Fardouly &
Vartanian, 2016; Holland & Tiggemann, 2016). With over 1.5 billion users, Instagram is the
fourth most used mobile app globally — outranked only by Facebook, YouTube, and WhatsApp
(Hootsuite, 2022). Those aged between 25 and 34 are the most represented age group for female

platform users (Statista, 2022). In addition to posting and sharing images, Instagram enables



users to “hashtag” images with key identifying words to facilitate searching for themed content
(e.g., #fitness, #weightloss).

The virtual fitness realm on Instagram provides some of the most popular content among
users. As of July 2021, #fitness was the 20th most popular hashtag globally, returning 395.8
million posts (Hootsuite, 2023). Fitspiration (a portmanteau of the words fitness and inspiration)
is a subsphere of Instagram fitness content featuring images and quotations that purport to
promote a healthy lifestyle, characterised predominantly by exercise and healthy food choices
(Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2018). However, researchers have documented that many fitspiration-
related images depict individuals in an objectified manner, feature and promote a homogenous
body shape, and provide messaging that encourages exercise, dieting and restrictive eating
(Boepple et al., 2016; Deighton-Smith & Bell, 2018; Santarossa et al., 2019). A growing body of
research has reported adverse effects of viewing fitspiration on women’s body (dis)satisfaction,
mood, and appearance-related self-esteem (e.g., Dignard & Jarry, 2021; Pryde & Prichard, 2022;
Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015), which may be accounted for by Social Comparison Theory
(Festinger, 1954). The theory describes a process of comparing oneself favourably (downwards
comparison) or unfavourably (upwards comparison) with a target to assess one’s status. As
models depicted typically conform to a fit ideal, characterised by a thin and toned body (e.g.,
Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2018), viewers would be expected to make an upwards comparison and
thus experience lower satisfaction with their own appearance. In support, some experimental
evidence has indicated that the level to which participants compare their appearance with the
individuals shown mediates the effects of fitspiration imagery on outcomes (Tiggemann &
Zaccardo, 2015). Therefore, despite its claim to empower and inspire healthy lifestyle choices,

research indicates that fitspiration may harm women’s mood and self-image through comparison.



Sumter et al. (2018) identified BAWLI (before and after weight loss images) within one
of four types of online fitspiration imagery, falling under a “weight loss messages” subcategory.
As of October 2022, the following hashtags capture a high volume of BAWLI on Instagram:
#bodytransformation, 9,221,952 posts; #weightlosstransformation, 13,772,883 posts;
#beforeandafterweightloss, 1,346,074 posts. A survey of these images reveals photos
predominantly of women, typically dressed in exercise gear, swimwear, or underwear,
documenting their personal fitness/weight loss “journey”. The line between fitness endorsement
and weight loss promotion appears to be blurred in fitspiration content (Boepple et al., 2016).
This conflation is encapsulated by BAWLI, as the smaller “after” body is presented as
synonymous with improved fitness and health. A moral discourse is also evident in BAWLI.
This is explored by Baker and Walsh (2020), who highlight that BAWLI on Instagram is a visual
trope signifying status and self-improvement, and “aesthetic labour”, where subjects are,
“...visibly healthier, happier and more attractive as a result of their lifestyle change” (p.61).

BAWLI is anticipated to be particularly harmful to women’s body image within the
fitspiration genre, due to its messaging and the way the viewer is prompted to engage with the
image. The juxtaposition of before and after bodies explicitly signals to viewers that the body is
a project and to be fixed, with weight loss as the goal. Recent evidence has indicated that
viewing weight loss content on social media is associated with poorer body image (specifically
body appreciation; Sanzari et al., 2023). BAWLI is explicitly focused on the individual’s (change
in) appearance, and therefore represents a subset of fitspiration content that is likely to trigger
appearance comparison within the viewer, particularly upwards comparison with the ‘after’ body
ideal images. The viewer is invited to compare the change in body shape and size over time,

which could trigger comparison processes between the viewer and target to a greater extent than



viewing images without the weight loss messaging. Furthermore, BAWLI might lead viewers to
objectify themselves. Self Objectification Theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) proposes that
continual exposure to objectified images of women teaches women to view their bodies from a
third-person perspective and focus on their physical appearance. Specific situations that
emphasise appearance can increase self-objectification at that moment. As fitspiration imagery
typically associates appearance with fitness and shows women in an objectified way, it might be
expected to trigger greater self-objectification in viewers. A previous study found no effect of
viewing fitspiration imagery on women’s state self-objectification (Prichard et al., 2018).
However, no published experimental research has investigated the potential triggering of state
self-objectification by BAWLI specifically, and Katebi (2022) highlighted that the emphasis on
changes to the body and body parts within transformation imagery may encourage objectification
of the target and self. Interestingly, young women reported that transformation imagery (within
the wider fitspiration genre) is inspirational for exercise intentions, because it provides evidence
for the effectiveness of exercise (Katebi, 2022).

The present study used an experimental design to investigate the effect of exposure to
BAWLI on young women’s body satisfaction, mood, self-objectification, and appearance
comparison. Based on previous experimental work with Instagram images hashtagged as
fitspiration (e.g., Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015) and the explicit emphasis on appearance in
BAWLI, it was hypothesised that participants who were exposed to BAWLI would report a
greater decrease in state body satisfaction, and a higher increase in negative state mood versus
those who viewed either the same images removed from the before and after context or travel
images. It also explored whether exposure to BAWLI would have a greater impact on state self-

objectification and appearance comparison compared with the other conditions. Although



previous fitspiration research has not found an effect on self-objectification (Prichard et al.,
2018), the focus on how the individual’s body and body parts have changed in appearance may
trigger self-objectification in the viewer (Katebi, 2022) and prompt higher levels of appearance
comparison with the target. Given the purported inspirational effects of BAWLI, the study
examined the effect of viewing BAWLI on inspiration to pursue health and fitness-related goals.
Drawing on previous findings (Katebi, 2022; Prichard et al., 2020; Tiggemann & Zaccardo,
2015), it was predicted that participants who viewed BAWLI would be more inspired to eat
healthily and improve their fitness than those in the other two image groups. Finally, based on
previous fitspiration findings and the exposure of participants to appearance-focused images of
women’s bodies, it was predicted that state appearance comparison would mediate the
relationship between image condition and any change in body satisfaction, mood, and self-

objectification.

Method

Design

The study employed an experimental design with independent variables of time (two
levels: pre-and post-image exposure) and image type (three levels: side by side before and after
weight loss 'transformation'; before and after images viewed not side by side but individually in a
random order; travel). Dependent variables were state measures of mood, body satisfaction,
appearance comparison, self-objectification, how inspiring the images were, and how inspired
participants were to improve fitness and eat healthily. The study was granted ethical approval by

Clinical Psychology [authors’ institution] and followed the British Psychological Society’s Code



of Human Research Ethics (Oates et al., 2021).

Participants

English-speaking women aged 18 to 30 years were eligible to take part. An a priori
sample size calculation using G*Power (Faul et al., 2007), indicated that a sample size of N =
246 was sufficient to detect small-sized effects (.10) with power of .80, and an alpha of .05, for
an interaction effect using mixed ANOVA. A conservative effect size was estimated in the
absence of previously published studies with BAWLI. Seven hundred and seven participants
opened the online survey link; 86 participants did not consent to take part and a further 217 did
not finish the study, leaving a total of 404 participants in the final sample (BAWLI, n =130,

before and after viewed separately, n = 147, and travel, n =127).

Experimental Stimuli

All images were sourced from public Instagram profiles. For the BAWLI image
condition, 32 images showing a side-by-side “transformation” were found using the hashtags,
#weightlosstransformation, #beforeandafterweightloss and
#beforeandafterweightlosstransformation. All these before and after images used showed women
facing the camera in full profile and were selected by the research team to be diverse in terms of
ethnicity and body shape and size. A pilot test was conducted with eight independent female
raters from the target age group (M = 26 years) to rate images in terms of the likelihood of seeing
them on Instagram (1 = very unlikely, 5 = very likely). The 16 images with the highest ratings
were used in the study and included women of different ethnicities wearing workout clothes (10

images) or underwear/bikinis (six images). In all image pairs the after picture showed the same
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person as thinner and/or with more visible muscle tone. The before pictures showed women with
different body sizes and shapes who did not meet the thin or fit body ideal. While BAWLI
imagery can also be present within thinspiration content, images were more consistent with
fitspiration than thinspiration themes (e.g., none of the images depicted ultra-thin bodies or
emphasised bones; Ghaznavi & Taylor, 2015). In 14 of the before pictures there was visible
cellulite or fat on the person’s body, such as on the abdomen (five images), hips and thighs (two
images), or both (seven images).

For the second condition, the same images were cropped using the Photos program for
Macbook to separate before and after images. The cropped images were presented individually in
a randomised order. This meant that participants in this condition viewed the same individuals as
in the first condition, but one at a time instead of side-by-side, therefore not indicative of a body
transformation. The women's faces were blurred by researchers to preserve their anonymity and
encourage participants to focus solely on their bodies, rather than facial features and expressions
(for both these experimental conditions).

For the control group, travel images were sourced from the hashtags,
#womenwhoexplore, #sheexplores and #sheisnotlost. Travel images were chosen because they
are also a popular image genre on Instagram (Hootsuite, 2023) and have been employed as a
control in similar studies (Brown & Tiggemann, 2016; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). Images
selected for this condition showed women from a distance, pictured in various landscapes, where
the women themselves were not the focus of the image. These images were chosen to minimise
participants’ ability to evaluate the women's bodies, while still corroborating the study's

advertised aim (“how women engage with images of bodies on social media”), and justifying the
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completion of the appearance comparison measure. From an initial selection of 32 images, the 16

rated as most likely to be seen on Instagram in the pilot study were chosen for the final set.

Measures

Demographic Information and Social Media Usage

Participants were asked to provide their age, ethnicity, height, and weight. They were
also asked to specify the social networking platforms on which they held accounts and indicate
how much time they spent on social media per day (no time; < 30 mins; 30 mins to 1 hour; > 1

hour; > 2 hours; > 3 hours).

Visual Analogue Scales (VAS)

This study utilised VAS for pre- and post-measures of state body satisfaction, negative
mood, and level of inspiration to improve fitness, eat healthily and travel, and post-exposure
measurement of state appearance comparison. VAS format has been shown to reduce recall bias
in studies with brief manipulations with relatively rapid re-testing and be sensitive to subtle
emotional state changes (Hargreaves & Tiggemann, 2003; Heinberg et al., 1995; Kazdin, 2021).
All VAS items were presented on a horizontal line featured in the slider question format of the

Qualtrics Research Suite, where participants could move the slider to their chosen point between

0 and 100.

State Negative Mood. State mood was measured before and after viewing the images,

instructing participants to indicate how they felt “right now” in relation to five mood items


https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1740144517305326?via%3Dihub#bib0070
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1740144504000749?via%3Dihub#bib16
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1740144514001430#bib0125
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(“anxiety”, “depression”, “happiness”, “anger”, and “confidence”), from none to very much (cf.,
Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). Individual item scores were averaged (with the two positive
mood scales reversed) to create a negative mood score, with higher scores indicating a higher
negative mood. This measure has previously demonstrated excellent internal reliability (pretest,

o =.88; posttest, o =.92; Tiggemann et al., 2020). In the current study internal reliability was

acceptable (pretest, o = .74; posttest, a = .78; Nunnally, 1978).

State Body Satisfaction. Three VAS items instructing participants to indicate how they
felt “right now” in relation to state body satisfaction (satisfied with my overall appearance,
satisfied with my weight, and satisfied with my body shape) from not at all to very much, were
averaged to create a state body satisfaction score (based on Slater et al., 2017). Higher scores
indicated higher body satisfaction. This scale has previously demonstrated excellent internal
reliability, pre-exposure (o = .96), and post-exposure (a = .98) (Slater et al., 2017). In the current

study, internal reliability was good (pre-exposure, o = .88; post-exposure, o = .93).

Inspiration Rating. Following Tiggemann and Zaccardo (2015), VAS items were used
to assess how inspirational participants found the images (‘How inspiring did you find the
images?’; measured only post-image exposure) and how inspired they were feeling in that
moment to improve fitness, eat healthily and go travelling (e.g., “please move the slider to show
how inspired you feel right now in this moment to go travelling”; measured pre- and post-image
exposure). All four items were rated from not at all inspiring/inspired to very inspiring/inspired.
These items also served as a manipulation check, as the before and after images should inspire

people to improve their fitness and eating, and those in the control condition should report
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increased inspiration to travel.

State Appearance Comparison. After viewing the images, participants rated the extent
to which they had engaged in appearance comparison, using three VAS items from the State
Appearance Comparison Scale (Tiggemann & McGill, 2004). The items asked participants to
rate how much they thought about their own appearance, and how much they compared their
overall appearance and specific body parts, while viewing the images, from no comparison to a
lot of comparison. Scores were averaged to generate a mean score. Tiggemann and McGill
(2004) reported excellent internal reliability (o =.91). Internal reliability in the present sample

was similarly high (a=.95).

State Self-Objectification

State self-objectification was measured before and after image exposure using an adaptation of
the eight-item Body Surveillance subscale of the Objectified Body Consciousness Scale
(McKinley & Hyde, 1996). This measure was designed to assess the extent to which participants
monitor their external appearance, thinking about how their body looks rather than how it feels,
and was converted into a state version by asking participants to respond to the statements “right
now, in this moment”. The state measure adaption has been used in previous studies (Breines et
al., 2008). Example items included, “Right now, I am thinking about how I look”, and “Right
now, I am more concerned with what my body can do than how it looks” (reverse coded).
Participants responded to items using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to
strongly agree. Item responses were summed to create a total score, with higher scores

representing higher levels of state self-objectification. This scale has previously demonstrated


https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1461444819888720
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1461444819888720
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1461444819888720
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acceptable internal reliability (a = .74—.83; Tiggemann & Andrew, 2012). In the current study,

internal reliability was acceptable (pretest, a = .74; posttest, a = .77).

Attention Checks

The presentation included attention check prompts after the 5th, 10th, and 15th images
were displayed (on the 10th, 20th and 30th image for the participants who viewed a cropped
"half" version of the original before and after image), e.g. "This is an attention check, please
select "strongly agree". No participants failed these tests, and therefore none were excluded for

not attending to stimuli.

Procedure

Participants were recruited online through advertisements on Instagram, Facebook,
Twitter, LinkedIn, and Reddit. The study was advertised as exploring how women respond to
images of women’s bodies on social media. The specific focus on BAWLI was not shared with
the participants until debriefing because this information may have biased responses. The
advertisements directed participants via a link to an online study hosted on Qualtrics. After
reading the study information and providing consent, participants were asked to provide
demographic information and level of social media usage. Participants then completed the pre-
exposure state measures of mood, body dissatisfaction, self-objectification and how inspired they
were to improve fitness, eat healthily, and go travelling.

Next, the Qualtrics software randomly allocated participants to one of the three
experimental image conditions, in which they viewed 16 Instagram images (32 for the

participants in the group that viewed the before and after images individually). Before viewing



14
their respective image condition slide presentation, all participants were informed: "Now you
will be viewing a three-minute slide presentation featuring women's before and after weight loss
photos/photos of women's bodies/women's travel photos (dependent on condition) from
Instagram. Please look at the images carefully as you will be asked to complete a few
questionnaires about what you've seen and how it made you feel. Thank you." Each image was
displayed for 12 seconds (six seconds for participants who viewed "half" of the original before
and after image) before automatically moving to the next image. This exposure time was deemed
sufficient to view the image but not so long that participants would become distracted or bored
and lose focus. Similar timings have been used in other studies that aim to replicate the online
image consumption experience (Cohen et al., 2019; Tiggemann & Anderberg, 2020; Tiggeman
& Zaccardo, 2015).

Following the presentation, participants completed the post-exposure state measures of
mood, body dissatisfaction, self-objectification, inspiration to improve fitness, eat healthily and
go travelling. They also rated state appearance comparison and how inspiring the images were.
On completion of all measures, participants entered the debriefing page where the true aim of the

experiment was shared and explained.

Data Analysis

All analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics version 25 (IBM Corp., 2017).
Differences between conditions in demographic characteristics and baseline measures of
outcome variables were tested using one-way ANOVA and chi square tests. For the main
analysis, a series of mixed ANOVAs were conducted with time and image condition as

independent variables, and state measures of negative mood, body satisfaction, self-
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objectification, inspiration to improve fitness and eat healthily as dependent variables.
Significant interactions were interpreted using Bonferroni-corrected simple effects analysis to
test how scores changed over time within conditions. Two one-way ANOV As were performed to
assess differences between image conditions in state appearance comparison and overall image
inspiration rating. State appearance comparison was tested as a mediator of the relationship
between image condition and change in state body satisfaction, negative mood and self-
objectification using PROCESS model 4 (Hayes, 2018). The condition was entered as a multi-
categorical predictor, and 95% confidence intervals were calculated using bootstrapping with
5000 samples. Indirect effects of each experimental group relative to the control group were
calculated as an indication of mediation via state appearance comparison on change scores. An
indirect effect was interpreted as significant where 95% confidence intervals did not contain

Z€ro.

Results

Characteristics of the Sample

Participant characteristics are shown in Table 1. Participants had a mean age of 25.79
years (SD = 3.45). Ten participants did not disclose their weight or height, and a further eleven
participants had their height and weight information excluded from the data set due to unclear
choice of measurement metrics. The remaining sample had a mean Body Mass Index (BMI:
kg/m?) of 24.93 (SD = 5.61). Most of the sample (n = 324; 80.2%) identified as white. Instagram
was the most used social media platform amongst the sample, with 375 (92.8%) participants

holding an account. Modal daily use of social media platforms was over 3 hours.



Table 1

Participant Characteristics

16

BAWLI Before and Travel Full sample
after viewed
separately
n % n % n % n %
Ethnicity

Aboriginal 1 8 0 0 0 0 1 2
Asian 9 6.9 16 10.9 10 7.9 35 8.7
African American 2 1.5 0 0 3 2.4 5 1.2
/ Black
Bi / Multiracial 6 4.6 6 4.1 1 8 13 3.2
Hispanic / Latina 1 8 3 2 2 1.6 6 1.5
Indigenous 2 1.5 1 i 2 1.6 5 1.2
White / Caucasian 105 80.8 115 78.2 104 81.9 324 80.2
Other 4 3.1 5 3.4 5 3.9 14 3.5



17

Missing 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2
Social media accounts
Facebook 119 91.5 135 91.8 109 85.8 363 89.9
Instagram 121 93.1 135 91.8 109 93.7 375 92.8
LinkedIn 56 43.1 65 44.2 45 354 166 41.1
Snapchat 81 54 88 60 66 64 235 58.2
TikTok 27 44.6 30 42.2 32 37 167 41.3
Twitter 58 39.2 62 333 47 34.6 144 35.6
YouTube 78 60 100 68 70 55.1 248 61.4
Do not use any 1 .8 0 0 2 1.6 3 i
Average daily time on
social media
No time 2 1.5 0 0 3 2.4 5 1.2
Less than 30 1 8 0 0 0 0 1 2
minutes
30 minutes to one 11 8.5 23 15.6 16 12.6 50 12.4
hour
Over an hour 44 33.8 29 19.7 26 20.5 99 24.5
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Over two hours 27 20.8 42 28.6 45 354 114 28.2
Over three hours 45 34.6 53 36.1 37 29.1 135 33.4

M SD M SD M SD M SD
BMI 24.28 480 2547 571 24095 6.21 2493 561
Age (years) 25.67 3.60  26.01 338 2567 338 2579 345

Differences in Baseline Measures and Demographics between Conditions

A Pearson Chi-Square test showed that the three groups did not differ significantly by

ethnicity, X*(4, N =403) = 1.86, p = .762, V = .048 (due to small cell counts, ethnicity was

recoded as White, Asian, and Other). There was a difference between groups in daily social

media usage after excluding participants with use below 30 minutes, X*(6, N =398) = 15.71, p =

.015, V = .140, but this variable was unrelated to change in any outcome scores. One-way

ANOVA showed that groups did not differ significantly by age, F(2, 401) = .44, p = .646, np*> =

.002; or BMI, F(2, 380) = 1.48, p = 229, np* = .008. There were no significant differences

between conditions in baseline state measures of body satisfaction, F(2,401)=1.73, p =.179,

np? = .009, negative mood, F(2, 401) =.09, p = .911, np? <.001, and self-objectification, F(2,

401) = .73, p = 482, np? = .004. There were also no significant differences between conditions in

baseline measures of inspiration to improve fitness, F(2, 401) = .1.18, p = .308, np* = .006, eat

healthily, F(2, 401) = .37, p = .691, np*> = .002, or go travelling, F(2, 401) = 1.33, p = .265, np° =

.007.

Effect of Image Condition on State Body Satisfaction
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Means and standard deviations for outcome measures across all conditions are shown in
Table 2. Mixed ANOVA revealed that there was no significant main effect of time, F(1, 401) =
2.82, p=.094, np? = .007, or group, F(2, 401) = .45, p = .640, np* = .002. There was a
significant interaction effect for state body satisfaction, F(2, 401) = 5.34, p = .005, np* = .026.
Simple effects analysis indicated that there was a significant increase in pre to post-state body
satisfaction scores within the non-side-by-side weight loss image condition, F(1,401)="7.75,p =
.006, np* = .019. There was no statistically significant difference in scores over time in the
BAWLI condition, F(1, 401) =2.69, p = .102, np?> = .007, or the travel condition, (1, 401) =

3.47, p = .063, np* = .009.

Table 2

Descriptive Statistics for Body Satisfaction, Negative Mood, Self-Objectification, Inspiration and

Appearance Comparison

Outcome Variable BAWLI Before and Travel Full sample
after viewed
Separately

M SD M SD M SD M SD

Pretest state body 48.82 25.67 43.17 2477 45.09 26.15 45.09 26.15
satisfaction
Posttest state body 46.67 26.71 46.59 26.72 47.55 2790 4692 27.03
satisfaction

Pretest state negative 3268 146 3244 137 31.81 148 3232 16.62
mood
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Posttest state negative  36.00 1.58 32.85 149 3139 1.60 3340 18.09
mood

Pretest state self- 3.84 1.10 3.98 1.15 4.00 1.15 3.94 1.13
objectification
Posttest state self- 4.11 1.18 4.13 1.14 3.74 1.23 4.00 1.19
objectification

Pretest inspiration to 55.61 26.19 59.86 27.07 5556 2752 57.14 2694
improve fitness

Posttest inspirationto ~ 54.54 27.88 53.54 29.15 4432 2944 5096 29.12
improve fitness

Pretest inspiration to 58.08 26.19 59.86 27.07 5556 27.52 57.14 2694
eat healthily

Posttest inspiration to ~ 54.54 27.88 53.54 29.15 4432 2944 5096 29.12
eat healthily

Pretest inspiration to 68.07 31.17 6147 36.71 65.72 3424 6493 34.26
travel

Posttest inspirationto  49.96  38.82 48.50 3796 7249 29.87 56.51 37.43
travel

State appearance 5636 31.42 62.79 31.14 2045 2397 4741 3447
comparison (posttest)

Overall image 51.06 30.09 43.67 2821 59.55 28.05 51.04 29.44
inspiration rating

Effect of Image Condition on State Negative Mood

Mixed ANOVA showed that there was no significant main effect of group, F(2, 401) =
.90, p = .409, np*> = .004, but there was a significant main effect of time, F(1, 401) = 4.56, p =
.033, np? = .011, where negative mood increased overall across the sample over time (see Table
2). Moreover there was a significant interaction between image condition and time for state

negative mood, F(2, 401) = 4.71, p = .010, np?> = .023. Simple effects analysis revealed that there
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was a significant increase from pre to post image exposure in the BAWLI condition, F(1, 401) =
13.40, p < .001, np? = .032, but no significant difference for the non-side-by-side image
condition, F(1, 401) = .23, p = .632, np> = .001, or the travel control group, F(1, 401) = .22, p =

643, np* = .001.

Effect of Image Condition on State Self-Objectification

There were no significant main effects of time (F(1, 401) = 1.49, p = .224, np* = .004), or
group (F(2,401) = 1.01, p = .365, np? = .005) on state self-objectification. There was a
significant interaction between time and image condition for state self-objectification F(2, 401) =
13.45, p <.001, np? =.063. The simple effects analysis showed that there was a significant
change in all three conditions, i.e., an increase in scores over time within the BAWLI condition,
F(1,401)=12.64, p < .001, np? = .031, and the before and after images separately condition,
F(1,401)=4.45, p = .036, np> = .011, and a significant decrease in the travel condition, F(1,

401) = 11.69, p = .001, np* = .028.

Image Inspiration Ratings

One-way ANOVA with image condition as the independent variable and the VAS item,
“How inspiring did you find the images?” as the dependent variable indicated a significant
difference in ratings between conditions, (2, 401) = 10.38, p <.001, np? = .049. Means and
Bonferroni-corrected post hoc pairwise comparisons indicated that travel images were rated the
most inspirational, the BAWLI were rated the second most inspirational, and the before and after
images viewed separately were rated the least inspirational (see Table 2). There was only a

statistically significant difference between the travel images inspiration rating and the separate
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before and after images (p < .001); the difference between the BAWLI and the separate before

and after images condition was not significant (p =.100), nor between the BAWLI and the travel

conditions (p = .056).

Effect of Image Condition on Inspiration to Improve Fitness and Eat Healthily

To test the hypothesis that viewing BAWLI images would increase inspiration to improve
fitness and eat healthily more than the other conditions, two separate mixed ANOVAs were
conducted for each outcome, with time and image condition as independent variables. For
inspiration to improve fitness, there was no significant main effect of group, F(2,401)=2.93, p
=055, np? =.014, but a main effect of time, F(1, 401) = 18.36, p < .001, np? =.044, where scores
were lower after viewing the images. There was also a significant interaction between time and
group, F(2, 401) = 3.94, p = .020, np® = .019. Simple effects analysis indicated that there was a
significant decrease in scores over time in the travel, F(1, 401) = 18.98, p <.001, np* = .045, and
the non before and after conditions, F(1, 401) = 6.96, p = .009, np? = .017, but no significant
difference in the BAWLI condition, F(1, 401) = .18, p = .675, np> <.001.

For inspiration to eat healthily, there was a significant main effect of time, F(1, 401) =
25.78, p < .001, np*=.060 but not group, F(2, 401) = 1.27, p = .282, np? = .006. Mean values
indicated that inspiration to eat healthily decreased across the full sample. There was a
significant interaction between image condition and time, F(2, 378)= 4.86, p = .008, np? = .024.
Simple effects analysis showed that there was a significant decrease over time within the travel
condition, F(1, 401) = 28.38, p <.001, np* = .066, and the non before and after condition, F(1,
401) = 4.84, p = .028, np* = .012, but that there was no significant change in the BAWLI

condition, F(1, 401) = 1.44, p = 231, np*> = .004.
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Effect of Image Condition on State Appearance Comparison

One-way ANOVA revealed that state appearance was significantly different between
groups, F(2, 401) = 80.80, p <.001, np?> = .287. Means and Bonferroni-corrected post hoc tests
showed that state appearance comparison was lowest in the group that viewed the travel photos,
and highest in the group that viewed the before and after images separately. There was a
statistically significant difference in appearance comparison in the travel group and the group
that viewed the BAWLI (p <.001) and the travel group and the group that viewed the before and
after images separately (p <.001), but no significant difference between the BAWLI and the

before and after images separately groups (p = .203).

State Appearance Comparison as a Mediator

To test whether state appearance comparison mediated the relationship between image
condition and state measures of body satisfaction, negative mood, and self-objectification,
change scores were calculated by subtracting pre-scores from post-scores for each outcome
variable. Three separate models were run with each change score as the dependent variable,
image condition as the independent variable and appearance comparison as the mediator. As the
independent variable was multi-categorical, two direct and indirect effects were estimated for
each experimental condition relative to the travel control imagery condition.

For state body satisfaction change, there was a marginal direct effect of image condition
on change in body satisfaction for BAWLI versus travel (b =-4.05, p =.052, 95% CI [-8.13,
0.03]). The direct effect of non-side-by-side images versus control was not significant (b = 1.61,

p =.444,95% CI [-2.53, 5.75]). Relative indirect effects of condition via appearance were not
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significant, as the confidence intervals both contained zero, b = -.65, 95% CI [-2.76, 1.64] for
non-side by side transformation versus control, and b = -.55, 95% CI [-2.26, 1.40] for BAWLI
versus control. Therefore, mediation via appearance comparison for change in body satisfaction
was not established.

For negative mood, there was no direct effect of BAWLI versus control condition on
change score (b =-.07, p =.958, 95% CI [-2.77, 2.63]), but there was a direct effect for the non-
transformation condition versus control (b =-3.67, p =.009, 95% CI [-6.41, -0.93]). The indirect
effects via state appearance comparison were both significant, b = 4.50, 95% CI [2.96, 6.20] for
non-transformation images versus control, and b = 3.82, 95% CI [2.47, 5.34] for BAWLI versus
control. In each case, the coefficient indicated that exposure to the experimental images was
associated with an increased negative mood relative to the control images, via comparing oneself
with the women depicted.

For the change in self-objectification, there was only a direct effect of BAWLI versus
control, b = .25, p =.030, 95% CI[0.02, 0.04] and not for non-transformation images versus
control, b = .08, p = .477, 95% CI [-0.15, 0.31]. However, both indirect effects through state
appearance comparison were significant: b = .33, 95% CI [0.20, 0.47] for non-transformation
images versus control, and b = .28, 95% CI[0.17, 0. 40] for BAWLI versus control. Coefficients
indicated that exposure to each experimental type of image was associated with a greater
increase in self-objectification relative to the control condition through more comparison with

the women depicted.

Discussion
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The aim of the present study was to investigate the effects of viewing before and after
weight loss images (BAWLI), a popular Instagram fitspiration trend, on women's body
satisfaction, mood, self-objectification, and inspiration to improve fitness and eat healthily. A
strength of the study design was that differences in outcomes could be examined between
participants viewing BAWLI and participants viewing the same images but removed from the
context of a "before and after" body transformation message. As predicted, results showed that
exposure to BAWLI significantly increased state negative mood and state self-objectification;
however, there was no significant change for state body satisfaction. These findings align with
previous experimental research on the negative effects of body-related social media imagery and
fitspiration consumption on women's mood (e.g., Cha et al., 2022; Prichard et al., 2020;
Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). The lack of a significant effect on body satisfaction is consistent
with some studies (Cha et al., 2022; Slater et al., 2017), but not others (e.g., Dignard & Jarry,
2021; Fardouly et al., 2018; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). This may signal that not all
fitspiration content has the same effect on body satisfaction, and it is noted that BAWLI
represents only a subset of the types of images appearing under the fitspiration hashtag.

Those participants exposed to the same images of women, but without the weight loss
context, showed an increase in body satisfaction and self-objectification, but no significant
change in mood. They also showed a higher level of state appearance comparison than those who
viewed travel images, and at a similar level to those who viewed BAWLI. The improvement in
body satisfaction within this group suggests that the weight loss message was not apparent to
viewers and may have resulted from viewing a mixture of body shapes and sizes, including
bodies that are thin and/or with more visible muscle tone/visible fat. This interpretation is

supported by other research on the potentially positive implications of viewing images of diverse
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bodies online (Cha et al., 2022; Nelson et al., 2022; Tiggemann et al., 2020). Despite this
potential positive effect, it is noteworthy that both experimental groups showed an increase in
state self-objectification after image exposure, and that there was no difference between these
two conditions in terms of appearance comparison. A previous experimental study found that
brief exposure to images of diverse body shapes and sizes (amongst other body-positive themed
imagery) was associated with positive outcomes such as increased positive mood, body
appreciation and body satisfaction. However, this was also accompanied by an increase in self-
objectification comparable to that of participants who viewed thin-ideal content (Cohen et al.,
2019). These results corroborate findings from this study which suggest that diverse body
representation does not protect against or reduce the tendency to engage in appearance
comparison and self-objectification. It is worth considering that participants in both
experimental conditions viewed images of women in underwear as well as sportswear, and the
women’s faces had been blurred, which may have made triggered more objectification of the
women depicted and the self.

Contrary to hypotheses, exposure to BAWLI did not increase inspiration to eat healthily
or improve fitness, though these decreased in the control and non-transformation image
conditions. Previous fitspiration research has indicated that participants find the content
inspirational (e.g., Robinson et al., 2017; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015) and therefore, this
might represent a positive effect on health behaviours. However, while BAWLI is commonly
tagged under fitspiration, we did not find evidence to support a short-term inspirational effect of
weight loss transformation images for either healthy eating or fitness, and thus the harmful

effects did not appear to be offset by these potential benefits.
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Mediation models indicated indirect effects of each experimental condition relative to the
control condition, via state appearance, for change in state negative mood and self-
objectification, but not body satisfaction. A higher level of state appearance comparison was
associated with increased negative mood and self-objectification in both cases. The current study
was particularly concerned with the impact of viewing BAWLI content, and findings indicate
that the negative effects of viewing these images are partly through a process of comparing
oneself with the women depicted. Other research exploring the effects of fitspiration content has
reported indirect effects via state comparison on body (dis)satisfaction and mood (e.g., Dignard
& Jarry, 2021; Pryde & Prichard, 2022), so the current findings are partly consistent with
previous literature but diverge for body satisfaction. The measure of state appearance
comparison used here only indicates the amount of comparison that viewers engaged in rather
than the direction (i.e., whether they viewed themselves favourably or unfavourably with the
women shown), and therefore this effect needs to be interpreted with caution. As the ‘after’
component of the images depicted women who conform to a more ideal body in Western
cultures, we would suggest that it is likely that higher comparison reflected engaging in upwards
comparisons, but this should be tested using a more exact measure of the process.

In summary, both experimental conditions showed an increase in self-objectification, but
the non-side by side group showed an increase in body satisfaction and no change in negative
mood, whereas the BAWLI group showed no change in body satisfaction but an increase in
negative mood. For the former group, there was a decrease in inspiration to improve fitness and
eat healthily while the latter group showed no change. Taking these findings together, BAWLI
appear to be more harmful to female viewers than seeing the same images without the

transformation element. This study's findings add to growing evidence that despite surface
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appearances of healthy lifestyle promotion, exposure to fitspiration-themed content such as
BAWLI has adverse effects on viewers (Dignard & Jarry, 2021; Prichard et al., 2020; Rounds &
Stutts, 2021). Content analyses have shown that fitspiration imagery typically centres on the
appearance-related aspects of pursuing a healthier lifestyle through diet and exercise versus the
holistic health and wellbeing benefits (Boepple & Thompson, 2016; Carrotte et al., 2017;
Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2018). Research into the implications of exercise motivation has
demonstrated that exercise motivated by appearance-based factors rather than health or
enjoyment is associated with negative body image (Prichard & Tiggemann, 2008; Strelan et al.,
2003). BAWLI present a distinct example of promoting a homogenous body shape and is
arguably one of the most cogent examples of how fitspiration focuses on aesthetics in a supposed
fitness and health context. The juxtaposition of a bigger 'before' body and a smaller 'after' body
presents the body as a project. The celebratory framing of the smaller body in the "after" upholds
fatphobic discourses that conflate increased thinness and smaller bodies with increased fitness
and health. The observed differences in effects for negative mood and body satisfaction in the
groups which viewed the bodies in the context of before and after, versus those who viewed the
same bodies without this framework, illuminate the impact of this positioning on women's body
image. The changes in outcomes are especially noteworthy in light of the three-minute exposure
time used in the experiment. As the modal social media use reported by the sample was more
than three hours, it is likely that real-world social media use and potential exposure time and
effects may be greater. The concerning impact of cumulative fitspiration exposure and its
capacity to lower body satisfaction and poorer affective functioning has been spotlighted in other

studies (Griffiths & Stefanovski, 2019).
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The comparable outcomes in relation to state appearance comparison and significant
effects on state self-objectification for both the BAWLI and the before and after images
separately groups have interesting implications. A move towards more diverse body
representation in media may have benefits for viewers’ self-esteem and mood (Selensky &
Carels, 2021), but our data indicate that exposure still induces state self-objectification. In this
case, rather than working to ensure more women’s bodies are viewed as valuable, it may be
beneficial to focus on making sure all women are valued as more than bodies to view. Body
neutrality describes content that aims to promote respect and acceptance of the body while taking
a neutral stance on its appearance (Rodgers et al., 2022). In health and fitness promotion, this
could involve focusing on body functionality (what the body can do), rather than its appearance.
Nevertheless, experimental research has found that viewing fitspiration imagery demonstrating
body functionality is not beneficial for women’s body satisfaction or mood (Prichard et al.,
2018). Focusing on physiological outcomes or mood benefits of exercise might be a less harmful
alternative to emphasising appearance, if this can be portrayed compellingly through visual
imagery. As discussed in the next section, the current study has limitations in terms of the
ecological validity of stimuli and social media exposure that future research could address before

further informing media literacy and social media usage interventions.

Limitations and Future Directions

As the present study represents the first attempt to investigate the impact of BAWLI on
body image, it is appropriate to recognise limitations which future research could address. First,
the sample consisted of young adult white women, most of whom reported using social media for

at least two hours a day. Future research could investigate if the findings generalise to more
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diverse populations in terms of gender identity, age, ethnicity and social media usage. A second
limitation concerns ecological validity. While the experimental images used were sourced from
Instagram, the blurring of faces in the images, necessary to conceal that they were before and
after images in the second condition, deviates from typical BAWLI on the platform. Participants
were also required to attend to the images in a way that they might not naturally do while using
the platform. For example, image presentation was timed for all groups as a control measure, and
there was no opportunity to actively engage with the images, i.e., to "like", share or comment on
images. As noted previously, it is this interactivity that distinguishes social media platforms such
as Instagram from traditional mass media (Perloff, 2014). Future research can increasingly
integrate realistic Instagram features to mimic the authentic "scrolling" experience, as modelled
in some pre-existing studies (Slater et al., 2017).

Similarly, to strengthen ecological validity, future research could examine the effect of
BAWLI when presented with accompanying captions and hashtags, which were omitted from
this study as a control measure. Other Instagram-based body image studies suggest that it is the
visual image itself, rather than any accompanying text, which has the most salient effect on the
viewer (Tiggemann & Barbato, 2018; Tiggemann et al., 2020). Nevertheless, the nature and
effects of captioned BAWLI on body image could be explored through qualitative and
experimental methods, in terms of whether messages about strength or body functionality are
eclipsed by the body shape ideals promoted or fat-phobic discourses. Previous qualitative
research on the impact of fitspiration has proved revealing in unpacking its complex nuances
(Bell et al., 2021). Furthermore, future research could explore the impact of BAWLI on the
individuals who create and share BAWLI of their bodies on platforms such as Instagram, to

investigate the impact of "tracking progress" through this medium on body image.
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The finding that the group that viewed images of bodies without the before and after

framing also experienced a significant increase in state self-objectification merits further
investigation. This result bolsters concerns flagged by other body image researchers that even
when social media imagery features diverse bodies, it still inadvertently perpetuates a
preoccupation with appearance and subsequent self-objectification (Cohen et al., 2019; Cohen et
al., 2021). Considering the relationship between self-objectification and adverse health concerns
such as eating disorder symptomatology, this link warrants further disentangling (Schaefer &

Thompson, 2018).

Conclusion

The present study makes a novel contribution to research on body image and social media
by focusing on the effects of exposure to BAWLI content from Instagram. Findings indicated
that exposure to BAWLI increased state self-objectification and negative mood, and that these
effects were mediated by appearance comparison, extending existing evidence that appearance-
focused messaging can be harmful to body image and mental health (Rodgers et al., 2021).
Furthermore, the content did not increase participants’ inspiration to engage in healthy eating and
fitness and therefore there was no evidence of these potential benefits. Young women may
benefit from engaging with content that offers a more diverse representation of women’s body
shapes and sizes, but without weight loss or body transformation messaging, or that emphasises
physical health and functionality, beyond the reductive terms of a “before and after”

transformation.
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