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Abstract Article information

This study aimed to understand the psychological and behavioral consequences of

exposure to fitness-related posts on Instagram among high school girls. The || Received: 12 May 2025
research employed a qualitative descriptive phenomenological approach. Data || Revised: 09 July 2025

were collected through an online questionnaire containing both closed and open- || Accepted: 16 August 2025
ended questions, completed by 323 Girl students in Dezful, Iran. Thematic analysis [| Published: 02 September 2025
was conducted using Colaizzi’s method. Findings were categorized into six main
themes: motivational impacts, beauty ideals and body perfection motives, negative
psychological reactions, real-life barriers to body imitation, unstable motivation
and lack of practical action, and entertainment-oriented use coupled with reduced
daily physical activity. The conceptual model revealed that initial motivation for
exercise and physical beauty-driven by comparisons with idealized bodies and
social expectations-often led to frustration, lowered self-esteem, and self-blame
due to limited resources and environmental support. Fitness content on Instagram
generated a dual, contradictory, and complex experience for adolescent girls. On
one hand, it could be inspiring and spark positive intentions toward physical
activity, healthy eating, and self-improvement. On the other hand, such motivation
was often superficial, short-lived, and ineffective in changing behavior. Ultimately, [| Keywords: )
passive content consumption replaced active lifestyle engagement. The results [| Instagram,  Teenage girls,
highlight the need for body media literacy education and preventive interventions || Fitness, Body Image, Content
to promote mental and behavioral health among adolescent girls. Analysis
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION

In Iran, adolescent girls are subject to significant social and cultural constraints. On one hand, they face heightened
pressures related to appearance and body image, and on the other hand, their access to reliable resources on health,
exercise, and self-care may be limited. As a result, Instagram can become a key source for modeling, comparison, and
decision-making regarding their bodies and lifestyles. However, how this exposure is experienced, what consequences
it entails, and what meanings adolescents derive from such content are questions that require thorough and qualitative
investigation.

Accordingly, this study, using a qualitative approach and descriptive phenomenological method, explores the lived
experiences of high school girls in the city of Dezful with regard to viewing inspirational fitness content on Instagram.
The main goal of this research is to understand these adolescents’ emotional, cognitive, and behavioral responses to
such content: why and how they engage with these posts, what emotions they experience, and how this content
influences their attitudes toward their bodies, exercise, and health. This approach aims to provide a deeper
understanding of emerging psychosocial phenomena in the lives of Iranian adolescents and to inform effective cultural
and educational policies or interventions in the domain of social media and adolescent health.

METHODOLOGY

This study is a cross-sectional survey with a mixed-methods approach, conducted using the descriptive
phenomenological method to gain a deeper understanding of the lived experiences of female high school students in
encountering inspirational fitness content on the social media platform Instagram. Notably, although descriptive
phenomenology is typically implemented through in-depth interviews, in this study, due to access limitations and the
age of the participants, qualitative data were collected through open-ended questions in an online questionnaire.

The data collection instrument consisted of an online questionnaire that included both closed-ended questions (for
quantitative data) and open-ended questions (for qualitative data). The study participants were female students in the
second level of high school (upper secondary) in Dezful, who actively followed inspirational fitness content on
Instagram.

The participants’ textual responses to the open-ended questions were analyzed using thematic analysis based on
Colaizzi’s approach. In this process, after repeated reading of the texts, significant statements were extracted, coded,
and categorized into main and sub-themes. For organizing and managing the qualitative data, MAXQDA 2020
software was used. The final analysis focused on identifying the participants’ lived experiences of exposure to fitness
content on Instagram and its effects on body perception, health-related behaviors, and individual motivation.

RESULTS

The thematic analysis of the narratives provided by female high school students revealed six main themes-motivational
effects, beauty and ideal body motivations, negative psychological reactions, real barriers to physical imitation,
instability of motivation and inability to take action, and entertainment-oriented use accompanied by reduced physical
activity-along with 17 sub-themes. These themes collectively reflect the psychological and behavioral consequences
of Instagram fitness posts among high school girls.

The findings also indicate that adolescent girls’ experiences with fitness content on Instagram represent a dual and
contradictory process, encompassing a spectrum of psychological and behavioral reactions. Based on the six main
themes, a conceptual model was developed that illustrates a sequential process-demonstrating how exposure to such
content can progress from initial motivation to passive consumption and reduced physical activity.
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Media Exposure
Daily viewing of fitness posts on Instagram

\

Activation of motivation
Motivational impact of fitness posts
Motivations related to beauty and the ideal body

\

Negative reaction and decline in motivation
Self-comparison and executive inability

\

Inability to act and discontinuation
Gap between motivation and action

v

Repeated passive content consumption
Reduced physical activity and sedentary lifestyle

¥

Psychological-behavioral consequence
Decline in physical health + chronic appearance-related anxiety

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The The findings of this study, presented in the form of a final conceptual model, reveal that Instagram fitness content
creates a dual, contradictory, and complex experience for adolescent girls. On the one hand, such posts may have
motivational potential, triggering positive desires to start exercising, adopt healthy eating habits, and emulate
successful and active role models. However, this motivation is often short-lived, superficial, and unsupported by the
surrounding social and environmental context, and in most cases, does not translate into actual behavioral change.
On the other hand, constant exposure to beauty standards and idealized body images represented in these posts often
leads to negative outcomes, including decreased self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, feelings of inadequacy, and self-
blame. Many adolescents feel incapable of matching these images-especially when faced with barriers such as lack of
financial resources or access to fitness facilities. This gap between desire and inability often results in disengagement
or disillusionment with the content. Moreover, the analysis indicates that adolescents’ engagement with this content
is largely passive and consumptive in nature; the posts rarely lead to physical activity and may even contribute to
increased sedentary behavior due to aimless scrolling and entertainment-focused use. In essence, fitness ideals remain
fantasized and visualized rather than enacted.

The final conceptual model outlines a cyclical pattern: exposure, superficial motivation, psychological pressure,
inability to act, and ultimately, passive consumption. This cycle leads to reduced physical activity, lower self-esteem,
and heightened psychological stress among adolescent girls. In this way, Instagram fitness posts generate a form of
“motivational frustration”-a desire for change without the means to achieve it. Therefore, it is important to recognize
that such content may not only fail to promote adolescent health, but may also undermine their mental well-being and
behavioral stability in subtle yet significant ways. In the absence of media literacy, psychological support, and real-
life opportunities, the negative impacts of this exposure on adolescents’ physical and mental health may outweigh any
potential benefits.
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model of the Psychological-Behavioral Consequences of Fitness Posts on Girl Students
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