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Abstract

Purpose: This thesis aims to investigate the effect of fitness influencers on the social media
platform Instagram on users’ state self-esteem. In particular, the effects on users’ appearance,
social, and performance state self-esteem are examined for distinct body types of the fitness
influencers. Furthermore, this study aims to test a moderation effect of users’ perceived
physical condition on the relationship between exposure to fitness-related content and the
three kinds of state self-esteem.

Methodology: This study employed a quantitative method. An experiment with three
conditions was conducted through an online survey. The final sample size amounted to
n=171. To analyze the collected data, one-way and two-way ANOVAs were used.

Findings: Exposure to fitness-related content showcasing the fit ideal body type, in contrast
to body positive physiques, did not impact respondents’ appearance, social, and performance
state self-esteem in a negative way. A moderating effect of respondents’ perceived physical
condition was only partly found for the relationship between exposure to fitness-related
content and performance state self-esteem.

Research implications: This study contributes to theory by showing that exposure to
idealized fitness content on social media does not impact users’ state self-esteem. It provides
a contradiction to existing literature on the beneficial effects of body positivity on social
media users, suggesting that previous findings may not be applicable to the context of fitness
influencers. The major practical implication indicates that, when designing advertising
campaigns, marketers’ focus should be on the aspects that resonate most with the target
audience. In the case of the fitness domain, focus should be on performance aspects rather
than social and appearance aspects.

Originality/value: Although there is a significant amount of research on the impact of social
media on body dissatisfaction, fitness influencers’ effect on social media users’ state
self-esteem, especially in relation to their perceived fitness, has not been studied before.
Additionally, body positivity within the fitness sector has not been extensively researched yet.

Keywords: fitness influencers, state self-esteem, perceived physical condition, social
comparison theory, self-discrepancy theory
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1 Introduction

This chapter provides background information on social media, social media influencers, and
the concept of fitspiration, which is a central part of this thesis. The introductory chapter
serves to define all the important terms relevant to this thesis. Furthermore, the research
purpose and research questions are presented, as well as the objectives and aimed
contributions of the study.

1.1 Background

The rise of social media introduced a new type of marketing, through social media
influencers. As their popularity has risen, influencers are attracting followers through content
creation on various platforms (Barari, 2023). Brands will collaborate with influencers in order
to target specific audiences passionate about certain topics such as cooking, reading and
fashion (Fowler & Thomas, 2023). In 2023, the influencer marketing market size reached
21.1 billion US dollars, and with projections indicating continued growth (Statista, 2024b).

The fitness side of social media sees its influencers showcasing their workouts and promoting
workout gear (Durau et al. 2022). The interest in online home workouts peaked during the
pandemic, and now constitutes a significant part of people’s daily routine (Durau et al. 2022).
Not only are brands such as Nike and Gymshark collaborating with influencers to promote
their products (Glofox, 2021), but the influencers themselves are building their brands by
creating their own workout apps and fitness clothing lines (Williams, 2021).

With the growing number of influencers, the concept of fitspiration has gained popularity
(Barnes et al. 2023). Under the hashtag #fitspiration, content and advertisement intending to
provide motivation for a healthier lifestyle can be found (Barnes et al. 2023). The content
includes “before and after”-pictures, highlighting the bodily transformations that can occur in
response to exercise routines, dietary changes, and other specific behaviors (Carotte &
Prichard, 2017). Mainly, bodies of a fit ideal are portrayed with toned and muscular physique,
compared to the thin ideal (Barnes et al. 2023). An analysis by Tiggemann and Zaccardo
(2016) of the content relating to fitspiration showed that about 63% included people, the
majority women, with 25% showing some sort of workout related activity. The following 18%
showcased healthy foods with the remaining images being gym equipment, exercise clothing
and inspirational quotes (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2016). Despite the seemingly harmless
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intention of promoting wellness, analyses show that the content often focuses on weight loss
and appearance instead of overall fitness and health, while perpetuating an objectifying view
(Boepple et al. 2016; Deighton-Smith & Bell, 2018; Santarossa et al. 2019).

Hudders & Lou (2023) argue that existing literature regarding influencer marketing mainly
explores the commercial aspects and the positive effects it has. However, the dark side of
influencer marketing, regarding the harmful effects on physical and psychological well-being
of followers when exposed to idealized images, is not adequately covered (Hudders & Lou,
2023; Vrontis et al. 2021). Research shows that influencer marketing can have detrimental
effects on followers’ mental health (Barari, 2023; Rüther et al. 2023). Studies highlight the
harmful effects of social comparison, which refers to the process where individuals compare
themselves to other people (Festinger, 1954) on these platforms (Liu & Baumeister, 2016;
Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015).

Research focusing on fitspiration found that the exposure to the content can lead to a negative
effect on women’s self-esteem and body satisfaction (Cohen & Blaszczynski, 2015). In
response to the fit, thin body ideal predominantly showcased in fitspiration (Barnes et al.
2023), the body positive movement has emerged, portraying all different types of bodies
(Cwynar-Horta, 2016). When Barnes et al. (2023) compared the fit ideal, and non-fit ideal
images it was found that both had a negative effect on body satisfaction. The authors
uncovered that when the participants were shown the non-fit ideal images, their state
self-esteem increased and their state negative mood decreased, showing opposite results from
the fit-ideal (Barnes et al. 2023).

Within the fitness and health literature, research suggests that a significant amount of the
psychological benefits of exercise come from one’s own beliefs about fitness rather than from
actual physical exercising (Plante et al. 2000). Perceived fitness was found to have stronger
correlations with positive personality traits and mood indicators than the actual aerobic fitness
level of a person (Plante et al. 1998). This indicates that beliefs concerning fitness are likely
to play an important role in the benefits of exercising, extending beyond actual increases of
one’s physical fitness (Plante et al. 2000).

Building on the previous research, this thesis undertakes a comprehensive examination of the
effects of the fitness influencer’s body type on the social media users’ state self-esteem. To
offer a fresh perspective the variable of the user’s perceived physical condition will be
included. This relationship is interesting and meaningful to investigate as studies have shown
that perceived fitness goes hand in hand with improved psychological well-being (Plante et al.
2000).
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1.2 Research Purpose & Questions

With this thesis, the authors aim to advance the understanding of how fitness influencers on
the social media platform Instagram impact users’ state self-esteem. In particular, the effects
on users’ state self-esteem will be examined for distinct body types of the fitness influencers.
Thereby, outcomes from exposure to fitness-related content portraying the fit ideal will be
compared to outcomes caused by exposure to fitness-related content showcasing body
positive physiques. In addition, the purpose of this study is to investigate how social media
users’ perceived physical condition affects the outcomes on their state self-esteem after being
exposed to fitness-related content. The research questions (RQ) for this study are as follows:

● RQ1: What effect do fitness influencers have on the state self-esteem of social media
users?

● RQ2: Does the fitness influencer’s body type affect the outcomes on the state
self-esteem of social media users?

● RQ3: Do social media users’ perceived physical condition moderate the relationship
between exposure to fitness-related content and state self-esteem?

1.3 Aimed Contributions

Through the application of two traditional psychological theories, namely Social Comparison
Theory and Self-discrepancy Theory, to the context of social media, this research aims to
contribute to the existing literature on influencers and their effects on social media users. By
doing so, the authors hope to offer a new, yet underexplored perspective on the dark side of
influencer marketing, especially within the context of the fitness sector. This gap has
previously been identified by Hudders & Lou (2023). Additionally, this research aims to shed
light on the effects more diverse influencers have on users’ state self-esteem. This part of the
research will be of special value to marketing practitioners as it will provide them with
insights on the effects of fit ideal and body positive influencers on social media users’ state
self-esteem. Thereby, knowledge about what facts to consider when choosing a new
influencer for a collaboration is expanded. The findings will provide valuable insights for
marketers, as well as for influencers themselves, who seek to create effective content without
excessively harming social media users’ state self-esteem and thereby, contributing to a more
positive and empowering social media landscape.
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1.4 Outline of the Thesis

The thesis consists of seven chapters. The first chapter introduces the topic and discusses the
research purpose and research questions, as well as the aimed contributions of the paper. The
second chapter presents a comprehensive literature review regarding the concepts under study.
Following, the theoretical framework and proposed hypotheses are presented in the third
chapter. The methodology of the study and plan for the data collection are discussed in
chapter four. The fifth chapter includes the analysis of the results. Second to last, the findings
are interpreted and discussed in chapter six. The final chapter consists of the research
findings, implications, limitations and areas for future research.
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2 Literature Review

The following chapter aims to offer insights into the concepts used in the study. The review
begins with an analysis of social media influencers and their effects on users. Furthemore, an
exploration of the body positivity movement and its application in marketing is conducted.
Next, a range of theories used in the context of body images and internalization of ideals is
reviewed. The chapter closes with a presentation of the research gap.

2.1 Social Media Influencers & Their Effects on Users

Social media is a phenomenon that has grown exponentially during the last decades. Carr and
Hayes (2015) define social media as internet-based platforms that provide users with the
opportunity to interact and tailor their self-presentation to an audience. The audience gains
value from user-generated content and gets a sense of interaction with others, as explained by
the authors. Value can be gained from organization generated content as well, however the
user generated value is rated higher (Carr & Hayes, 2015).

The rise of influencers has led to meticulously curated online personas presenting a constant
stream of seemingly perfect lives, often emphasizing appearance (de Valle et al. 2021;
Pedalino & Camerini, 2022). By openly sharing their daily routine, and engaging in personal
interactions with their followers, influencers foster a deep connection with their audience,
termed as a trans-parasocial relation, as defined by Lou (2022). Unlike the traditional
parasocial relationships between media characters and the audience, this dynamic is more
interactive and reciprocal (Hudders and Lou, 2022). The authors posit that this connection
makes the influencers become a trustworthy source of advice and inspiration. This creates the
foundation for influencer marketing, as followers may develop a positive bias towards
influencer endorsement (Hudders & Lou, 2023).

Fitness influencers are one of the niches present on social media. Individuals turn to them
when seeking advice on training routines, nutrition, and finding recommendations for fitness
related products (Aguilar & Arbaiza, 2021). The positivity bias as noted by Hudders & Lou
(2023), can be found particularly within the fitness influencer marketing, as individuals
perceive brands, endorsed by fitness influencers, have higher quality products and an
increased brand credibility (Aguilar & Arbaiza, 2021).
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The constant exposure to social media has fundamentally reshaped how individuals perceive
themselves, particularly in relation to their bodies. Followers, particularly young women, tend
to overlook the staged nature of the influencer content, which can have a harmful effect on
their overall well-being (Cohen et al. 2019). Research suggests a concerning correlation
between increased social media use and negative psychological outcomes (Garcia et al. 2022).
It is shown that the repeated exposure to unrealistic beauty standards on social media can be
detrimental, particularly for women. Exposure to idealized images of women, whether thin,
fit, or curvy, can lead to increased negative mood, body dissatisfaction, and
self-objectification in women (Betz & Ramsey, 2017; Brown & Tiggemann, 2016; Cohen &
Blaszczynski, 2015; Robinson et al. 2017; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). The media’s
unrealistic appearance ideals are internalized by women, and they therefore engage in
appearance comparison, which leads to dissatisfaction with their own bodies (Cohen, 2019).
Although men may experience lower body dissatisfaction when exposed to idealized images
of the same gender, this effect does not seem to be influenced by social comparison
(Anderberg & Tiggeman, 2020). Consequently, women tend to be more vulnerable to social
comparison regarding body image than men (Anderberg & Tiggeman, 2020).

This comparison can be found within the fitness section of social media as well, as the
growing trend of fitness influencers has been associated with the concept of "fitspiration"
(Boepple et al. 2016; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2016). Barnes et al. (2023) state that
fitspiration, a combination of the words fitness and inspiration, typically aims to inspire
exercise and a healthier lifestyle. Fitspiration content does not present the ideal thin body, but
rather a “fit ideal” which can be defined as a toned physique that is still thin (Barnes et al.
2023). These concepts reinforce societal beauty standards and contribute to body
dissatisfaction and unhealthy behaviors affecting both the physical and mental state (Boepple
et al. 2016; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2016). While the intention of fitspiration can be to
inspire, no correlation was found between the fitspiration and actual exercise, however, it was
associated with negative body image (Andre et al. 2021).

2.2 Body Positivity and its Application in Marketing

In response to the wave of idealized images making their way in the media, the movement of
body positivity has emerged (Cwynar-Horta, 2016). It aims to challenge unrealistic beauty
standards, foster self-appearance and nurture self-esteem by embracing oneself
(Cwynar-Horta, 2016). The movement has gained momentum on social media platforms,
emphasizing the importance of showcasing diverse body types in terms of size, color,
features, shapes, and abilities (Cwynar-Horta, 2016). Body positivity does not aim for people
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to constantly love their bodies or appearance, instead it emphasizes caring for and respecting
ones body, even on days when they may feel unhappy with it (Rodgers et al. 2022).

Research has shown that content related to body positivity has the potential to enhance body
image on social media (Cohen et al. 2021). In a study by Fasoli & Constantinou (2024), the
impact of body positivity was compared between men and women. The authors found that
being exposed to idealized body images led to a decrease in positive mood and body
satisfaction among both genders. However, being exposed to body positive imagery resulted
in the opposite result, with increased body satisfaction and reduced drive for thinness in both
men and women (Fasoli & Constantinou, 2024). Additionally, research focused on young
women has shown that body positive content can elevate one's mood, enhance body
satisfaction and body appreciation (Cohen et al. 2019). Having a positive body image
correlates with less depression, higher self-esteem and fewer unhealthy dieting practices
(Gillen, 2015). Therefore, an individual’s perception of their body can play a crucial role in
safeguarding self-esteem and shielding against depression and unhealthy eating behaviors
(Gillen, 2015). Building on this, Rupp & McCoy (2023) discovered that among young adult
women, those with an active participation in the body positivity movement have increased
body dissatisfaction. This implies that they might be inclined to join and actively participate
in the body positivity movement as a means of shielding themselves or coping with body
dissatisfaction (Rupp & McCoy, 2023). Overall, while the effects of the body positivity
movement are seen to be positive, it is still worth noting that the movement predominantly
centers around body image, which could inadvertently enhance the focus on appearance
(Rupp & McCoy, 2023).

With the rise of the movement, effort has been made to integrate the principles of body
positivity into advertising and marketing. Research indicates that body positivity ads generate
greater engagement with brands, compared to those promoting the thin ideal (Bhattacharjee et
al. 2024). Exposure to the idealized image can induce stress among women, which in turn can
lead to a negative brand perception and decreased brand engagement (Bhattacharjee et al.
2024). Furthermore, Bhattacharjee et al. (2024) compared the use of implicit versus explicit
body positive images in advertising, and found that implicit images lead to higher customer
engagement. The authors find a possible explanation for this through indirect persuasion, as
people are more receptive to messages that are presented in a subtle way, since this requires
more reflection. Therefore, decoding implicit information demands more cognitive effort,
compared to explicit information, which makes it more memorable and fosters greater
engagement with the brand (Bhattacharjee et al. 2024).

Although positive effects of integrating the learnings from body positivity into ads was found,
some question its authenticity (Orgad & Gill, 2022). Many messages advocating for positive
self-image seem insincere, as numerous brands that promote self-love have also perpetuated

14



societal norms they claim to oppose (Orgad & Gill, 2022). Moreover, brands and influencers
often promote a version of body positivity that still engages in dominant beauty standards
(Cwynar-Horta, 2016; Orgad & Gill, 2022). This is evident in the fact that bodies depicted in
these advertisements only slightly deviate from conventional ideals, and the continued use of
filters and photo manipulation persists (Orgad & Gill, 2022). Another study found that social
media posts promoting body positivity, while also featuring self-promotion or product
endorsements, were perceived as less morally acceptable, and were less successful in
fostering body appreciation and inclusivity (Brathwaite & DeAndrea, 2022). To counter this
and ensure the efficiency of the post, Pöyry et al. (2019) state that the post must resonate with
the perceived values by the content creators. If the viewers perceive content creators as
disgenuine and exploiting body positive messages for self-interest, they may disengage from
them, diminishing their impact (Pöyry et al. 2019).

Although extensive research has been conducted within the body positivity movement, there
remains a notable gap in understanding the impact of body positivity initiatives within the
fitness industry. This presents a valuable opportunity for further investigation for this study.

2.3 Body Types and Internalization of Ideals

Previous studies have made efforts to investigate the effects of different body types by
applying diverse theoretical frameworks (Breves et al. 2023).

The Social Learning Theory proposes that individuals learn attitudes and behaviors through
observations of role models and peers, particularly regarding social norms and standards
(Bandura, 1977). Within the context of body images, a prevalence of a certain body type and
an association with positive attributes, can trigger social learning (Breves et al. 2023). This
can explain how influencers content may shape users’ ideal body image (Breves et al. 2023).
If the content is showcasing dieting and thinness - and linking these practices to positive
concepts like happiness, social acceptance and success - the audience may learn to internalize
these appearances and strive to achieve them (Harrison & Cantor, 1997).

The Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954) has been largely used when comparing the
effects of social media platforms on well-being (Schreurs et al. 2022). The constant flood of
idealized portrayals on these platforms fuels negative upward comparison, especially among
those who struggle with feelings of inadequacy (Schreurs et al. 2022). This vulnerability
makes them more susceptible to internalizing unrealistic online beauty standards, further
damaging their self-esteem (Schreurs et al. 2022).
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The Objectification Framework (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997), adds another layer to the
discussion. It posits that constant objectification has a negative effect on mental health
(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Cuto & Willoughby (2023) found that while objectifying
elements in images has a clear negative effect on the participants well-being, using body
appreciation captions may serve as a protective factor against these effects.

Stein et al. (2021), through The Cultivation Theory (Gerbner & Gross, 1976), posit that the
repeated exposure to the thin ideal will foster the belief that this body type is societal norm.
This perceived norm is then internalized by users, becoming part of their ideal self-image
(Stein et al. 2021). Breves et al. (2023) connect this with the Self-discrepancy Theory by
Higgins (1987), which suggests that these internalized ideals rarely match our perception of
our actual selves. This leads to a gap that can trigger negative emotions like depression
(Vartanian, 2012). The concept of actual-ideal discrepancy has been well-established in
explaining how social media exposure with unrealistic body standards can negatively impact
mood and body image (Ahadzadeh et al. 2017; Vartanian, 2012). Breves et al. (2023) suggest
exposure to larger sized models portrayed in a positive and successful light as a potential
countermeasure. In these cases, the ideal self may come closer to the actual self, potentially
reducing the discrepancy (Breves et al. 2023).

2.4 Research Gap

While the amount of literature on the body positivity movement is growing, body positivity
within the fitness industry has not been thoroughly researched yet. Barnes et al. (2023)
propose that research should examine the effect of exposure to fitness-related content
showcasing women with larger physiques and increased visibility of body fat. This study aims
to address this gap, by comparing fit ideal images and body positive fitness posts. Although
body positivity encompasses several aspects, such as different body type, ethnicity, and
abilities, the focus of this study will be on body types. Other aspects of body positivity should
be investigated by other researchers.

In particular, this thesis investigates the impact of fitness influencers on social media users’
state self-esteem, taking into consideration users’ perceived physical condition. This is going
to provide a different, yet underexplored perspective. While a significant amount of research
has been done on the effects of social media on body dissatisfaction (Betz & Ramsey, 2017;
Brown & Tiggemann, 2016; Cohen, 2019; Cohen & Blaszczynski, 2015; Robinson et al.
2017; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015), fitness influencers’ effect on social media users’ state
self-esteem, taking into consideration how physically fit they perceive themselves, has not
been studied before.
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3 Theoretical framework and hypothesis

The following chapter describes the theoretical underpinnings of the study. First, the concept
of self-esteem in the marketing literature is introduced. Continuing, the Social Comparison
Theory and Self-discrepancy Theory is presented in order to explain the relationship between
the variables. The research model and its corresponding hypotheses are presented and
discussed.

3.1 Theoretical Background

3.1.1 Self-esteem in the Marketing Literature

Self-esteem is defined as a person’s attitude towards the self and can be either a positive or a
negative evaluation of one’s self (Coopersmith, 1967; Rosenberg, 2016). The term also refers
to the degree to which a person perceives the self as worthy and capable (Coopersmith, 1967).
Consequently, individuals with high self-esteem perceive themselves as worthy, acknowledge
their imperfections, yet anticipate to grow and improve (Rosenberg, 2016). On the contrary,
low self-esteem suggests self-denial, dissatisfaction with oneself, and a lack of self-respect,
resulting in a negative self-image (Rosenberg, 2016).

Several studies have been conducted linking self-esteem to marketing practices. The term
self-esteem advertising, as coined by Durgee (1986), describes a kind of advertising aimed at
changing consumers’ attitudes and behavior to brands and products through the stimulation of
positive emotions towards themselves. The slogan “You deserve a break today” used by
McDonald’s is one example of the self-esteem advertising strategy (Durgee, 1986). According
to Durgee (1986), consumers’ feelings of self-esteem could potentially be used to influence
buying decisions. Advertisements that influence consumers’ self-perception in a positive way
also have positive effects on their attitude towards the brand (Durgee, 1986). Similarly,
Linardi et al. (2023) state that consumers with high self-esteem hold more positive attitudes
towards ads and brands, as well as to have higher purchasing intention than individuals with
low self-esteem.

Previous research investigated consumers’ motivations behind comparisons with models used
in advertisements. Comparing oneself to highly attractive models, widely used in
advertisements, causes people to experience negative emotions (Bower, 2001). Martin &
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Gentry (1997) explored different kinds of motivations behind comparison processes to highly
attractive models among adolescents and preadolescents and how these motivations affect
their self-perception and their self-esteem. In their paper, the authors demonstrated that if a
comparison to a highly attractive model is motivated by self-evaluation, it might result in
temporarily lower self-esteem for girls than in cases where the comparison is motivated by
self-improvement. However, Social Comparison Theory is not able to explain why one person
is more prone to follow the motive of self-evaluation and another one is more predisposed to
self-improvement motives (Martin & Gentry, 1997).

Another branch of literature explored how different kinds of advertisements affect a person’s
self-esteem. In a study examining consumer preferences for self-similar versus
self-contrasting product models, Nichols & Schumann (2012) suggest that individuals who
engage in social comparisons on a regular basis are more willing to accept self-contrasting
models as those consumers are actively seeking information to enhance themselves and to
boost their self-esteem. Selensky & Carels (2021) discovered more inclusive, body positive
advertising campaigns to enhance self-esteem and mood while also reducing weight bias.
Especially in regard to self-esteem, females in the body positive conditions of this study
documented increased self-esteem compared to women in the other conditions (Selensky &
Carels, 2021). The authors state that, despite the uncertain effects in the long run, the
influence of short video advertisements on self-esteem shows the potential of body positive
campaigns. A study focusing on appearance self-esteem and academic self-esteem, found that
consumers’ self-esteem level in the domain related to the product category affects consumers’
response to different advertisements picture types (Aydınoğlu & Cian, 2014). It is suggested
that individuals with high versus low self-esteem levels respond differently to promotional
messages (Aydınoğlu & Cian, 2014). The authors state that individuals with low
domain-specific self-esteem show more favorable attitudes towards ads featuring product
pictures instead of depicting a person. Aydınoğlu & Cian (2014) conclude that consumers’
self-evaluations are essential to consider when designing advertisements. If they are
implemented the right way, such considerations can lead to beneficial outcomes for brands
(Aydınoğlu & Cian, 2014).

While self-esteem seems to be a relatively stable disposition (Rosenberg, 2016), it can
undergo temporary changes (Heatherton & Polivy, 1991). People form their overall
self-esteem by considering their emotions about themselves across a variety of social
contexts, yet momentary self-assessment may vary depending on the circumstances
(Heatherton & Polivy, 1991). State self-esteem tries to capture temporary fluctuations of
self-esteem (Heatherton & Polivy, 1991). According to Nichols & Schumann (2012), moods
strongly influence attitudes, choices, and judgements. People tending to engage in social
comparison practices less frequently were found to be influenced by mood to a greater extent
than people that are more comparison oriented (Nichols & Schumann, 2012).
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3.1.2 Social Comparison Theory

Social Comparison Theory proposes that individuals assess their opinions and abilities by
comparing themselves with others (Festinger, 1954). Even though opinions and abilities at
first seem to be rather distinct, the concepts are closely interlinked and influence behavior
(Festinger, 1954). According to Festinger (1954), abilities are only demonstrated through
performance and in absence of objective, non-social means, individuals make use of
comparisons with other persons to evaluate their own opinions and abilities. Inferior status is
assigned to people considered less good than oneself and consequently, superior status is
allocated to those considered better than oneself (Festinger, 1954).

From Festinger’s (1954) perspective, the primary objective of comparison with others is to
evaluate oneself accurately. Since he first published his work, Social Comparison Theory has
been continuously revised and extended (Gulas & McKeage, 2000; Wood, 1989). Researchers
have begun to form an understanding of Social Comparison Theory that goes beyond
Festinger’s original theory and even contradicts parts of it (Wood, 1989). The “similarity
hypothesis”, central to Festinger’s work, asserts that individuals preferably compare
themselves to similar persons (Wood, 1989). Wood (1989) found that comparisons can also
serve self-enhancement and self-improvement purposes, not only self-evaluation objectives.

In Social Comparison Theory, there is a major distinction between upward and downward
comparisons. While upward comparisons occur when comparing oneself with others who are
perceived as superior, downward comparisons are made between oneself and persons seen as
inferior or worse off (Watson et al. 2011; Wills, 1981; Wood, 1989). According to Collins
(1996), upward comparisons can have self-enhancing as well as self-deflating effects, based
on how the individual interprets the comparison. Engaging in upward comparisons often
diminishes a person’s self-esteem and overall well-being (Lin & Kulik, 2002; Richins, 1991).
Yet, people might also draw inspiration from comparing themselves with others or become
motivated to pursue similar goals (Frisby, 2004). In addition, Dittmar & Howard (2004) found
that people may experience positive emotions if their attributes closely resemble those of the
comparison other. Downward comparisons on the other hand generally tend to be
self-enhancing (Lyubomirsky & Ross, 1997). The basic principle of downward comparison
suggests that individuals can enhance their subjective well-being by comparing themselves to
someone worse off (Wills, 1981). As a consequence, the person feels better about his or her
own situation (Wills, 1981). In general, advantageous comparisons are particularly
pleasurable, while unfavorable comparisons have painful effects (Wood, 1989).

3.1.3 Self-discrepancy Theory

Self-discrepancy Theory asserts that individuals frequently encounter negative motivational
and emotional states when there is a discrepancy between the actual self and the ideal self
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(Higgins, 1987). Self-discrepancy Theory concentrates on the outcomes the self-concept
might induce on self-evaluations and individual emotional reactions (Higgins, 1987).

In his theory, Higgins (1987) explores how diverse types of discrepancies between self-state
representations relate to distinct kinds of emotional vulnerabilities. Discrepancies exist
between the actual self-state and ideal self-states and can lead to emotions such as
disappointment, dissatisfaction, sadness, shame, and frustration (Higgins, 1987). The author
states that different forms of self-discrepancies lead to distinct negative psychological
situations and consequently, to different kinds of discomfort. A fundamental goal of
Self-discrepancy Theory is to predict which types of conflicting beliefs will bring about
which kinds of negative emotions (Higgins, 1987).

Within Self-discrepancy Theory, three domains of the self are distinguished: the actual self
(i.e. the representation of the attributes an individual believes to truly possess), the ideal self
(i.e. the representation of the attributes an individual ideally desires to possess), and the ought
self (i.e. the representation of the attributes an individual believes it should possess) (Higgins,
1987).

Furthermore, Higgins (1987) makes a distinction between a person’s self-concept (i.e. the
image we have of ourselves) and one’s self-guides (i.e the desired self-states).
Self-discrepancy Theory posits that individuals are driven to reach a state where their
self-concept aligns with the self-guides relevant to them (Higgins, 1987). According to
Higgins (1987), individuals experience feelings of sadness or disappointment when they think
they are unlikely to achieve a desired goal.

A prevalent discrepancy is the one between the actual/own self and the ideal/own self. In this
condition, the current state of an individual’s attributes, perceived from the person’s own
perspective, fails to align with the ideal state the individual personally aspires to achieve
(Higgins, 1987). This incongruence leads to a psychological situation characterized by a lack
of positive outcomes, such as the non-fulfillment of own hopes and desires, and as a
consequence, the individual is susceptible to emotions associated with dejection (Dittmar,
2005; Higgins, 1987). Misalignment between actual and ideal self drives behavior that aims at
reducing the perceived gaps between an individual’s current state and his or her ideal state
(Bessenoff, 2006; Dittmar, 2005).

3.1.4 Rationale behind Theory Selection

For the purpose of this study and to predict the hypotheses, the authors chose to combine
Social Comparison Theory and Self-discrepancy Theory due to their complementary nature.
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This integration presents new avenues for explaining observed phenomena and consequently,
for gaining novel insights.

People tend to emulate influencers and partake in social comparisons with them due to
influencers’ popularity in specialized domains (Barari, 2023). Social Comparison Theory has
been used in the context of social media in prior research (e.g. Barari, 2023, Rüther et al.
2023) which proves its applicability to newer phenomenons such as social media even though
the theory was originally formulated in 1954. According to Barari (2023), the extent to which
individuals compare themselves to others increases in the context of social media and
influencers.

Social Comparison Theory was chosen due to its ability to explain effects of influencers on
individuals exposed to their content and therefore to illuminate how influencers potentially
contribute to negative outcomes for social media users, e.g. diminished overall well-being and
self-esteem.

Self-discrepancy was found to moderate the likelihood of individuals comparing themselves
to thin-ideal ad images, as well as the negative impacts of such comparison (Bessenoff, 2006).
In a study on the effects of thin-ideal advertisements, Bessenoff (2006) discovered that
individuals with elevated body image self-discrepancy tended to partake in social
comparisons more often and experienced negative effects related to mood, depression, and
self-esteem in contrast to individuals with lower levels of body image self-discrepancy. This
paper shows the significance of integrating Self-discrepancy Theory into social comparison
processes and suggests that varying levels of self-discrepancy affect the extent to which
individuals engage in social comparisons, potentially impacting the degree to which they
experience negative outcomes from these comparisons.

Consequently, Self-discrepancy Theory may advance the understanding of how social norms
are internalized. Therefore, Self-discrepancy Theory can extend Social Comparison Theory
by establishing boundary conditions under which upward/downward comparisons take place.

To conclude, Social Comparison Theory and Self-discrepancy Theory complement each other
and provide a rich background for the following formulation of the hypotheses.

3.2 Hypothesis Formulation

The current study investigated the effect of exposure to fitness-related content showcasing
either fit ideal or body positive physiques of fitness influencers on social media. Hypotheses
were established in order to answer the following research questions:
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● RQ1: What effect do fitness influencers have on the state self-esteem of social media
users?

● RQ2: Does the fitness influencer’s body type affect the outcomes on the state
self-esteem of social media users?

● RQ3: Do social media users’ perceived physical condition moderate the relationship
between exposure to fitness-related content and state self-esteem?

3.2.1 Exposure to Fitness-related Content Reduces State Self-esteem

As established in Social Comparison Theory, upward comparisons frequently reduce an
individual’s self-esteem and well-being (Lin & Kulik, 2002; Richins, 1991). In contrast,
previous research found that outcomes of such comparisons may also be positive if a person’s
attributes come close to those of the comparison other (Dittmar & Howard, 2004). Generally,
a comparison can be described as pleasurable when advantageous for the individual engaging
in social comparison and as painful when unfavorable for the individual (Wood, 1989).
Therefore, the prediction is that exposure to fitness-related content will trigger people to start
comparing themselves to the fitness influencers portrayed in the pictures and will
consequently lead to negative outcomes on all of the three subfactors of state self-esteem,
namely appearance, social, and performance (Heatherton & Polivy, 1991). In particular,
participants are expected to have lower state self-esteem after temporary exposure to
fitness-related content featuring the fit ideal body type than to fitness-related content showing
body positive physiques. This draws on previous findings saying that negative comparison
effects are reduced when an individual's attributes closely resemble the portrayed attributes. In
sum, this leads to theorizing the following:

H1: Exposure to fitness-related content (EFC) showcasing the fit ideal body type will result in
a greater decrease in viewer’s Appearance state self-esteem (SSE) compared to body positive
imagery.

H2: EFC showcasing the fit ideal body type will result in a greater decrease in viewer’s Social
SSE compared to body positive imagery.

H3: EFC showcasing the fit ideal body type will result in a greater decrease in viewer’s
Performance SSE compared to body positive imagery.

3.2.2 Perceived Physical Condition as a Moderator

Previous research has shown that physically fit individuals who engage in regular exercise
tend to experience increased psychological functioning and mental well-being (Plante &
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Rodin, 1990; Plante, 1996). Interestingly, some studies suggest that a considerable amount of
the psychological benefits of exercise may stem from beliefs about exercise and fitness rather
than solely from actual physical conditioning (Plante et al. 2000). Plante et al. (2000) define
perceived fitness as an individual’s belief regarding their own physical fitness level. In a study
featuring 60 college students, Plante et al. (1998) observed that higher perceived fitness
showed stronger correlations with positive personality traits and mood indicators (e.g.
decreased depression, increased self-esteem) than actual aerobic fitness levels. Abadie (1988)
states that there will only be enhanced mental well-being, if improvements are made
concerning self-perception.

Self-discrepancy influences the likelihood of engaging in social comparisons (Bessenoff,
2006; Watson et al. 2011). Watson et al. (2011) hypothesize that high-discrepant individuals
are more inclined to make social comparisons with idealized ad images than low-discrepant
individuals. Furthermore, they propose that self-discrepancy moderates the relationship
between the likelihood to make social comparisons and the psychological outcomes of such
comparisons. In particular, individuals with high levels of self-discrepancy are more likely to
engage in comparisons with idealized ad images, leading to greater negative psychological or
emotional consequences (Watson et al. 2011). Low-discrepant individuals partake in fewer
comparisons with idealized ad images, which results in greater positive psychological or
emotional outcomes (Watson et al. 2011). Bessenoff (2006) found supporting evidence in a
similar context. She proposed self-discrepancy to moderate the relationship between exposure
to thin-ideal advertisements and negative outcomes in such way that women with high body
image self-discrepancy experienced more negative outcomes (i.e. body dissatisfaction,
depression, negative mood, negative self-esteem) form exposure to thin-ideal advertisements
than low self-discrepant women.

For the purpose of this study, a subfactor of the Perceived Physical Fitness Scale (Abadie,
1988), namely physical condition was used as a moderator. Moderators influence the strength
or the direction of an impact of the independent variable (Bessenoff, 2006). Thus, perceived
physical condition as a moderating variable would mean that negative effects from fit ideal
exposure on the three subfactors of state self-esteem are stronger for individuals with lower
levels of perceived physical condition than for those with higher levels of perceived physical
condition. Exposure to body positive imagery may cause the same effects, but is expected to
impact the three subfactors of state self-esteem of individuals with lower as well as higher
levels of perceived physical condition to a smaller extent. The reason for this could be that
people perceive themselves as similar to the depicted fitness influencers and therefore do not
engage in upward comparisons with a rather unachievable ideal.

Specifically, the prediction is that fit ideal exposure effects on the three subfactors of state
self-esteem (i.e. Appearance SSE, Social SSE, and Performance SSE) will be stronger for
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individuals with lower levels of perceived physical condition. This leads to theorizing the
following:

H4: The relationship between EFC and Appearance SSE is moderated by Perceived physical
condition (PPC) such that the effect of EFC on Appearance SSE is stronger for low PPC
compared to high PPC.

H5: The relationship between EFC and Social SSE is moderated by PPC such that the effect
of EFC on Social SSE is stronger for low PPC compared to high PPC.

H6: The relationship between EFC and Performance SSE is moderated by PPC such that the
effect of EFC on Performance SSE is stronger for low PPC compared to high PPC.

3.3 Summary of Hypotheses & Conceptual Model

To address the aforementioned research questions, a conceptual model was created to
visualize how the variables relate to each other. The research model is constructed to explore
the impact of exposure to fitness-related content, featuring two different body types, on social
media users’ state self-esteem. Additionally, the moderating effect of users’ perceived
physical condition will be examined. As depicted in Figure 1, the model consists of six
hypotheses. Table 1 summarizes the hypotheses used in this study.

Table 1 Summary of hypotheses

H1 Exposure to fitness-related content (EFC) showcasing the fit ideal body type will

result in a greater decrease in viewer’s Appearance state self-esteem (SSE) compared

to body positive imagery.

H2 EFC showcasing the fit ideal body type will result in a greater decrease in viewer’s

Social SSE compared to body positive imagery.

H3 EFC showcasing the fit ideal body type will result in a greater decrease in viewer’s

Performance SSE compared to body positive imagery.

H4 The relationship between EFC and Appearance SSE is moderated by Perceived

physical condition (PPC) such that the effect of EFC on Appearance SSE is lower for

higher PPC compared to low PPC.
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H5 The relationship between EFC and Social SSE is moderated by PPC such that the

effect of EFC on Social SSE is lower for higher PPC compared to low PPC.

H6 The relationship between EFC and Performance SSE is moderated by PPC such that

the effect of EFC on Performance SSE is lower for higher PPC compared to low

PPC.

Figure 1 Conceptual Model
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4 Methodology

In the following chapter, the methodological aspects are presented, starting with the research
approach. Next, the research design is presented. Then the data collection method is
discussed, followed by an explanation of how the data is analyzed.

4.1 Research Approach

In this thesis, the phenomenon of how exposure to fitness-related content on social media
affects user’s state self-esteem was investigated. Taking a standpoint rooted in the ontological
position of internal realism, this study is positioned within the epistemological domain of
positivism. The ontological position of internal realism assumes that the reality is independent
of the observer and it can only be accessed by the researcher indirectly (Easterby-Smith et al.
2021). The positivist approach assumes that there is an external reality, independent of its
observations. The goal of positivism is to uncover the laws and principles that govern this
independent world (Easterby-Smith et al. 2021).

This study employed a quantitative approach to examine the impact of exposure to influencer
contents on the subfactors of state self-esteem of the social media users. The quantitative
method offers several advantages. Bell et al. (2019) argue that it allows for a larger sample
size, resulting in a significant amount of data. The authors explain that a vast dataset allows
the researcher to uncover broader trends and patterns that might be missed with a smaller
group. Additionally, they assert that data gathered through quantitative methods holds the
potential for greater external validity, as it is more generalizable and therefore it can be more
applicable to a wider population. Finally, quantitative methods are less susceptible to
researcher bias, which occurs when preconceived notions of the researchers influence data
collection (Bell et al. 2019). Compared to a qualitative approach, the advantages of a
quantitative approach were considered crucial for this study’s theoretical and managerial
implications. As the study builds upon previous research while opening a new angle for
analyzing fitness influencers’ effect on users’ state self-esteem, having a large sample size
that allows for making generalizations to the wider population, was regarded as essential.
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4.2 Research Design

In this thesis, the authors conducted a between-subjects online experiment with image type
(fit ideal imagery and body positive imagery) as the independent variable. The dependent
variables were Social, Appearance, and Performance state self-esteem (SSE) and the
moderating variable was Perceived physical condition (PPC). Established scales were
employed for assessing SSE and PPC, as the usage of established measures is a way to ensure
reliability.

At the beginning of the survey, participants were presented a short introductory text stating
the purpose of this study. They were told the study is about physical exercise in times of
social media.

After providing their consent to participate in this study, demographic information (i.e. age,
gender, nationality), as well as information concerning social media usage, was collected from
the participants. This allowed for a more detailed sample description. If a participant’s reply
did not match the previously specified age range (i.e. between 18 and 30 years old) or gender
(i.e. female), the survey was terminated for said participant.

Following, in the first section of the survey, participants’ perceived physical condition were
measured using a subfactor of the Perceived Physical Fitness Scale established by Abadie
(1988). The Perceived Physical Fitness Scale originally consists of 12 items (see Appendix A)
that measure four subfactors of physical fitness: physical condition, muscular flexibility,
muscular condition, and body composition. All of these items are measured on a five-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 to 5 (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = undecided, 4 = agree,
5 = strongly agree). Higher values indicate higher perceived physical fitness.

A Likert scale is intuitive for participants to understand and it enables them to express varying
levels of agreement or disagreement (Albaum, 1997). Abadie (1988) reported a Cronbach’s
alpha of 0.78 for internal consistency and a high test-retest reliability of 0.92. Additionally,
excellent construct and concurrent validity was reported, while no correlation was found with
social desirability (Abadie, 1988).

Factor 1 (i.e. physical condition) was selected as the focus of this study, as it fits the purpose
best. Therefore, only item 1, 3, 9, and 12 from the original scale were part of the survey (see
Appendix A). According to Abadie (1988), item 4 and item 8 loaded equally on factor 1 and
factor 3. The authors chose to not include those two items in factor 1 as they were not solely
related to this factor.
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Table 2 Adjusted Perceived Physical Fitness Scale (Abadie, 1988)

Item Primary factor

1. I am in good physical condition. Physical condition

2. I am better able to walk briskly for twenty minutes than most
individuals my age.

Physical condition

3. I am more physically fit than most individuals my age. Physical condition

4. I need to improve my present overall physical condition. (R) Physical condition

Note: (R) indicates reverse scoring.

Next, each participant was shown a stimulus set consisting of eight pictures portraying
various fitness influencers. This study focused on the social media platform Instagram which
is the fourth most used social network worldwide (Statista, 2024c). Currently, the platform
has 1.4 billion users around the globe and numbers are projected to continue growing
(Statista, 2024d). In comparison to the recently popular social media platform TikTok, content
on Instagram is still very much centered on still pictures. All posts included in the stimulus
sets are taken from Instagram. The stimuli consist of picture posts only, no short video clips
(i.e. reels) or content of Instagram stories were included. Three sets of stimulus materials
were constructed in which the number of fit ideal and body positive imagery was varied (8 fit
ideal, 4 fit ideal & 4 body positive, 8 body positive). The first condition (i.e. only fit ideal
imagery) was chosen by the authors to be able to see how fit ideal imagery affects state
self-esteem in isolation from more inclusive posts. The same goes for the last condition which
was set up to be able to see how body positive imagery affects the dependent variables in
isolation of fit ideal imagery. The mixed condition included four body positive fitness posts in
addition to four fit ideal posts to see how being exposed to both types affects the state
self-esteem. Every participant had an equal chance to be randomly allocated to one of the
three conditions of the experiment.

Several criteria needed to be fulfilled for a post to be included in the stimuli: (1) As this study
focuses on the effects of fitness influencers’ posts on women, only female fitness influencers
were considered for the stimulus set. (2) Fitness inspiration pages and different hashtags
related to working out (e.g. #fitspiration, #gymwear) were used by the researchers to select
the pictures for the experiment. The setting of the pictures needed to include workout gear or
the picture had to be taken in a gym to make sure that the overall focus of the post was related
to physical exercise. The effort was made to find body positive images under the workout
hashtags (e.g. #fitspiration, #gymwear), however it was proven difficult as most of the
pictures showed the fit ideal. Therefore, some of the body positive pictures were found under
#bodypositive, although they still were related to physical exercise. (3) The Instagram account
from which a post was included in the stimulus set had to have at least 10,000 followers.
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According to Campbell and Farrell (2020), influencers can be grouped into different segments
in terms of follower count: celebrity and mega influencers (over 1,000,000 followers), macro
influencers (100,000-1,000,000 followers), micro influencers (10,000-100,000 followers), and
nano influencers (0-10,000 followers). With regard to social media marketing, micro and
macro influencers are also considered the most beneficial for brands due to being more
accessible and authentic in contrast to bigger influencers (Campbell & Farrell, 2020). For the
purpose of this study, the minimum number of followers was set at 10,000 to ensure that the
account is influential. (4) Body positive imagery was considered to show bodies with
increased visibility of body fat and decreased visibility of muscle tone (Barnes et al. 2023) in
contrast to the fit ideal.

Each stimulus set consisted of eight screenshots of real posts of fitness influencers. Based on
the experimental condition, zero, four, or eight of these posts featured body positive physiques
instead of the fit ideal body type. To ensure diversity and to reduce possible bias resulting
from prior knowledge about a specific influencer, each post featured a different fitness
influencer. Due to the nature of this study, participants were only exposed to the pictures
posted on Instagram. Captions, likes and comments were not shown to avoid possible effects
of any kind on the perception of the image, as well as distraction and overload of the
participant by providing too many stimuli (see Appendix C). Figure 2 illustrates an exemplary
fit ideal post next to an exemplary body positive post.

Figure 2 Examples of a fit ideal post (@gymshark) and a body positive post (@elmint)

After looking at the stimulus set, participants were asked 17 questions to assess their state
self-esteem. Therefore, the State Self-Esteem Scale developed by Heatherton & Polivy (1991)
was used. The State Self-Esteem Scale originally consists of 20 items that measure three
sub-categories of self-esteem, namely appearance, social, and performance self-esteem. In
particular, seven questions are related to appearance self-esteem, another seven are related to
social self-esteem, and six questions are related to performance self-esteem (see Appendix B).
All items were measured on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 to 5 (1 = not at all, 2 = a
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little bit, 3 = somewhat, 4 = very much, 5 = extremely). Thereby, greater numbers imply
higher levels of self-esteem. Each of the three subscales, as well as the overall self-esteem
scale, demonstrate acceptable internal consistency.

For the purpose of this study, three items of the State Self-Esteem Scale were excluded,
namely “I feel that I am having trouble understanding things that I read.” (5.), “I feel
confident that I understand things.” (14.), and “I feel that I have less scholastic ability right
now than others.” (18.) (see Appendix B). These items were not included because the
statements specifically refer to reading skills and scholastic abilities. Those skills do not relate
to the phenomenon under investigation.

Table 3 Adjusted State Self-Esteem Scale (Heatherton & Polivy, 1991)

Item Primary factor

1. I feel confident about my abilities. Performance

2. I am worried about whether I am regarded as a success or failure. (R) Social

3. I feel satisfied with the way my body looks right now. Appearance

4. I feel frustrated or rattled about my performance. (R) Performance

5. I feel that others respect and admire me. Appearance

6. I am dissatisfied with my weight. (R) Appearance

7. I feel self-conscious. (R) Social

8. I feel as smart as others. Performance

9. I feel displeased with myself. (R) Social

10. I feel good about myself. Appearance

11. I am pleased with my appearance right now. Appearance

12. I am worried about what other people think of me. (R) Social

13. I feel inferior to others at this moment. (R) Social

14. I feel unattractive. (R) Appearance

15. I feel concerned about the impression I am making. (R) Social

16. I feel like I’m not doing well. (R) Performance

17. I am worried about looking foolish. (R) Social

Note: (R) indicates reverse scoring.
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Before starting the main data collection phase, a pilot study was conducted in order to pre-test
the online survey. This allows for identifying any potential issues with the survey’s design or
wording that might otherwise affect the intended research objectives. Five people were asked
to complete the survey and to provide feedback afterwards. They pointed out some typos and
unclear wording of the tasks, which was corrected before the actual data collection began.

4.3 Data Collection

Once the pilot study was conducted, the collection of the primary data began. Bell et al.
(2019) introduce the two main sampling techniques, probability and non-probability
sampling. Probability sampling, as defined by the authors, ensures that each member of the
population has an equal chance of being selected. Non-probability sampling signifies that
certain units in the population are more likely to be chosen than others (Bell et al. 2019). For
this study, the second sampling method was chosen. This choice was made in regards to the
limited timeframe of this study, as well as because of its efficiency, affordability and
simplicity in both design and execution (Bell et al. 2019). Within the non-probability
sampling, the convenience sampling method was used, targeting individuals available within a
close vicinity to the researcher (Bell et al. 2019).

The participant selection criteria included an age range between 18 and 30 years, consistent
with prior research in fitspiration (Prichard et al. 2018; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015).
Additionally, this age range reflects those who are most frequent users of the social media
platform Instagram (Statista, 2024a). Given that existing research indicates that women are
more prone to social comparison and body image concerns compared to men (Anderberg &
Tiggemann, 2020), this study exclusively included female participants. Initially, 207
participants responded to the survey. If the participants’ replies did not match with the
previously determined age and gender criteria, the survey was terminated for them. Out of the
207 participants, 16 were male or preferred to not say their gender, three respondents were
over 30 years old and 17 did not complete the survey. They were therefore excluded from the
study. All in all, the final sample size amounted to 171 participants.

The survey was created in Qualtrics and the questions were written in English in order to
ensure accessibility for participants from diverse linguistic backgrounds. The survey was
distributed through various online platforms, such as LinkedIn, Instagram, WhatsApp, and
Facebook.

A consent form was included in the beginning of the survey in order for the participants to
give their informed consent before starting the survey. Participation in the study was
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voluntary, with the option to terminate the survey at any point. Strict measures were in place
to maintain their privacy and confidentiality throughout the study.

4.4 Data Analysis

After the data collection process was completed, the collected data was analyzed. Therefore,
the participants’ responses were exported to Jamovi via Excel. Jamovi is a software for
analyzing data. All of the following analyses were performed in Jamovi.

First of all, the analysis began with the investigation of the descriptive statistics of the dataset.
Descriptives were conducted for the sample as a whole and included measures of central
tendency (i.e. mean, median, and mode), as well as measures of dispersion (i.e. standard
deviation and interquartile range). This part of the total analysis also provides insights into the
age distribution, the nationalities, and the social media usage of the sample.

Next, a confirmatory factor analysis was carried out to test the pre-specified measurement
model. Confirmatory factor analysis was performed to make sure that the latent variables in
the model (PPC, Social SSE, Appearance SSE, Performance SSE) are measured accurately.
This step included reporting of the model fit and a reliability analysis. Depending on the
results of the confirmatory factor analysis, modifications may be made to enhance the model
fit, given that these adjustments make theoretical sense.

Validity evaluates how well an indicator or a set of indicators designed for measuring a
concept actually measure that concept (Bell et al. 2019). There are several ways of testing
measurement validity (Bell et al. 2019). Among these, construct validity assesses whether one
is measuring what was intended to measure (Navarro & Foxcroft, 2018). To assess validity,
this study uses the following thresholds for the model fit indices (see Table 4). Concerning the
factor loadings, a minimum threshold of 0.50 was used.

Table 4 Model Fit Thresholds (Navarro & Foxcroft, 2018)

Model Fit Indices Recommended Value for
Satisfactory Fit

Recommended Value for Good Fit

CFI > 0.90 > 0.95

TLI > 0.90 > 0.95

RMSEA 0.05 to 0.08 < 0.05
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Reliability refers to issues concerning the consistency of measures (Bell et al. 2019).
Cronbach’s Alpha and McDonald’s Omega were used in this thesis. According to Navarro &
Foxtrott (2028), thresholds of 0.70 or 0.80 represent acceptable and good reliability but
should generally be treated with caution as the definition of thresholds largely depends on
what the scale is measuring. In this thesis, a minimum threshold for Cronbach’s Alpha and
McDonald’s Omega of 0.70 was used.

As this study investigates the relationship between exposure to fitness-related content
(independent variable with three levels) and three subfactors of state self-esteem (three
continuous dependent variables), a one-way ANOVA was used for analyzing the data in a first
step. One-way ANOVAs are used for comparing means across more than two independent
groups. Since the main results only show whether there is a difference between the groups,
but do not provide further information on the nature of that difference, post hoc tests were
also conducted. The one-way ANOVA was conducted to test if H1, H2, and H3 can be
supported.

Next, the moderating variable PPC was transformed to a categorical variable that consists of
two groups, i.e. low PPC and high PPC. Therefore, a median split was done, dividing PPC
into one group that sees itself below the median and one group that perceives their physical
condition to be above the median.

Lastly, three two-way ANOVAs were conducted to test if H4, H5, and H6 can be supported.
Two-way ANOVAs are conducted to examine the influence of one categorical independent
variable and one categorical moderator on the dependent variable. Consequently, the analysis
shows whether the relationship between exposure to fitness-related content and state
self-esteem varies at different levels of the moderator perceived physical condition.
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5 Analysis

Within this chapter, the analysis of the collected data is presented in detail. Starting with
descriptive statistics. Next, the results of the confirmatory factor analysis and the reliability
analysis are provided, followed by the one-way ANOVA and three two-way ANOVAs. Finally,
a summary of the hypotheses after the analysis is presented.

5.1 Sample Characteristics & Items Statistics

As outlined in the methodology chapter, the survey garnered 207 responses, out of which 171
met the criteria for inclusion in this study, constituting the final sample size.

The age of the respondents ranged from 18 and 30 years old, as per the criteria. The age group
21-25 years holds the highest representation (65.5 %) while the age group of 18-20 years is
the least represented (10.5 %) (see Table 5). This outcome is expected, given that the latter
age range spans only 2 years compared to the 4 years of the former. All of the respondents
were female, as they were the intended target of this study.

Table 5 Frequencies of Age

The respondents were of a variety of nationalities, with German being the most represented
(49.1 %), followed by Swedish (27.5 %), and thirdly by the USA and Dutch (2.9 %
respectively) (see Table 6).
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Table 6 Frequencies of Nationality

As for how much the respondents spend time on Instagram, the platform where the images for
the experiment were taken from, people at most spent 1-2 hours on the platform (42.7 %),
followed by 0-1 hour (29.2 %) (see Table 7).

Table 7 Time spent on Instagram

The frequencies of conditions (see Table 8) refers to which type of images were presented to
the participants. Participants were randomly allocated to one of the three conditions with the
majority of participants viewing the fit ideal images (38.0%), followed by the mixed images
(32.2%), and lastly, the body positive images (29.8%).
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Table 8 Frequencies of Condition

The descriptive statistics for each of the indicators showed them to be overall normally
distributed, without any missing values (see Table 9, 10, 11 & 12).

Table 9 Descriptives for PPC items
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Table 10 Descriptives for Performance SSE items

Table 11 Descriptives for Social SSE items
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Table 12 Descriptives for Appearance SSE items

5.2 Confirmatory Factor Analysis

The next step of the analysis consisted of performing a Confirmatory factor analysis to ensure
the accurate measurement of latent variables (PPC, Social SSE, Appearance SSE,
Performance SSE).

As per the original scale by Heatherton & Polivy (1991), eleven indicators of the SSE factors
were reversed (see e.g. R4 Perf in Table 13). For PPC, one of the indicators (item 4) displayed
a negative standard estimate, leading to its reversal.

The significance threshold used to determine significance is set at p < 0.05, as alpha is
assumed to be 0.05. Factor loadings for all factors (PPC, Social SSE, Appearance SSE,
Performance SSE) were significant (p < 0.05) (see Table 13).

Table 13 presents the factor loadings for all of the four factors. For PPC, three of the
indicators have good standard estimates, as they are above the previously specified threshold
of 0.5 (Fitness_1: Stand. Estimate = 0.686, Fitness_2: Stand. Estimate = 0.635, Fitness_3:
Stand. Estimate = 0.946). However, the standardized estimate of the last indicator is below the
threshold (Fitness_4: Stand. Estimate = 0.312). For Performance SSE, three indicators have a
value > 0.5, resulting in good standard estimates (Perf_1: Stand. Estimate = 0.614, R4 Perf:
Stand. Estimate = 0.555, R16 Perf: Stand. Estimate = 0.564). The fourth indicator does not
have a good standard estimate (Perf_8: Stand. Estimate = 0.425). For Social SSE, all except
for one indicator (R7 Social: Stand. Estimate = 0.292), have good standard estimates (R2
Social: Stand. Estimate = 0.673, R9 Social: Stand. Estimate = 0.691, R12 Social: Stand.
Estimate = 0.595, R13 Social: Stand. Estimate = 0.583, R15 Social: Stand. Estimate = 0.634,
R17 Social: Stand. Estimate = 0.621). For Appearance SSE, there is one indicator that has a
standard estimate < 0.5 (App_5: Stand. Estimate= 0.421), while the rest of the indicators have
standard estimates > 0.5 (App_3: Stand. Estimate = 0.765, R6 App: Stand. Estimate = 0.570,
App_10: Stand. Estimate = 0.775, App_11: Stand. Estimate = 0.796, R14 App: Stand.
Estimate = 0.662).
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Table 13 Factor Loadings before removing indicators

To summarize, the four factors have by majority strong standard estimates. However, in order
to increase the reliability and to ensure that the model measures what it is supposed to,
adjustments needed to be made. The four indicators with standard estimates < 0.5 (R7 Social:
Stand. Estimate = 0.292, Fitness_4: Stand. Estimate = 0.312, App_5: Stand. Estimate= 0.421,
Perf_8: Stand. Estimate = 0.425) were weak, which could imply that they may not effectively
represent the underlying construct. They were therefore removed in the order from lowest to
highest standard estimate, to increase the reliability and improve the model fit (see Table 14).
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Table 14 Factor Loadings after removing indicators

The model fit before removing the items was overall not good (see Table 15). The results for
the exact fit are significant (p < 0.001). However, the results from the fit measures suggest
that the fit is not satisfactory (CFI = 0.812, TLI = 0.785 and RMSEA = 0.0888). After
removing the items (see Table 16), the exact fit is still significant (p < 0.001), however, the fit
measures are still unsatisfactory (CFI = 0.861, TLI = 0.833 and RMSEA = 0.0908). Since the
scales used in this study are established and have therefore been previously validated, it is
presumed that the model remains reasonable for interpretation and drawing conclusions.

Table 15 Model fit before removing indicators

Table 16 Model fit after removing indicators
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The modification indices (see Appendix D) show suggestions of how to improve the model fit.
They indicate that the model could be enhanced by relocating indicators to other factors.
However, since the scales utilized are established, no adjustments were made.

5.3 Reliability Analysis

After performing the Confirmatory factor analysis, the next analysis to be done is the
reliability analysis to evaluate the consistency of the measures. The threshold for Cronbach's
α and McDonald's ω is above 0.70. The reliability for the factors were the following: PPC (α
= 0.797, ω = 0.807), Performance SSE (α = 0.582, ω = 0.598), Social SSE (α = 0.801, ω =
0.804) and Appearance SSE (α = 0.835, ω = 0.843) (see Table 17, 18, 19 & 20). Although the
reliability of Performance SSE was below satisfactory, the variable is kept in the analysis
because of the established and validated SSE scale.

Table 17 Reliability analysis PPC Table 18 Reliability analysis Performance SSE

Table 19 Reliability analysis Social SSE Table 20 Reliability analysis Appearance SSE

5.4 Computed Variables & Descriptives

Following the analysis above, four new variables were derived from the indicators and
accordingly, the four latent variables were created. The next step was to analyze the
descriptive statistics for each of the new variables. The results showed the variables to be
normally distributed (see Table 21).
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Table 21 Descriptives for computed variables

5.5 One-way ANOVA

A one-way ANOVA was conducted as there are three dependent variables (Appearance SSE,
Social SSE, Performance SSE) and one independent variable with three levels, Exposure to
fitness-related content (EFC), in the conceptual model. The aim of this analysis was to
determine if there are statistically significant differences in the means of the dependent
variables depending on the independent variable. The one-way ANOVA was used to assess if
the hypotheses H1, H2, and H3 can be supported.

First of all, assumption checks, namely normality tests and homogeneity of variances tests,
were carried out to see if the assumptions for a one-way ANOVA are fulfilled. The
Shapiro-Wilk test of normality revealed significant p-values for all of the three dependent
variables (Appearance SSE: p < 0.001, Social SSE: p = 0.016, Performance SSE: p = 0.010),
assuming an alpha-level of 0.05. This indicates that the data in the dataset is not normally
distributed. Consequently, visual inspection of the QQ-plots were conducted (see Appendix
D). QQ-plots visually represent the distribution of the dataset and if the data is normally
distributed, all data points should be as close to the straight line as possible. The assessment
of the visuals led to the conclusion that the assumption of normality is not violated. Next, the
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homogeneity of variances tests were evaluated. Assuming an alpha of 0.05, the homogeneity
of variances tests for Social SSE and Performance SSE are non-significant, which means that
the assumption is not violated for those two variables. In contrast, the p-value for Appearance
SSE (p = 0.031) is significant and therefore, the assumption is violated. Therefore, Fischer’s,
as well as Welch’s test can be used for the one-way ANOVA for Social SSE and Performance
SSE, but only Welch’s test can be used for the one-way ANOVA for Appearance SSE.

The results for the one-way ANOVA showed no significant p-values for any of the three
dependent variables (see Table 22), assuming an alpha of 0.05. For Social SSE, Welch’s test
showed the p-value closest to the prespecified alpha-level (p = 0.068), but this value is still
non-significant.

Table 22 Results for the one-way ANOVA

Based on those results, it can be seen that there are no statistically significant differences
between the three experimental conditions. Therefore, the hypotheses H1, H2, and H3 can not
be supported. Despite these findings, post-hoc tests were still conducted.

Looking at the plots in the post-hoc tests, there is a difference between the means depending
on the independent variable for Appearance SSE. Here, the Appearance SSE is highest in the
body positive condition, followed by the fit ideal condition (see Figure 3). Appearance SSE is
the lowest for the mixed condition where respondents were confronted with body positive, as
well as fit ideal imagery. Similar results were yielded for Social SSE and Performance SSE
(see Figure 4 and Figure 5). The Social SSE was highest for exposure to purely body positive
imagery, followed by the fit ideal condition and the mixed condition. The same holds true for
Performance SSE. However, none of the aforementioned differences show significant
p-values (see Table 23, 24, and 25).
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Figure 3 Plot for Appearance SSE Figure 4 Plot for Social SSE

Figure 5 Plot for Performance SSE
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Table 23 Post-Hoc Test for Appearance SSE

Table 24 Post-Hoc Test for Social SSE
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Table 25 Post-Hoc Test for Performance SSE

5.6 Two-way ANOVAs

Two-way ANOVAs were executed to evaluate the influence of the independent and the
moderating variable on the dependent variables. This analysis allows for assessing if the
moderator affects the relationship between EFC and the three kinds of state self-esteem. The
two-way ANOVAs were used to determine if the hypotheses H4, H5, and H6 can be
supported.

Before continuing with the two-way ANOVAs, the moderating variable PPC was transformed
to a categorical variable consisting of two groups, i.e. low PPC and high PPC. The variable
was split according to its median, which is 3.33. Of the 171 people in the sample, 90 were
sorted to the low PPC group. Consequently, 81 respondents make up the high PPC group.

5.6.1 Two-way ANOVA Appearance SSE

Before looking at the results for the two-way ANOVA for the dependent variable Appearance
SSE, assumption checks were performed. For normality tests, the Shapiro-Wilk test was
significant (p = 0.005), assuming an alpha of 0.05. Therefore, the QQ-plot was checked,
which indicated that the assumption of normality was not violated (see Appendix D). The
homogeneity of variances tests also showed significant p-values (Levene’s test: p = 0.004,
Bartlett’s test: p = 0.011), revealing that this assumption was violated. However, as the overall
number of participants in each condition (body positive n = 51, fit ideal n = 65, mix n = 51)
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and for both PPC levels (low PPC n = 90, high PPC n = 81) was similar, the analysis
proceeded.

The results for the two-way ANOVA (see Table 26) show that there is a significant main

effect of PPC on the Appearance SSE (F (1, 165) = 14.328, p < 0.001, = 0.078), showingη2

that high PPC individuals had higher Appearance SSE. There is a non-significant main effect

of the independent variable EFC on Appearance SSE (F (2, 165) = 0.681, p = 0.508, =η2

0.007). Besides, there is a non-significant interaction between EFC and PPC on Appearance

SSE (F (2, 165) = 1.285, p = 0.280, = 0.014).η2

Table 26 Two-way ANOVA Appearance SSE

As depicted in Figure 6, Appearance SSE is higher for individuals with higher PPC in all
three conditions. PPC level 1 includes the low PPC individuals and PPC level 2 applies to
high PPC individuals. Appearance SSE is the highest for high PPC individuals in the body
positive condition and lowest for low PPC individuals in the fit ideal condition (see Table 27).

Figure 6 PPC levels * Condition for Appearance SSE
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Table 27 Estimated Marginal Means for PPC levels * Condition in Appearance SSE

Assuming an alpha level of 0.05, post-hoc comparisons for the interaction between condition
and PPC levels (see Table 28) revealed that there is no difference in Appearance SSE between
high (i.e. PPC level 2) and low (i.e. PPC level 1) PPC individuals in the body positive
condition (p = 0.077). The same holds true for the fit ideal (p = 0.921) and the mixed
condition (p = 0.073).

Table 28 Post-hoc Condition * PPC levels for Appearance SSE

To conclude, no moderating effect of PPC could be found for the relationship between EFC
and Appearance SSE. Therefore, H4 is not supported.

5.6.2 Two-way ANOVA Social SSE

Assumption checks for the two-way ANOVA for the dependent variable Social SSE showed a
significant p-value in the Shapiro-Wilk test for normality (p = 0.019). However, the QQ-plot
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indicates that the assumption of normality is not violated (see Appendix D). The homogeneity
of variances tests were non-significant (Levene’s test: p = 0.514, Bartlett’s test: p = 0.354), so
this assumption is also not violated.

As shown in Table 29, there is a significant main effect of PPC on the Social SSE (F (1, 165)

= 4.06, p = 0.045, = 0.023), showing that individuals with high PPC reported higher Socialη2

SSE. There is a non-significant main effect of the independent variable EFC on Social SSE (F

(2, 165) = 2.77, p = 0.065, = 0.031). Additionally, there is a non-significant interactionη2

effect between EFC and PPC on Social SSE (F (2, 165) = 1.04, p = 0.357, = 0.012).η2

Table 29 Two-way ANOVA Social SSE

Figure 7 shows that Social SSE is generally higher for high PPC individuals, compared to low
PPC individuals in the body positive and the mixed conditions. However, Social SSE remains
on the same level for the fit ideal condition (see Table 30).

Figure 7 PPC levels * Condition for Social SSE
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Table 30 Estimated Marginal Means for PPC levels * Condition in Social SSE

Post-hoc comparisons for the interaction between condition and PPC levels (see Table 31)
revealed that there was no significant difference found between individuals with low PPC (i.e.
PPC level 1) and individuals with high PPC (i.e. PPC level 2) within the body positive (p =
0.527), the mixed (p = 0.571), and the fit ideal (p = 1.000) condition.

Table 31 Post-hoc Condition * PPC levels for Social SSE

In sum, the relationship between the independent variable EFC and Social SSE was not
moderated by PPC. Therefore, H5 is not supported.

5.6.3 Two-way ANOVA Performance SSE

First of all, assumption checks were conducted in order to be able to run a two-way ANOVA
for the dependent variable Performance SSE. The Shapiro-Wilk test for normality showed a
significant p-value (p = 0.033), but visual inspection of the QQ-plot (see Appendix D) led to
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regarding the assumption of normality as fulfilled. Levene’s (p = 0.761) and Bartlett’s (p =
0.528) tests of homogeneity of variances were both non-significant, so this assumption is not
violated.

The following two-way ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of PPC on Performance

SSE (F (1, 165) = 27.896, p < 0.001, = 0.142), showing that high PPC individuals haveη2

higher Performance SSE (see Table 32). Apart from this result, there is a non-significant main

effect of the condition on Performance SSE (F (2, 165) = 1.052, p = 0.352, = 0.011) and aη2

non-significant interaction between the condition and PPC on the dependent variable (F (2,

165) = 0.779, p = 0.460, = 0.008).η2

Table 32 Two-way ANOVA Performance SSE

Performance SSE is higher for high PPC individuals compared to low PPC individuals in all
of the three conditions of the experiment (see Figure 8). In the body positive condition,
Performance SSE is the highest for high PPC individuals (see Table 33). The lowest value for
Performance SSE is achieved for low PPC individuals in the mixed condition.

Figure 8 PPC levels * Condition for Performance SSE
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Table 33 Estimated Marginal Means for PPC levels * Condition in Performance SSE

Post-hoc comparisons for the interaction between condition and PPC levels (see Table 34)
showed that high PPC individuals reported higher Performance SSE in the body positive
condition than low PPC individuals (p = 0.004). A similar effect can be found for low versus
high PPC individuals in the mixed condition, but this effect is not as strong as in the body
positive condition (p = 0.032). Within the fit ideal condition, there is no significant difference
in means between respondents with high PPC compared to low PPC (p = 0.193). Furthermore,
high PPC respondents in the fit ideal condition have higher Performance SSE than low PPC
respondents in the mixed condition (p = 0.037). From the post-hoc table, it can also be seen
that there was no statistically significant difference between low PPC respondents in the body
positive condition and low PPC respondents in the fit ideal condition (p = 1.000). Similarly,
there was no difference found between low PPC individuals in the body positive and the
mixed condition (p = 0.990). Apart from those findings, the p-value for the comparison
between high PPC individuals in the body positive and the fit ideal condition was
insignificant (p = 0.608), indicating that there exists no significant difference between the two
means. Looking at the comparison between body positive and mixed condition for high PPC
respondents, no difference can be found either (p = 0.755). Comparing low PPC individuals in
the fit ideal condition to low PPC individuals in the mixed condition also showed no
statistically significant difference in the corresponding mean values (p = 0.970). The same
holds true when comparing high PPC respondents in the fit ideal condition to high PPC
respondents in the mixed condition (p = 1.000).
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Table 34 Post-hoc Condition * PPC levels for Performance SSE

All in all, the relationship between EFC and Performance SSE was partly moderated by PPC.
This leads to H6 being partially supported.

5.7 Summary of the Hypothesis after the Analysis

After conducting all of the aforementioned analysis steps, the following table gives an
overview of all hypotheses under study and shows which of these hypotheses were supported
(see Table 35). The next chapter then focuses on the discussion of the results.

Table 35 Summary of hypotheses after the analysis

H1 Exposure to fitness-related content (EFC) showcasing the fit ideal

body type will result in a greater decrease in viewer’s Appearance

state self-esteem (SSE) compared to body positive imagery.

not supported

H2 EFC showcasing the fit ideal body type will result in a greater

decrease in viewer’s Social SSE compared to body positive imagery.

not supported

H3 EFC showcasing the fit ideal body type will result in a greater

decrease in viewer’s Performance SSE compared to body positive

imagery.

not supported
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H4 The relationship between EFC and Appearance SSE is moderated by

Perceived physical condition (PPC) such that the effect of EFC on

Appearance SSE is lower for higher PPC compared to low PPC.

not supported

H5 The relationship between EFC and Social SSE is moderated by PPC

such that the effect of EFC on Social SSE is lower for higher PPC

compared to low PPC.

not supported

H6 The relationship between EFC and Performance SSE is moderated by

PPC such that the effect of EFC on Performance SSE is lower for

higher PPC compared to low PPC.

partially

supported
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6 Discussion

In this chapter, the findings from the analysis will be discussed in light of the previously
reviewed literature and the introduced theory section, starting with the impact on SSE. The
second part of the chapter will then focus on the moderating effect of PPC.

6.1 Impact of Exposure to Fitness-related Content on SSE

Previous research has shown that being exposed to idealized images of women leads to
negative mood, body dissatisfaction, and self-objectification in women (Betz & Ramsey,
2017; Brown & Tiggemann, 2016; Cohen & Blaszczynski, 2015; Robinson et al. 2017;
Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). In comparison, the body positivity imagery leads to positive
effects of enhanced body appreciation (Cohen et al. 2019). In a study comparing the two
conditions, similar effects were shown, with images showcasing an ideal body type leading to
a worse mood and body dissatisfaction, while body positive imagery showed an increase in
body satisfaction (Fasoli & Constantinou, 2024). The study’s first three hypotheses aligned
with this research, assuming that viewing fit ideal imagery would result in a greater decrease
in SSE compared to body positive imagery. However, the research found that this assumption
was wrong, H1, H2, and H3 are not supported.

The exposure to the different conditions did not affect people’s SSE in the way that was
expected. It is possible that the brief exposure to such images does not have such a significant
influence on SSE as anticipated because of the respondents current mood. Nichols &
Schumann (2012) report that a person's mood highly impacts attitudes, judgments and
choices. How a person already feels before seeing the images could therefore affect their
responses to the SSE items, more than just the images themselves. This suggests that if
someone is feeling good about themselves in the moment of taking the survey, being exposed
to fit ideal imagery might not lower their SSE.

As mentioned, H1 and H2 were both not supported. Both hypotheses predicted that viewing
the fit ideal will result in a greater decrease in SSE compared to body positivity imagery,
where H1 regards Appearance SSE and H2 concerns Social SSE. The reason as to why they
were not supported might stem from the significant disparity between Social SSE and
Appearance SSE, and the fitness context. The fitness images may have evoked thoughts
related to performance rather than social and appearance aspects. Consequently, the
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respondents might not have linked the Social and Appearance SSE question to the fitness
imagery, explaining the absence of an observable effect. This can be supported by Aydınoğlu
& Cian (2014) findings that show that consumers' self-esteem level in a domain related to the
product category affects their response to different ads. Therefore, the Appearance and Social
SSE were not so relevant for the fitness domain, and this can explain the absence of an
observable effect.

H1, H2, and H3 all expected there to be a decrease in the participants SSE when viewing fit
imagery, compared to body positive content. This expectation aligns with Social Comparison
Theory which suggests that engaging in upwards comparison often lowers an individual’s
self-esteem (Lin & Kulik, 2002; Richins, 1991). However, since the hypotheses were not
supported, it is worth considering that the participants did not engage in upwards comparison,
particularly concerning the Social SSE and Appearance SSE. In such a scenario, their SSE
might not have been negatively affected, thereby explaining the deviation from the
hypothesized outcome.

Social Learning Theory proposes that seeing a certain type of body with positive associations
can trigger social learning (Breves et al. 2023). Therefore, if content is showcasing thinness
and linking it to happiness and success, the audience internalizes these appearances (Harrison
& Cantor, 1997). With the rise of social media, there has been a notable increase in the
representation of diverse body types (Cwynar-Horta, 2016). Individuals may have become
used to seeing more variety in body types with positive associations thereby diminishing the
learned behavior stemming from seeing the fit body as the ideal. If the learned behavior is that
not only the fit body is the ideal, that could explain as to why their SSE did not diminish. This
can further be supported by Cultivation Theory (Gerbner & Gross, 1976), which argues that
repeated exposure to the thin ideal will create the belief that this body type is the norm. The
same could therefore be applied to repeated exposure to inclusive content, which Breves et al.
(2023) suggest as a countermeasure for the fit ideal’s negative impact on the mood and body
image.

6.2 Moderating Effect of PPC on the Relationship between
Exposure to Fitness-related Content and SSE

The last three hypotheses predicted that the relationship between EFC and SSE is moderated
by PPC, such that the effect of EFC on the SSE is lower for higher PPC compared to low
PPC. The moderator PPC was found to affect the relationship between EFC and Performance
SSE (H6), but neither the relationship between EFC and Appearance SSE (H4), nor Social
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SSE (H5). This could be due to fitness being very much about performance (e.g. how much
weight one can lift, how far one can run), more than about looks and social components.

No moderation effect of PPC on the relationship between EFC and Appearance SSE was
found. The formulation of H4 was based on the assumption that fit ideal equals ideal looks.
Therefore, PPC as a moderator was considered relevant to investigate for this type of SSE.
However, it is essential to distinguish between looks and physical condition. Perceiving
oneself as physically fit and being satisfied with one’s appearance are two different things.
The relationship between EFC and Appearance SSE might be moderated by another variable
that is more closely connected to appearance. An example for a moderator that could be used
here is a variable that measures an individual’s body image state. Cash et al. (2002) developed
and validated the Body Image States Scale, which could prove useful to capture individuals’
momentary evaluative body image states. As with H4, how fit people perceive themselves to
be did not influence the relationship between EFC and Social SSE. The same argumentation
can be made for H5 as Social SSE and PPC might be too different. Again, another moderator
should be taken into consideration for the relationship between EFC and Social SSE. For this
relationship, a moderator measuring social components could be used. The Social
Connectedness Scale developed by Lee & Robbins (1995) could be of value here.

Regarding H6, a partial moderation of PPC on the relationship between EFC and Performance
SSE was found. In particular, a moderation effect was found within the body positive and the
mixed condition, however, no moderation effect was detected within the fit ideal condition.

When confronted with only body positive imagery, high PPC respondents reported
significantly higher Performance SSE than low PPC individuals. As established in Social
Comparison Theory, individuals assess their abilities through comparison with others,
especially in the absence of objective measures (Festinger, 1954). As this thesis did not
provide participants with any means of objectively assessing their own performance to the
influencers’ performance, it was expected that the respondents started engaging in comparison
processes. High PPC individuals in the sample might perceive their performance abilities to
be better than those of the body positive fitness influencers depicted in the stimulus set.
Consequently, they are assigning inferior status to the fitness influencers, which means that a
downward comparison is made to someone seeming worse off (Watson et al. 2011; Wills,
1981; Wood, 1989). In general, downward comparisons were found to have self-enhancing
effects (Lyubomirsky & Ross, 1997), resulting in the reporting of higher Performance SSE in
this case. Low PPC individuals, on the other hand, might perceive themselves to be inferior to
the portrayed fitness influencers when it comes to assessing their Performance SSE. This
self-perception hence results in an upward comparison. Previous literature found that
engaging in upward comparisons reduces an individual’s self-esteem and overall well-being
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(Lin & Kulik, 2002; Richins, 1991). This is in line with the finding that low PPC respondents
in the body positive condition reported lower Performance SSE than high PPC respondents.

The exposure to mixed imagery (i.e. four fit ideal pictures and four body positive pictures)
produced similar results, albeit to a lesser extent. Low PPC individuals reported significantly
lower Performance SSE than high PPC individuals. This effect can partly be explained by
Social Comparison Theory as described in the paragraph above. However, self-discrepancy
plays a pivotal role in the context of the mixed condition. High PPC individuals’ Performance
SSE might not be extensively affected by being exposed to the mixed picture set because
those individuals do not perceive themselves to be too discrepant from the fit ideal
influencers. In contrast, low PPC individuals might focus their attention on the pictures
portraying the fit ideal, rather than on the ones depicting body positive fitness influencers.
This again leads them to engage in upward comparison and decreases their Performance SSE.
Failing to align with an ideal leads to a psychological situation characterized by a lack of
positive outcomes where hopes and desires are not fulfilled (Dittmar, 2005; Higgins, 1987).
As a result, the individual is more prone to experience negative emotions (Dittmar, 2005;
Higgins, 1987), causing them to report lower Performance SSE.

Within Social Comparison Theory, comparisons were found to not only serve the objective of
self-evaluation, but also self-enhancement and self-improvement purposes (Wood, 1989).
Going one step further, Martin & Gentry (1997) discovered that if a comparison is motivated
by self-evaluation, it might result in temporarily lower self-esteem than if the comparison is
motivated by self-improvement. Linking this to the significant difference in Performance SSE
between high and low PPC individuals in the mixed condition, low PPC individuals might
have been more prone to motifs of self-evaluation against the fit ideal images while high PPC
individuals rather used those images as motivation for self-improvement. Furthermore, the
attainability of the fit ideal could have played an important role. As Higgins (1987) stated,
individuals experience feelings of sadness or disappointment when they perceive that
achieving a desired goal is unlikely. This unattainability of the fit ideal could have
additionally contributed to the decrease in Performance SSE among low PPC respondents
compared to high PPC respondents.

Interestingly, no similar effect was found within the fit ideal condition. Low PPC individuals
did not report significantly lower Performance SSE than high PPC individuals when exposed
to purely fit ideal imagery. This could be due to various reasons. As in the other two
conditions, high PPC individuals might not perceive their performance abilities to be largely
different from the fitness influencers displayed in the fit ideal condition. Therefore, the
negative effects caused by discrepancies between one’s self and the ideal (Higgins, 1987), do
not apply to them, and their Performance SSE is not negatively impacted by being exposed to
fit ideal imagery. Being repeatedly confronted with the thin ideal was found to lead people to
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belief that this body type is the societal norm (Stein et al. 2021). This might have led to
people being more used to the exposure to highly attractive and fit models. Thus, the
Performance SSE even for respondents with low PPC might not be extensively affected
anymore.

In addition, a moderating effect was found for the comparison between high PPC individuals
in the fit ideal condition and low PPC individuals in the mixed condition. The former reported
higher Performance SSE. This finding can be explained by Self-discrepancy Theory (Higgins,
1987). High PPC individuals might not perceive their performance abilities as discrepant from
those of the portrayed fitness influencers in the fit ideal condition and therefore, their
Performance SSE is not impacted in a negative way. For low PPC individuals, in contrast,
being exposed to both picture types makes them realize their discrepancy to some of the
featured fitness influencers, which leads them to report lower levels of Performance SSE.
Previous research established a similar explanation by stating that comparisons may have
positive effects if a person’s attributes closely resemble those of the comparison other
(Dittmar & Howard, 2004).

Nevertheless, no effects of PPC as a moderating variable were found for a number of
combinations of conditions in equal PPC levels (e.g. fit ideal low PPC - body positive low
PPC, fit ideal high PPC - body positive high PPC, fit ideal low PPC - mix low PPC). Previous
research indicated that body positive content increases body satisfaction, body appreciation,
and enhances body image on social media platforms (Cohen et al. 2019; Cohen et al. 2021;
Fasoli & Constantinou, 2024). No similar effect was found in this thesis in regard to the effect
of body positive imagery on Performance SSE. This could be due to previous studies’ focus
on appearance while the dependent variable in H6 was Performance SSE, leading to the
conclusion that previous findings about favorable effects of body positive content might not
be generalizable to the fitness context, especially when looking at the effects on Performance
SSE. Including body positive imagery, as well as providing purely body positive imagery, did
not lead to individuals pertaining to the same PPC level to report higher Performance SSE.
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7 Conclusion

In this last chapter, the research aims and objectives are revisited in light of the previous
analysis of the collected data. Following, theoretical and managerial implications are
provided. Lastly, the study’s limitations and areas for future research are presented.

7.1 Research Aims and Objectives

The aim of this study was to enhance the understanding regarding how Instagram users’ SSE
is affected by fitness influencers and their content, while taking into account the moderating
effect of the users’ PPC. In order to achieve this, the following research questions were
formulated:

● RQ1: What effect do fitness influencers have on the state self-esteem of social media
users?

● RQ2: Does the fitness influencer’s body type affect the outcomes on the state
self-esteem of social media users?

● RQ3: Do social media users’ perceived physical condition moderate the relationship
between exposure to fitness-related content and state self-esteem?

To formulate the study’s hypotheses and to consequently answer the research questions,
Social Comparison Theory and Self-discrepancy Theory were used. The conducted one-way
ANOVA showed that fitness influencers’ content had no significant effect on social media
users’ Appearance SSE, Social SSE, and Performance SSE (RQ1). Additionally, the fitness
influencer’s body type was not found to affect the outcomes on all three examined types of
SSE (RQ2). Regarding RQ3, the two-way ANOVA with Performance SSE as the dependent
variable led to the conclusion that the relationship between exposure to fitness-related content
and Performance SSE is partly moderated by PPC. For the dependent variables Appearance
SSE and Social SSE, no moderation effect of PPC was found.
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7.2 Theoretical Implications

This study’s theoretical contributions can be divided into two parts. First of all, the gap
identified for future research concerning the destructive effects of fitness influencers on social
media users’ well-being, was addressed. Secondly, contributions were made to existing
literature, highlighting both areas of contradiction and areas of alignment with prior research
findings.

The first theoretical implication emerged in response to Hudders & Lou’s (2023) suggestion
for additional research into the harmful effect of the idealized images showcased through
influencer marketing on the well-being of the individuals. This thesis thus contributes by
demonstrating that state self-esteem is not among the aspects affected by these harmful
effects.

Existing research showcased the beneficial effects of body positivity on social media users
(Cohen et al. 2019). Furthermore, it was established that exposure to images portraying an
ideal body type, resulted in a negative mood and heightened body dissatisfaction, whereas
exposure to body positive imagery correlated with increased body satisfaction (Fasoli &
Constantinou, 2024). This study did not establish a significant connection between exposure
to fitness-related content and users’ Social, Appearance, and Performance SSE. No effect was
found to confirm the favorable outcomes of body positive imagery on social media users’ SSE
in contrast to fit ideal imagery. Besides, only a partial moderation effect of users’ PPC on
Performance SSE was found. Therefore, this research contradicts existing literature,
indicating that previous findings might not be applicable to the context of fitness influencer
marketing and state self-esteem.

Regarding Nichols & Schumann’s (2012) study, a connection to this thesis was established.
The authors stated that an individual’s mood impacts attitudes, judgements, and choices to a
great extent. This thesis builds on their research by acknowledging that participants’ mood
could be a contributing factor affecting the results from the conducted experiment, thereby
affecting their state self-esteem. Furthermore, Aydınoğlu & Cian (2014) findings show that
consumers' self-esteem level in a domain related to the product category affects their response
to different ads. This study expands on this notion, showcasing how the Appearance SSE and
Social SSE were too far away from the fitness domain to be relevant.

Social Comparison Theory states that engaging in upwards comparison often lowers an
individual’s self-esteem (Lin & Kulik, 2002; Richins, 1991), which is reflected upon in the
hypotheses of this study. Social Comparison Theory and Self-discrepancy theory proved
useful in explaining the moderating effect of PPC on the relationship between exposure to
fitness-related content and Performance SSE. However, this thesis did not include measures to
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ensure participants actually engaged in upward or respectively, downward comparisons to the
portrayed fitness influencers. This shortcoming opens up an opportunity for future research.

This study expands upon the application of Social Learning Theory and Cultivation Theory.
Social Learning Theory proposes that viewing a certain type of body with positive
associations can trigger social learning (Breves et al. 2023). Cultivation Theory explains that
repeated exposure to the thin ideal will create the belief that this body type is the norm
(Gerbner & Gross, 1976). Since body positivity is becoming more popular (Cwynar-Horta,
2016) and people have become more used to seeing a variety of body types with positive
associations, the correlation of Social Learning Theory and Cultivation Theory is explored.
Learned behavior stemming from seeing the fit ideal body as the ideal is therefore diminished,
which explains why participants’ SSE did not decrease.

7.3 Managerial Implications

For marketers, consumers’ self-perceptions are essential to consider in the process of
designing advertisements, since previous research has shown that this implementation can
lead to beneficial outcomes for the brand (Aydınoğlu & Cian, 2014). Therefore, practitioners
should take an interest in understanding how consumers’ self-esteem affects brand perception
and consequently, purchase intention. Since previous research showed that moods
significantly influence attitudes and judgements (Nichols & Schumann, 2012), the concept of
consumers’ state self-esteem is even more important to understand than their general
self-esteem level. As state self-esteem captures momentary fluctuations of self-esteem
(Heatherton & Polivy, 1991), it may be a more accurate reflection of the consumers’ current
state of mind.

The moderating effect of PPC on the relationship between exposure to fitness-related content
and Performance SSE found in this study, suggests the necessity of considering additional
underlying factors when tailoring advertisements to individual consumers. Understanding that
the relevance of social, appearance, and performance aspects varies across different product
categories, indicates the need for tailoring advertising strategies to the specific product
domain. This finding is valuable to keep in mind when targeting individuals with specific
perceptions through marketing efforts. As noted by Aydınoğlu & Cian (2014), the type of
self-esteem associated with the product category affects consumers’ responses. For instance,
having a high performance related self-esteem while browsing for fitness related products,
will lead to a higher purchase intention. Consequently, advertisements related to fitness
should focus more on performance attributes, compared to appearance and social aspects.

62



Taking this argument a step further, it implies that perhaps models and influencers in the
fitness domain do not have to have perfect looks, but instead the focus should be on
highlighting their performance. Moreover, previous research showcases the beneficial aspects
of including body positivity in ads, as it generates greater engagement (Orgad & Gill, 2022).
However, if the usage of body positivity strays too far from previous marketing campaigns,
the authenticity of the ads can be questioned, and as a result the opposite effect is achieved
(Orgad & Gill, 2022). Building on this notion, some brands might be more successful by
prioritizing aligning their marketing efforts and the consumers’ domain related self-esteem,
rather than from solely pursuing body positivity. Therefore, when designing advertising
campaigns, marketers should focus on aspects that resonate most with the target audience
within a given context, such as performance aspects rather than appearance in the case of
fitness products.

7.4 Limitations

This study has some limitations that need to be accounted for by the researchers. Firstly, the
study was based on a non-probability, convenience sampling. The choice was primarily made
due to time constraints. However, the chosen sampling method entails constraints and may not
offer a thorough representation of the diversity and complexity of the target population. As a
consequence, the presented findings may not be generalizable to the wider population. In
addition, there is the potential sampling bias which might have led to overrepresentation or
underrepresentation of certain segments of the population. This could have led to skewed
results. To conclude, while this thesis offers valuable insights, its findings should be viewed
within the context of the methodological limitations.

Furthermore, the scope of this study was limited to one particular aspect of the body positivity
movement, namely the diversity of body types. It is however crucial to acknowledge that the
movement encompasses various types of diversity. For instance, it includes considerations of
ethnicity and diverse abilities. By solely focusing on the aspect of body types, this study
might have risked overlooking the intersectionality of the body positivity movement.

Another limitation is the demographic homogeneity of the study’s participants. By exclusively
including young adult women, the ability to generalize the findings to broader age groups and
in terms of gender was limited. Moreover, the study may fail to capture diverse perspectives
and experiences of individuals not belonging to the previously specified demographics.
Nonetheless, the criteria for the demographic selection were based on previous research which
included a similar age group and focused on women as well. Focusing on a specific
demographic allows for a more narrow and thorough examination of the issues at hand and
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potentially yields more profound insights, as well as a deeper understanding of the
investigated phenomenon.

Lastly, this study only employed one moderating variable, which is identified to be a possible
contributing factor to the lack of support for the hypotheses. By only using one moderating
variable, this study loses sight of other potential moderators that could influence the
relationship between the independent and the dependent variables. The moderator was found
to be more closely related to one of the dependent variables, Performance SSE, compared to
the other two (i.e. Appearance SSE and Social SSE). Accordingly, the generalizability of the
moderator PPC across different outcomes is questioned.

7.5 Future Research

This study presents numerous avenues for future research. First of all, future research should
consider conducting the experiment using an alternative sampling approach. Using probability
and stratified random sampling would enhance the representativeness of the results to the
wider population.

Although the body positivity movement encompasses diversity in various dimensions, this
study opted to concentrate solely on body type. The narrow focus of this study opens an
opportunity for researchers to broaden the scope and include other components of the body
positivity movement. Future research could explore the connections of various types of
diversity, fostering a more inclusive understanding.

For this study, the decision was made to target young adult women. This was justified based
on existing literature. It would be an interesting addition for future research to go beyond the
previous scope and focus on a more diverse range of participants, encompassing individuals
of varying ages and genders. By adopting a more inclusive approach and exploring how body
positivity movements manifest across different demographic groups, it can provide a more
comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon and its implications for society at large.

Continuing, Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954) was applied in this study in order to
explain the results found from the experiment. However, there remains an opportunity for
future research to expand the application of this theory. One way this could be done is by
integrating measures to assess whether individuals actually partake in upward and downward
comparison. By broadening the scope of investigation in this manner, researchers can gain
deeper insights into the social comparison processes.
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Lastly, the discussion underscored the importance of considering additional moderators
which have a closer connection to Social SSE and Appearance SSE. One suggested scale,
aligning with Appearance SSE, is the Body Image States Scale by Cash et al. (2002). Its
indicators could be used to create the moderator. For Social SSE, the Social Connectedness
Scale developed by Lee & Robbins (1995) could be of value. By including moderators based
on the scales suggested, researchers could gain a more nuanced understanding of the
underlying dynamics, thereby enriching the study’s findings and implications.
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Appendix A - Perceived Physical Fitness Scale
Perceived Physical Fitness Scale (Abadie, 1988)

Item Primary factor

1. I am in good physical condition. Physical condition

2. I need to alter (lose or gain) my weight in order to improve my
physical health. (R)

Body composition

3. I am better able to walk briskly for twenty minutes than most
individuals my age.

Physical condition

4. I am as physically strong as I need to be. Physical condition &
muscular condition

5. An object that I can lift once with slight difficulty soon becomes
strenuous when I attempt to lift it repeatedly. (R)

Muscular condition

6. I possess greater muscular flexibility than most individuals my
age.

Muscular flexibility

7. I am more overweight than most individuals my age. (R) Body composition

8. When I exercise I tire easily. (R) Physical condition &
muscular condition

9. I am more physically fit than most individuals my age. Physical condition

10. I am a very limber (flexible) individual. Muscular flexibility

11. I possess less muscular strength than most individuals my age.
(R)

Muscular condition

12. I need to improve my present overall physical condition. (R) Physical condition

Note: (R) indicates reverse scoring.
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Appendix B - State Self-Esteem Scale
State Self-Esteem Scale (Heatherton & Polivy, 1991)

Item Primary factor

1. I feel confident about my abilities. Performance

2. I am worried about whether I am regarded as a success or failure. (R) Social

3. I feel satisfied with the way my body looks right now. Appearance

4. I feel frustrated or rattled about my performance. (R) Performance

5. I feel that I am having trouble understanding things that I read. (R) Performance

6. I feel that others respect and admire me. Appearance

7. I am dissatisfied with my weight. (R) Appearance

8. I feel self-conscious. (R) Social

9. I feel as smart as others. Performance

10. I feel displeased with myself. (R) Social

11. I feel good about myself. Appearance

12. I am pleased with my appearance right now. Appearance

13. I am worried about what other people think of me. (R) Social

14. I feel confident that I understand things. Performance

15. I feel inferior to others at this moment. (R) Social

16. I feel unattractive. (R) Appearance

17. I feel concerned about the impression I am making. (R) Social

18. I feel that I have less scholastic ability right now than others. (R) Performance

19. I feel like I’m not doing well. (R) Performance

20. I am worried about looking foolish. (R) Social

Note: (R) indicates reverse scoring.
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Appendix C - Online survey
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The three stimulus sets:

Condition 1 - Only fit ideal imagery
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Condition 2 - 4 fit ideal posts and 4 body positive posts
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Condition 3 - Only body positive imagery
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Appendix D - Analysis
Confirmatory factor analysis: Modification Indices after removing

One-way ANOVA: QQ-plot Appearance SSE
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One-way ANOVA: QQ-plot Social SSE

One-way ANOVA: QQ-plot Performance SSE

Two-way ANOVA: QQ-plot Appearance SSE
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Two-way ANOVA: QQ-plot Social SSE

Two-way ANOVA: QQ-plot Performance SSE
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