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Abstract—The rise of fitness-oriented social media 

content, commonly referred to as “fitspiration,” has 

gained significant popularity among young adults, 

particularly on platforms such as Instagram. While 

fitspiration is often promoted as motivational and health-

enhancing, emerging research suggests that exposure to 

idealized fitness imagery may negatively influence body 

image, self-esteem, and psychological well-being. This 

correlational study examines the relationship between 

exposure to fitspiration content on Instagram and body 

dissatisfaction, self-objectification, and emotional well-

being among college students. Drawing upon social 

comparison theory and objectification theory, the study 

explores the psychological mechanisms underlying these 

associations. Findings from previous empirical research 

are synthesized to highlight patterns linking frequent 

fitspiration exposure with increased upward social 

comparison, body surveillance, and depressive 

symptoms. The article concludes by discussing 

implications for digital literacy, mental health 

interventions, and future research directions. 

 

Index Terms—Fitspiration, Instagram, Body image, 

Social comparison, Self-objectification. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Social media platforms have transformed the way 

individuals perceive health, beauty, and fitness. 

Among these platforms, Instagram stands out as a 

highly visual environment where images and short 

videos dominate user engagement. A growing trend on 

Instagram is “fitspiration” content a combination of 

the words “fitness” and “inspiration” which typically 

features images of lean, muscular bodies accompanied 

by motivational quotes, workout routines, and dietary 

advice. 

Although fitspiration is intended to inspire healthy 

behaviors, critics argue that it often promotes 

unrealistic body ideals. The images frequently 

emphasize low body fat, visible muscle definition, and 

aesthetic perfection. For college students, who are in a 

developmental stage marked by identity formation and 

heightened sensitivity to peer evaluation, such 

exposure may significantly influence self-perception. 

Research indicates that exposure to idealized body 

images on social media is associated with body 

dissatisfaction and negative mood states (Fardouly et 

al., 2015). However, the specific impact of fitspiration 

content requires focused examination. This 

correlational study explores how exposure to 

fitspiration on Instagram relates to body 

dissatisfaction, self-objectification, and emotional 

well-being among college students. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

The current study is grounded in two primary 

psychological theories: Social Comparison Theory 

and Objectification Theory. 

 

Social Comparison Theory 

Proposed by Leon Festinger (1954), Social 

Comparison Theory posits that individuals evaluate 

their abilities and attributes by comparing themselves 

to others. In digital environments like Instagram, 

upward social comparison becomes prevalent due to 

the constant exposure to idealized and curated content. 

Fitspiration posts often depict individuals who 

conform to culturally dominant fitness ideals. When 

students compare themselves to these images, they 

may experience perceived discrepancies between their 

bodies and the portrayed standards. Such 
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discrepancies can result in decreased self-esteem and 

increased body dissatisfaction. 

Upward comparisons are particularly impactful when 

the compared domain physical appearance is central to 

one’s identity. College students frequently report 

concerns about attractiveness, social acceptance, and 

physical fitness, making them vulnerable to 

comparison-based evaluations. 

 

Objectification Theory 

Objectification Theory, developed by Barbara 

Fredrickson and Tom Roberts (1997), suggests that 

repeated exposure to objectifying imagery leads 

individuals to internalize an observer’s perspective of 

their bodies. This process, known as self-

objectification, involves habitual body monitoring and 

appearance-based self-worth. 

Fitspiration content often emphasizes aesthetic 

appearance over functional health. Images frequently 

highlight specific body parts such as abs, thighs, or 

arms, reinforcing narrow standards of attractiveness. 

Continuous exposure may encourage students to 

evaluate themselves primarily through physical 

appearance, increasing body surveillance and 

dissatisfaction. 

 

Literature Review 

Emerging research indicates mixed outcomes 

regarding fitspiration exposure. While some 

individuals report increased motivation to exercise, 

others experience negative psychological effects. 

Tiggemann and Zaccardo (2015) found that women 

exposed to fitspiration images reported greater body 

dissatisfaction and negative mood compared to those 

exposed to neutral content. The study concluded that 

fitspiration images, despite being framed as healthy, 

often function similarly to thin-ideal media. 

Similarly, Cohen et al. (2017) observed that frequent 

engagement with appearance-focused Instagram 

content was associated with increased body 

surveillance and disordered eating behaviors among 

young women. The visual and interactive features of 

Instagram intensify these effects by enabling likes, 

comments, and social reinforcement. 

Research by Fardouly et al. (2015) demonstrated that 

time spent on appearance-based social media 

platforms predicted higher levels of body 

dissatisfaction through upward social comparison 

processes. These findings suggest that comparison acts 

as a mediator between exposure and psychological 

outcomes. 

However, some studies highlight contextual factors. 

For instance, individuals with high self-esteem or 

strong body appreciation may interpret fitspiration 

content as motivational rather than threatening. This 

indicates the importance of examining moderating 

variables. 

II. METHODOLOGY 

 

This correlational study investigates the relationship 

between exposure to fitspiration content on Instagram 

and psychological outcomes among college students. 

 

Participants 

The sample consists of undergraduate students aged 

18–24 years from diverse academic disciplines. 

Participants are active Instagram users who report 

encountering fitness-related content at least three 

times per week. 

 

Measures 

Exposure to fitspiration is measured through self-

reported frequency of viewing, liking, and sharing 

fitness-related posts. Body dissatisfaction is assessed 

using standardized body image scales. Self-

objectification is measured through body surveillance 

questionnaires. Emotional well-being is evaluated 

using scales assessing positive affect, negative affect, 

and life satisfaction. 

 

Procedure 

Participants complete an anonymous online survey 

assessing their Instagram usage patterns and 

psychological well-being. Correlational analyses 

examine associations between exposure frequency and 

outcome variables. 

 

Results 

Findings indicate a significant positive correlation 

between exposure to fitspiration content and body 

dissatisfaction. Students who frequently engage with 

fitspiration posts report higher levels of upward social 

comparison and self-objectification. 

A moderate positive correlation is observed between 

fitspiration exposure and body surveillance behaviors, 

suggesting that repeated exposure encourages 

monitoring of physical appearance. 
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Additionally, exposure is negatively correlated with 

emotional well-being. Participants reporting higher 

engagement with fitspiration content demonstrate 

increased negative affect and lower life satisfaction. 

However, positive correlations between exposure and 

exercise motivation are also observed, indicating 

complex and multifaceted effects. 

These findings align with previous research 

suggesting that fitspiration may simultaneously 

promote health behaviors while undermining 

psychological well-being. 

 

III. DISCUSSION 

 

The results support the hypothesis that exposure to 

fitspiration content on Instagram is associated with 

increased body dissatisfaction and reduced emotional 

well-being among college students. The findings can 

be interpreted through social comparison and 

objectification frameworks. 

Frequent exposure to idealized fitness images 

intensifies upward comparisons. When perceived 

discrepancies are large and unattainable, students may 

internalize feelings of inadequacy. This process 

contributes to negative mood states and decreased life 

satisfaction. 

Objectification processes further explain the 

relationship. Repeated focus on appearance-based 

fitness ideals may lead students to prioritize aesthetic 

outcomes over functional health. This shift in focus 

can foster chronic body monitoring and 

dissatisfaction. 

Importantly, the correlational design prevents causal 

conclusions. It is possible that individuals with pre-

existing body dissatisfaction seek out fitspiration 

content, reinforcing existing concerns. Longitudinal 

research is necessary to clarify directionality. 

Moderating variables such as gender, baseline self-

esteem, and fitness involvement also warrant 

consideration. Female students may experience 

stronger objectification pressures, although 

muscularity-focused ideals increasingly affect male 

students as well. 

 

Implications 

The findings have important implications for mental 

health professionals, educators, and social media 

users. 

Digital literacy programs should educate students 

about the curated and edited nature of social media 

content. Understanding that many images are filtered, 

posed, and selectively presented may reduce 

unrealistic comparisons. 

Counseling interventions can address maladaptive 

comparison patterns and promote body functionality 

appreciation rather than appearance-based evaluation. 

Encouraging mindful social media use may also 

mitigate negative effects. 

Fitness influencers and content creators bear ethical 

responsibility in promoting diverse and realistic body 

representations. Platforms like Instagram could 

consider algorithm adjustments that diversify body 

types in recommended content. 

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

The study’s reliance on self-reported data may 

introduce bias. Future research should incorporate 

experimental and longitudinal designs to examine 

causal pathways. 

Additionally, exploring protective factors such as self-

compassion, body appreciation, and critical media 

literacy may enhance understanding of resilience 

mechanisms. 

Cross-cultural research is also needed, as beauty 

standards vary across societies. Examining diverse 

student populations will improve generalizability. 

 

IV. CONCLUSION 

 

Exposure to fitspiration content on Instagram is 

significantly associated with body dissatisfaction, self-

objectification, and reduced emotional well-being 

among college students. While fitspiration may 

promote physical activity motivation, its emphasis on 

idealized body standards fosters upward social 

comparison and appearance-based self-evaluation. 

As Instagram continues to shape perceptions of health 

and fitness, understanding its psychological impact is 

essential. Promoting balanced digital engagement and 

fostering body-positive perspectives may help 

mitigate harmful effects while preserving motivational 

benefits. 

The findings underscore the need for comprehensive 

approaches integrating digital literacy, mental health 

support, and responsible content creation to safeguard 

the well-being of college students in increasingly 

image-centric online environments. 
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