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Abstract 

 

This paper discusses an Instagram, a photo sharing social network, based 

community called Fitspiration, also known as Fitspo. The paper examines how 

this Fitspiration community may negatively impacts women’s self-esteem and 

causes body dissatisfaction by promoting the thin ideals that have continued to 

be portrayed past traditional forms of media despite its intention to be inspiring, 

inclusive and to promote a healthy lifestyle with well-being in mind. It also 

touches on eating disorders that can potentially develop through self-

comparisons, that both viewers and Influencers can make, from Fitspo posts.  
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Do you follow female Influencers on the social media network, Instagram? Have 

you ever compared yourself to or admired the positive, inclusive, fit, strong and 

thin women on this platform? Instagram is the second largest social media 

platform with one billion active users monthly (Gotter, 2020), 4 million of those 

being Australia (Murton, 2015, as cited in Tiggemann, et al., 2015, p. 62). With 

the apparent abundance of active users, it makes sense that there is a plethora 

of communities on Instagram. A current and trendy community is the ‘Fitspo’ 

community (Prichard, et al., 2020, p. 1). ‘Fitspiration’, also known as ‘Fitspo’ is 

just as toxic, if not more so, than ‘thinspiration’ (Tiggemann, et al., 2016, p. 

1004). Fitspo is a growing and trendy community on Instagram. This community 

promotes healthy life styles and intend to inspire their viewers. Despite these 

positive intentions, the promotion and objectification of these generally 

unattainable beauty and fitness standards (Prichard, et al., 2020, p. 1) that their 

posts portray can cause negative effects to both the viewer and the ‘Fitpso’ 

poster in terms of self-esteem and body satisfaction. The hashtag Fitspo had 

69.3 million images in March 2020 and the Fitspiration hashtag had 18.74 million 

in March 2020 as well (Murashka, et al., 2020, p. 2). Because of these features, it 

creates an almost immediate connection to multiple people which allows from 

prompt self-comparisons to be made in relation to often edited and idealised 

images (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015, as cited in Serlin, 2020, p. 2). The 

Fitspiration community on Instagram negatively affect its female audience 

causing self-esteem issues and body dissatisfaction despite its posts’ intentions 

of being inspiring.  

 

Fitspiration resulted as a remedy for the trend of thinspiration which endorses 

negative eating habits and idealisation of thinness (Ghaznavi & Taylor, 2015 as 

cited in Slater, et al., 2017, p. 88). Instagram gives its users the affordance to 

‘share’, ‘follow’, ‘like’ and ‘comment’ on other users’ photos, videos and ‘stories’. 
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Content posted on Instagram can be grouped by the hashtags they use, enabling 

specific content to be searched (Tiggemann, et al., 2015, p. 62). The 

“Fitspiration” community promotes healthy lifestyles and there is more than 65 

million posts using the #fitspo and #fitspiration hashtags on Instagram (Prichard, 

et al., 2020, p. 1). Inspiring quotes like “strong beats skinny every time” are used 

on Fitspo posts and these posts commonly promote unrealistic fitness and body 

standards (Holland, et al., 2017, p. 76). It has been proven that upon viewing or 

being shown the thin ideals that are represented on television or magazines 

create body dissatisfaction for women (Grabe, et al. 2008; Levine & Murnen, 

2009; Want, 2009, as cited in Slater, et al. 2017, p. 87) and similar effects have 

recently been discovered for women using social media (Fardouly, et al, 2015a; 

Fardouly & Vartanian, et al, 2015; Tiggemann & Slater, 2013, as cited in Slater, 

et al., 2017, p. 87). 69% of Australian adults use social media and 46% use it 

daily (Sensus, 2014, as cited in Tiggemann, et al., 2015, p. 61). When analysed, 

Fitspiration leads to negativity, just as thinspiration does. They both idealise 

these impeccably balanced, tall, toned women and send messages that 

denounces fat, accentuating the need to diet and eat restrictively (Boepple, et al., 

2016, Boepple & Thompson, 2016, Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2016, as cited in 

Slater, et al., 2017, p. 88). These ideals that are pushed are impossible for most 

women to achieved (Krane, et al., 2001, Krane, et al., 2001, Slater, et al., 2017, 

p. 88). When Instagram users see Fitspiration posts and partake in activities 

included in the lifestyle standard they are viewing, such as a walk or workout 

even if it is short, they may experience body dissatisfaction and negative feelings 

(Prichard, et al., 2020, p. 1). About twenty-five percent of those who engaged in 

exercise influenced by Fitspo Influencers or their posts felt incapable when 

making self-comparisons to the Influencers fitness level or looks (Raggatt, et al., 

2018, as cited in Prichard, et al., 2020, p. 2). This shows the lack of profit that 

emerges from Fitspo motivated exercise and that there can also be damaging 

effects from it (Prichard, et al., 2020, p. 1). Despite Fitspo’s motivational and 

encouraging aims, it can do quite the contrary and may be another way that 

contributes to women’s body image and self-esteem issues.  
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It is important to understand how this content can negatively affect its viewers by 

understanding how Fitspo Influencers portray themselves to their female 

audience. Influencers edit and carefully select which photos they want their 

audience to see to represent themselves in an ‘ideal’ way, this is called self-

presentation (Goffman, 1959; Toma & Hancock, 2010, as cited in Murashka, et 

al., 2020, p. 2). Toma & Hancock tell that this is to reduce the appearance of their 

flaws (as cited in Murashka, et al., 2020, p. 2). With the carefully curated posts, 

Fitspo Influencers show their female audience their healthy routines which 

include their diet, training, strength and their flawless figure as a result of this 

rendered lifestyle. In the long-term, this heavily promoted flawless figure can 

become an ideal for many and push aside the importance of health to advise that 

the new importance is that of one’s bodily appearance (Pilgrim & Bohnet-

Ioschko, 2019 as cited in Murashka, et al., 2020, p. 2). Users comments, 

surrounding appearance and “feeling good” (Santarossa, et al., 2019, as cited in 

Murashka, et al., 2020, p. 9), tell that the audience viewing these posts do feel 

inspired to live healthily. The audience also shared their inspiring emotions in the 

post’s comments (Raggatt, el al., 2018; Murashka, et al., 2020, p. 9). However, 

users viewing athletic ideals, rather than thinness, had higher levels of 

inspiration, despite no increase on physical activity (Robinson, et al., 2017, as 

cited in Murashka, et al., 2020, p. 9). Instagram can be seen as self-objectifying 

because of its nature where Influencers and users post photos just of 

themselves, a majority of the time, for others to view (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 

2015, p. 62-63). As discussed, Fitspiration has good intentions, but it objectifies 

individuals’ bodies (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2018, cited in Murashka, et al., 

2020, p. 1), pushing that people’s appearance is used for and that its value is for 

the pleasure of onlookers (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997 cited in Murashka, et al., 

2020, p. 1). Almost one-third for Fitspiration posts are objectified (Deighton-Smith 

& Bell, 2018, as cited in Murashka, et al., 2020, p. 9) and these objectifying posts 

suggests that exercising for appearance is much more important than exercising 

for well-being and health (Deighton-Smith & Bell, 2018, as cited in Murashka, et 
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al., 2020, p. 1). Female viewers can also feel higher levels of appearance related 

anxiety and feel shameful about their bodies upon viewing objectification words 

(Roberts & Gettman, 2004, as cited in Murashka, et al., 2020, p. 9).  

 

One well-known fitness Influencer is Kayla Itsines. She has gained over 11 

million followers on Instagram. With the use of hashtags, like #kaylasarmy, she 

creates a space for her large following to support one another as well as share 

their before and after photos and progress photos. Itsines community has 

challenges promoting your self-perception and self-love is more important than 

your physical appearance. The idea of this sounds positive, inclusive and great 

for women’s wellbeing, it is evident upon viewing the community hashtags that a 

majority of these posts are women who are Caucasian, fit, youthful women. In 

contrast to this majority, it is apparent that there is a minority of women who wear 

a clothing size 14 plus. Furthering this minority there is a minority of disabled, 

older and culturally diverse women. Possibly the women included in this minority 

have trouble posting their Fitspo photos online because of the worries they may 

face for not matching the mold that society has created, even within this 

welcoming and inclusive community (Toffoletti, et al., 2020, p. 2-15). Holland’s et 

al., (2017, p. 77-78) study discovered that Fitpso posters, when compared to 

travel posters, were more likely to obsessively exercise and have eating 

disorders such as bulimia because of their hard to reach goals of obtaining 

slenderness and masculinity. Further, this proposes that rather than just posting 

their healthy lifestyles, that Fitspo posters are striving to obtain or maintain these 

ideals. Not only is Fitspo negatively affecting viewers, but it also affects some of 

these Fitspiration Influencers too.  

 

Among social media platforms, Instagram has the most content shared in 

regards to the ‘Fitspo’ hashtag (Carrotte, et al., 2017, p. 3, as cited in Serlin, 

2020, p. 3). As mentioned above, Fitspo focuses on thin ideals and one of the 

main causes of eating disorders, like bulimia and anorexia, is body 

dissatisfaction. (Fiske et al., 2014; Fallon, et al., 2014; Uhlmann et al, 2018; 
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Karrazsia, et al., 2017, as cited in Serlin, 2020, p. 1). There are many issues that 

help cause body dissatisfaction, but the ideal of thinness has constantly been 

known to have an influence on it. Body dissatisfaction caused by thin ideals are 

one of the clearest anticipators for eating disorders (Karrazsia, et al., 2017, as 

cited in Serlin, 2020, p. 1), perhaps because of this, a majority of research 

focusing on the association concerning body dissatisfaction and body image has 

concentrated on the thin ideals. Even though there has been a change in the 

ways in which beauty ideals and standards are promoted, the thin ideal has still 

been the focus (Serlin, 2020, p. 1). A movement on Instagram, the 

#bodypositivity movement, features more than 11 million posts (Instagram, 2019, 

as cited in Serlin, 2020, p. 9) and shares positive body related content that 

generally opposes what is deemed to be culturally acceptable and aims to 

escape from appearance focused content that is heavily viewed within 

Fitspiration content (Cohen, et al., 2019b, as cited in Serlin, 2020, p. 9). The 

movement features an abundance of different bodies both in appearance and 

size and posts within the movement contained body acceptance and appreciation 

(Cohen, et al., 2019b, as cited in Serlin, 2020, p. 10). There is body appreciation 

and satisfaction, as well as heightened moods when young women are exposed 

to body positivity content. The opposite goes for exposure to Fitspiration content 

as it heavily features thin ideals. (Cohen et al. 2019b; Uhlmann et al., 2018; 

Robinson et al., 2017; Boapple & Thompson, 2016; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 

2015; Grabe, et al., 2008, as cited in Serlin, 2020, p. 105-106).  

 

The Fitspiration community on Instagram negatively affect its female audience 

causing self-esteem issues and body dissatisfaction despite its posts’ intentions 

of being inspiring. Because of Instagram’s affordance of hashtags, it is easy for 

viewers to see communities online. Influencers as part of the Fitspo community 

can be seen editing their photos and promoting their thin body ideals that are 

generally unobtainable or not maintainable. These posts are continuously pushed 

to the attention of young women, even outside of Fitspiration content in traditional 

sources of media. Ideals have not strayed far from their roots portrayed in 
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traditional media. It is questionable, with the rise of social media and everyday 

people sharing their lives, why thinness is still an ideal? Why do we need ideals 

to start with? The movement #bodypositivity could be a turning point in creating a 

supportive and inclusive online community for women, free from one, central 

ideal and home to all bodies. Perhaps, in an aim to help women’s body 

satisfaction and self-esteem, the #bodypositivity should be focused on and 

promoted rather than that of #fitspo, #fitspiration and #thinspiration. Fitspiration is 

creating self-esteem issues, body dissatisfaction as well as eating disorders in 

women. Why cannot it just be ideal for women to feel good, worthy, equal, 

appreciated, included and loved?  
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