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ABSTRACT

Social media influencers frequently share body-related ideals, such as body positivity or fitspiration, with their
followers. While their influence is well-recognized, little is known about how their content affects weight
satisfaction and health-related behaviors, such as healthy eating and exercise, over time. This study addresses
these questions through a 22-day longitudinal experiment, exposing participants to Instagram content from
body-positive, fitspirational, or non-body-focused influencers. Experience sampling was employed to deliver
the posts, alongside four main questionnaires completed by participants (Npq, 7 = 181, Npgy 5 = 155,
Npay 15 = 142, Npay2> = 112). Compared to content from a non-body-focused influencer, both body-positive
and fitspirational content had a positive impact on weight satisfaction and healthy eating behavior over time.
No significant long-term effects on exercise behavior were observed in either group. This study highlights the
nuanced impacts of body-focused influencer content on weight satisfaction and health-related behavior.

Introduction

For many people, social media has become a primary source of
advice and inspiration, where influencers guide millions of
followers on topics ranging from sustainable consumption
(e.g., greenfluencers; Boerman et al., 2022) to parenting stra-
tegies (e.g., momfluencers; Van den Abeele et al., 2023) and
financial investments (e.g., finfluencers; Hudders & Van
Reijmersdal, 2023). However, one of the most popular subjects
seems to be the promotion of a mentally and physically healthy
lifestyle. Within this category, two distinct approaches dom-
inate: fitspiration and body positivity. Both trends resonate
widely with audiences, as evidenced by the sheer number of
posts on these topics. As of September 2024, on Instagram,
there are around 19,616,000 posts using the hashtag #body-
positive and roughly 18,888,000 posts including #fitspiration.
Although body-focused content on social media might seem
like simple entertainment, its influence extends far deeper
(Fioravanti et al., 2022; Nuss et al., 2024). These influencers are
not just the creators of entertaining content — they are considered
opinion leaders who have cultivated strong, trust-based relation-
ships with their followers and can alter their attitudes and beha-
viors (Breves & Liebers, 2024; Hudders et al., 2021; Naderer,
2023). Thus, whether it’s learning how to embrace body confi-
dence or striving for physical fitness, influencers are also likely
shaping the way people perceive themselves and their lifestyles.
Fitspirational influencers, for instance, emphasize the bene-
fits of a disciplined regimen, promoting lean, protein-rich diets
and rigorous gym routines to achieve a toned, athletic physique

(Boepple et al., 2016; Nuss et al., 2024). Consequently, most of
the bodies depictured in fitspirational content are in line with
the thin ideal (Bell et al., 2024; Boepple et al., 2016). In contrast,
body-positive influencers encourage their followers to embrace
a more inclusive and realistic view of body image, advocating for
intuitive eating and exercise that prioritize well-being over
appearance (Cohen et al., 2019; Rodgers et al., 2021). More
than half of the bodies depictured in these posts can be con-
sidered overweight or obese (Cohen et al., 2019). Both groups of
influencers claim that engaging with their content can lead to
improved mental and physical health, with fitspirational influ-
encers focusing on the empowerment that comes from physical
transformation and body-positive influencers fostering self-
acceptance and confidence (Cohen et al., 2021; Willoughby et
al., 2023). Despite the high prevalence of body-positive and
fitspirational content on social media, and the growing body of
research on their impact, two critical research gaps remain.
First, most studies examining the effects of body-focused
social media content have relied on cross-sectional designs,
offering only a snapshot of the impact at a single point in time.
The few longitudinal studies that have been performed expose
participants to various types of content rather than continuous
exposure to one specific influencer (e.g., Fioravanti et al.,
2023), failing to capture the cumulative, long-term effects
that might arise as followers develop bonds with individual
influencers. As a consequence, we may substantially under-
estimate the true influence of repeated exposure to body-
focused content shared by influencers on social media.
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Second, studies have shown that body-focused social media
content can impact various facets of mental health, such as
self-esteem, body image, and mood (e.g., Breves et al., 2023;
Clayton et al., 2017; Merino et al., 2024; Stein et al., 2021).
However, evidence regarding its influence on physical health,
such as eating habits and exercise patterns, remains less con-
clusive (Nuss et al., 2024). It is important to acknowledge that
the impact of this content on mental health may not directly
extend to health-related behaviors (e.g., Frithauf et al., 2024;
Nuss et al.,, 2024), highlighting the need to consider more
nuanced distinctions. Further investigation into how body-
focused influencers affect long-term health-related behaviors
is necessary to complement the current focus on mental health
outcomes.

In light of this, the aim of this study is to examine how
continuous exposure to body-positive and fitspirational influ-
encers on Instagram shapes followers” weight satisfaction and
health-related behaviors, particularly healthy eating and exer-
cise. Given that the majority of Instagram influencers are
female (Lee & Eastin, 2020; Statista, 2019), and much of their
content is likely targeted toward a similar demographic (Gupta
et al., 2023), we chose to utilize a female influencer and focus
on female study participants. Previous research has shown that
appearance-focused media content tends to have a stronger
impact on individuals of the same sex (e.g., Jones, 2001), and
women, in particular, have been found to be more susceptible
to the effects of body-focused media content (e.g., Stein et al.,
2023), especially with regard to body image concerns and
social comparison (Myers & Crowther, 2009). While this
study focused on female university students who are active
Instagram users, the broader population of interest includes
female social media users regularly exposed to body-focused
influencers, particularly those who follow body-positive or
fitspirational content.

To address the gaps in the current literature — namely, the
lack of longitudinal research and limited focus on health-
related behaviors — we conducted a 22-day longitudinal experi-
ment tracking the impact of body-focused influencer content
on participants. Specifically, our research seeks to answer the
question: How does repeated exposure to body-positive and
fitspirational influencers on Instagram impact weight satisfac-
tion and health-related behaviors over time?

Theoretical background
Effects of body-focused content on weight satisfaction

As shown by multiple meta-analyses, body-focused media
content has been shown to have effects on multiple different
cognitive aspects, such as body image dissatisfaction, interna-
lization of the thin ideal, and body self-consciousness, espe-
cially among young women (Clayton et al., 2017; Grabe et al,,
2008; Huang et al,, 2021; Paterna et al., 2021; Saiphoo &
Vahedi, 2019). Among these, the satisfaction with one’s body
weight, a component of body image satisfaction, stands out as
a particularly relevant variable. For women, as weight
increases, body image dissatisfaction has been reported to
rise as well (e.g., Phillips & de Man, 2010). Weight satisfaction
is typically measured by individual's desire to lose weight, gain

HEALTH COMMUNICATION e 2523

weight, or their contentment with their current body weight
(Bodega et al., 2023). Focusing on weight satisfaction, rather
than more general measures of body satisfaction, is important
because it serves as a tangible indicator that bridges both
psychological and physical health (Davies et al., 2020).

Psychologically, weight satisfaction is closely tied to mental
well-being. Studies show that individuals who are satisfied with
their weight tend to report higher self-esteem, life satisfaction,
and more positive affect (Frederick et al., 2016; Wood et al,,
2012). Weight satisfaction is also linked to healthier behaviors.
Research indicates that individuals who are more satisfied with
their weight are more likely to engage in health-promoting
activities, such as regular physical exercise (e.g., walking, jog-
ging), improved cardiorespiratory fitness, and better dietary
habits, including increased consumption of fruits and vegeta-
bles (Kuk et al.,, 2009). Additionally, weight satisfaction is
associated with lower rates of suspected eating disorders
(Konig et al., 2024). These findings suggest that weight satis-
faction is not only a marker of psychological well-being but
also an indicator of health-related behaviors. Concerningly,
national surveys show that weight satisfaction in the general
population seems to be low (e.g., Frederick et al., 2016; Konig
et al., 2024), and strong use of social media might decrease it
even further (Saiphoo & Vahedi, 2019). This highlights the
relevance of exploring how different types of body-focused
social media content - particularly from influencers - have
an impact on weight satisfaction.

Both body-positive and fitspirational content have been
shown to influence body image, albeit in opposite directions.
Body-positive content tends to improve body image satisfac-
tion and broader well-being metrics, such as positive mood
(e.g., Breves et al., 2023; Fioravanti et al., 2023; Stein et al.,
2023). In contrast, fitspirational content has been found to
reduce body image satisfaction and related constructs, likely
due to the idealized, often unattainable body standards it
promotes (e.g., Fioravanti et al., 2021, 2023; Robinson et al.,
2017).

This contrast can be explained through social comparison
theory (Festinger, 1954). Fitspirational images often lead to
upward comparisons, where social media users compare them-
selves to idealized body types, which can undermine self-worth
and lead to weight dissatisfaction (Weber et al., 2022). On the
other hand, body-positive images generally encourage lateral
or downward comparisons, which are less likely to be harmful
and may even boost weight satisfaction (Fioravanti et al.,
2023).

While existing research has established that weight satisfac-
tion is a key factor in both psychological and physical health,
there remains a need to explore how different types of social
media influencers affect this specific dimension of well-being.
As pointed out by Breves et al. (2023), much of the existing
research has examined the effects of broader social media
content rather than focusing on individual influencers. In
many studies, participants were exposed to multiple images
at once or asked to follow certain hashtags, which confronted
them with a mix of different body-related content (e.g.,
Fioravanti et al., 2023; Hendrickse et al., 2021). By studying
the influence of distinct types of influencers - particularly
fitspirational versus body-positive content creators - this
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research aims to provide a clearer understanding of how these
influencers shape weight satisfaction. Based on previous
research and social comparison theory, we propose the follow-
ing hypothesis:

H1: Individuals’ weight satisfaction will exhibit a more posi-
tive shift after exposure to a body-positive influencer (a) and a
more negative shift after exposure to a fitspirational influencer
(b), in comparison to a non-body-focused influencer.

Effects of body-focused influencers on health-related
behavior

While research has explored how body-focused content
impacts individuals’ mental health, such as body image and
mood, less is known about its causal connection to behavioral
aspects like healthy eating and physical exercise (Nuss et al.,
2024). The limited research available makes it difficult to
determine whether body-focused influencers should have a
predominantly positive or negative effect on health-related
behavior. In the following section, we will outline both argu-
ments for potential positive as well as negative effects of body-
positive and fitspirational influencers respectively.

Effects of body-positive influencers on health-related
behavior

On the one hand, studies have shown correlational evidence
between positive body image and healthier behavioral choices,
particularly an improvement in eating habits (Andrew et al,,
2016; Bodega et al., 2023) and increased physical activity
(Andrew et al., 2016; Homan & Tylka, 2014). Additionally,
although Breves et al. (2023) did not measure actual behavior
changes, their study suggested that viewing an Instagram post
featuring a plus-sized influencer can increase exercise inten-
tions. Based on these positive associations, it seems plausible
that following body-positive influencers could positively influ-
ence health-related behaviors by encouraging healthier eating
and more frequent exercise.

On the other hand, body-positive messages, which are
known to increase body image satisfaction, may also reduce
the motivation to pursue weight management through heal-
thier eating and exercise (Kuk et al., 2009; Wood et al., 2012).
This is one of the main critiques voiced against the body-
positivity movement, especially in popular media (Cohen
et al., 2021; Rupp & McCoy, 2023).

Effects of fitspirational influencers on health-related
behavior

Fitspirational content, as the name suggests, is designed to
inspire and motivate individuals to pay more attention to
their physical activity and dietary habits (Tiggemann &
Zaccardo, 2015). This content often emphasizes exercise rou-
tines and foods high in protein but low in sugars and saturated
fats (Bell et al., 2024; Willoughby et al., 2023). From a social
learning perspective, individuals may be encouraged to
improve their caloric and nutritional intake by modeling
these behaviors (Eng et al., 2023). This is in line with a recent
study (de Brabandere et al., 2024), which showed a positive

relationship between adolescents’ exposure to content of fit-
spirational influencers and intentions to exercise.

However, one could also hypothesize opposing effects. As
already elaborated on, there is a positive connection between
body image satisfaction and health related behavior (e.g.,
Andrew et al., 2016); as fitspirational content has been con-
nected to a reduction in body image satisfaction (e.g.,
Fioravanti et al., 2023), one could assume that this might also
be connected to more unhealthy behaviors. This is in line with
a recent study that showed that the exposure to appearance-
focused fitspirational influencers resulted in lower intentions
to exercise in the future (Boerman & de Vries, 2023).

Given these opposing arguments, we pose the following
research questions to compare the impact of body-positive and
fitspirational influencers on two important elements of health-
related behavior, namely healthy eating and exercise behavior.

RQ1: How does the exposure to body-positive and fitspira-
tional influencers compared to a non-body-focused influencer
affect participants’ (a) healthy eating and (b) exercise
behavior?

Longitudinal effects of body-focused influencers on
weight satisfaction and health-related behavior

After considering the cross-sectional effects of exposure to
body-focused influencers, it is also important to understand
how these effects evolve over time. Social media users often
follow influencers for extended periods - weeks, months, or
even years — making the long-term impact of repeated expo-
sure a crucial area of study (Breves & Liebers, 2024).

Although some longitudinal research has explored the
impact of body-focused content on body image and emotional
well-being (Fardouly et al., 2023; Stevens & Griffiths, 2020),
these studies have typically focused on general content rather
than repeated exposure to a specific influencer. One study, for
example, found that daily exposure to body-positive images
over four weeks led to the greatest improvements in mood and
weight satisfaction, while fitspirational content had the oppo-
site effect (Fioravanti et al., 2023). These findings are likely due
to media effect accumulation; being confronted with multiple
messages over a certain period significantly impacts partici-
pants’ mental well-being and perceptions.

However, instead of focusing on the effects of a single
influencer on Instagram, the researchers asked participants to
subscribe to various channels and hashtags (e.g,
#BodyPositive, #normalizeNormalBodies, and #celluLIT, or
#fitspiration, #fitmotivation, and #bodytransformation).
While this approach ensured that participants were exposed
to a lot of content, it might not reflect a real-life scenario where
individuals follow specific body-focused influencers. Although
the impact of a single post might be smaller than that of
exposure to multiple images, following one specific influencer
allows for the development of parasocial relationships.

Parasocial relationships refer to one-sided connections that
individuals build with media characters (Horton & Wohl,
1956). Previous research has demonstrated that followers
develop strong relationships with influencers over time,



which can amplify the media effects associated with influencer
content, such as the persuasive impact of sponsored posts (e.g.,
Breves, Liebers, et al., 2024) or health appeals (e.g., Liebers
etal., 2023). The development of these parasocial relationships
increases cognitive elaboration (Breves, Liebers, et al., 2024),
resulting in a stronger influence over time as participants
become more familiar with the influencer and engage more
deeply with their messages. Given the amplifying role of para-
social relationships, we propose the following hypothesis:

H2: The positive effects of the body-positive (a) and the
negative effects of the fitspirational influencer (b) on weight
satisfaction are anticipated to amplify over time.

Similarly, we expect this pattern to extend to individuals’
health-related behaviors, as weight satisfaction has been linked
to behavioral outcomes (e.g., Andrew et al., 2016). Assuming
the increased impact on weight satisfaction proposed in H2, we
also anticipate a corresponding increase in effects on health-
related behaviors, specifically in terms of healthy eating and
exercise. However, as discussed, the direction of these effects
remains uncertain. Therefore, we pose the following research
question to explore the longitudinal effects of body-focused
influencers on health-related behaviors.

RQ2: Do the effects of the body-positive and the fitspira-
tional influencer on (a) healthy eating and (b) exercise beha-
vior amplify over time?

Method
Study design and participants

In this study, we utilized a mixed-design, incorporating a
three-group between-subject experimental variable (body-
positive influencer, fitspirational influencer, non-body-
focused influencer) and four within-subject measurement
points (day 1, day 8, day 15, day 22). Participants were exposed
to a daily social media post for 22 days, with supplementary
Instagram stories provided several times each week. Expiwell’s
experience sampling software was employed to disseminate the
four main questionnaire and the daily social media content.
For participating, participants had the option to receive either
research credits or €22.50 as an incentive. Ethical approval for
the study was obtained from from the University of
Amsterdam.

To determine the required sample size for detecting small
effects (Cohen’s d = 0.20, a = .05) using linear mixed model,
we ran simulations using the R package simr (Green &
MacLeod, 2016). We simulated the same model structure
used in our hypothesis testing with 1,000 simulations. This
indicated that approximately 120 participants would be
required to achieve 80% power. Therefore, we oversampled
and recruited 181 female participants (Mg = 20.77, SD =
2.36; Mgy = 21.66, SD = 2.70) from the University of
Amsterdam’s subject pool, who use Instagram at least once
a week and follow at least one influencer. In total, we
collected data on all four measurement points for 93
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participants, on three measurement points for another 55
participants, and for 21 and 12 participants we collected data
on two and one measurement point respectively.

Regarding sample attrition, it is important to note that we
use linear mixed-effects models with maximum likelihood
(ML) estimation to test our hypotheses. This approach
accounts for missing data under the assumption that the data
are missing at random (MAR), thereby minimizing the poten-
tial bias introduced by sample attrition. This also means that
we can fit the model to observed data without needing com-
plete cases, allowing us to include all observations for each
participant — even if some measurements are missing.

Stimulus materials

The stimulus material for this study was designed by the
researchers but was based on existing content to ensure ecolo-
gical validity. Depending on the experimental condition, the
influencer’s profile was described as either a “self-love girl,” a
“fitness girl,” or a “photography girl” (see online Appendix A).
To create realistic yet comparable experimental conditions, we
used images of a real Instagram influencer (@natalie_stommel).
This influencer, who promotes authenticity on Instagram,
developed a series of posts featuring two similar pictures of
herself: one posed to highlight a toned physique and the other
in a relaxed posture to reveal bodily imperfections. In both
images, she wore the same clothes and was set against the
same background, making the photos highly comparable.
These images served as the base material and were edited
using Facetune software to align with standards reported in
content analyses (Bell et al., 2024; Cohen et al., 2019): her
body was slightly enlarged for the body-positive condition
and made to appear more toned for the fitspirational condition.
Matching captions were crafted for each picture, incorporating
body-positive and fitspirational elements and hashtags based on
definitions and content analyses of body-positive and fitspira-
tional social media content (Bell et al., 2024; Boepple et al., 2016;
Cohen et al, 2019). In total, the researchers created 22 body-
focused posts, each with two different versions, resulting in 44
posts. These posts were pretested to confirm that the body-
positive posts were perceived as body-positive and not fitspira-
tional, and that the fitspirational posts were viewed as fitspira-
tional and not body-positive (see online Appendix B). Based on
the pretest results, two versions of 12 posts were selected for use
in the main study. For the remaining 10 days, identical posts
featuring neutral content rather than body-focused material were
included in all three conditions. This approach reflects real-life
practices, as body-focused influencers often share a mix of con-
tent, including everyday elements, to engage their followers. For
the non-body-focused influencer, neutral images of the city she
lived in were used, without her appearing in any of the photos. All
22 posts can be found on OSF (https://ost.io/hpag3/?view_only=
a70d9537139249a4a96a3de4d2508def).

Procedure and measurements

After participants consented to participate, they completed an
initial questionnaire about their demographics and were then
introduced to either the body-positive, fitspirational, or body-
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neutral Instagram profile, “Lively Izzy,” to which they were
randomly assigned. Subsequently, participants viewed the first
social media post from the influencer, which varied in image,
caption, and hashtags according to the condition, while all
other elements, such as the number of likes, were kept con-
stant. Participants then reported their weight satisfaction,
recalled their healthy eating habits over the past week, and
indicated the number of days they engaged in exercise over the
past week. These health-related baseline measures were
intended to track changes in health-related behavior following
exposure to the influencer.

Weight satisfaction and healthy eating behavior were mea-
sured using visual analog scales. Visual analog scales are con-
sidered sensitive to subtle changes, making them particularly
suitable for capturing nuanced changes in perceptions and
behaviors (Fett et al., 2009; Pfennings et al., 1995). Participants
used a slider to indicate their current weight satisfaction in
response to the prompt: “Right now, I feel not at all (0)/very
(100) satistied with my weight” (Fett et al., 2009). To assess the
healthiness of their eating behavior, participants used a slider
scale ranging from 0 (very unhealthy) to 100 (very healthy). This
approach was inspired by the Healthy Eating Index (HEI-2015),
which scores the healthiness of a diet on a 0-100 scale and aligns
with the Dietary Guidelines for Americans (Reedy et al., 2018).
Additionally, participants were provided with the WHO’s defi-
nition of a healthy diet as a reference: “Please try to picture your
last week. How healthy was your diet? A healthy diet includes
fruit, vegetables, legumes (e.g., lentils and beans), nuts, and
whole grains (e.g., oats and brown rice), along with some unsa-
turated fats. The intake of free sugar, saturated and trans fats,
and salt should be limited” (WHO, 2020).

In order to assess their exercise behavior, participants were
asked: “During the last week, on how many days did you engage
in physical exercise (e.g., cycling, dancing, running, doing yoga)
for a minimum of 30 minutes?”. Based on this measurement,
responses could range from 0 (no exercise) to 7 (daily exercise).
The inclusion of exercise lasting at least 30 minutes is based on
widely recognized recommendations from organizations such
as the World Health Organization (WHO) or the American
Heart Association (AHA), which advocate for engaging in 30
minutes of moderate-intensity activity at least 5 days a week,
resulting in at least 150 minutes of light to medium exercise per
week, to maintain overall health and well-being (American
College of Sports Medicine, 2009; American Heart
Association, 2018; World Health Organization, 2020).

We additionally asked participants about Instagram use
as well as weight and height." After completing the first
questionnaire, participants were thanked and informed
they would receive another post from the influencer the
following day.

Table 1. Randomization checks.

Over the next week, participants viewed one Instagram
post daily and several stories on three different days to
increase their contact with the influencer. On day 8, they
received the second main questionnaire, which again
assessed their situational weight satisfaction after watching
another Instagram post of the influencer. Additionally,
participants were questioned about their health-related
behaviors (healthy eating and physical exercise) for the
previous week. This process was repeated for the second
and third week. On day 22, participants received the last
Instagram post, completed the final questionnaire, and
were thoroughly debriefed.

To perform a manipulation check, participants rated as
how “body-positive” and “fitspirational” they perceived the
Instagram posts and stories at the end of the final ques-
tionnaire, using a slider from 0 (not at all) to 100 (very
much). They were provided with the same definitions and
examples of each phenomenon that were used in the pretest
to assess this.

Results
Manipulation check

To test our manipulation regarding the perceived level of body-
positivity and fitspiration of the influencers, we ran two ANOV As
with Bonferroni-adjusted post-hoc comparisons. The body-posi-
tive influencer was perceived as higher in body-positivity com-
pared to the fitspirational influencer (M ;= 49.92, p < .001) and
the control condition (M= 50.18, p < .001), F(2, 112) = 71.85,
p < .001, 11}2) = .569. Similarly, the fitspirational influencer was
perceived as more fitspirational than the body-positive influencer
(Mg = 17.40, p = .011) and the control condition (M= 37.59
p<.001), F(2,112) =17.93, p < .001, 1712) =.247. Thus, we deem the

manipulation to be successful.

Randomization checks

To test whether the sample data were distributed equally across
conditions, we performed several randomization checks. As
shown in Table 1, our groups did not differ on age (p = .503),
Instagram use (p = .383), and BMI (p = .122). These results
indicate that there were no issues with the distribution of the
sample data and that the participants were successfully ran-
domly assigned to the different conditions.

Hypothesis testing

To test our hypotheses, we ran three series of linear mixed-
effects models using the R package Ime4 (Bates et al., 2015).

Body Positivity Influencer

Fitspirational Influencer

Control Condition

n==a61 n==62 n=>58
Variables M SD M SD M SD F p n
Age 21.03 2.54 20.53 2.28 20.76 2.26 0.69 .503 .01
Instagram use 4.52 0.85 4.71 0.55 4.60 0.79 0.97 383 .02
BMI 21.12 2.28 22.11 295 21.75 2.78 2.13 122 .01

?One participant did not disclose her weight, meaning that BMI was only estimated for 180 participants.



Separate series of models were estimated for weight satisfac-
tion (H1, H2), healthy eating behavior (RQ1, RQ2), and exer-
cise behavior (RQ1, RQ2).

To assess whether our dependent variables developed dif-
ferently over time, we adopted a common three-step
approach (e.g., Ischen et al., 2024). The first step involved
estimating a random intercept model (intercept-only model),
treating participants as a random factor to account for their
intraclass correlation. In the second step (main-effects
model), we introduced four predictor variables: body-posi-
tive influencer (dummy variable), fitspirational influencer
(dummy variable), time, and a lagged dependent variable to
address the expected dependency among the dependent vari-
ables. In the final step (interaction-effects model), we
included interaction terms between the two dummy variables
and time. To facilitate the interpretation of the over time
effects, we included descriptives for the dependent variables
per condition in Table 2.

The effects on weight satisfaction (H1, H2)

The first series of models, explaining weight satisfaction, was
used to test whether the effect on weight satisfaction differed
between body-positive and fitspirational influencers and
whether these effects amplified over time.

Contrary to our expectations, the results of the main-effects
model (Table 3) showed that participants did not report dif-
ferent levels of weight satisfaction after exposure to either the
body-positive influencer (p = .367), or the fitspirational influ-
encer (p = .905), compared to the control condition. These
findings do not support H1.

The results of the interaction-effects model (Table 3),
which offers insights into the effects over time, showed

Table 2. Means and standard deviations of dependent variables per condition.
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different results. Concretely, we found that for both the
body-positive influencer (p = .003) and the fitspirational
influencer (p = .013), weight satisfaction increased signifi-
cantly over time. As shown in Figure 1, these results do not
fully align with our expectations. We anticipated that fit-
spirational influencers would have a progressively negative
effect over time, but instead observed a progressively posi-
tive effect. While the results support H2A, they do not
support H2B.

The effects on healthy eating behavior (RQ1, RQ2)

To answer our research questions, we estimated a series of
models explaining healthy eating behavior and explored
whether it differed between body-positive and fitspirational
influencers and whether these effects amplified over time.

As shown in Table 4, the results of the main-effects model
indicate participants did not report different levels of healthy
eating behavior (p = .071) after exposure to the body-positive
influencer (vs. control). Notably, participants exposed to the
fitspirational influencer (vs. control) did show higher levels of
healthy eating behavior (p = .020). This means that, overall,
only exposure to content from a fitspirational influencer leads
to more healthy eating behavior.

The results of the interaction-effects model (Table 4), which
offers insights into the effects over time, showed that for both
participants exposed to the body-positive influencer (p = .004)
and for those exposed to the fitspirational influencer (p =.015),
healthy eating behavior increased over time. These results, as
shown in Figure 2, indicate that healthy eating behavior
increased, over time, after repeated exposure to either a
body-positive influencer or a fitspirational influencer.

Variables Body Positivity Influencer Fitspirational Influencer Control
Day 1 8 15 22 1 8 15 22 1 8 15 22
Weight Satisfaction® M 54.52 55.45 59.38 60.09 50.56 58.46 55.18 54.56 53.93 52.84 53.79 49.39
sD 26.25 24.72 24.40 22.28 28.23 25.49 25.05 21.60 26.10 26.38 27.24 26.67
Healthy Eating Behavior® M 49.57 52.34 56.80 55.44 53.26 52.40 58.68 55.56 49.26 44.64 46.81 44,97
sD 22.29 2491 25.05 22.02 2111 19.67 22.16 22.96 24.29 26.41 24.86 25.26
Exercise Behavior® M 3.74 3.58 3.73 3.53 5.39 5.17 5.64 5.64 4.55 4.52 491 4.94
sD 1.79 2.1 1.91 1.89 1.85 1.65 1.50 1.51 1.87 1.80 1.68 1.71
Sample n 61 53 45 43 62 52 50 36 58 51 47 33
N =181 (Day 1), N = 155 (Day 8), N = 142 (Day 15), N = 112 (Day 22).
The scale ranged from 1 (low values) to 7 (high values).
bThe scale ranged from O (low values) to 100 (high values).
Table 3. Linear mixed-effects model predicting weight satisfaction.
Intercept-Only Model Main-Effects Model Interaction-Effects Model
Variables b SE t df p b SE t df p b SE t df p
Lag (weight satisfaction) —-0.01 0.04 -0.11 56898 914 -0.00 0.04 -0.09 56898  .931
Body-positive influencer 3.95 437 091 18075 367 -2.94 493 -0.60 28492 552
Fitspirational influencer 0.52 436 012 18220 905 -5.29 494 -1.07 290.23 519
Time 1.49*** 044 342 40593 <.001 -0.64 088 -0.72 326.16  .286
Body-positive influencer * time 3.11**  1.04 3.00 396.95 .003
Fitspirational influencer * time 2.63* 1.06 249 39773 013
(Intercept) 55.55*** 1,78 31.27 181.34 <.001 50.82*** 387 13.13 31044 <.001 55.13*** 409 1347 36848 <.001
Observations 590 569 569
ICC 81 .82 .82
R2-fixed effects .00 .01 .01
R2-total effects 81 .82 .82

ICC = intraclass correlation coefficient. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Figure 1. Weight satisfaction over time. This figure shows weight satisfaction measured weekly for participants in the body-positive influencer condition, the
fitspirational influencer condition, and the control condition, reaching from 0 (very low weight satisfaction) to 100 (very high weight satisfaction). Due to attrition, the
sample sizes differ per week: N = 181 (Day 1), N = 155 (Day 8), N = 142 (Day 15), N = 112 (Day 22).

Table 4. Linear mixed-effects model predicting healthy eating behavior.

Intercept-Only Model

Main-Effects Model Interaction-Effects Model

Variables b SE t df p b SE t df p b SE t df p
Lag (healthy eating behavior) 0.02 0.04 049 56899 .621 0.02 0.04 050 56897 .617
Body-positive influencer 6.48 356 182 176.15 071 -3.36 494 -0.68 470.57 496
Fitspirational influencer 8.40* 3,57 235 17957 020 -0.01 497 <0.01 47726 999
Time 0.80 0.63 1.28 412.79 202 -2.02 111 -1.81 408.41 .071
Body-positive influencer * time 440%** 152 289 40942 .004
Fitspirational influencer * time 3.78* 155 244 41218 015
(Intercept) 51.71*** 146 35.19 17835 <.001 43.56*** 356 1223 39485 <.001 49.82*** 410 1215 509.61 <.001
Observations 590 569 569

ICC 54 .53 54

R2-fixed effects .00 .03 .03

R2-total effects .54 54 .55

ICC = intraclass correlation coefficient. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

60 =
w 55 A
£
g5
> @ 50 -
= i
2 0
© m
(]

T 454

40

Day 1 Day 8

== Body-positive influencer

=A== Fitspirationalinfluencer

Day 15 Day 22

«@-+ Control

Figure 2. Healthy eating behavior over time. This figure shows healthy eating behavior measured weekly for participants in the body-positive influencer condition, the
fitspirational influencer condition, and the control condition, reaching from 0 (very unhealthy eating behavior) to 100 (very healthy eating behavior). Due to attrition,
the sample sizes differ per week: N = 181 (Day 1), N = 155 (Day 8), N = 142 (Day 15), N = 112 (Day 22).

The effects on exercise behavior (RQ1, RQ2)
The third and final series of models, explaining exercise beha-
vior, was also used to answer the research question. With this
series, we examined whether the effect on exercise behavior
differed between body-positive and fitspirational influencers
and whether these effects amplified over time.

The results of the main-effects model in Table 5 showed that
participants reported significantly less exercise behavior (p = .001)
after exposure to the body-positive influencer (vs. control condi-
tion). Conversely, participants exposed to the fitspirational influ-
encer (vs. control condition) reported significantly more exercise
behavior (p = .029). This suggests that people who were exposed

to content from a body-positive influencer exercised less than
baseline, while people who were exposed to content from a
fitspirational influencer exercised more than baseline.

However, examining the mean values from the first mea-
surement point, which assessed participants’ exercise behavior
during the week prior to their participation in the study,
revealed differences between the conditions. This suggests
that the groups may have exhibited different exercise behaviors
even before they were exposed to the influencer content. These
differences could potentially be attributed to priming effects or
biases in self-reported data. We will explore this possibility
further in the discussion section



Table 5. Linear mixed-effects model predicting exercise behavior.
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Intercept-Only Model

Main-Effects Model Interaction-Effects Model

Variables b SE t df p b SE t df p b SE t df p
Lag (Exercise behavior) 0.42%** 0.04 11.48 42574 <.001 043*** 0.04 1147 42027 <.001
Body-positive influencer -0.75** 021 -354 116.17 .001 -0.74* 030 -244 46120 .015
Fitspirational influencer 0.47* 021 221 11835 .029  0.60* 030 199 46889 .048
Time 0.02 0.04 047 34391 641 0.04 0.07 057 341.06 .567
Body-positive influencer * time <0.01 0.10 -0.04 34366 .966
Fitspirational influencer * time -0.06 0.10 -0.64 34387 525
(Intercept) 456*** 0.13 34.83 180.18 <.001  2.69*** 024 11.28 296.71 <.001 2.63*** 027 974 443.00 <.001
Observations 590 569 569
ICC 75 48 48
R2-fixed effects .00 36 37
R2-total effects 75 67 67
ICC = intraclass correlation coefficient. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Figure 3. Exercise behavior over time. This figure shows exercise behavior measured weekly for participants in the body-positive influencer condition, the fitspirational
influencer condition, and the control condition, reaching from 0 (no exercise) to 7 (daily exercise). Due to attrition, the sample sizes differ per week: N = 181 (Day 1), N = 155

(Day 8), N = 142 (Day 15), N = 112 (Day 22).

The results of the interaction-effects model (Table 5), which
provides insights into effects over time, revealed that exercise
behavior did not increase for participants exposed to either the
body-positive influencer (p = .966) or the fitspirational influ-
encer (p = .525). As shown in Figure 3, these findings suggest
that exercise behavior remained constant after repeated expo-
sure to both the body-positive and fitspirational influencers.

Discussion and implications

In the current study, we examined the longitudinal effects of
either body-positive or fitspirational influencers on weight satis-
faction, reported healthy eating behavior, and the amount of
physical activity compared to a non-body-focused influencer

With regard to weight satisfaction, the findings indicated that
there was no significant difference in weight satisfaction between
the respondents who were exposed to a body-positive influencer
and those who were exposed to the control condition. Similarly,
there was no significant difference in weight satisfaction between
the respondents who were exposed to a fitspirational influencer
and those who were exposed to a control condition. However, a
longitudinal effect was observed, as both participants who were
exposed to a body-positive influencer and the fitspirational influ-
encer demonstrated a significant increase in weight satisfaction
when compared to the control group.

While these findings are consistent with previous longitudi-
nal research on body-positive social media content (Fioravanti
et al., 2023), they do not align perfectly with previous research

on fitspirational influencers. Notably, where previous studies
have indicated that the upward comparison to a fitspirational
influencer could potentially diminish followers’ satisfaction with
their body image (Fioravanti et al., 2021, 2023; Tiggemann &
Zaccardo, 2015), our results show that, over time, weight satis-
faction seems to increase after repeated exposure with fitspira-
tional content. Yet, it has to be noted that most of these previous
studies have typically employed single exposure designs that do
not account for any potential longitudinal effects. In their long-
itudinal study, Fioravanti et al. (2023) also did not indicate a
more negative impact of fitspiration on body satisfaction over
the course of 28 days, although body comparison and negative
mood of participants increased in this condition, relative to the
neutral content group.

Moreover, the way a body is depicted in fitspirational
content may shape participants’ feelings of weight satisfac-
tion. In our study, although the fitspirational influencer was
presented as active and fit, the body portrayed may have been
perceived as more attainable, potentially inspiring partici-
pants rather than making them feel inferior. This effect
seems particularly evident as participants became more
familiar with the influencer over time. Thus, the presumed
negative impact of fitspirational content on women’s weight
satisfaction may be more nuanced, especially when consider-
ing the long-term effects.

Additionally, in this study, we focused on weight satisfac-
tion as a key component of body image. While weight satisfac-
tion is often tied to individuals’ perceptions of their body
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weight, body image encompasses a broader range of factors,
such as muscle tone, leanness, and overall physical appearance
(Jerénimo & Carraga, 2022). These elements may not always
correlate directly with weight. This distinction could help
explain why fitspirational content does not necessarily have a
negative impact on weight satisfaction; instead, it might influ-
ence other aspects of body image, such as dissatisfaction with
not being as muscular or lean as depicted in such content,
which we did not investigate in this study.

Regarding participants’ dietary habits, our findings show
a generally positive effect of exposure to a fitspirational
influencer, as participants paid more attention to maintain-
ing a healthy diet compared to those in the control condi-
tion. Furthermore, we observed a significant increase in
healthy eating behaviors over time among participants
repeatedly exposed to either a body-positive or fitspirational
influencer, in contrast to those exposed to a non-body-
focused influencer. This points to a longitudinal effect asso-
ciated with healthier eating for both types of content. This
finding reinforces the motivational and inspirational impact
of fitspiration content (Eng et al., 2023; Tiggemann &
Zaccardo, 2015), while simultaneously challenging the
assertion that body-positivity content encourages unhealthy
lifestyle choices (Cohen et al., 2021; Rupp & McCoy, 2023).
In both experimental groups, food was a recurring topic on
the feed, which may have contributed to the participants’
increased awareness of their own eating behaviors over time.
This heightened awareness may have led participants to
reflect more critically on what constitutes healthy eating
and how to incorporate it into their daily lives. However,
these are speculative interpretations, and other psychologi-
cal mechanisms could also be influencing their responses. In
the body-positivity condition, it may have stemmed from a
sense of body image satisfaction and positive reinforcement
for making healthy choices. In contrast, in the fitspirational
group, it may have originated from an upward comparison
and the intention to better themselves (Weber et al., 2022).
While these behaviors may initially seem beneficial, they
could lead to excessively restrictive and unsustainable prac-
tices over time. Future research should explore these moti-
vational processes and the long-term sustainability of
health-related behaviors and weight satisfaction beyond
the three-week period studied here.

With regard to physical activity, participants who were
exposed to content from a body-positive influencer reported
lower exercise frequency compared to the control condition.
Notably, participants in the body-positive influencer condition
consistently reported engaging in fewer than the recom-
mended minimum of exercise days per week (NHS, 2024).
The lower relative levels of reported physical activity in the
body-positive condition compared to the control group may
be partly attributed to the absence of a primary focus on fitness
within the influencer’s content. Instead, the emphasis was
placed on mental health-related objectives, rather than on
physical fitness or bodily transformation (Cohen et al., 2021;
Rupp & McCoy, 2023). However, we did not observe any
longitudinal effects associated with continuous exposure to a
body-positive influencer, indicating that any potential negative
effect does not appear to increase over time.

In contrast, individuals exposed to content from the fit-
spirational influencer reported significantly higher exercise
frequency compared to the control group. These findings are
consistent with prior research, which suggests that fitspira-
tional content encourages physical activity (e.g., de
Brabandere et al., 2024), although they contradict studies that
have reported a negative impact of fitspirational content on
intention to exercise (Boerman & de Vries, 2023). The positive
effect identified in our study may be attributed to the fact that
the fitspirational influencer’s physique, while toned, appeared
attainable rather than unrealistic, potentially motivating indi-
viduals rather than discouraging them. However, despite fre-
quent references to physical activity in the fitspirational
content, it did not result in a significant increase in partici-
pants’ exercise behavior, suggesting that increased familiarity
with the influencer does not necessarily lead to stronger effects
on physical exercise over time.

Notably, while the results indicated that participants in the
fitspirational condition reported the highest levels of exercise
behavior and those in the body-positive condition reported the
lowest, these differences were present at the first measurement
point. This raises the possibility that group differences were
not solely the result of exposure to influencer content but may
have been influenced by priming effects or inaccuracies in self-
reported data. Participants were asked to report their exercise
behavior after viewing the first influencer post to prevent
revealing the study’s purpose too early; however, these posts
already contained elements of body-positivity or fitspiration,
respectively. This timing may have inadvertently influenced
participants' responses, as the content they had just seen could
have shaped their perceptions or recollections of their beha-
vior, or prompted socially desirable answers. As a result, the
group differences identified in this study should be interpreted
with caution.

To mitigate such effects in future research, it would be
beneficial to collect baseline data on exercise behavior before
any content exposure. This would help ensure that initial
group differences are genuine and not the result of priming.
Additionally, reliance on self-reported data poses inherent
limitations, as participants may unintentionally over- or
underestimate their exercise behavior. Future studies should
consider incorporating objective measures, such as step counts
or exercise logs from fitness apps, to capture participants’ true
exercise behavior more accurately. Other limitations and
potential ideas for future research are discussed in the follow-
ing sections.

Limitations and future research

While our study provided valuable insights, it is not without
limitations. By focusing on one specific influencer and their
account, we were able to carefully manipulate content to be
either fitspirational or body-positive, ensuring control over the
portrayed content and simulating the relationship followers
might develop with an influencer over time. Although this
approach sheds light on the effects of fitspirational and body-
positive content compared to a control group, it does not fully
address the underlying motivational processes. Investigating
potential mediating variables, such as parasocial relationships



with influencers (Horton & Wohl, 1956), the willingness to
learn from them (Bandura, 1977), and the tendency to engage
in social comparison (Festinger, 1954), could provide a deeper
understanding of the processes driving these longitudinal
effects.

Despite the advantages of the controlled setting we chose,
focusing on a single influencer in the study introduces three
notable limitations.

First, using the same influencer for both conditions inher-
ently limited the diversity of body types represented. In both
experimental conditions, the influencer’s physique did not
significantly diverge from the contemporary thin ideal in the
body-positive condition, nor was the fitspirational influencer’s
physique excessively thin or muscular. Future research should
explore the cumulative effects of a broader range of body types
and ideals to gain a more nuanced understanding of their
impact (Robinson et al., 2017).

Second, while presenting only one influencer allowed par-
ticipants to concentrate on one media character and poten-
tially develop a parasocial relationship - a critical aspect of
understanding the impact of influencer content - it also
restricts the generalizability of the findings. The observed
effects may be shaped by the specific characteristics or por-
trayals of this particular influencer, rather than reflecting the
broader experience of engaging with body-positive and fit-
spirational content. To address this, future research should
consider including multiple influencers with diverse portrayals
to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the effects
of body-positive and fitspirational content across various
contexts.

Third, the influencer featured in our study was not person-
ally known to participants, but they were informed that she
was an influencer on social media. Participants were then
presented with her profile page, which included information
about her following (approximately 30,000 followers), categor-
izing her as a micro-influencer. However, a recent meta-ana-
lysis (Lee et al., 2024) has shown that the persuasive effects of
influencers can differ significantly based on their status, with
macro-influencers generally being more persuasive than
micro-influencers or nano-influencers. Additionally, it would
be valuable to include a question in the final questionnaire to
assess whether participants perceived the influencer and the
stimulus material as credible and authentic. Since we aimed to
have the person pose as an influencer, it is essential that the
quality of the stimulus material aligns with participants’ expec-
tations of an Instagram influencer.

With regards to the social media content presented in
this study, it has to be noted that the content used was
exclusively categorized as either body-positive or fitspira-
tional as ensured by the pretest, without exploring the
combination of these two elements. By focusing on these
distinct categories, we may have overlooked the potential
benefits of blending these approaches. For instance, exam-
ining the impact of a larger-sized fitspirational influencer —
who embodies both body positivity and promotes physical
activity — could provide a more comprehensive understand-
ing of how such a combination influences both weight
satisfaction and health-related behaviors over time.
Previous research has suggested that combining body-
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positive and fitspirational elements can have a synergistic
effect, with body-positive messaging potentially mitigating
some of the negative impacts of fitspirational content
(Couto & Willoughby, 2024). Therefore, future studies
should investigate how these elements can work together
to promote both mental and physical health, offering a
more holistic approach to influencer content.

Shifting focus from the influencer and content to the study
participants, incorporating a more diverse sample that
includes different genders, age groups, and identities (e.g.,
non-binary individuals) could provide valuable insights into
how various body types and ideals influence followers. Our
study focused solely on female students, as they were believed
to be the demographic most frequently targeted and affected
by body-focused content on Instagram. However, it is likely
that other demographics are also influenced by body-focused
influencers (Merino et al., 2024). Thus, the decision to focus
exclusively on female influencers and followers limits the
broader applicability of our findings. Future research should
consider examining whether similar effects are found among
male and non-binary individuals and other age groups to gain
a more comprehensive understanding of the influence of
body-focused content on diverse demographics.

Additionally, social media’s impact can vary significantly
between individuals, as previous research has highlighted that
media effects are often person-specific (Valkenburg & Peter,
2013; Valkenburg et al., 2021). In our study, we compared the
effects of content across experimental conditions, but this
approach may mask individual differences in how participants
respond to influencer content. For some, body-positive con-
tent may promote positive well-being (e.g., Roberts & Good,
2010), while for others, it could have the opposite effect.
Similarly, fitspirational content may motivate some indivi-
duals but potentially reinforce negative body image or
unhealthy comparisons for others (e.g., Prichard et al., 2018).
Therefore, future research should explore how individual fac-
tors such as personality traits, self-esteem, or preexisting body
image concerns interact with influencer content. This would
allow for a more nuanced understanding of how these diverse
factors shape the impact of social media content on weight
satisfaction and health-related behavior.

Furthermore, due to attrition, the sample size in the final
measurement time was smaller than anticipated and dropped
just below the required sample size we estimated to have sufficient
power. Even though the average sample size per wave was still
higher than the required sample size, we should stress that our
estimates might potentially be somewhat underpowered, increas-
ing the risk of a Type II error. Also, it should be noted that the
estimates from the initial waves of data collection tend to be more
accurate, while those from later waves are less precise. All in all,
this means that our effect sizes should be interpreted with caution,
as they could potentially be somewhat inflated.

Moving from the sample to a critical reflection on the
measurement instruments used in this study, participants
were provided with specific criteria for assessing healthy eating
behaviors based on official recommendations (WHO, 2020)
and asked to indicate their self-assessment using a 0 to 100
slider scale. While this scale is inspired by evaluations of
healthy eating (Reedy et al., 2018) and offers the advantage of
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being sensitive to subtle changes (Pfennings et al., 1995), it has
not been widely used in previous studies to measure healthy
eating behaviors. Future research could benefit from using
more detailed and established scales to capture these behaviors
accurately (e.g., the Healthy and Unhealthy Eating Behavior
Scale; Guertin et al., 2020), especially given the diverse influ-
encer content. For instance, fitness influencers often promote
high-protein, lean diets, which may require more precise tools
to understand their effects on health behaviors (Boepple et al.,
2016).

Additionally, our reliance on self-reported data not only for
healthy eating but also for exercise behaviors may limit the
accuracy of these findings. Future research could benefit from
incorporating objective data tracking for physical activity, such
as through data donations, to provide a more precise under-
standing of how influencer content impacts exercise behavior.
This would enhance the reliability of the findings and offer a
clearer picture of the effects of influencer content on physical
activity.

Conclusion

In conclusion, both body-positive and fitspiration influencer
content, relative to a non-body focused influencer, resulted in
more positive weight satisfaction and healthier eating behavior
over time. It could therefore be assumed that both types of
content can be beneficial to foster and maintain weight satis-
faction and healthier eating behavior, contributing to a fol-
lower’s overall mental well-being and health.

Despite these effects, neither type of content showed
longitudinal effects on physical activity over time. This
suggests that while body-focused content can foster posi-
tive body image and healthier eating, its effects on physi-
cal activity and long-term behavior changes may be
limited. Further investigation and understanding these
dynamics are crucial for evaluating the real-world impact
of influencer content on overall health and well-being.
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